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				– DESCRIPTION –

				From the back cover of the original Penguin/Viking edition

				“Who should come to the door but Marilyn Monroe herself. Boy oh boy. Saw her with these very eyes. Wearing an apron and looking every bit like a farm wife but pretty as a picture.”

				A story from a crazy old hitchhiker plants itself in Eli Schuman’s mind and won’t let go. The more he thinks about Marilyn, the more obsessed he becomes with finding the Ohio farmhouse where she supposedly lives.

				Eli, a divorced high school teacher in his late forties, juggles the demands and expectations of the people in his life: his indomitable mother and broken father; Raveena, his ex-wife; his sullen teenage son and maturing daughter; his eccentric and secretive roommate John; and a woman Eli unexpectedly meets who challenges his dreams of the perfect woman. With only the bizarre lead from the old hitchhiker to go on, Eli embarks on a summer-long journey. It is a road of longing, elation, hopefulness, despair, reckless abandonment and ultimately, an almost delirious rush towards self-discovery.

				“The Possibility of Dreaming on a Night Without Stars”is a novel of remarkable gentleness and compassion. It is the tale of one summer’s journey to the real places our dreams can take us.
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				PART ONE

				– ONE –

				 I don’t usually stop for hitchhikers anymore.   Back in college I’d thumb rides home to Cleveland and the day after graduation I took off for eight weeks in Europe and hitched wherever cars, trucks, and a twenty-two-year-old’s innocence could take me. In 1972, when I landed my first teaching job and bought a used Ford Falcon—ugly, powder blue, rusting, unreliable, but cheap—I’d drive out of my way for just about anyone.

				Things changed, however, and I hadn’t given a stranger a lift in years.

				It was 1998, a sunny afternoon in April. A gentle breeze and the early end to a meeting had led me onto the back roads from Columbus up to Cleveland. Most of the countryside was still dead from the cold darkness of winter, but promises of spring surrounded me: A red tractor groomed a field. On a clothesline, a pink quilt took its first breath of open air. Best of all, baby-green leaves peeked out from the dangling fingers of the willows along a creek—the creek itself gurgling as if it were a newborn.

				I passed through the remnants of a village and pulled into a gas station that reminded me of one I’d seen in an old black-and-white movie. The service bay had a garage door patterned out of small windowpanes. The building was brick, whitened here and there with patches of lead paint. A sagging roof hung out past the building and over the solitary pump. In the movie, a boy in a smart uniform sprinted out to top up your tank and check your oil while you stepped inside for a smoke. Here, no one rushed for anything. I filled my own tank as I read the yellowed advertisements plastered on the service station window: sparkplugs, beer, and brands of candy that hadn’t been made for years. The only sound came from the roadside, where, atop a wooden pole, a battered Texaco sign rotated in the breeze. It turned halfway around in one direction, then back again in the other, grating out a rusty tune that left me feeling I had lost something back down the road.

				I went inside, paid a bored-looking woman for the gas, and bought a pint carton of chocolate milk—as if its sweet wholesomeness could wash away the melancholy I felt. It wasn’t until I was angling back into my car that an old guy scurried up to me, pinched my sleeve, and asked me for a ride “up the road there a piece.” The thought of being cooped up with this geezer wasn’t appetizing. He had appeared out of the garage and his brown suit jacket and pants hung on him, shiny and black from years of grease and neglect. He was a squat man, bent forward like he had spent his former working days folded under a car hood. His flannel shirt was peeled open at the neck and I glimpsed the edge of an undershirt, threadbare and yellow. Clamped into a stained corner of his lips was the wet stub of an unlit cigar. From two feet away I could smell unwashed clothes, axle grease, and stale smoke.

				I took all this in and, just as quickly, tried to conjure up a good excuse. But decency got the better of me and I said, “Sure, hop in. But I’ve got to ask you not to light up that thing.”

				With his little paw of a hand he yanked the cigar from his mouth and gave it a good long stare. Maybe he decided it was too wet to light anyway, for he parked it between his lips and scampered around to the passenger side.

				And that is how it all began.

				I should have been tearing home to Cleveland. Tonight was the first night of Passover and my ex-wife and kids were joining my parents for the traditional seder dinner.

				But I was on the back roads with an old guy at my side mumbling and grumbling away. At first I thought he was saying, “Brb-o-bro-bbbr.” But then, as if the sounds were a picture suddenly coming into focus, I could hear him say, “Boy oh boy.” Over and over again. Then with a shout he announced, “That place isn’t what she used to be.” There was gravel in his throat. He didn’t have a deep voice, more a sharp-pitched tenor, but the words came out chewed up and raw.

				“Nope, she don’t come close. When Steve Johnston still owned ’er there’d be people lined up for a fillerup. It’s all changed.”

				“This was back in ...?”

				“Oh, quite a ways back.” Out of the corner of my eye I could see him giving me the once-over. “Maybe before you was born.” He broke into a sputtering laugh, like an engine trying to turn over, and ended up having a coughing fit. He coughed on and on and I shuddered as I imagined having to perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation on him. But the coughing let up and he rolled down the window and shot a hork of mucus into a passing field. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve and continued.

				“See over down theres a way?” He pointed off to one side. “Down that driveway you see there, they say for a spell all their cows and horses were born with five legs.” He held up five dirty fingers.

				“Five legs, huh?”

				“Each and every one of ’em. That’s the way they tell it.”

				For several minutes, we drove in silence, except for the hum of the tires, the drone of the engine, and the “boy oh boy” mantra of my passenger.

				He startled me with another shout. “See them crossroads up there? Well, you go down theres a way and there’s this farm—you just watch the road—they say was a regular whorehouse, pardon my French. That farmer and his better half, they hired girls to look after all those salesmen and whoever could pull twenty bucks from their back pocket for an evening’s entertainment, if you get what I’m speaking of. And when those girls got so fed up they skedaddled, they put the sheep to work. I mean it, that’s what they tell about that very farm. Boy oh boy. They say business got even better when the girls left.” He broke into another laughing fit.

				He chortled and coughed and gasped for breath while I watched the countryside. It was April 3 and warm enough for the windows to be open a crack, which helped keep down the smell of old cigars and dirty clothes. I focused on the fresh countryside: some of the fields were already plowed and harrowed, but I figured it would be another few weeks before new crops were set in. Some of the bushes and trees were fringed with a halo of pale green—it looked more like fuzz than leaves, but there was enough green to encourage me that the long winter was finally over.

				“And see that farm there?” He poked his arm in front of me and jabbed off to the west. “I heard they had those Martians visit there once. Everyone saw ‘em.”

				There were a few more stories of Elvis, aliens, and strange happenings but all I remember was the final one before I dropped him off at another village:

				“I’ve seen it all, I tell you. A few years back, I was helping a friend deliver parts for tractors. Oh, yes sir, I can drive if you want a break from behind that wheel. Anyways, where was I?”

				“Tractors.”

				“That’s right. What line are you in? You sound pretty smart.”

				“I’m a teacher.”

				“Teacher. Yep. Teacher.”

				I had been in Columbus for the spring meeting of the equal opportunity committee of the Ohio Federation of Teachers.

				We drove for a moment in silence, as if he were contemplating my choice of professions, before he started back into the story. “Well, we get up to this farmhouse and who should come to the door but Marilyn Monroe herself.”

				“No kidding,” I said, although I was now weary of his tales.

				“Boy oh boy. Saw her with these very eyes. Wearing an apron and looking every bit like a farm wife but pretty as a picture. None of that white hair or nothing, but you could tell it was her as clear as I’m sittin’ here.”

				“You mean before she was a star?”

				“I don’t mean nothin’ of the kind. I mean after she was a star.”

				“Back in the 1940s?”

				“Didn’t you hear me? I said just a few years ago and I meant it. It couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen years back. Nixon was president.”

				“That was more than twenty-five years ago,” I said.

				“Fifteen, twenty-five. All the same to me.”

				“Either way, though, she was long since dead.”

				“Saw her. All I can say.”

				At the next crossroads I dropped him off. Brusquely, he thanked me and I didn’t have to be psychic to sense he was miffed that I hadn’t believed his final story.

				I sped east to the interstate, the windows down and cool air chasing away the smell of grease and rancid smoke.

				 Chicken soup, roast chicken, and carrots glazed with honey, orange, and ginger. I had smelled this combination once a year for forty-eight years and it immediately put me at ease. At the front door of my parents’ house, my daughter, Sarah, devoured me with enthusiasm. I patted her shoulder as she launched into a lament about what a creep one of her teachers was. I followed the story into the dining room, where everyone was scraping their chairs forward on the parquet floor—cued, apparently, by the ring of the doorbell.

				“Sorry I’m late.” I made my voice a bit more breathless than it actually was.

				My mother said, “Eli!” and plumped a kiss on my cheek. She bustled back to the kitchen to turn something down or something off or something on for the meal that would start in about forty-five minutes.

				I greeted everyone around the table. My dad: his height and pearly white beard would have been imposing on another man, but his physical strength was offset by his withdrawn and quiet ways. He smiled kindly and dropped his eyes to the Haggadah, the prayer book for the seder that tells the story of the exodus from Egypt. On the other side of Dad was Sarah: seventeen, bubbly, with a woman’s confidence one minute and a teenager’s giggles the next. My son, Daniel, was sullen, barely fourteen, and barely polite enough to mutter hello even though I hadn’t seen him in almost two weeks. There was a male graduate student from Case Western Reserve whom my parents had met at the synagogue and dragged home for Passover. On my side of the table, my parents’ friends, the Rosenbergs, were with us as usual. Mr. Rosenberg adjusted a yarmulke on his bald head—the lone yarmulke in the crowd. Mrs. Rosenberg entertained my ex-wife with her new theory about matzo balls. Raveena listened politely. Raveena, with her glasses, curly dark hair (now sheered off), and, since our separation a dozen years ago, beyond my ability to give any objective evaluation about her looks, her appeal, her personality, her intelligence, her desirability, or anything else that might have first drawn me into her arms. Finally, came my mother—still in her apron, her tinted dark hair her one serious refuge into vanity. In her confident way she said to my father, “Dear, let us begin.”

				We took turns reading, Dad obviously relieved to share the leader’s role and the rest of us happy to take part. We retold the stories, rushed through the prayers, drank the wine, tasted ceremonial tidbits, and, not a minute too soon, grinned with excitement as my mother, Sarah, and I formed a procession to bring steaming bowls of chicken soup with matzo balls.

				“I wish Anne could be here.” Mom smiled wistfully, I breathed with relief. My dreadful twin sister lived in Middletown, Connecticut, and delegated the filial torch to me.

				It was a torch I didn’t mind carrying. I glanced at the faces crowded around the table and felt happy to be with them. Even as a teenager, Passover was one of the rare moments when I felt particularly happy to be Jewish. You might say that a holiday that celebrates compassion and justice shouldn’t seem too astounding. But, with mean-spiritedness digging in everywhere, this evening was an oasis.

				During the noisy dinner, Dad was predictably quiet. Although I had long convinced myself I accepted who he was, there were times like tonight when I wished he would regale us with stories or speak thoughtfully about the world, or peace, or Jewish history. Even tell us about his beloved jazz records whose jackets now carried a whiff of mildew and memories I’ve tried hard to forget.

				By the end of the meal the conversation had covered the state of the world, the prospects for the Indians this season, the latest budget cuts in Columbus, and the beginning of the presidential primaries and the improbability that a second George Bush would get the Republican nomination, let alone be elected. We all knew we had to recharge for the final twenty minutes of the seder, but not quite ready for that, I jumped in with a story about the old geezer who had asked me for a ride.

				I retold his tall tales, exaggerating just a bit in the same way I tell plots to my students. I revealed Martian secrets and astounded with tales of five-legged animals and the current whereabouts of Elvis and Marilyn Monroe.

				Everyone laughed, Sarah said, “Gross” when I described the old guy, and even Daniel perked up when I mentioned the brothel during a strategic moment when my mother and Mrs. Rosenberg were huddling in the kitchen.

				An hour later as the guests left, I reminded my kids I’d see them on Friday for our twice-a-month weekend together, and I stayed behind to help my parents clean up. Passover was one of the few times my father made a concerted effort to help. Mom said she was glad Sarah and Daniel could be there and “at least have a little sense they are Jewish.” Although Raveena was Jewish, she was even less observant than I was. Instead of taking Mom up on this snipe, I apologized for Daniel’s behavior. My mother said, “What can you do? He’s becoming a teenager. Sullen is part of the job description.”

				The three of us wrapped leftovers, arranged things in the dishwasher, washed pots, hand-washed and dried the wineglasses, and chattered away (my mother and I, that is) until I was long-past ready to go home.

				Finally, at the front door we were exchanging good-byes when my father—who, as I said, had barely popped open his mouth the whole evening—said to me, “That’s funny, you know.”

				“What?”

				And it was as though the point had been nagging him all night: “That stranger you picked up. All his stories were in the third person. ‘They say this, I heard that, that’s what they tell …’ But the way you told it, Eli, when he got to Marilyn Monroe, he said it happened to him.”

				I squinted at the ceiling as if to focus on the old geezer’s words. “Yes. I guess he did.”

				Dad’s eyes almost twinkled for a moment as he said, “Maybe there’s something in it.”

				I laughed and didn’t give it another thought for almost two months.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWO –

				 June hovered so close that my students could barely sit still. As I tried to engage the unfocused eyes of my youngest class, I could see that fewer than usual were thinking about journalism. You could almost see them thinking about boyfriends and girlfriends, summer jobs, summer camp, summer parties, summer movies, and more on girlfriends and boyfriends.

				Rain was slashing onto the flagstones in the courtyard and beating at the leaves outside my second-floor classroom. Although Cleveland Heights High was staunchly egalitarian when it came to course assignments, my one perk from teaching here for the previous twelve years was that I had what I considered close to the ideal classroom. Large windows faced the courtyard and the clock tower of our oldest wing. Twigs and branches from a couple of trees scratched at my windows and made my room feel like a treehouse, especially from the late spring to the middle of autumn. There was carpet the color of Lake Erie on a calm winter’s day. The blackboards were thick sheets of slate that rang when I touched the chalk to their cool surface. It was the only classroom in my wing with the old slate boards.

				I was teaching the introduction to journalism course that year, filling in for Jim Grayson, who had a partial leave to finish his master’s degree. The freshman and sophomore students facing me couldn’t have been a bigger disappointment. I had ignored Jim’s cautions and developed a terrific course plan, only to see it crushed by a roomful of students who couldn’t write sentences, thought a paragraph was a whimsical graphical devise, ignored homework, and hadn’t even chosen the course themselves but had been parked there by a guidance counselor who thought it would be easy, interesting, and “relevant.” As my friend Michael once declared about his own students, they dealt with classes as if they had their fingers on the pause button of a vcr: without warning, one or other student would “pause” me and launch into an animated conversation with his neighbor.

				By mid-year we had inched forward into the world of grammar, syntax and more on who/what/where/when/why. Now, in our last month, I was rewarding them with my own bit of whimsy: a section on investigative journalism. Last Monday I had told them about Watergate and, stretching over two days, shown them All the President’s Men, which sparked the biggest reaction when they saw young versions of Robert Redford and Dustin Hoffman with bushy sideburns and funny clothes. But it got them arguing about politics and corruption and idealism, and I realized I had made a big mistake: I should have done this months ago. Although it took good sentences to get the job done well, journalism, ultimately, wasn’t about sentences; it was about making links between individuals and their world.

				All twenty-five of them were now hunched over pieces of paper or gazing out at the trees, trying to dream up an investigative piece they could do themselves in the final two weeks of school. There wasn’t much writing going on. Chrissie and Max had already made it clear they didn’t have a clue where to begin. Max had a mind to investigate secret payoffs between corporations and the Republican and Democratic presidential candidates. Chrissie’s thoughts swirled around the secret sex lives of Parisian runway models.

				“Class,” I said. Heads shot up in relief. “Coming up with a project isn’t easy.”

				“No kidding,” yelled Clifton.

				“If you’re a reporter, you hear rumors. There are things that have always troubled you.” I strolled toward the other end of the classroom, turning this way and that. “Maybe you get a tip, or a public figure says something that starts you thinking. This stuff is a lot harder if you have to pull it out of thin air.” I pantomimed plucking an apple from a tree and then swept the room with my eyes to make sure they were getting it. “Okay, so where do you start? Chrissie?”

				“I wanted to start in Paris, but you, like, go I’m crazy.”

				“Wonder why,” mumbled Junior.

				“Sorry. But you’re not in Paris, so it’s hard to start there. Start where you live. Something you see happening in your home, your school, your neighborhood.”

				“But, sir, that’s the same stuff we’ve been doing all along.”

				“Would you groan if I said ‘yes’ and ‘no?’” The class groaned on cue. “‘Yes’ if you mean that you’ve got to apply the same exacting standards as any other piece of reporting. Just because someone says they were abducted by aliens doesn’t mean you can do a story that doesn’t have any objective data or other opinions.”

				I think Junior mumbled something to Clifton about Chrissie being an alien.

				“But ‘no’ in that you’re creating a story. Most other stories we’ve done are about events. The track team wins a meet or the student council holds a dance and you write about it. This is different. You’re playing a hunch. You’re following your nose.” There were a few squeals. “Come on, guys, you know what I mean.

				“Take something that happened to you.” I stepped toward a few boys who always sat in a protective clump. “You get beat up.” Their faces scowled in disgust as if such a thing could never happen to real men. But I persisted, knowing that probably half of them had been clobbered during the past four or five years. “So do some investigative reporting on how much of that is going on.” I swung back toward a pod of girls. “Maybe you feel that you’ve got to diet to be attractive.” Almost in unison they rolled their eyes, as if to say, So? “Well, do some research on the type of pressure other girls feel or on advertising aimed at your age group.”

				“How about the custodians always sitting on their butts playing cards all day when the bathrooms are so disgusting?”

				“Well, sure, whatever.” I smiled conspiratorially. “Just don’t tell them I sent you.”

				As I talked about all this, two things were barging into the edge of my consciousness.

				One was that I was starving and couldn’t wait for lunch to begin.

				The second thought started off with aliens, progressed to Martians kidnapping cows, and ended up with Marilyn Monroe.

				Again, they tucked themselves into their work, but within seconds, half of them were staring into space or doodling or whispering to a neighbor.

				Clifton waved his hand and, although he was one of my bright spots, I may have sounded weary when I called on him. Clifton said, “All that’s fine, but how do we start this?”

				So I said, “Write down the first idea that comes into your heads.” I waited and then added, “Whatever the idea, think of something important to you or your friends.” I paused again. “Just make sure it’s something you know about or something you could find out about with three or four hours of research.” They groaned. “Fine. Two hours of research.” They applauded. “Then jot down the five questions … Which five questions?”

				They droned the five Ws.

				“And then off you go to find the answers.”

				A few of them started to get up.

				“I mean, when the bell rings.”

				Junior jabbed his hand defiantly into the air. “Sir, if it isn’t so hard, why haven’t you ever done it?”

				“Done what?”

				“Written something.”

				“There’s an old, malicious expression: ‘Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.’”

				They laughed, but Junior stuck his hand back up.

				“Sir, that’s a cop-out.”

				“Teachers do something useful. I hope.”

				I could see in their eyes they weren’t entirely convinced.

				There was a chorus of voices. Suddenly I had a whole cheering section, saying that if they had to investigate something, I should as well. And as they spoke, my mind kept flipping back to the old geezer who said he saw Marilyn Monroe in the late 1960s or early 1970s.

				I held up my hands like a stand-up comic quieting down a raucous crowd.

				“Okay … Okay … Fine … I’ll do it,” I said, but really as a joke. “You all know Marilyn Monroe?”

				Jeff yelled out, “Yeah, I slept with her last night.”

				Chrissie squealed about how fat she looked.

				“She killed herself back in the early 1960s.” I might as well have said the 1860s as far as they were concerned. “Anyway, I met an old guy who claimed she was still alive. So here’s the deal. If you all work your butts off and write a great final paper, I’ll investigate that.”

				Hoots and cheers filled the room. Junior yelled, “Mr. Schuman, investigative reporter.”

				The bell rang and they were off.

				I was smiling as I gathered my papers. That was one of the things I loved most about teaching: the sheer energy of all those teenagers. Energy that could drive you crazy or make you wish you could find a fraction of that within yourself.

				Not that I labored over my offhand promise. I was too hungry and the notion that Marilyn Monroe was alive and living in an old farmhouse in Ohio was particularly silly.

				I ate with my friend Debbie Warniock, a librarian who, even in her late fifties, has a kick-ass quality that definitely breaks the librarian mold. We sat with two colleagues from the English department and, not for the first time, shared plans for our summer vacations.

				I had just gotten up to carry my tray to the racks on the side when a small delegation of students swarmed me. Junior was there, but he was holding back. Two were from one of my Grade Eleven classes.

				Mike Thomas said, “Junior says you knew Marilyn Monroe.”

				Junior shouted, “That’s not what I said.”

				Mike turned to him. “Well, you said he was gonna write a story about meeting her. How’s he supposed to do that if he doesn’t know her?”

				Junior, who in spite of being only in Grade Ten, was on the basketball team and so could command some attention. He said, “Man, you’re so stupid. I said he was going to investigate someone who claimed he met her. That she’s still alive.” Then Junior turned on me. “Isn’t that right, sir?”

				By this point I had all but forgotten what I had said to them but maybe because a promise is a promise, or maybe because I sensed there was something at stake in Junior’s mind, I stammered, “Uh, yeah. Right.”

				If only I had heeded my two cautions to the intro journalism students: Whatever you choose, just make sure you can get the information you need.

				Most of all, really know why you’ve chosen to write the story.

				 “John, get that, would you? It should be the kids.” My hands were mucked up with a lasagna-in-progress: shreds of gluey pasta, splotches of tomato sauce, bits of cooked spinach, and a smear of ricotta cheese. Back when he still spoke to me, Daniel said it was his favorite.

				John Pressel was my tenant and my pompous vice-principal. He had moved into my empty third floor earlier this year after his wife finally caught him having one of his interminable affairs that everyone in the world, except her, seemed to know every detail about. Perhaps my offer had been shrewd economics: each month his rent check would head straight into the kids’ college fund. Perhaps it had been charity: I had never before seen him display any emotion other than a suspect charm and I knew he was hurting badly. Whatever it was, it was sheer stupidity: I didn’t approve of his screwing around, I couldn’t stand him, and as I quickly discovered, I couldn’t stand living with him. It had now come down to either turfing him out or poisoning his precious coffee. Even though his demise would be a worthwhile contribution to society, I promised myself I would talk to him soon. With teachers coming and going, it wouldn’t be too awkward for him to move before he took off for his summer holiday.

				I heard Sarah’s bright laughter as she rushed into the kitchen. She practically tackled me with another of her enthusiastic hugs, the type that teenaged girls reserve exclusively for their fathers. Raveena and John appeared in animated conversation. Daniel slagged behind. He grumbled hello with the same tone I imagine Kurtz using to say, “The Horror. The Horror,” glared at Raveena, and slouched off to watch TV.

				Raveena pointed to the map of Ohio spread across the wooden tabletop. “Shipping out?”

				“He’s evading the slings and arrows of modern existence,” John answered with a toothy grin. John had not been an English teacher.

				I said, “Maybe take a drive tomorrow.”

				Sarah pinched up her face and theatrically clenched her lip between her teeth. Apparently, it was a new gesture she was working on.

				“Raveena,” John said in an unctuous tone. “Coffee?” His voice combined the reverence of a priest inviting his flock to sip consecrated wine with the salaciousness of a male stripper miming oral sex.

				“No, it’s okay. Too much trouble.”

				“My exclusive blend.”

				To my relief she declined again. I wondered, as I have often wondered, why I couldn’t simply be friends with her. She kissed Sarah good-bye. I promised I’d have the kids home on Sunday morning—a shortened weekend for me, but Raveena had bought theater tickets for a matinee.

				“John,” I said. “Any plans for tonight?”

				“Well, thank you, I surely would like to join you.”

				It wasn’t exactly what I had in mind. “It’s only—”

				“No matter, my son. I haven’t feasted on lasagna in years.”

				Except in the summertime when things are more flexible, I got to spend all of four or five nights a month with my kids. I was about to share one of them with a man who could single-handedly give vice-principals an even worse reputation, if that were humanly possible. What do you say to a guy who, in Cleveland, Ohio, in the dead of winter, wears seersucker suits? John is a man who delights in having students stew outside his office for half an hour before pontificating to them about how much it hurt their education to be two minutes late that morning. He refers to students as customers. Living with him is only bearable because he pays me rent and because he is seldom home.

				 “Mr. Schuman,” John exclaimed, “this is superb lasagna!” You would have thought he was intoning hosanna, his voice rising a pitch in the stretched-out middle syllable of lasagna: “La-ZAHN-ya.” I immediately regretted I had made it.

				Sarah updated me on the continued saga of the atrocious Mr. Burnside, her physics teacher.

				John took this as a sign that our schools need better customer relations.

				Daniel picked at his food.

				I offered to phone her school. Sarah said no. “Maybe I’ll ask Mom.”

				“So, John. Friday night! Big plans?” My hints that he should hit the road flew over John’s head like home runs on a sunny day at Jacob’s Field. Finally, he checked his watch and, employing the only foreign language he had mastered, said he had to “am-scray.”

				As soon as John’s shadow cleared the doorway, I told Sarah and Daniel how much I wanted to go for a drive the next day. “Remember the old geezer I told you about at Passover?” But despite all my excitement, both of them said no to a drive. Sarah had too much homework. Daniel didn’t actually use words, but his eyeballs did half-somersaults as if performing for an imaginary crowd of friends.

				Sarah read my face. “Maybe next time, Daddy. Okay?”

				Daniel shoved away his plate and slumped out of the room. The garlic bread and salad were gone. The lasagna remained untouched.

				A day and a half later, the road was Sunday-afternoon quiet. I had made a nice brunch that even Daniel ate, bundled them into Raveena’s car, waved good-bye, and scooted down the interstate, skipping past Akron and Dayton before I knew it, and not exiting onto the back roads until I was beyond Amish country where the horse-drawn buggies trotting from church would have slowed me right down.

				I zigged and zagged for two hours before I found the gas station. It was just outside of Tunnel Hill, still picturesque, still dilapidated. No sharp edges, no sleek logos, no nothing but a beautiful door to the garage bay, the one pump, and the welcoming neon of a beer advertisement in the window. That day, however, the lights were out and a fat padlock clamped the door shut.

			

		

	
		
			
				– THREE –

				 Marilyn Monroe was twenty when she first slipped off her clothes to be photographed. By then she had spent her time trying to come across a man or a woman she could please and trying to find a place where she could just fit in.

				It was funny thinking about a Hollywood sex symbol as I drove through simple farm country back down to Tunnel Hill the following Saturday morning. Women hung wet laundry on clotheslines, tractors kicked up clouds of dirt, teenaged boys huddled under car hoods, pigtailed girls skipped rope, and there wasn’t a sex goddess in sight.

				Marilyn had been a kid like those little girls. But she was born into harder times: she never knew who her father was, her mom had little money and was in and out of mental institutions. Marilyn’s first stepmom was obsessed with Jean Harlow and was just as obsessed with molding the young Norma Jean Mortenson into a star. It was southern California, it was the Dirty Thirties, and it was a dream Norma Jean quickly adopted as her own. She shuffled between different relatives and foster homes and, although some were good people, she never acquired a sense of security, never felt she belonged, and never knew for certain that anyone loved her. The last of the line of stepparents married her off just about the day she turned sixteen rather than having to bring her with them when they moved back East.

				It had been a busy week for me, crammed with meetings and teaching and getting ready for exams, and I had read only to page one hundred and fifty of a fat biography of Monroe. I was reading slowly and carefully, wanting to remember everything, savoring details, and looking for clues. During the war, she had been inspecting parachutes in a factory when a crew of army photographers asked her to pose. Within months she was modeling for advertisements and during the next two years she landed a few bit parts in a few bit movies. When she was twenty, she changed her name, raised her hairline, peroxided her hair, and underwent some plastic surgery. Actually, various studio bosses and agents did the re-christening and set appointments to have her hairline raised, her hair peroxided, the small bump at the tip of her nose removed, and her jawline smoothed out by the insertion of a prosthesis. By 1949, the point when I closed the book the night before, Marilyn was twenty-three years old. She had already been through one marriage, countless affairs, and one period when she exchanged sex for meals so her limited income could go into acting classes, rent, and car payments.

				I was two months old at the time.

				I knew very little about her and this surprised me, especially since she was one of my first great loves, once I had gotten over Annette Funicello, the only Mouseketeer with breasts. Oh yes, and a girl in kindergarten whose name and face I no longer remember but whose graceful hands I shall never forget. I can’t think about that too literally—the idea that a six-year-old could have graceful hands—but I know that’s what I felt at the time with all the intensity I might feel today about the body of a woman I love and desire.

				When I was a young teenager, Marilyn Monroe was a name we traded like baseball statistics or car makes. She was a picture we fawned over when a friend uncovered his dad’s stash of Playboy magazines. She was a head of luscious hair that I now discovered was not her natural color—a revelation that anyone but a twelve-year-old boy would instantly know. Whatever I remembered about her personal life were things I picked up as an adult. But even this was scant: it started with husbands Joe DiMaggio and Arthur Miller, progressed to John F. Kennedy, and ended with her suicide—or was it an accidental death by a drug overdose?—in 1962 when I was fifteen and she, I found out, was thirty-six.

				The previous week at school, I had reported the gist of this to a specially constituted subcommittee chaired by Junior and comprised of five or six other students who had spread the word among their friends. Suddenly, I was getting strange looks from students I had never seen before, knowing nods from horny boys, smiles from the more full-figured girls (as if my supposed fixation on Marilyn Monroe was good for their anorexia-challenging identities). After telling the subcommittee I had, so far, failed to dig up the old guy, I figured I owed Junior something more, or at least should show I was doing the homework I was demanding of him. So I delivered a quick scan of her first two decades, noted that she wasn’t much older than they were, and promised them a report from this weekend’s—this day’s—drive.

				From a distance I picked out the gas station and could see it was open. A car fishtailed back onto the road just as I crunched across the gravel-topped asphalt and pulled up to the pump.

				Inside, I found myself wishing the convenience stores up on Lee Road felt more like this. A parade of feet had smoothed a shallow gully in the softwood floor from the door to the counter. A glowing tube of red neon ringed a big old clock. High wooden shelves along the walls and a row of chest-high shelves down the center were crammed with cookies, pliers, socks, cereal, candy, light bulbs, seed packets, garden tools, whisk brooms, kids’ toys, and the largest assortment of hot sauce I had ever seen: a whole shelf of bottles, no two of them alike.

				I picked up one of the bottles to read the label.

				“Those ain’t for sale.” I glanced over at a man who had stepped through the doorway from the garage. He was wiping his hands on a rag as he moseyed over behind the counter. “Just a hobby. Collectin’ ’em when friends get off somewhere.” He wore a fresh set of coveralls, fresh but stained and frayed. I followed him up to the counter. Bill was monogrammed over the breast pocket.

				“You must really like hot sauces.”

				“Nope. Can’t say as I do.”

				He didn’t say anything else but watched my face, waiting, I figured, to see if I’d ask him to explain himself.

				“I’m looking for an old guy I met here a couple months back.”

				As Bill studied me, I could see his eyes rifling through a job list as if he were an employment counselor: Cop? Salesman? Bounty hunter?

				I said, “I don’t really know him. My name’s Eli Schuman. I teach high school up in Cleveland.”

				“That so?” There was real admiration in his voice. It had been years since I heard much admiration in the rest of the state either for Cleveland or my profession, but I proudly thought he was referring to the latter.

				“Those Indians, they’re somethin’ else, ain’t they?”

				“They sure are.”

				“Like when we was kids.”

				“Just like them.”

				“You say you was askin’ about Gus.”

				“I gave him a ride back in the beginning of April. He told me all sorts of stories—”

				“That’d be Gus all right.”

				“And I was thinking about writing some of them down.”

				“You sure you’re not with that National Enquirer?” Bill chuckled at his joke and I joined him. “Can’t say as I can help you much. He was friends with the owner before me and drops by once, twice, a year. Says it’s to check up for Mr. Johnston, that’s what he called Steve. Gus pokes around and bends your ear about moonmen and lost ships and then cadges a ride with a customer. And that’s the last I see of him and don’t know he’s ever comin’ back ’til I smell that cigar of his.”

				“So I guess you don’t know where he lives?”

				“Nope, can’t say I do. I’ve heard him talk about different towns along the road, just like this here.”

				“No ideas?” Maybe a hint of desperation had crept into my voice, because he examined me again like he wasn’t so sure he should answer.

				“Well, I think I once heard him complainin’ about a roomin’ house, so it must be one of the bigger towns. Try up in Mansfield or Wooster. Maybe down in Newark. Gus Lewis is his name. That’s about all I can help you.”

				I topped up the gas tank, bought some chocolate milk, and asked Bill if he ever thought of selling his clock, which I could picture hanging in the English office. I printed out my name and phone number in case Gus came back.

				I was halfway to the door when he called out to me.

				“The bottles is pretty. That’s what I like about ’em. It’s all the different bottles. That’s all.”

				 When I returned home, John was in the kitchen bringing forth a cup of coffee made from his individually selected coffee beans. His clothes screamed Saturday Night Big Date.

				“John,” I said without so much as a hello. “What are the chances of my getting out of summer school?”

				“About one in zero.” John had once been a math teacher.

				I contemplated this for a second, trying to remember if that meant good or zero. I decided it meant zero.

				After the gas station, I had poked around several towns, trying without luck to pick up Gus Lewis’s trail. Bucolic thoughts of a summertime spent roaming around my home state were shattered when I realized I had broken a ten-year policy and had promised John I’d teach summer school.

				“My son,” said John, “scheduling is done, contracts are signed, and I am sure every other teacher has made up his vacation—”

				“Or her.”

				“What?”

				“Or her. We have women teachers too.”

				He glared at me. “Vacation plans. His, or her, vacation plans.”

				“When do you leave?” I asked. John had rented a house in Cornwall for six weeks.

				“The house fell through,” he said. “But that’s all right, my son, for I am looking forward to being around here for a change. Partake in some baseball games, chance a hot summer romance, read a book or two.”

				I said, “Can you at least try?” but he raised his eyebrows in confusion. “Summer school.”

				“Oh. I will look into it, but I cannot promise a thing.” The timer buzzed and he jammed the plunger down into the Bodum, snapping away his hand in triumph. “But speaking of romance, that’s where your head should be. Not whether you have to teach for a measly six weeks.”

				I ignored his advice like I was a student facing him across the vice-principal’s desk.

				“Take you and Raveena. You never think of getting back together, do you.” It was more a comment than a question but I still thought John was weird.

				I laughed and shook my head. “Not for an instant.”

				He sighed and shook his head, as if he personally regretted every lost chance for love to flourish. “Well, I best be going. My date will be ready at seven.” He raised the thin glass mug to the light, checked the color, drew a long sip, closed his eyes, and, finally, as if I were waiting impatiently for his judgement, released a lip-smacking sigh. “Now that’s what coffee is all about.” As he steered toward the hallway, cup in hand, he called back to me, “You really should be seeing someone, you know.”

				 It wasn’t the first thing my mother said when I walked through her door. But if I believed in conspiracies, and if I didn’t know she had better taste, I’d have suspected collusion between John and her. We were on dessert, a bowl of ice cream smothered with chocolate sauce and sliced bananas. My parents ate dessert as if they were kids. I’ve never quite figured out why they didn’t end up looking like pork chops or having heart attacks, but a bowl of ice cream or a slice of cake would send them into a state of glee. That and listening to Oscar Peterson were just about the only times when I could spot Dad’s barometer rising.

				“So, boychick.” My mother didn’t speak Yiddish but in the previous two or three years had started to spice her language with the occasional diminutive. “You haven’t told us anything lately about seeing anyone. Has he, dear?”

				My father shrugged politely.

				“Not since that, what was her name?”

				I pretended not to know who she was talking about.

				“You know. Last year. You brought her to meet us last year.”

				Susan, my most recent near miss. Made it to the take-each-other-home-to-meet-the-aging-folks stage but no further. Susan was an interesting woman, a pretty woman, and a smart woman. But there was one big thing missing that kept her from being the perfect woman for me: she had no stability. She had flitted between jobs, painting huge and quite interesting canvases one year, waitressing the next. She returned to university, dropped out, traveled, and so on, without any sense of who she was and what she wanted in life. She brought to all these activities the same restlessness and lack of interest a traveler might feel when standing in front of a shelf of lousy novels at an airport magazine rack. Looking back, I do wonder why her lack of job stability was so important to me. It wasn’t a financial thing; I did all right and, besides, she had family money and would have brought more than her share into a marriage. And she was emotionally stable. However, it rankled me that she didn’t have anything she was committed to or interested in for more than six months. We dated for over a year, but for all I had grown to love her, it became clear to me that it was going no farther. My decision was not easy and, afterward, it took me five months before I could bear going on another date, so despondent did I feel about the prospects of meeting the right woman.

				Sheer desire for a companion, sheer desire to have a woman nestled against me as I drifted off to sleep, and sheer physical lust had not been enough to propel me into the right relationship since Raveena and I had split up twelve years earlier. Dating, yes, for one year, max. It never lasted, even though I kept telling myself that was what I really wanted.

				“Susan,” I said. “It was Susan.”

				My mother knew her name. It was just that she had entered a “meet someone Jewish” phase. I don’t remember her ever doing that when I was younger, although she was thrilled when Raveena and I got hitched.

				“There are some lovely girls at the temple.”

				“Mom,” I said pleasantly, “I’m a few years past the stage of going out with girls.”

				My father smiled to himself.

				Mother stared at me in mock exasperation. “Dear, you know exactly what I mean. What’s wrong with meeting a nice Jewish woman? There, is that better?”

				“Nothing is wrong with it. I’ll meet who I’ll meet. I want to find the right woman. Maybe she’ll be Jewish, maybe she’ll be Muslim, for all I know.”

				Not getting any rise out of her I added, “She’ll wear a full veil, of course.”

				“Eli,” said my father.

				The whole thing was bothering me more than I was letting on. I couldn’t understand any more than they why I hadn’t discovered a suitable woman among a million people in the area, especially since I worked in a profession with scads from that half of humanity. Male and female friends proclaimed me a real catch: I was handsome, they said. Smart, they said. Pleasant, ditto, and one of the few men who had ever been active in the equity council of the teachers’ federation, which suggested, correctly, that I was sympathetic to the struggles of women. And best of all, added my librarian colleague Debbie during one such discussion, I didn’t like country music. But none of these supposed attributes had translated into a woman just to call my own.

				“Well,” continued my mother, “there is someone who would like to meet you.”

				“Mother!” I let out a theatrical sigh and stomped out to the bathroom, but when I returned she picked up the conversation as if nothing had interrupted.

				“Eli, why do you have to be insulting simply because I want you to be happy. Is that too much for a mother to ask?”

				“Mom.” I was half sarcastic but almost pleading. “You make me happy just because you exist, not because you procure dates for me.”

				“I am not procuring anything. I was at my book club and Ruth Boyarsky was going on the way she does about how her daughter can’t find a decent man.”

				“Oh great.”

				“Her daughter, I’ll have you know, is a feminist and a teacher.”

				This information silenced me, as Mom knew it would. Usually her suggestions of the possible woman of my dreams included no information about her other than an endorsement by so-and-so (a relative of some rank or other) who “says she’s a very nice girl.” My usual response is equally predictable: What does she do? (Usually a job that seems at odds with my values—say, a union-busting lawyer, a stockbroker specializing in the arms industry, or a public executioner.) And then I ask: Do you even know what she looks like? (The relative always says she’s very nice-looking.)

				But a teacher and a feminist, well, you never knew.

				“What did you tell her?”

				“I didn’t talk to Marnie herself.” My mother knew I was referring to Marnie’s mother, but she now played me like a champion fisherman reeling in her catch with all the patience in the world. “It was her mother.” She picked up our empty ice-cream dishes and took them to the kitchen. She returned and asked if either of us would like another cup of tea.

				“And?”

				“I told her that my wonderful son is also a teacher and is always going on about feminist this and feminist that, so I thought you two might hit it off. Her name is Marnie.”

				“So you said.”

				“Have it your way, Eli. I just don’t like seeing you mope around this way.”

				“I only mope when you start pressuring me to date the lost daughters of Israel.”

				“What’s wrong with—”

				“Mother, nothing’s wrong with … God, haven’t we been through this a thousand times? I promise to think about calling her. Okay?”

			

		

	
		
			
				– FOUR –

				 It was exam week and I had some free time before lunch, so I wandered up to the library on the third floor to ask Debbie about books on Marilyn Monroe. Except for Debbie at her desk and a couple of students gossiping in front of the periodicals, the library was empty.

				“Marilyn Monroe!” she shrieked and then patted her spiky gray hair as if she had a full blond coif.

				“Shh. Debbie, this is a library.”

				Her voice returned to its habitual sotto voce, made hoarse by too many years of heavy smoking. “Let me guess. A top-secret mission for the Federation.” She pondered for a moment. “Scouting for sexist books.” I started to answer. She held up her hand: “No, wait.” One finger had a simple wedding band that always saddened me because she’d been widowed for years. “You’re doing an exercise on body types and—”

				“Debbie, do we have any books about Marilyn Monroe?”

				“Eli, this is serious. You could lose your pro-feminist merit badge.”

				“It’s some research, that’s all.”

				One of our two books about Marilyn was the biography by Donald Spotto I was slowly reading. The other was a book of photographs divided here and there with text. I took that one and followed Debbie back to the counter.

				“Eli, are you looking for someone these days?”

				“What?” I probably sounded a bit alarmed.

				“Love. The big R.” She flipped into her best reporter’s voice, which wasn’t very good: “There have been no reports about the love life of Eli Schuman. The only questions are ‘Is he seeing someone?’ or ‘Is he basking in the life of a bachelor?’”

				“Basking. Definitely basking.”

				“How convincing.”

				“Debbie, could you do me a favor?”

				“Eli, you know I don’t have a daughter.”

				“Debbie.”

				She put on a coy look . “Oh,” she said, patting her gray hair once again. “I always thought I was a bit old for you, but …”

				I smiled. “Debbie, you’ll be the first to know when Ms. Right comes along.”

				“So?”

				“Can you find out if there are any books about her that are supposed to be good?”

				“You want to know …?”

				“Nothing in particular. I’m just trying to find out about her life, what made her tick. And about her death.”

				 That year, 1998, Jim Grayson’s office (and nursery for The Caldron and The Black and the Gold—respectively, our yearbook and our student newspaper) was still at the end of a bright but virtually secret hallway behind the library. Jim’s partial leave kept him out of the school each morning. I let myself into the darkened room.

				I slipped my telephone credit card from the calfskin wallet that Sarah (and, supposedly, Daniel) had given me the previous Hanukkah, pulled the Ohio map from my back pocket, and grabbed the phone. The receiver had one of those bulbous black things that hook over your shoulder. For reasons I don’t know, these always give me the creeps: they have a vulgar look and remind me of something a sleazy insurance salesman would hook up at home as a present to his wife. I rested it on my shoulder, shooing away suspicions that I might contract a disease through it, and, for thirty minutes, dialed just about any number that a succession of operators could come up with: police stations, old age homes, welfare offices, vfw halls. Even then, I barely exhausted the three towns that Bill of the Hot Sauces mentioned, although I did manage to earn a decent crick in my neck and was probably incubating a skin disease at that very moment.

				Low odds at finding the old man, but probably better than driving around. Maybe I should take out ads in some small-town papers. Or maybe that’s how I could find the right woman. Take out a personal ad. The thought horrified me even though three friends had met wonderful spouses that way. The more I thought about it, maybe I was in the wrong line of work to actually meet someone. The women teachers at my school were either happily married, divorced and not interested in getting remarried for at least a couple of lifetimes, way too young, way too old, or such good friends that anything more than a squeeze on the shoulder would feel like incest. And besides, the federation’s sexual harassment subcommittee wasn’t exactly the best place to pick up the babes.

				 John hadn’t crossed my path at home for the previous few days and so I dropped into the office to see what was shaking with my replacement for summer school.

				“My goodness,” he said, his face scrunched up as if he really meant it. “It escaped my mind altogether.” Before I could react, he cut me off by pumping his open-palmed hands downward like a flagperson slowing traffic in a highway construction zone. “No, don’t say anything, my son. I’m positioning it right here at the top of my agenda.” John was one of those people who couldn’t stand the thought of anyone getting angry at him, no matter how much he had screwed up. For some people, this quality made them work extra hard to please others. For John, it only enhanced his ingratiating streak: all appearance and no substance.

				 Saturday, I was on the road again. In one week, summer had come to us. It was the first week of June and the fields were flush with vivid green shoots of corn, alfalfa, and soybeans that were just chaffing to reach the sky. The dust-churning tractors of April and May had given way to a velvety calm.

				Since my initial calls on Wednesday, I’d spent several more hours yammering on the phone, without luck, to dozens of strangers at dozens of numbers in several more towns. Today was another pig-in-the-poke, but I didn’t want to let a weekend slip. I was certain that John wouldn’t bother finding a replacement for my summer-school courses that started in two weeks. Monday to Friday, I’d be glued to a classroom until the end of July. John’s only encouragement in recent weeks was that I should be dating. “All the ladies have the hots for you.”

				Dating hadn’t been the subject of our conversations since I had made it clear, soon after he moved in, that I wasn’t interested in discussing my sex life—or, these days, my lack thereof. With great fanfare or with solemn reassurances, with false intimacy or with priestly proclamations, he continued to announce his various dates, exploits, affairs, current passions, disappointed lovers, and angry ex-es. I constantly disappointed him by my lack of response. Lately he seemed on a bandwagon to hitch me up (but, curiously, he hadn’t mentioned anything about his own current fling.)

				I guess that Marilyn would have fit John’s “hot lady” status, although the thought of him lusting after her sickened me. And anyway, in spite of her sexpot image, the biography spoke of a certain innocence when it came to sex and her body. I’m not sure if it was the way the book was written—glamorizing her at the same time as trying to give a realistic portrayal of her life—or whether I still didn’t know enough about her, but I struggled to understand her. I had the impression that at the same time as she was using sex in a conscious way to attract men and advance her career, she was naïve, even shameless. Not a bad shameless. More a Garden of Eden shamelessness. She often went around her house naked or half-naked. One picture in the library book shows a corner of Marilyn’s apartment where a worn-in easy chair sits next to a short bookcase crammed with Dostoevsky, Joyce, and other greats. I imagined her curled into that chair, her bare feet tucked under her bare bottom. Was this simply my own fantasy, the ultimate sexual fantasy of a high-school English teacher—the beautiful woman who sits, naked, reading great literature, her heel nuzzling between her thighs? Whatever, it seems that in her earlier years she took lovers and, at times, literally serviced men with either a total disconnection with her own physicality or with an off-hand “it’s only sex” attitude. Either a ceaseless self-promotion or a care-free innocence. Perhaps no one knows.

				Failed relationships mounted. In 1948 she fell in love with her married acting coach and had an affair for several months that was characterized by his emotional abuse. By early 1949 her Russian-émigré agent fell in love with her—she was twenty-two and he was fifty-three. He was kind and devoted. They were lovers, but when he proposed to her she turned him down, although he was dying and said he wanted to leave her his fortune.

				There were more affairs over the next few years. And there was an ever-widening fame amid ever-growing insecurities about her inability to please others. She was always late to arrive on set because she spent hours applying and reapplying her makeup. On the movie set, she was often a wreck, so sure was she that she would mess up her lines. A Grade Ten dropout, intellectual insecurity gnawed at her self-confidence. And she seemed both to invite and resent the focus on her body and the succession of roles that portrayed her as no more than a dumb blonde with big breasts.

				I felt a growing admiration weighed down by a sense of impending tragedy. I was disturbed by her life and by her choices. And so, as I drove past the fields of young corn, I found myself having a conversation with her, about valuing herself, and about finding someone who would just love her for who she was.

				The Marilyn I was speaking to was only seven or eight years older than my daughter, Sarah. I wanted to give her friendly advice as if I were with her then or she were with me now. In other moments, I thought of her as older than I, for, in fact, she always had been older. These canceled each other out and I was left thinking about both of us in a space free of age, life, or death. I found myself thinking that I wanted to be the man, the lover, who would rescue her.

			

		

	
		
			
				– FIVE –

				 It was Tuesday night and I had a date. Most extraordinarily, she had invited me out. Thirty years after the birth of modern feminism, it was still a pleasant surprise to be asked out by a woman, a surprise, at least, for those of us with dating habits cast in the dark ages. And yes, it was none other than Marnie Boyarsky, the “nice daughter” of Mom’s book club friend.

				We were in plush seats near the front of the balcony in what I consider one the most stunning halls in the world. I love this place and I hate it almost as much. It was a place of childhood ramblings. It was the site of my greatest humiliation.

				A few years before construction of Severance Hall began in 1928, the tomb of King Tut had been unearthed in Egypt and Egyptian images were the rage in the tony centers of Europe and North America. The hall integrates various Egyptian motifs into an art deco sensibility to produce a dazzling and elegant display of marble and gilt. Buffed aluminum is everywhere: its cool surface a perfect expression of industrial progress and a modest counterpoint to the soaring aspirations of the era. In the lobby, a terrazzo floor introduces the lotus motif, a design repeated throughout the building, from door handles to buffed aluminum door frames.

				We sat in the concert hall, a hush of velvet-blue seats and well-heeled people. In the dark, high overhead, massive lotus blossoms covered the silver gilt ceiling. On stage, the Tafelmusik Baroque Orchestra glided through one of Handel’s Concerti Grossi.

				We were in a time capsule of Cleveland from the early years of this century. Such was its confidence, such was its national prominence, such were the aspirations of its industrialists, that this magnificent hall seemed not an affectation, but a measure of the city and its destiny. Even in the mid-1950s, when I sat here so often as a child watching my father play or rehearse, Cleveland still boasted it was the seventh-largest city in the United States. As a child, I assumed that only New York soared to greater heights. Just about everything, from its steel factories to its baseball team, seemed to know no limits.

				Limits, however, were one way to describe my own painful memories.

				I shifted in my seat and caught Marnie out of the corner of my eye. She was nice-enough looking, but her face was gaunt and angular. I thought of the pictures of Marilyn. Her rounded belly was evident in several picture; her face, by today’s standards, was almost plump; her arms were full enough to hold you tightly. It’s not that Marnie was scrawny. But there was a hint of too much exercise and not enough food. She had already confessed she had chosen the gym over dinner between work and the concert.

				The Handel came to an end and the audience applauded with appreciation. As the musicians prepared their sheets of music, the audience shifted, coughed, rustled programs, cleared throats, and whispered.

				On Saturdays at noon, after my lessons at the art museum, I would walk here to meet Dad, who, earlier, had dropped me off and then came over for some practice time. In winter I hunkered down and pretended that each step carried me deeper into an Arctic blizzard. But on nice spring days, I’d stroll along the banks of the pond that stretched in front of the gleaming art museum, its neo-classical lines reflecting a later glory than ancient Egypt and the earlier architectural sensibility of the turn of the century. In front of the museum, one of Rodin’s Thinkers—for years I assumed it was the only one—presided over the scene, his head bowed onto his fist. If he could raise his eyes, he would have gazed down at the long pond where I walked. Swans glided along the green water with storybook elegance. Cherry trees sprinkled pink petals onto the walkways. Couples beamed as small children chased brown-and-purple mallard ducks. Graying men read hardcover books on the park benches.

				I would enter by the side door and track down my father in one of the practice rooms or the concert hall. Every child should have that, some part of the adult world where he or she can freely roam. For me, I don’t think it would have mattered if it had been a warehouse or the basement of a store, a barn or a hospital. It only mattered that adults smiled and greeted me as if, like them, I belonged. I knew the secret stairways, the dressing rooms where the stars and the conductor, George Szell, read the papers or counted the minutes before a performance. I knew the orchestra members’ washroom (the men’s one at any rate, although I had once snuck into the ladies’), where the huge porcelain urinals suggested the big world of adult bodies.

				I grew up in this building. My mother carried me to concerts when I was still a baby asleep in her arms—my sister came on alternate weeks and I was left behind with my aunt. And although my father was tucked away at the back of the orchestra, once I was old enough to take notice, I become intensely proud of him. After all, which instruments, except for the percussion, could you actually hear in the midst of a full orchestra? At six years old I didn’t realize that the timpani were more prestigious than the snare drums and bass that my father played; nor did I even sense the contempt that some orchestra members had for percussionists. Rather, I assumed that my father waited until particularly special moments to add his own musical thoughts to the occasion. The drum would thud, the snares bite, the cymbals crash, and I knew that every eye in that hall was locked on to his tall frame, his great beard, and those hands that were so huge yet so gentle. I was amazed by the way he created different sounds out of one small drum: a sharp tattoo, a pitter-patter, a martial beat, a syncopated tap dance, a downpour of rain, a July 4th marching band, and a scurrying sound like a crazy mouse on a Saturday-morning cartoon.

				I once asked my father if the Cleveland Symphony was the best in the world. He smiled and said, “It’s certainly one of the three best in the United States.” As far as I was concerned at the time, the US was the best in everything, so this meant that my dad was the backbone of one of the three best orchestras in the world. And, at the time, it was a great orchestra, even if not quite as great as I imagined.

				By nine or ten years old, I think I had lost this projected egocentricity that saw my father as the backbone of the whole affair. By then I understood that an orchestra was an organism, each part critical to the whole. Nonetheless, I stubbornly observed that one violin could stop playing without an observable difference, while my father played the only snare drum, the only bells, and the only bass drum. I clung to my pride in him. Mr. Szell, who knew me by name, must have seen my father as indispensable to his team, even though, during the slow and quiet compositions, Dad tiptoed off the stage altogether.

				At my side, Marnie coughed, stopped, and coughed again. Would she be the type of person who always coughed at concerts? Would she go to a concert even if she knew she’d be coughing? And we had barely arrived here on time—the gym having been more important—and had edged past a hushed row of concertgoers as the house lights were dropping. The quality that seemed forgivable as I read about the young Marilyn (always being late to the movie set because she was terrified she wouldn’t look perfect or that she’d mess up her lines) seemed thoughtless, even arrogant, when it came to Marnie. But quickly, like Marilyn I suppose, Marnie had excused her lateness with a smile, adding her own 1990s touch: a split-second mime of a bodybuilder and the tongue-in-cheek observation that she had never thought women’s liberation would be such demanding work.

				The hall grew hushed. Tafelmusik began to play again. And without warning, the formal strains of Bach’s Cantata 42 unexpectedly scooped me up as if I were an infant being lifted by a parent. Instead of pleasure, though, the music carried me off to the most terrible moment of my childhood. These were memories that had never left my side. But never in recent years had they clutched on to me with the sharpness I felt that night.

				 It was 1963. My fourteenth birthday was less than a month away and I was halfway through Grade Eight. It was January and plows were scraping away the snow from a blizzard a few days before. I was in a growth spurt and my collar choked me and my pants dug into my crotch. My suit was blue—it was my bar mitzvah suit and this was the last time I would agree to wear it. The orchestra had finished playing Bach’s Cantata 42 and was now playing a very slow movement of a Bruckner symphony. With one foot, then the other, I slipped my loafers off and on. My mother was to my left, separating me from Anne so we wouldn’t try to kill each other. At the back of the hall, someone coughed, then another and another and I knew they must be wishing, like I was, that we could get to a more exciting composition with good percussion parts. I smelled Vitalis hair tonic rising off the man in front of me. My mother’s hideous fox stole brushed my cheek. A chair squeaked to my right. Far to my left someone sneezed: a half-stifled, half-sneeze, explosive burst of air. The orchestra droned on without interruption.

				Dad was perched on a stool. The next movement, or perhaps the next, there would be a part for him. Some days his corner of the stage brimmed with players and instruments: gongs, tom-toms, a snare, and a row of cymbals that reminded me of the hats of the Chinese farmers in the Pearl S. Buck novel we had read in school. Sometimes there were xylophones, bongos, triangles, and racks of long chimes cascading like a waterfall from an elaborate stand. That day, the back left corner of the stage was almost naked. I imagined that these few instruments and my father felt very lonely. My dad’s eyes were closed and I fretted he would doze off and miss his part.

				The music dragged on. My thoughts drifted first to basketball and then a girl named Alisa. She was in my science class and I was hopelessly in love with her, hopeless being the precise word since she wouldn’t so much as give me the time of day. She was a society girl, her father was an orthodontist, and her family was Christian. She wore cashmere cardigans and penny loafers. She tied her perfect sandy blond hair with a different colored ribbon each day. At lunchtime, she and her friends possessed a table that was off limits to the rest of us. The boys at her table were strong and perfect in their Gant shirts and letter sweaters from our junior-high football and basketball teams. I heard she went to a Shaker Heights country club on weekends where she sipped Cokes and flirted with rich boys while her father and mother played golf. Everyone knew, although it was still two years away, that she would receive a yellow MG for her sixteenth birthday. A mere accident of birth kept me from sitting at her table and kept her from being mine.

				Hopeless or not, I desired her with an intensity that I hadn’t felt since my days longing for the girl in kindergarten with the beautiful hands, although the feelings were now very different. As Mr. Szell and the orchestra dragged through the Bruckner, I picked up the thread of a frequent fantasy. I imagined myself washed up onto a desert island where Alisa and other girls and women had been marooned. I was the only boy. My body was bruised and battered by the shipwreck. Alisa nursed me back to health, stroking my head and whispering in my ear that I would recover. Her lips were so close they sometimes brushed my skin. Her clothes were tattered; little more than rags covered her small breasts and hips. She refused to leave my side until I recovered and she cried when her mother chided her until the day when everyone saw how deeply in love we were.

				As I sat daydreaming those many years ago, a movement on the left side of the stage caught my eye. Dad rose to his feet as the symphony dragged on. At my side my mother tensed and even before she grabbed my arm in a reflex of panic, I knew something terrible was happening. Gone was the gentle way that my father stood in front of the snare drums, balancing the drumsticks, waiting to unfold a quiet roll. Instead, his body was rigid as if he were about to burst. From twenty rows back, I could see his knuckles were white and his face was strained and taut like the skin of a bongo drum.

				And then it happened. He gave one tentative tap on the snare drum and then broke loose. He started into one of those fevered jazz beats he listened to so often on our hi-fi at home. His arms slashed at the bass drum and for a moment he bent his huge body sideways to play that drum as if it were laying in front of him. Without missing a beat he lit into a cymbal mounted on a stand, his sticks clattering away on the surface until the ringing frenzy turned into a sustained roar. His arms flew back and forth between the snare and bass in a wild rhythm of noise and motion, creating a sound that I heard but could not hear: the sound of my world shattering to pieces. Mr. Szell dropped his arms. Player after player lowered their instruments as if a wave rolled across the stage that incapacitated each of them. Some of the musicians had turned and were staring; others dropped their heads in shame and disgust. I don’t know how long it took, maybe only a minute although it seemed to last for years. Mr. Ecran, the timpanist, stood up from his chair where he too had been sitting. He edged toward my father, one tentative step followed by another as if he were worried he might be attacked. My father may have seen him, may have felt all the eyes on him, may have heard the quiet around him, or may simply have realized he had gone mad. Abruptly, he stopped. The drumsticks were perched in his hands, but I could see his grip loosening. Mr. Ecran wiggled the sticks away from my father with one hand and, with the other resting on the small of his back, turned my father around as if he were a toddler and led him off the stage.

			

		

	
		
			
				– SIX –

				I hated my date with Marnie Boyarsky. The next morning, as I filled in report cards, my only hope was that she felt the same; my only worry was that right that minute she was phoning mutual teacher acquaintances to let them know she was on to something big. Or maybe she was yakking with her mother who’d call my mother who’d call me to see if the fish (me) had swallowed the bait.

				On the surface, it should have been great. Marnie was a nice-enough person. We shared similar values, the same cultural background, and the same profession (and, thus, the same holidays.) But as I had watched her sparrow-sip an herbal tea while I savored a slab of chocolate mousse cake and drank a cold glass of milk, I felt unreasonably annoyed by her eating habits, or, rather, her apparent habit of not eating. In vain I had searched for a shimmer in the air between us and wondered, with increasing disillusion, what spending my life with her might be like.

				Now I was at my desk in my classroom, having fled from the distractions of the English office where Jake Barnsom was performing his annual comedy routine about each of his students as he demolished or praised them in their report cards. Filling reports cards was the job I hated most: giving that final stamp on the foreheads of my students as if they were eggs to be graded. There would be the naturally gifted student, who hadn’t lifted a finger all year, but who easily commanded an A. The next might be one who had slaved so hard, cared so much, done extra assignments, but who could only muster a C. There would be girls and boys who fared poorly because they were being emotionally or physically abused, or who were getting harassed at school for one thing or another.

				In frustration, I slapped my red ballpoint pen onto the wooden surface and stared out at the leaves brushing against my windowpanes. The problem last night, I thought, was there had been no chemistry, none of that elusive quality I felt so seldom in my life. Or that I only seemed to feel in the most inappropriate, unworkable, and impossible of relationships.

				Or could it have been the haunting memories of that long-ago night? When I thought of that night and of the days that followed, they seemed to be a jail sentence with an indeterminate end. I remember shame so profound it left me practically incapacitated. The concert review in the Plain Dealer referred obliquely to “an unexpected disturbance that marred the Bruckner symphony,” but I knew that strangers and family acquaintances alike were whipping the story back and forth across town with ever-increasing drama. Within a day I never wanted to hear a telephone ring again. I lost track of the number of times I heard my mother stating—her voice pinched and her reassurances unconvincing—that “Everything was fine … No, it was just stress and fatigue … Thank you so much for your concern.” Everything, of course, was not fine. Dad was home all day long, officially on leave from the orchestra, but I knew, after overhearing a huddled conversation in the kitchen between Mother and my aunt, that he’d be asked to resign at the end of the concert season.

				My father had never been a garrulous man. From that day on, he was positively comatose. For hours he sat like stone in his living-room chair, sometimes swallowed in a dark and terrifying silence, other times listening to his jazz records that, now, I wanted to smash every time I heard them. I knew he had gone mad, but I hadn’t a clue what it had been about.

				As time went on I eventually understood, or thought I understood, what had happened. The simple truth, I suppose, was that Dad had been bored. Maybe he was tired of hanging around until the conductor commanded him to roll his drum or crash his cymbals. Maybe he was sick of the stultifying politeness and numbing formality of orchestra concerts. He had seen some of his percussion students go on to big bands or jazz combos, and, I guess, he was envious of their spunk and creativity. He had simply flipped out and, afterward, sunk deeper under the burden of public humiliation and the knowledge he had let down his wife and kids.

				Sitting behind my classroom desk, report cards piled near my hand, I shook my head, wishing I had known then what I knew now. But then again, who doesn’t wish for that simple expedient so many times in their life? (And, after all, I wish I had figured out in the beginning of that summer of 1998 what I would finally realize at its end.)

				I trudged downstairs to find John. As His Holiness prepared to grant me an audience, the secretaries and I compared summer plans. Five minutes later, the doors parted. I was summoned.

				John’s office was a sanctuary of framed photographs of our winning sports teams, our winning marching band, and various winning politicians shaking his winning hand during visits to the school over the years, all grouped in categories like Stations of the Cross. Completing the shrine was an elaborate frame that encased his own letter sweater from his college days.

				“Eli, my son,” he called out as if he hadn’t seen me in weeks. Then his smile dropped to a frown. “Bad news. It’s no-go, although I have to say I tried. I really tried.”

				“Shit, John, there must be dozens of unemployed English teachers.”

				“Yes, but a lot of our customers signed up for summer school knowing you’d be at the helm in Junior English.”

				The compliment distracted me and he seized the momentum.

				“Eli, I’m cognizant of the fact you’d prefer to have the time off and I can’t tell you how badly I feel. But you saw the memo checking with the English staff who weren’t already teaching. Tell me you saw it.”

				“Yes, John. I saw it.”

				“There you go. And Molly, she pitched in too. She personally phoned a dozen of the substitutes we’ve used. But a no-go all around.”

				In my final intro journalism class I had reported that my search had failed but I had caught the bug.

				“Eew, gross,” Chrissie had said.

				“What bug?” Jeff had asked.

				“Simply that you guys have conned me into a mild obsession. I want to find the old geezer.”

				“And Marilyn Monroe?” asked Junior.

				“Who knows.” I laughed. “Maybe her too.”

				I had made no plans for that summer, partly because I had made the commitment to teach. More than that, I wanted to see my kids whenever I could, I wanted to catch up on my reading, I planned to paint several rooms, play some tennis, clean out the basement, rejuvenate my garden, and, oh yes, fall in love … all that sort of thing. Now, with this silly idea about finding Gus Lewis and then, who knew?, my main plan seemed to involve spending as many days as possible roaming around my home state.

				However, with summer school a week away, I’d only have a few days to travel before I was stuck here for six weeks.

				When I arrived home late that afternoon, headachy and irritable from filling out eighty-five report cards, my answering machine had two messages: Raveena was going away the following week, June 14 to 21, and wanted the kids to stay with me. There went my one, almost-free week, although I was pleased to have them with me. The second was from my mother, who called “Just to say hi.” She might as well have asked if Marnie and I had set the wedding date.

				 Unexpectedly, a lot happened in the next two weeks. I resigned myself to teaching summer school with its promise of another chunk of money for Sarah’s and Daniel’s college accounts, and told myself I could still spend weekends on the road. But first I enjoyed my short run of freedom, lodged between the Friday when I submitted the dreaded report cards and the beginning of classes ten days later. Most mornings, I shimmied into a snug pair of blue jeans and charged into the garden. I separated overgrown perennials and tended the flowers and vegetables I had planted in May. I sprinkled topsoil and grass seed on the lawn’s bare patches, and, feeling particularly ambitious one morning, cleaned out the wood-frame garage.

				Late my first Saturday morning, with a frothy cup of cappuccino in front of me, I opened the book about Marilyn Monroe. I read for a few minutes, but felt unsettled, as if I didn’t want to read too fast and discover whatever might be there. And so, instead of reading, I puttered around the house as Daniel watched cartoons he was now too old for and Sarah gabbed on the phone and read a summer novel. John had left town for a few days and my home seemed mine again.

				On Sunday afternoon, I treated the kids to an Indians game and on Monday we went to a movie.

				On Tuesday we toured the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. I was standing in front of an exhibit of Fender guitars when a bald, middle-aged man next to me did a double take.

				“Eli?” He thrust his head forward and moved his head up and down to focus on me through the middle part of his multi-focal lenses. “Is that you?”

				I wouldn’t have recognized him in a million years, but his voice had barely changed.

				“Jesus, Reg. How are you doing?”

				He looked terrible. Not the bald head where there once had been a head full of thick curls, more the sags and folds around now-cautious eyes. But for all that, it was good to see my college apartment-mate from my sophomore and junior years at Ohio State. We ran through the usuals, with Reg doing most of the talking about his wonderful wife, wonderful job, wonderful kids, wonderful house in Pittsburgh, wonderful this and wonderful that, not all of which was totally convincing. Finally, he must have realized that it took two to have a reunion and he said, “I heard you and Raveena finally hooked up.”

				I smiled—it was a sort of rueful acknowledgment since, when Reg and I lived together, I had so often sworn she and I were just friends.

				He couldn’t resist. “I told you. Man, did I tell you?”

				I nodded politely.

				He glanced across the room at Sarah and Daniel, whom I had pointed to earlier. “Your kids look a lot like her. Man, do they ever.”

				I smiled again, but he finally caught the edge to my expression.

				“You two doing …?” He seesawed his hand.

				“Actually, we separated.”

				“Aw, shit, I—”

				“Don’t worry. It’s been ages. It just didn’t click between us.”

				“Bummer.” It’s interesting how some people revert to the idiom in vogue when they last saw you.

				“You know how it is,” I said. “It’s just, I don’t know …”

				“She wasn’t perfect.”

				“I mean, she was terrific, but …”

				“She wasn’t perfect.”

				Anxious to end this line of thought, I shrugged and said, “So what are you—”

				“That’s exactly what Pivel always said about you.”

				“What?”

				“That you were the most screwed up cat on the block.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Hey, I’m just quoting. I’m not saying it. No offense, man, no … hey, this place isn’t bad. Did you see—”

				“Really, what’s that supposed to mean?”

				“What?”

				“What Pivel said.”

				“Oh, you know what he was like. You heard from him at all?”

				I waited.

				“Well, he always said, I don’t know, it was kind of stupid, I guess.”

				I waited.

				“Well, he said you had this thing about women.”

				“What thing?”

				“Oh you know.” He waved his hand in a little spiral.

				“Come on, Reg, that was years ago. Whatever Pivel said more than twenty-five years ago isn’t going to do much damage now, is it? Anyhow, whatever it was, I was younger then.”

				He considered this and finally agreed that the statue of limitations for insult had passed. “He said you’d never end up with anyone. That, you know, you had this thing about the girls you went out with. No one was ever your dream date, that sort of thing.”

				“Jesus,” I said.

				“Well, you know, like you said, that was then. Things change. Right?”

				I nodded.

				“So, you remarried?”

				 We drove home and in spite of some animated conversation about rock and roll and the 1960s, I was fuming to myself. What right did goddamn Reg Hewitt have to judge me that way? Just because he so totally lacked imagination that he ended up marrying his high-school girlfriend—I mean, as if the world of personal and sexual possibilities ended in Grade Eleven—didn’t mean that he had to take it out on me. The guy was such a complete loser. And so on and so on.

				In spite of this run-in (which for days I kept telling myself to forget), I had a good time that week with my kids. They were sleeping in late, having friends over, and generally enjoying themselves before Sarah’s summer waitressing job began and Daniel flew to Middletown for three weeks with my sister, Anne, and her teenaged sons and daughter. In spite of Daniel’s almost total inability to communicate with me or, apparently, my almost total inability to communicate with him, it felt like I had a normal family. Maybe I should say it was especially because of this inability to communicate that I felt I had a normal family, but what I really mean is that it just felt good to have them both around.

				 It was Wednesday and I skipped gardening and family responsibilities to attend a one-day workshop. Thirty-five women and six men crowded into a windowless room at the school-board office. At the front, some guy from Canada was talking about the seemingly impossible task of working with teenaged boys on gender issues. He was bright and on the ball, but, as if I were the most recalcitrant of teenagers, my mind drifted away to thoughts of a mythical blond woman who had suddenly become flesh and blood. The previous night I had begun what I envisioned as a summer-long Monroe film festival and had rented Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot, the only one of her movies I had actually seen before. Today I couldn’t get her out of my mind. Until now I had been thinking about her mainly as a story, just like, as a kid, I had thought of her as sexy without really feeling anything in particular. Now, I couldn’t get over what an effect she actually had on me.

				It wasn’t her goofy flirtiness or the dumb-blonde routine; in fact my feelings blossomed in spite of the sometimes insipid role she was pushed into. The movie is clever and full of sexual tension. Tony Curtis and Jack Lemon play musicians who witness a gangland shooting and escape, in drag, by joining an all-women band heading by train to Florida. Marilyn plays the singer in the band and a character with a powerful sense of both her own desires and her own vulnerabilities. Tony Curtis falls in love with her, impersonates a millionaire to woo her—frantically changing between drag and make-believe—while a real millionaire falls in love with Jack Lemon dressed as Daphne, the bass player. In the end, Curtis sheds both of his disguises and Monroe sails off with him, the power of her love and desire strong enough to conquer any subterfuge or misgivings.

				I wanted that woman in my life. A woman who’d be devoted to me, who’d love me in spite of everything. Whose eyes would peak out from behind a wisp of blond hair, soft and knowing eyes that would meet my own in the split second before we kissed. Suddenly I was terrified that the forty other people in that room could hear my thoughts. My face scorched into a red blush. It’s not that I wanted a subservient woman. I knew I could give her the same in return: the devotion, the longing, the desire that would conquer all.

				A photomontage of the women in my life—from Raveena to Susan to Marnie Boyarsky and everyone who lay in between—scattered in front of me like photographs tossed into the air and falling helter-skelter to the floor. But the pictures all seemed diminutive against this angel who had merely been on my television screen the night before. I’m embarrassed to write these words, but Marilyn took my breath away. She had an innocence, a presence … something completely magical that happened when she was in front of a camera. When I had read about these qualities in the books, the prose seemed corny, the suggestion seemed impossible, and the still photographs conveyed little of the truth. But seeing her the previous night, she came alive in front of my eyes as if I were being introduced to her for the first time in the flesh.

				When I was a teenager, Marilyn Monroe’s power as a sexual icon got no further than her name, her initials, her hair, and her breasts. In recent months I had started thinking about her because of a taunt from my students and came up with a pretty goofy way to spend some time. But now, she was turning herself, in spite of my better judgment, into the living representation of a perfect woman. My mind shuddered as if a big old steam engine had rumbled through the room. The speaker was talking about ways to challenge sexism while my brain did overtime in a male fantasyland I had never so strongly felt.

				 It was then—that very night, anyway—that I first saw the woman in the bookstore. The workshop ended with a boisterous dinner in a usually quiet Chinese restaurant. By the time I drove home, it was almost nine o’clock and the bright sky I had missed all day was slipping into darkness. The kids were with friends, so I stopped at Mac’s Books on Coventry, just down from the corner of Euclid Heights and the fabulous neon marquee of the old Centrum movie theater. On this perfect summer night, people swarmed over the benches and concrete planters. Teenagers advertised their favorite sports teams and manufacturers. Earnest university students locked eyes in animated conversations. Scruffy-looking youths attempted to appear menacing but were, to me, mainly amusing with their orange hair, pierced everything, and few visible signs of financial support other than the change I dropped into their outstretched hands as I passed by. A few adults waited for the 9:30 show, clutching their pursues, clutching their partners, and willing themselves to stay calm with each new spectacle in this crowd of aliens.

				A bell jingled as I pushed open the door of Mac’s Books. There, behind the counter, was a woman I had not seen before. A man leaned a beefy arm onto the counter and I could tell in an instant that she vaguely knew him, that she wished she didn’t, and that she was trying to coax him out the door so she could get back to the book resting on the counter in front of her. I circled the small store, but nothing caught my eye before I arrived back at the front counter.

				By then, the man had slunk out the door and she had returned to her book. She raised her head and the intensity of her eyes almost punched the breath out of me. I have tried, without luck, to adequately recall my first impression of those eyes. It’s not simply that the whites were pure and her irises shimmered with grays, greens, and blues. Her eyes were illuminated and her gaze intense, yet carefree and playful. It was as if she had known me years ago and was welcoming me back into her life.

				“Oh. I’m … I’m looking for books about Marilyn Monroe,” I said.

				She raised an eyebrow and gave me a wry smile. Immediately, I was embarrassed by my choice of subject matter, as if I had requested porn.

				“My.” She drew out the word and laughed. Little creases danced around her eyes. She must have been in her early forties and was brimming with energy and youth. Her voice—even in this one word, “my”—was melodious, insistent, and pleasantly self-assured.

				“Or maybe,” I stuttered, “something on the Hollywood scene of the 1950s. Billy Wilder’s films, perhaps?”

				She pointed to a nearby section where I found a book on Wilder, one on Hollywood, and nothing on Marilyn Monroe. I decided on the Hollywood story.

				As I reached the counter, she shut her paperback. It was A.S. Byatt’s Possession, a Booker Prize winner from a few years before. My Hollywood book seemed a garish day-time talk show against her British drama and I fought an urge to make fun of my choice, to say something smart about her book, or to say I taught English but I needed to lighten up in the summer.

				Instead, I simply grabbed my purchase without a bag. She smiled and said, “See you again,” and turned back to her reading.

			

		

	
		
			
				– SEVEN –

				 The Ohio countryside was a child’s picturebook: Fields were gently rounded, the corn already waist high. Cows nosed along, munching on grass that was a startling green against their white-and-black bodies. Mud-caked pigs lumbered to their troughs and rooted for food. Mechanical swathers cut down the winter wheat and the first crop of hay, leaving bristly rows of straw poking out from the ground. Children raced around on bicycles, women in curlers steered lawn mowers across their sprawling lawns. Morning laundry dripped in the gentlest of breezes.

				My kids were back home, tucked into their beds until Raveena came to fetch them in the late morning. Giving them up when we separated had been the biggest mistake I’d ever made, a mistake born of guilt and a misplaced idea about what kids really needed. I had confused geographic stability with emotional stability. I have no bone to pick with the idea that it’s best for kids to have one place they call home. But the reality was that Raveena and I were separated. More than a single roof, Sarah and Daniel deserved the deep emotional stability born of knowing that both their parents loved them more than anything else in the world. In the last few years my guilt about leaving the marriage had finally dissipated and I realized what a bad decision I had made. By then, however, patterns had been fixed. It was hard to interest the kids, or Raveena for that matter, in anything more than our worn-in schedule where the kids spent every other weekend with me and I saw them once during the week. Or maybe the problem was me. I had suggested some changes, then gave up pretty quickly when everyone said no.

				I reached a crossroads and turned left on County Road 757. I was scuttling down to some of the towns that called to me like winning lottery numbers. I had spent hours scouring the map. There were names I quickly dismissed: Ravenna in the east, Monroe in the west, which would be too miraculous a coincidence as a place to find Gus Lewis. Forget the big cities where it would be too hard to track him down. Head for the all-American Pleasantville, the almost mystical Redfield, or to Jersey, with its suggestion of happy cows grazing in the fields. Avoid the cold-sounding Junction City, the officious Thurston, and a too-cute-to-be-true town named Charm, although why that was much worse that Pleasantville I could not say.

				I didn’t have a lot of time. To my regret, I had a repeat date that night with Marnie Boyarsky. On Wednesday night, soon after I returned from the bookstore, Marnie had phoned.

				“I thought I’d see about your first week of vacation. Having fun?”

				I told her what little I remembered of the workshop, but mustered more enthusiasm about my garden and my kids being underfoot.

				She said, “Say,” as if she were suddenly struck by the lightning of inspiration. “Are you free this Friday? I’m going to die on the spot if I don’t see a movie soon.”

				If malnutrition doesn’t haul you down first, I thought.

				“No, I don’t think I can.” I felt disappointment oozing down the phone line and quickly tried to reassure her. “The kids are with me until Saturday, Raveena’s away, so it won’t work. On Friday, we’re heading to my folks for dinner.”

				“Great, well, let’s do Saturday.”

				I didn’t want to hurt her feelings with a blunt no and I definitely lacked the sleaziness to come up with a second excuse. How could she think I’d be interested in going out? How could she be interested? “Sure,” I said, “sounds good.” If nothing else, I had to talk to her.

				My initial hours on the road that morning had been optimistic ones. The rolling farmland, a cloud-dappled sky, the sweet smell of cut hay. I visited Redfield, Pleasantville, and Jersey. But there was no sign, anywhere, of old Gus Lewis.

				By late afternoon I was slogging northward on the back roads. My arms were tired. My neck was sore. The fresh blue sky of morning had long since turned a blistering cataract white. My fantasy that I could pluck Gus out of a small-town barbershop and head down the road to journalist fame had evaporated into the soupy haze.

				The back roads took me almost as far as Canton, where I got caught in a stretch of strip malls. At one busy intersection, I could spot the I-77. From two blocks away, I heard the transport trucks thudding past. Haze and exhaust hung like wool in the air. In an hour I would be out of this and home. But I couldn’t bear the thought. Of the highway. Of the trucks quaking by, of the rvs searching for sanitary hookups for the night, of the morons who’d tailgate me until they could pass so they could tailgate the next guy. Of abandoning something, but what, I did not know. Of facing up to some truth about myself. And I was disturbed by a thing much less profound—the unwelcome prospect of spending a muggy evening with a woman to whom I wanted only to politely and respectfully say good-bye.

				The traffic signal dropped from red to green. I yanked the car right and drove south again, to find just one more town.

				Half an hour later I was fighting to keep my eyes from inching shut. I desperately needed to call Marnie, to apologize and tell her the truth, not that I didn’t want to see her again, for that had to be done in person, but that I was dog tired and needed to sleep and maybe we could get together for brunch the next day. I swung the car back in the direction of Canton and eventually hit one of those grim roadways into modern civilization: gas stations, derelict shopping malls, and squat commercial buildings. Eventually I pulled into the rutted parking lot of the Garden of Eden Motor Hotel. If this were the Garden of Eden, Eve had been pretty smart to hook up with the snake: I walked through a recently shattered glass door into a lobby of what was once maroon broadloom but looked as if a local elephant herd regularly grazed here. The reek of cigarettes and beer emanated from the coffee-shop/bar where a jukebox singer wailed about too many one night stands in too many places like this.

				 “Is everything okay?” Marnie sounded concerned.

				“Yes. Fine. I’m still on the road, though. Way down past Canton.”

				It was almost six o’clock, an hour from my date with Marnie. It was a crummy thing to be cancelling so late, but however badly I felt about it, as I anticipated not having to see her that night, I felt relief hovering at the edge of consciousness.

				“No worry,” she said brightly. “Let’s skip dinner and catch a late show when you arrive.”

				“That’s just it. I had to check into a motel.”

				She didn’t say a thing.

				“I was falling asleep at the wheel.”

				“I thought we had a date.”

				“We did.”

				“Don’t you think you could have planned this better?” Marnie was no dummy. I could almost hear her putting together two plus two.

				“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect this to happen.” This was lame. I knew it and I knew she knew it, but it was so hard to say the words: Let’s just drop it.

				“Eli. When I asked my friends about you, they told me they heard you were different. They’re going to be surprised. If you weren’t interested in going out, why didn’t you just say so?” And without waiting for a response, she slammed down the phone.

				The expected relief failed to materialize. In its place, self-disgust and anger pounded in my head: at myself for being thoughtless, for agreeing to another date in the first place, and for being forty-fucking-eight years old and single for the past dozen years. Why the hell was I unable to meet the right woman? And what was so wrong with Marnie Boyarsky after all? So she didn’t chow down like a cow wrangler. So she was a bit scrawny—what’s the crime in that? But I just wasn’t attracted to her. I screamed into the air: “Is there anything wrong with that?”

				Enormous exhaustion overwhelmed me. I thought maybe I should eat dinner or at least drink a nice carton of chocolate milk, buy a toothbrush, or take off my clothes. I thought all this as I collapsed onto the bed and crashed toward oblivion.

				Once during the night I awoke, chattering from the cold of a runaway air conditioner and feeling like some mad witch doctor had substituted an ice-cold cantaloupe for my bladder. Soon I was back to sleep.

				 The morning was not kind. My first thoughts were about Marnie, who, that very minute, was probably on the phone to every woman in the Ohio Federation of Teachers, calmly informing them that I was a sexist, thoughtless schmuck like all the rest. I’d have to get to my mother before the news was announced at the next book club and it hit the local papers: “Eli Leaves Marnie Standing at Altar. ‘He seemed so nice,’ said Jilted Juliet. Schuman replied, ‘I’m not a schmuck, just inconsiderate.’” No, I revised it in my head: just a great big schmuck after all.

				I showered and dressed. My mouth had a terrible taste, stale like the hallway the night before. My chinos and chalk-blue T-shirt were wrinkled from having served as pajamas—all night in the case of the shirt, half the night for the chinos. My stomach churned.

				The motel coffee-shop/bar seemed as bad a bet as any among the bad bets I would find along this strip. I chose a table, swiped aside the crumbs from the last guy’s toast, and was soon awaiting bacon and eggs. My spritely waitress, Delilah, splashed some cloudy coffee into my cup. John would have refused to acknowledge it as coffee and I had to agree. I ordered a glass of milk. I watched Delilah retreat across the room, her dyed red hair bouncing like a shampoo ad onto the shoulders of her pink uniform. My eyes wandered around the room, passing across each of the diners with barely a thought.

				At first I missed him. I was watching Delilah sashay from the kitchen with my eggs on her tray before it registered. He was hunkered down in a booth in front of the windows, right there in the coffee-shop/bar of the Garden of Eden Motor Hotel.

				I had found Gus Lewis.

				 “Yep. Every last day. Yer gonna find me right here.”

				“You live here? This motel?” Perhaps Gus was a minor Howard Hughes character. Or perhaps one of those rich paupers who lives with two hundred cats in a flea-infested apartment and leaves behind a personal fortune stuffed in paper bags.

				Gravelly laughter sputtered from his mouth. “Boy oh boy, now you just tell me how I could ’ford that?” He shook his head as if I were the biggest idiot who ever hit the planet. “Nope, I’m just back of here. You wouldn’t know Ulston Street, would you? Well, that’s where I live. Ulston Street. With my sister until the Lord wanted her at his side. She used to work right here.”

				Gus hadn’t recognized me and it had taken several minutes of reminders and coaching before he recalled our ride together in early April. He wore the same set of clothes as three months earlier: the dirt-shiny brown suit, the faded flannel shirt, the tattered and yellowing undershirt. Resting in the ashtray, soggy and chewed, might even have been the same stub of the same unlit cigar. His empty plate, shining white, had faint streaks of egg yolk, as if Gus had wiped it clean with a piece of toast or a grubby finger. A splotch of ketchup crept down the lapel of his suit jacket. The rancid smell of cigar smoke, grease, and destitution hovered around him, like a microclimate he carried wherever he went. I mentioned the ketchup and he contorted his neck to get a picture of it before he finally swiped it away with one of his fingers, leaving behind a stain that was going to blend in nicely with the rest.

				I talked to Gus for about an hour. I found out more about him, found out he had been a good student until the Depression chased his dad from a line job at an Akron tire plant and drove Gus out of Grade Nine in search of any bit of work he could scratch up. Gus served in the Pacific during the war. He was a mechanic, pulling apart landing craft and fitting them back together, fresh and lubricated and ready for action. He returned to Ohio and, through his mother’s sister, got a job in Tunnel Hill at Steve Johnston’s garage, where he spent his days working on cars, pumping gas, and selling soda pop and cigarettes. “You name it, I did ’er. That’s what it was like back in those days.” When his dad died in the early 1970s, he came home. “Right out back here, where I’ve been since that very day.”

				No, he didn’t know where he had seen Marilyn Monroe. No one never believed him noway. But he told me this:

				“I can picture it. Like it was yesterday.” He gazed off in space and I willed him to spot a town marker, a road sign, anything that would really help. “It was down this country road—”

				“A dirt road? Was it a dirt road?”

				He glared at me, miffed that I had broken his trance. For a moment I dropped my eyes and studied the stain of ketchup that had begun to grow crusty. “Dirt or paved, that’s nothing I can tell you.” He gazed back off to recapture the mood and I knew he was milking this for all it was worth. “There was this fence, a picket fence, probably white, a white picket fence, because that’s the way they paint ’em. Along her driveway there, they had this bunch of big old trees, lining the driveway. The one and only way you knew that something was strange was they had this front door that was, what do they call that color, purple sort of, but light?”

				“Mauve?”

				“Don’t know that one.”

				“Lavender?

				“That’s the ticket. Never see nothing like that on a door before that day. Never seen one since.”

				And with that he shoved the cigar stub into his mouth and said, “That’s all I got to tell you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				PART TWO

				– EIGHT –

				 Marilyn had a thing for Jewish men. From her love affair with her agent to her close friendship with movie reporter Joe Skolsky, from her affair with director Eli Kazan to her eventual marriage to Arthur Miller, she was attracted to Jewish guys with brains. I was astonished, although why I should be was clearly my own problem.

				I raised an eyebrow and looked around to see if anyone had caught me daydreaming, but the summer students remained huddled over their exercises. They, too, may have had brains, but it was a quality most of them seemed hell-bent on suppressing.

				Leaves slapped and twigs scratched against the windowpanes of my classroom clubhouse. Waves of rain swept across the flagstones in the courtyard. It was a perfect day to be inside, although it would have been more perfect to be inside at home, in bed, book on my lap, rain dancing on the rooftop.

				Marilyn met Joe DiMaggio in early 1952. Typical, I thought bitterly. All the sensitive caring Jewish men are fine, but it’s the goyisha lug who gets the girls. Well, her next husband, Arthur Miller, wasn’t exactly a sensitive, new-aged guy—he was a hunter and perhaps as thoughtless as any man she would meet, but he had political principles that attracted her and a real working brain. Anyway, his story comes several years later.

				By the time Marilyn met Joe, her star had risen. Although her first lead role wasn’t until that year, smaller parts in a dozen movies during the previous two years had brought her so much attention that the recently retired hero of the New York Yankees got word to her that he really wanted to meet her.

				It was a difficult but triumphant time for Marilyn. She was quickly becoming Hollywood’s most famous face. But she was still cast as a dumb blonde, even though the director of her 1952 film, Niagara, later called her “the best natural actress I ever directed.… And bright, really bright.… But [she was] always being trampled on.… I don’t think anyone ever treated her on her own level. To most men she was something that they were a little bit ashamed of … even Joe DiMaggio.” In the midst of tremendous attention and adulation, she remained modest and could not believe she had talent, ability, or intelligence.

				From the start, Joe pushed her to quit Hollywood and settle down in San Francisco as a housewife. In early 1954, they married. She was twenty-eight, he was thirty-nine, and the tensions between them were already huge. They spent a couple of months in San Francisco, where she tried to spark his interest in poetry and he tried to get her excited about cooking pasta. She soon returned to work in Los Angeles.

				That September she was in New York filming The Seven Year Itch. It is a relentlessly stupid movie, even if it contains her most famous scene, where the air from a subway passing underneath sends her dress whooshing up. There was a crowd watching the filming late that night at Lexington and 52nd and it included Joe, who had secretly flown into town. The props people had installed a huge fan underneath a subway grating. Joe was furious when she semi-exposed herself to the whole world, and exposed herself over and over as the cameras rolled and hundreds looked on.

				That night in their hotel room, according to several accounts, he beat her. Back in California he is said to have beaten her again, and in early October she filed for divorce, which was granted at the end of the month. She later wrote of their marriage: “To tell the truth, our marriage was a sort of crazy, difficult friendship with sexual privileges. Later I learned that’s what marriages often are.”

				“Sir?”

				Slightly startled, I turned back to the class. “Jenny?”

				“Could you, like, go over the direct object thing again? The indirect one too?”

				“Think of it having to do with ownership or impact. ‘I hit the ball.” The verb is …” Day three of summer school but most of the time I was either thinking about meeting that gorgeous woman at Mac’s Books again or my mind was off traveling the country roads. Gus had boosted my batteries. True, I was still running on the word of a madman who yarned on about aliens and Elvis. But it was the details that convinced me. No way he would dream up a lavender door. Pink, perhaps, but never lavender. Of course, all it proved, if proved is even the right word, was that he spotted someone who looked like mm who lived in a house with a lavender door. But why should I dwell on a small detail like that?

				“Now, a sentence with an indirect object: ‘My mother lectures me about my love life.’” The class laughed. I hadn’t meant to blurt that one out, but I put on a brave smile and continued. “Who can find the indirect object?”

				TT yelled with glee, “Sir, don’t you mean, who can find a girlfriend?”

				I smiled and called on Scott. When he guessed “lectures,” I winced theatrically and did my quiz-show buzzer routine that either I got from Robin Williams or he got from me, and then wrote the sentence on the board for proper dissection. This time, with some prompting, Scott rallied heroically and picked out “me.”

				TT, the little idiot, was right of course. And old Freud was right about those slips of the tongue. The result of Mom’s prying into my love life was that I was avoiding her. Ten years ago I talked to my parents every week or two and we got together once or twice a month. For the previous year, though, ever since I watched from a distance as Raveena’s father died, I’d been calling them every few days and had tried to visit them once a week for dinner or to help them with some household task. But right then I couldn’t stand the thought of Mom quizzing me about Marnie or, more her style, waiting for me to say something. That might sound thoughtful of her, and I guess it was, but I knew the question would be burning away in her brain, filling every silent space between us.

				The kids took their morning break and I retreated to the English office for a few minutes of solitude.

				My mother had never been on my case about anything. She was always devoted and supportive: laissez-faire almost to a fault. Perhaps she thought my sister and I already carried a big enough burden through life—my father’s public disgrace—without having to worry about pleasing her as well. Perhaps it was simply her philosophy of child-rearing. Whatever it was, she had the knack, or the skill, or the good sense, to lay off. This was why her recent meddling was driving me crazy, although I suppose you would think I’d be tolerant of her since she hadn’t spent her lifetime inflicting her judgments on me. It’s strange how these things work, and the way it was working for me was that it wasn’t.

				 The rain had let up and shafts of sunlight pierced the dark blue clouds. I took a roundabout walk home, swinging over to Coventry, where I ate a chicken-salad sandwich and dropped into Mac’s Books. A man was wedged behind the counter. I browsed for a few minutes but trudged away feeling let down.

				As I walked home, I thought about the woman in the bookstore, her breathtaking eyes, her velvety voice. I imagined a day in the country with her, hiking into the woods with a picnic lunch in our backpacks. I thought of dancing with her on one of those long hot nights when each thud of the speakers renews your energy long after you should have been asleep. I wanted to be with someone whom I just loved to stare at no matter how many times I had looked at her before.

				What an idiot Joe DiMaggio had been. I wondered if he ever regretted trying to turn Marilyn into a 1950s American housewife rather than help her feel secure and loved. Did he regret hitting her? I once saw Joe DiMaggio. Two years earlier, I was in New York City in late August for a final fling with my kids before the sound of the school bell re-entered our lives. We decided to catch a game at Yankee stadium, where I’d never been. I’m a baseball fan, though not a fanatic. I’m not the type of guy who sprinkles statistics into conversations or recalls who hit how many home runs the first time his father hauled him to his first game. My amnesia on this question occurred, perhaps, because it was my mother who took me to see the Indians, attempting, as she occasionally did, to make up for the failings of my dad. Nevertheless, fanatic or not, visiting the home of Babe Ruth seemed like a good thing to do.

				That afternoon the Yankees were unveiling a monument to Mickey Mantle. For August in New York, it was a pleasant day—the humidity had broken in a cloudburst the previous evening and it was a perfect day for baseball. After an interminable cavalcade of old film and TV clips about Mantle, a stream of former teammates and aging Yankees stars hobbled out of the dugout, culminating with Joe DiMaggio himself. DiMaggio, who must have been in his eighties, jogged out in a dark blue suit and tie and, as I didn’t know much about the guy, his energy caused me to smile and feel happy I had been in this stadium the same day as one of the great baseball players of all time, the Yankee Clipper himself.

				I wish I had recalled this memory of the aging baseball star as I walked home. It might have cleared my head of images of a middle-aged (but still youthful) Marilyn greeting me with a warm smile when I finally found her. And maybe it would have told me something about boyhood dreams and how we all have to grow up.

				When I arrived home from my walk down to Coventry, John was dashing out the front door, bristling with the energy he exudes when he’s popping off for a date. It was only mid-afternoon and I said, “What’s up?”

				He replied, “Oh, nothing,” which was a stark contrast to his usual gyrations about the astonishing lady he was about to see.

				Enjoying his discomfort, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of the bone. I raised my eyebrows. “An afternoon tryst, is it?” John blushed. I really didn’t think he had it in his physiology to blush, but there you go. He stammered. Wow, I thought, he must have had a brain transplant since I last saw him

				“She’s just a friend. We’re just going to …” His voice trailed off as he swept down the pathway to his car.

				 The sun blazed above the Hackersons’ garage as I backed out the driveway and swung onto the quiet, Saturday-morning street. My boxy little state of Ohio had suddenly looked awfully big and sprawling when I had returned to my AAA maps last night. A million little gray roads stitched along the map and I was sure it didn’t even include most of the dirt ones.

				I sang, “We’re off to find the lavender door.” It sounded like a cross between The Wizard of Oz and the tale of self-discovery of a gay man trying to get out of the closet. “Oh, Toto! I didn’t realize that’s what he meant when he said he was the best woodsman around.”

				I was still humming “We’re off to see the wizard …” when I arrived in North Bloomfield an hour and a half later, a town so small the folks at the Triple A didn’t even award it a dot. I scuttered onto the gravel shoulder to watch a girls’ soccer game. Along one side of the field, parents had lined up a string of lawn chairs. A few folks were catching up on their sleep—one woman had even brought a duvet. Her neighbor elbowed her; perhaps she’d been snoring. The girls were in their mid-teens and one team was decked in lemon-green shirts, the other in strawberry red. Half of them didn’t look particularly athletic, which was fine as far as I was concerned since I could never understand why athletics should be reserved for the athletic, and my heart went out to a chubby girl in lemon-green number 8 who was chugging valiantly behind her teammates toward the far end.

				From the roadside behind the other goal, I leaned against the car and watched the lemon-green goalie root a toe in the dirt as her teammates flailed around far away. She cricked her neck side to side like a wrestler and then stared across the street at Quinn’s gas station.

				The play finally returned to our end. A girl in strawberry with fiery red hair took a shot, but it ricocheted off the goal posts. Fierce kicks sent the ball back out to midfield. As the reds worked the ball back to the goal, the parents yelled at the defense: “Come on, Hornets!” There was a strawberry-red shot, but it was deflected. Another shot, and I was sure it was going to score, but just in time, chubby Hornet number 8 leapt in with a spectacular move and kicked the ball away, but right into the other corner of her own net.

				Her teammates rolled their eyes and thrashed their hands toward the sky. A collective intake of breath snuffed out the parents’ cheers. The poor girl pressed her palms to her face, then pleaded to the official, then started bad-mouthing her own goalie as if it were her fault. Sorry number 8, you had my heart, but now you are wrong.

				Over the next few hours, I pointed the car east, then north, then west and south, then east again, and spent my time checking front doors along every road big and small in a completely arbitrary square of Ohio. I traveled through unadorned countryside and simple villages. One church in each village, always white clapboard with a simple tower. What else did the Lord require?

				The day had grown hot and the sky and fields were pale and washed out by the time I passed back through North Bloomfield in the midafternoon. West along 82, the trees were stunted and shacks were abandoned. Occasional houses that still looked inhabited had oversized television antennae rising like crosses in silent prayer that Wheel of Fortune would come their way. A raccoon lay flat on its back, its belly inflated like a balloon. I poked along behind a sputtering Dodge Ram and didn’t even bother looking for a lavender door. If she were here, I didn’t think I wanted to find her.

				And just like that the landscape changed. Over a rise, stubble and undergrowth switched into green fields of corn and hay and copses of maple and ash. Farms were well tended, trees stood like giants in front of pleasant farmhouses. In front of one of them, two young Amish boys perched on a wooden cart, staring at the twentieth century whizzing by.

				Two horses glistened with sweat as they pulled a wagon across a field while men tossed bales of hay on board. The men wore straw hats and rough jeans that were hitched up with suspenders. Farther along, a woman squatted in a vegetable patch and twisted weeds out of the ground. Her long cotton dress spread around her onto the earth. A bonnet covered most of her blond hair. Another team of horses led an empty wagon along the side of the road and it all seemed good and of an earlier moment in our history. It felt like our history; it even felt like mine. I remember my surprise when I first read the short stories of Isaac Bashevis Singer and realized that most of my people in Eastern Europe had been craftspeople, shopkeepers, and peasants just eighty or ninety years before. In some areas we were farmers, although in others we weren’t allowed to own land. Either way, the men would have been much like these men: pious and simple men. Men who pulled carts and traded goods and studied the Bible. My great-grandmother could have been that woman pulling weeds out of her garden, except that her hair would have been black and she would have been using a different language to pray for a good harvest so she could feed her many children.

				But something lurked here that felt forbidding. I pulled up the driveway of one farm that advertised maple syrup. Two young boys opened the door but didn’t say a word. Their hair was trimmed severely across their foreheads, like someone had snipped it off with one kershunk of a pair of iron sheers. Their homemade jeans buttoned at the fly and on the side, and they wore long-sleeved blue shirts, white suspenders, and no shoes. I smiled at them, trying to get some reaction, but their mother shooed them away from the door. As she recited her prices and syrup grades she was cordial but didn’t meet my eyes. When she went to fetch a gallon of the dark syrup, the two boys just stared at me. I guess it was part curiosity, or maybe it was the same type of fear that gripped everyone in this country, the same thing that made everyone fearful of grinning strangers—once in a blue moon for good reason, but most often not. I didn’t know much about the Amish, just that they were doing their best to preserve a simple life and preserve their culture from all that’s gnawing away at the rest of us. More power to them, I’ve always felt. But there was also this edge. This suspicion and maybe even some fear that I couldn’t help but suspect had been drummed into these kids to keep them straight and true.

				As I slipped back into the car, burning hot from only two minutes in the sun without the air conditioning, I noticed a girl swinging from a fat limb of an old maple tree. Long ropes drew her back and forth like a pendulum. Her two braids swung out from under her bonnet, her bare feet pointed down and then poked up at the sky. As she swung, her eyes never left mine, but not a muscle flinched on her face.

				Down the road was an old graveyard. Its small tombstones were half-buried in grass, poking up like rows of baby teeth.

				In Mesopotamia, buggies were lined up at the hitching posts in front of the general store. Horses stomped their legs and flicked their tails to shoo off the flies. I bought an ice-cream cone, which started melting on my hand the second I stepped back onto the veranda where I watched the coming and going of local families and outsiders buying Amish crafts and knickknacks. A middle-aged woman, dressed in black from head to toe, hauled a huge bag of ice into the back of her buggy, and I wondered about this whole thing of having someone else do for you the things you’ve rejected. I didn’t begrudge her this ice on a such a hot summer day. But it did seem a convenient escape clause from her decision not to use electricity.

				When I stopped at Yoder’s down the road, I thought I’d ask how they felt about outsiders. Every fifth family in these parts seemed to be a Yoder and these ones had set up a small store and bakery off to the side of their farmhouse. Their sign said “Fresh Pies & Cakes” and I thought, Good, that’ll be nice to take home for my parents as a bit of compensation for avoiding them for the previous week.

				Mr. Yoder scratched a wooden match along the side of its box and fired up the gas lamp in his shaded store. He pumped up the pressure and seemed content, although it was hissing and sputtering away. Mr. Yoder had a long untrimmed beard but with the upper lip and cheeks shaved out. I asked if his pies were good and he smiled and said they were. We gabbed about the hot weather and the good strawberries. I said I was passing through. I asked him why none of the kids had smiled at me and he said, “There’s friendly people and unfriendly people. Just like everywhere else.” I asked him about contact with, well, with us.

				“I sent my son to a Yankee school when he was little,” Mr. Yoder replied. “But when it came to high school I knew there’d be too much commotion so I took him out.”

				I told him I was a high-school teacher and knew exactly what he meant, even though I couldn’t imagine too much commotion in the high school down the road in North Bloomfield, as long as you stayed out of the path of Fighting Hornet No. 8 and her nasty temper.

				I liked these people and even managed to coax a smile from a boy when I stopped at another farmhouse and bought some black raspberry jam and cut flowers. I wondered what he thought about and how it felt for him to be so different. What was it like for this boy to be an outsider? But then I had lived that life too, maybe not so extreme, although at times it had felt that way.

				At the end of Grade Eight my mother announced we were moving. For a whole week Anne and I packed at her side. My parents—or, really, my mother—decided we should move to Baltimore because she had cousins there. I asked why we had to go. Because Dad could teach drumming again and her cousins promised her a part-time desk job in their small shop, which put the spirals in spiral notebooks. I pleaded to stay. I said I’d get a job and work every single day after school and on weekends so we wouldn’t have to leave. I knew, however, that it wasn’t about money—in those days there were plenty of jobs in Cleveland that my mother could have picked up.

				My cousins lived outside town on a farm and we didn’t live anywhere close to them. There must be a Jewish area in Baltimore, but for some reason we didn’t live in it. For one terrible year—as if things could have been worse than Grade Eight had been—I lived in an alien land. Everyone in my class had noses that looked like ski-jumps or buttons. They wore Bass Weejuns and spoke with a slight southern accent that was more a twang than a drawl. The teacher once mentioned “Our Savior.” To the other kids I had to lie that I was sick when I took days off for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur in early October, after failing to convince my mother that I didn’t have to go to synagogue if I didn’t want to. But my lie was unmasked by a well-meaning Miss Jones, who had the real goods in the form of a note from my mother. A day after Yom Kippur, she asked me to tell the class about “your Jewish holiday” and the word “Jew,” “Jew,” “Jew” reverberated in my brain as I mumbled a few things that made it sound as Christian as possible.

				I had no friends that whole year. No one to walk with on my way home from school. No one to phone about science homework. No one to do sleepovers. And certainly no girlfriend. I thought about Alisa, who, I became convinced, might not have known I was Jewish and maybe had forgotten the rumors about Dad, and would surely have been my girlfriend if I had stayed in Cleveland.

				Grade Nine passed like a prison term. Except for one incident, there was no blatant anti-Semitism. But I knew I was different, I felt an outsider, and I expected worse to come at any moment. It came right before Easter, when two guys beat me up in front of a cheering crowd because I deserved it for killing God.

				 By sunset, clouds had folded like a flannel blanket across much of the sky. Along the horizon, just above a patch of hardwood forest, there was a crack of blue. Fingers of sunlight poked out from under the gray clouds and lit up a white barn with a tin roof. The barn was reflected in a large pond or, rather, as I found out when I pulled over and checked my map, into a stray bulge of the La Due reservoir. Cattails ringed my side of the pond and, in their midst, under a barkless dead tree bleached bone-white by the sun, an elderly black man and woman were ensconced in patio chairs. Their long fishing poles, held casually in their hands, dangled over the still water. I went down and spoke with them for a few minutes. They were fishing for blue gill, and, as I talked with the woman, she kept her eyes on the water. With no exclamation or drama, she reeled in a tiny fish and nestled it in her palm as she wiggled out the hook it had swallowed. “I don’t like that at all, when they swallow them like that,” she said. She plopped the fish into her red plastic pail and wiped the back of her hand across the pink bandana on her forehead.

				There aren’t many blacks in rural Ohio, any more than there are many Jews. The great northern migrations after the Civil War, and more so in this century, had carried black people to the cities. I wanted to know the stories these two might have to tell. But racism cuts into everything and I knew if I said anything it would only be calling attention to the color of their skin as if to say they didn’t belong.

				I swung the car around and snapped on the headlights. As the dark gathered around me, I plowed north toward Cleveland.

			

		

	
		
			
				– NINE –

				I met the woman at Mac’s Books.

				My mother’s brain was crippled by a stroke.

				I discovered that John was having an affair with my ex-wife.

				Sunday was one of those days that make a mockery of the rest of our lives. A day when terrible things crowd out hope. A day when spirits swing to the sky and then crash down and plunge farther down again. A day when “if I had only” becomes more pressing than “I’m glad I did.”

				Late morning, when I finally had enough of the Sunday Times and felt my head lurching madly from too much cappuccino, I strolled down to Coventry Road. The day was gorgeous. Along my street, the last of the royal purple and gentian blue irises looked soft, almost edible, against the first of the Asiatic and Oriental lilies: stiff, waxy, and stunning in their perfection. The petunias, marigolds, and impatiens planted in May were plumping out with splashes of red, pink, yellow, and orange. The smell of cut grass was everywhere that Sunday afternoon.

				I ambled down my block, saying hello to children and their parents, none whom I’d really call friends but many whose names I knew. Cleveland Heights is a national success story as far as racial integration goes. As my neighbor Leroy Johnson once confided, it’s not exactly a love fest, but we all live well enough together. We have a community with racial, class, and religious diversity, from the working-class homes wedged together on Berkshire to the sprawling old mansions along Fairmont Boulevard. Our taxes remain high—a couple of years earlier we even voted to jack them up—but with that comes decent schools, clean streets, and a beefed-up police force.

				Coventry was humming with the sort of commotion I was sure Mr. Yoder would fret about. At the corner, skateboarders did ollies onto the planters, while casual spectators compared tattoos and hair color. As I passed, one girl sitting on the sidewalk pulled down the neck of her T-shirt to show off a nipple ring to a friend and I discreetly looked away. Half a block down, a more sedate group—families with hungry young children, graduate students reading Chaucer, new couples still grinning from the night before—lined up at Tommy’s for Sunday brunch. There didn’t seem to be a nipple ring in that crowd but, then again, who knows for sure.

				I wasn’t very hungry and decided to stop into Mac’s Books.

				And the woman was there again, sitting in a chair tucked behind the wooden counter.

				I said, “Hi, there.” That should win her over big time, I thought.

				She smiled and asked if I needed any help. I said no, although I probably could have used some help on opening lines. She turned back to the book in front of her and I knew she hadn’t recognized me.

				I browsed around, flipped through books and magazines for five or ten minutes, and returned to the counter with a mystery by Walter Mosley.

				“Did you finish Possession?” I asked. She shot me a questioning look and I added, “I was in a couple of weeks ago. One night. You were reading Possession.”

				She pointed a finger at me, gave me a sly look that left my heart pounding, went doe-eyed and whispered, as breathlessly as possible, “Marilyn Monroe.”

				The heat of a blush raced across my face. “I’m sort of writing something.”

				She tilted her head in a question. “About her?”

				“No. Well, sort of. Just something I promised someone.” Having established my intellectual credentials, I simply shrugged.

				When she spoke again, her voice had regained the melodious and comfortable quality I remembered from before. “I always thought she’d be a feminist if she had lived.”

				“You’re kidding. I mean, I was just thinking the same thing.” She looked skeptical. “Not right now, I mean, but the other day. I didn’t think anyone would believe me if I said that.” I fumbled for some more words.

				And then she saved me. “Are you a writer?”

				“Nope. Just an English teacher.”

				“Hey, don’t be disparaging. An English teacher pulled me through high school. Mr. Love.” She repeated his name as if it were something she hadn’t said in years. “Without him, I would have drifted away into the land of drugs and, well, other things.”

				“Mr. Love? Your teacher was named Mr. Love?”

				“Great, huh? The quintessential English teacher for the 1960s. Early 1970s actually.”

				I collected my books from the counter, thanked her, and continued on my walk.

				 An hour or so later, when I looped back along Coventry, the lineup at Tommy’s was gone and I went in for a bite. I was about to be seated at the back when I noticed the bookstore woman eating lunch a couple of tables away.

				She saw me, smiled, and pointed an open palm toward the empty chair across from her. Alexandra Marris introduced herself to me and I to her. We stumbled into silence. I looked at the menu, I ordered, and I searched for something to say.

				“Exactly what was it about your English teacher?”

				“Mr. Love,” she said.

				“Mr. Love,” I replied.

				“I don’t know.” She seemed to be thinking about my question as she ate a fork of apple pie that she had smooshed into a clump of melting vanilla ice cream.

				“Mmm. Truly spectacular pie.” As she smiled, those little creases danced around her eyes.

				“Is it?”

				“The best.”

				“I never order pie in restaurants.”

				“I don’t either. Unless I made it.” At that moment, the intensity of her eyes almost took my breath away and, again, I tried to discern their color. They were pure and the irises rich—blue with flecks of gray and green. I thought of a secret pond in a forest; I thought of moss and ferns.

				“What?”

				“I made it. That’s my other job.” Her eyes darted around. “It’s a closely held secret. I make some of their pies.” She put an index finger to her lips and whispered, “As they say, now that you know, your life could be in danger.”

				“Bookstore clerk. Pastry chef. Anything else? Astronaut? Cat burglar?”

				“Really want to know?”

				“Maybe not.”

				She savored another mouthful of pie as I started into my sandwich. “Anyway, he was the only teacher I ever had who made me feel brilliant.” Those bright eyes of hers clung to mine as she said this. “I think he made everyone feel smart. Not just tell you your essay was good. He seemed genuinely interested in what you had to say, like he was learning from you.” She thought for a moment. “And it didn’t matter if you got the correct interpretation of Julius Caesar or whatever horrible thing we were reading. He knew we could trust ourselves to find the truth. That’s why I liked him. That and his dimples.”

				A little snort of laughter came out my nose. I said, “So, you’re not a Shakespeare fan?”

				“Depends.”

				“On what?”

				“On which play.”

				“I can see that.”

				“But you’d lose your teaching credentials if you admitted it.”

				“Naw. Things have loosened up since you and I were in high school.”

				“How old are you?” she asked.

				“Forty-eight. You?”

				“Forty-three.”

				She had a way of asking those simple questions that usually are a big deal when you first meet someone you might be interested in. Like the dreaded, “How old are you?” I liked that about her. She seemed comfortable with herself; she had a way of making the hard seem simple.

				“So,” I said, “that didn’t lead to a thing for English teachers, by any chance?”

				She shook her head no.

				“Oh well.” I shrugged theatrically.

				She poked her fork into her pie crust as if testing its flakiness. “Then again,” she said, “I’ve got nothing against them.” She grinned and pushed away her plate as if to get the final piece of pie out of reach. “Back to work. I’m here, well, there”—she popped her head in the direction of Mac’s—“on Wednesday night. Drop by and say hello.”

				Just then the cook came out to talk to her.

				I stood up. “See you again,” I said.

				She glanced up and smiled as I walked away. At the door, I turned back to see her in an animated conversation. As she was talking, she reached out and took the last smidgen of apple pie from her plate. Alexandra Marris used her fingers for that final piece and I liked that about her just about more than anything else.

				I don’t think Dad had ever left a message on my machine and I knew before he said three words that something was wrong.

				“Eli, I’m calling from Mt. Sinai Hospital. It’s your mother.” He took a deep breath. “She had a stroke. Please, Eli, come down as soon as you can.”

				The next message: “Eli. Son. I don’t remember, but I think I left you a message. Your mother had a stroke. She’s at Mt. Sinai Hospital, the intensive-care unit.”

				My mother was seventy-seven years old but had always been a robust woman. When I was a teenager I would challenge her to arm wrestle, and it wasn’t until I was seventeen that I could beat her. She was a hard worker and, after Dad’s flip-out, she held down a full-time job until well after Anne and I had graduated from college. Meanwhile, she did the majority of housework, although we kids did our best to do our part while we still lived at home.

				You sometimes hear how work and stress can age someone fast. But once the initial shock of Dad’s breakdown had passed, Mother seemed to gain new strength from it all. She was well organized, assigning household jobs to us like an army major. To those difficult years she brought a hardy cheer.

				She wasn’t only robust in energy. She had a solid build and, when she was younger, could have posed for a Rosy the Riveter poster. Even in recent years, the signs of aging were subtle. She finally needed more than seven hours of sleep a night and she sometimes forgot she had already told me something—the sort of frailties that afflict most of us by the time we hit forty.

				In other words, there was little that prepared me for the sight of her when I arrived at intensive care.

				How could a woman go, overnight, from thriving to stricken, gray, gaunt, and slack? Late the previous night I had given her the strawberry pie from Mr. Yoder’s farm. She had clapped her hands with joy and laughed like a child receiving a birthday cake. We enjoyed a midnight snack. I left; they went to sleep.

				My father was in a chair pulled up next to her bed, his hand holding her limp hand, his eyes closed and his forehead slumped against the stainless-steel rail. I stood at the end of her bed, my eyes fixed on the tubes. There was something menacing about all those tubes running into her and out of her: the fat corrugated air tube feeding a clear plastic mask that covered her mouth and nose; a thin tube from the IV drip slithering under a slice of adhesive tape into her neck; a catheter tube dropping from the side of her bed and wires streaming from her chest. I knew these wires and tubes and bottles were keeping her alive. But in the same instant, they seemed to rob her of any semblance of life. It was these things that were alive; no, that wasn’t it, it was the nurses—dashing back and forth in this roomful of beds, adjusting the dials on machines, jiggling the bottles, fastening the tubes—who were alive. I did know, though, that all this stuff kept the show going and we were there only as spectators.

				If I’d had to guess right then, I would have said she had left us, although I didn’t yet know anything about her condition. Already she wasn’t the mother I had known for those forty-eight years I had just told Alexandra about. It wasn’t so much her color as it was the drool forming along the side of her mouth. It wasn’t the sudden gauntness or even her slack features, it was her sheer lifelessness. I sensed none of the energy that had made my mother my mother.

				I don’t know if a sound ebbed out of my mouth—a moan, a squeak—but at that moment my father looked up at me with a start. I went to his side and for the first time since I was a little boy I hugged him.

				 We sat in the waiting room, stiff figures on the plastic-cushioned chairs. Stricken families surrounded us. There was an air of quiet pain, of anguish being checked at the threshold of expression. One woman was knitting, her fingers frantic, her vacant eyes hitched on her work. A toddler complained and kicked on the floor until he was led away by his mother. Several men and woman thumbed through chewed-up copies of Reader’s Digest, Arizona Highways, and Sports Illustrated. Some seemed able to concentrate on an article—like in meditation they willed themselves into another space. One man lurched through the magazines, impatient, almost violent, taking up one magazine, crashing through it, tossing it back onto the pile, fidgeting for a minute or two, then grabbing another. Several people stared at the reproductions on the walls and then, suddenly, as if something new had happened, bent forward and whispered to a husband, a mother, a sister, or a friend. Men checked their wristwatches and drummed their fingers on the armrests of chairs. One woman’s eyes were fixed on her palm, which she tilted from side to side to catch the light as if she were trying to discover what lay ahead.

				The stroke had hit my mother around noon. My parents were eating lunch. Mom stood up to get a glass of water and, as if she were an actor in a melodrama from her youth, froze with her arms in the air and an “O” on her mouth, before crumpling to the ground. Inside her head some tiny artery popped—my father told me this and it almost made me sick—and now we didn’t know if she would live and, if she did, if she’d ever tell us again how the potato kugel wasn’t as good as usual or attend her beloved book club meetings with her friends from the temple. A life goes, just like that.

				A young doctor strode into the room. “Mr. Schuman?” he called.

				My father and I stood up. He stepped up to Dad and, not even introducing himself or asking who I was, said, right there in front of everyone, “Your wife has had a cerebrovascular accident. The cat scan tells us it’s a cerebral hemorrhage. We have her on respirator and fluids, which, if we’re lucky, will get us through this. You can stay by her if you want, but in her state right now I can’t imagine she would hear anything. When we have any news, someone will come and speak to you.” He paused for a second, thrust down his chin, and glanced at us as if he were looking over the top of a pair of glasses, except that he wasn’t wearing any. We didn’t say anything, so he nodded, turned, and left.

				Our day dragged on. Late in the afternoon, I led my father down to the cafeteria for vegetable soup, unrecognizable except for the carrots because they were orange. Around six, another doctor came to see us. He was older, perhaps my age, and introduced himself. He took us aside and we sat down. He said he was still hopeful, but she wasn’t responding and we should prepare ourselves for the worst. For a moment he put his hand on my father’s shoulder. He said he expected she’d be stable overnight and we really should go home and get some sleep.

				“I know it’s been a hard day for you,” he said and I knew he was saying that tomorrow was going to be worse.

				A block away from my house, a blue Subaru station wagon was parked under a sycamore tree. As I passed by, I saw, out of the corner of my eye, a woman in the driver’s seat lean over and kiss a man. I was coming home after dropping off Dad and I was thinking about my mother and about what my father would do, but somewhere in my brain I must have been recording this blue car and its two passengers. As I drove on, the scene replayed itself and, with an almost physical start, I realized it was Raveena’s car and I had seen the back of Raveena’s head. But I didn’t see who the man was and couldn’t imagine why she’d be necking in the twilight so far from her own home.

				A few minutes later I was staring into the refrigerator. I knew there was food inside. I knew I should eat. But none of the shapes I saw made any sense. I was still staring, eyes as dull as a long-dead fish, trying to understand what I was looking at, when John bounced in the front door. He started toward the kitchen, saw me, and, as he swivelled on his heels, called out hello before fleeing upstairs.

				I knew who the man was and I exploded with rage.

				I don’t know exactly why. John had as much right as anyone to go out with Raveena and she with him. She hadn’t been my wife in a zillion years and not once in at least eight or nine years had I ever imagined getting back together. I wasn’t even particularly attracted to her anymore. I’d often hoped she’d meet a good man and be happy ever after.

				But I felt betrayed by him and disgusted with her. She had picked the biggest sleazebag on the planet. And, as if to confirm that appraisal, he was living in my house and dating my ex-wife without having the decency to mention it to me.

				I charged up the stairs, taking them two, then three, at a time, and caught up with him just as he was closing the bathroom door.

				I shoved out my hand to stop the door and screamed, “You fucking bastard!”

				“Eli, my son,” he smiled, frantically pretending to himself that maybe, somehow, I hadn’t discovered the truth but was just angry that he had eaten the last of the Cheerios. “Just a second while I take—”

				“You fucking bastard. I bring you into my house when you’re on the skids and all you do is start sleeping with my ex-wife.”

				His mouth fell open. I wanted him to say something, to reply, to make some feeble excuse so I could scream at him some more. But just when I wanted to hear some creepy phrase crawl out of his mouth, he was speechless. For the first time since I had met him, he couldn’t find anything to say.

				I staggered for words. “You … you don’t think I have enough problems? That having you here isn’t exactly my idea of domestic bliss? I come here from my mother’s deathbed and there you are feeling up my … my …”

				“I wasn’t feeling—”

				“You know what the hell I mean.”

				“God, what happened to your mother?”

				I ignored his question and fought to regain my anger but already found it waning. I started edging away but still wanted to pick a fight. I swung back to him and pointed a finger at his terrified face. “I want you out of here.” I turned and took another step and, just like that, felt completely ridiculous. I felt like a bully and when I next spoke I couldn’t face him. I was conscious of the burgundy-and-rust pattern on the handwoven killam running the length of the hallway floor. I was conscious of his labored breathing. “Look,” I said. “You just need to find another place as soon as you can. This wasn’t working out too well anyway.”

				“Eli, let’s talk about this. I gotta take a leak and then we’ll talk it out. Okay, sport?”

				I slumped down the stairs, closed the front door behind me, and drove off to find some food.

				 The week piddled away. Nothing special punctuated the long days at the hospital, nothing stopped the waiting, nothing dramatic happened. It was merely time, and a life, wasting away.

				On Sunday night, I had fled from John and my house. I arrived on my father’s doorstep with an offer to stay for a few days. He said it wasn’t necessary, but I said it’d make things easier. Besides, we each could use a bit of company.

				I telephoned my sister, Anne, whom I had spoken to briefly from the hospital. At first she wanted to fly in the next morning. But it was a wait-and-see time. Mom could stay in a coma for days. Anne would want to be here if she regained consciousness. And if she didn’t wake up, that is (I forced myself to say), if she died, or if we had to make a decision to pull her off life support, then that would be a more important time for Anne to be here. In the meantime she would keep a packed suitcase in her car in case I called her at the university, where she was teaching a summer course. In all this, Anne was uncharacteristically cooperative. She started to give me instructions about how to “prepare Daddy for the worst,” but I said I was going to be his companion, not his social worker, and she let it drop.

				Each morning Dad and I ate breakfast together and I was pleased to see that he at least could make breakfast for himself. A lot of men his age had gone from mother to wife without ever having to look after themselves. He was more self-sufficient than I supposed.

				Each morning I dropped him off at the hospital—magazine and newspaper in hand—and checked in at school for my half-day of teaching. Each lunchtime I picked him up at the outpatient entrance and took him out for a sandwich before returning to the hospital to wait out the afternoon/evening shift with him.

				For hours I sat at my mother’s side in the subdued light of the intensive-care unit at Mt. Sinai Hospital. She was in the midst of a row of hospital beds. It was a somber room of tightly controlled energy. Nurses scribbled notes at little tables near the ends of the beds. They adjusted machines and tubes and respirators, and, briefly, chatted to each other at the nursing station.

				I came to know the rhythms of the waiting room, the crowds and the lulls. I came to recognize several other families, and we occasionally exchanged small talk. Usually we all kept to ourselves, unable to share our grief with others who carried their own burdens. Misery was not looking for company.

				Each day, one or two of the families disappeared, and I was left to wonder whether their loved ones had died or had pulled through. Once, a woman dropped by and made the rounds of the people she recognized to tell us her son was going to be all right.

				When I wasn’t at my mother’s bedside, I memorized the framed reproductions on the walls.

				I read all the magazines I could stand reading.

				I marked assignments.

				I meticulously poured over the Plain Dealer and the New York Times but couldn’t remember one thing I read.

				I reread a Dick Francis novel, finding moments of solace and simple fortitude.

				I telephoned Sarah and Daniel to update them on their grandmother and to arrange with Raveena to bring them down to see her. I spoke to Raveena but didn’t mention John. Late each morning, Dad called Anne and I called her again at night. The basic news was that there was no news and, at this point, no news was probably bad news.

				But for long hours I sat at Mother’s side, sometimes with my father, sometimes alone, holding her lifeless hand through the chrome railing. I read to her out loud or I spoke softly until my voice grew hoarse. I talked about any wonderful or silly thing that came into my head. Remember, I said, when I was young and we would shovel snow together? Remember when we were picnicking at the Metropolitan Park and I saw my first raccoon? I recalled how she greeted me with such delight when I arrived home at Thanksgiving in my first year of university toting only a small bag of books and a huge sack of laundry. I spoke of things that made life worth living: her one cup of strong black coffee with a teaspoon of sugar on Sunday morning; a midsummer thunderstorm crashing over the cornfields; fireflies flickering through the woods; apple slices dipped in honeycomb on Rosh Hashanah, followed by wishes for a sweet new year. But nothing roused a tremor of her hand. Her eyes didn’t blink. Her mouth didn’t move.

				On Monday afternoon there had been a new tube running into her nose (for feeding her a protein supplement, a nurse said in a cheery voice.)

				On Tuesday a tube poked out from the side of her head, a new thing to save her, I presumed, but which made her look closer to death. In a hushed tone, a nurse said, “The doctor was worried fluid was building up around the brain.” She slipped her hand under the tube and lifted it a few inches as if I needed to see it better. “There’s some blood mixed in with the cerebral fluid, which is usually clear.”

				“That’s bad … I guess.”

				She spoke bluntly but her tone was compassionate. “If it continues it means she’s still hemorrhaging, but we’re hoping this might be from the original bleeding.” She saw me grimace and added, “It doesn’t hurt her. We have few nerves up there.”

				I couldn’t think about my mother dying. She was still alive, I told myself, and although I felt dread, I wasn’t ready to mourn. Instead I went to the library and read about strokes. And although I couldn’t think about my mother dying, I thought about my father being alone or caring for an invalid wife. I wondered what it would mean for my own life if she lived but needed constant care, and then felt guilty that such a thing had even crossed my mind.

				On Thursday afternoon I remembered that Alexandra had invited me to visit her at the bookstore the previous night. From a payphone, I called the store but the man who answered (Mac himself?) said she wasn’t working again until next Wednesday. I left my name and my phone numbers at home and school.

				By Friday, Mom was showing a speck of improvement. She was partially breathing on her own, although she hadn’t regained consciousness. The kind nurse said that Mom’s prognosis was still poor, although any sign of improvement was a good sign.

				Anne arrived that evening. I picked her up at the airport just after dinner. She had insisted on taking a cab straight to the hospital. I insisted on picking her up. She insisted on meeting me outside so I didn’t have to pay for parking.

				Anne was my twin sister and by the time we were born we had already become completely sick of each other. As children we had lived our own lives and had our own friends and our own interests. We tormented each other in equal doses. As adults we tried, as Jewish families obsessively try, to be close, but in our case it never seemed to work. After university she had moved to Middletown, Connecticut, to work her way up the ranks of Wesleyan University, which she did with methodical smoothness and apparent success. And ever since Raveena and I broke up, Anne had finally discovered her true role in life: being my bossy older sister.

				“We should go right to the hospital,” was the first thing she said.

				“We are going right to the hospital.” I yanked the car into the traffic and almost killed a woman dragging a suitcase that looked like it carried her husband’s body. “Did you have a good flight?”

				“It’s like taking a bus these days.”

				Not getting to dash around the world to Very Important Conferences, I find myself on a plane maybe once every two or three years and so they’ve retained a bit of a thrill.

				“Well,” I said with a slightly forced enthusiasm, “you’re here.” I inhaled through my nose. “There’s some good news. Mom is partly breathing on her own.”

				“Did you ask the doctor if that means she will regain consciousness?”

				“Yes. I asked.” (No, I wanted to say, you mean you can ask doctors questions? What an incredible concept. Anne, I wish I had a PhD just like you.)

				She waited for my real answer, but I drove without saying anything more. “And? What did he say?”

				“She. They have women doctors too.” Yes, score a big one. Anne sighed and, with the equilibrium shifted back in my direction, I continued. “The doctor said it’s impossible to tell. Some patients partially recover their speech and movement. Some regain their breathing but never come out of the coma. Others become conscious but enter a state they call … I don’t remember”—Anne would have remembered—“but they don’t have any ability to speak or move.”

				We exchanged a few words about work and the kids. I asked her about her research and her summer course at the university. I asked about her perfect husband, Asher, and she asked me if I was seeing anyone. She said that her perfect children (Max, Noah, and Joannie) were looking forward to Daniel’s visit the following week. He’d stay a week or so in Middletown, and then go with the boys to a camp I was paying dearly for.

				“How’s Daddy doing?”

				“You won’t believe him.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“No, it’s good news. I mean, he’s scared and sad and everything. But this whole thing has been a wake-up call, like he’s climbing out of a forty- or fifty-year snooze. He gets up before me, makes breakfast for us, sometimes bags a lunch that we eat in front of the art museum. He even talks to me.”

				“God.”

				“I don’t know what it is.”

				“Shock, I should imagine.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– TEN –

				 The stink was overwhelming. When Alexandra and I peered into the vast turkey and chicken houses, we couldn’t see from one end to the other. A farmer, perched on a muddy tractor, explained there were ten thousand chickens stacked in four layers in each building. There were also six thousand turkeys. For about fifteen seconds we watched those turkeys scream and crap and walk all over each other in the permanent twilight of the turkey house. You didn’t have to be a chickenologist to see why US poultry was so disease-ridden and needed to be pumped with nonstop chemicals just to be half edible.

				We jumped back in the car and dusted north on a narrow dirt road right along the Indiana state line.

				The previous night, after dropping off Anne and Dad, I arrived home to a ringing phone. It was Alexandra.

				“Sorry I didn’t get by to see you on Wednesday,” I said.

				“I thought I scared you off.”

				“No.” I took a breath. “My mother had a stroke.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry.”

				“She’s alive but unconscious. They don’t know what’s going to happen.”

				We talked and I blurted out more than I would have expected to a near stranger: My sister was driving me crazy. I was emotionally spent from the long hours in ICU and the waiting room. Something about the tubes.

				Alexandra suggested going for a drive or a walk the next day. As it was unlikely there’d be any dramatic changes with Mother, I agreed.

				This was the Ohio that didn’t make it into the tourist brochures. On the west side of the road, maybe it was over in Indiana, a battered trailer with a limp Confederate flag squatted amid dusty trees and rusting car parts. We passed more turkey farms. The air conditioning was blasting. Scraggly trees and mangy bushes were chalk gray from half a summer of dust kicked up by pickup trucks and big Detroit cars.

				It was late afternoon. In the morning I had visited Mom and then, with Dad’s blessing, scooted off to pick up Alexandra at a cozy-looking house not more than twelve blocks from my own place. As we drove, I spent the first hour rambling nonstop, but Alexandra didn’t seem to mind. A couple of times, when I apologized for babbling, she asked me a question that got me going again. She then talked about the death of her own mother when she was only twelve. I asked her questions and, when I thought about it later, realized it was the first time in a week that I had been able to set aside my own despair.

				We seemed to have passed the last of the turkey farms and I vowed, with Alexandra Marris as my solemn witness, never, ever to buy anything but free-range poultry, never again to drive this stretch of road as long as I lived, and not to be reincarnated as a turkey farmer when I died.

				“Okay, so what’s all this about? A farmhouse with a lavender door?”

				“You can’t tell anyone.”

				“Cross my heart.”

				“It’s going to sound a bit strange.”

				“Unh-hunh.”

				“We’re looking for Marilyn Monroe.”

				“Oh.”

				“Just ‘oh’?”

				“Think about it this way, Eli. You meet a guy in a bookstore. He says he’s an English teacher, but how do you really know? He seems like a nice-enough man, he’s even pretty cute, but just maybe he’s an axe murderer who happens to be a good actor. And then you find yourself driving in his car in the middle of nowhere.”

				With a sweep of an arm, I gestured at the flat countryside around us. “You call this nowhere.”

				“Nowhere. And so, Eli—your name is Eli, isn’t it?—what should I think when he says he’s trying to find someone who died not long after I was born.”

				When I glanced over, she was grinning at me, those wonderful eyes lit up and her eyebrows raised. She said, “I actually tried to reach you first at your school yesterday afternoon.”

				“See. You knew I was legit.”

				“Yeah. An axe-murdering English teacher. History is rife with them.”

				As we drove east along the edge of Mercer Country, passing corn to the right and soybeans to the left, I told her about Gus Lewis and my search for Marilyn Monroe.

				Alexandra listened quietly and when she laughed at the silliness of it all, because it was her, I didn’t even take offense.

				We neared a village. Two older women, one scrawny, the other portly, both with hair piled on top of their heads like miniature haystacks, were pedaling their bikes along the side of the road. We entered a farm village with an elaborate stone church, so unlike the simple frame churches of eastern Ohio.

				“Why her?” she asked.

				I told Alexandra how Marilyn Monroe had been deserted when she was young. How she lived in constant fear of her own inadequacy. How she was smart, but she never knew it and was seldom treated as if she were. How the gynecological condition endometriosis caused her to suffer terribly. “By 1954,” I concluded, “she was getting hooked on sleeping pills and that lasted ’til she—”

				“—didn’t actually die.”

				“It is a bit hard to believe,” I acknowledged.

				“A bit.”

				“Well, it’s completely hard to believe. But,” I said quickly to return to firm ground, “in spite of all this stuff, she did incredible things. Until she came along, actors had long-term contracts with one studio that controlled them. She broke from this and formed her own company.”

				I told Alexandra about Milton Greene, a photographer and friend who convinced her to set up Marilyn Monroe Productions with him as her partner. After her October 1954 divorce from Joe DiMaggio—who a month later supported her through surgery for her endometriosis—she moved to New York for a long period away from movies. Over the next two years she stayed on the East Coast, working closely with Greene on all the negotiations for mmp and spending time with his family in Connecticut.

				Most importantly, she began intensive psychotherapy and took classes at the Actors Studio, where Lee Strasberg taught “method” acting to many of the great actors of that and later generations.

				Others recognized the tremendous talent she felt she lacked and which most of her parts did little to display. Strasberg said that, of the hundreds of actors he had taught, “two stand out way above the rest.” First was Marlon Brando and second came Marilyn Monroe.

				As 1955 progressed—“the year I was born,” said Alexandra— she had grown closer to, and more dependent on, Lee Strasberg and his wife, Paula, more dependent on sleeping pills, and increasingly agitated by the constant sessions of psychotherapy that conjured up painful memories but didn’t help her get over them. It was during this time that she began her relationship with playwright Arthur Miller.

				We were hungry by the time we hit Wapakaneta, which proclaimed itself the birthplace of Neil Armstrong, the first person to walk on the moon. Alexandra suggested skipping a steakhouse called The Lucky Steer—“If this is what happens to the lucky ones …” We opted for hamburgers at a diner next door. At least they had the decency not to make extravagant claims about the good fortune of their cows. We asked if Armstrong still lived in town. “Nope,” said the waiter, “but he visits sometimes. Lots of people know him.”

				After dinner, Wapakaneta was gearing up for a big Saturday night. A couple of souped-up cars cruised the main drag. A pocket of four or five teenaged girls clamped onto a street corner.

				I said, “I’m not surprised Neil Armstrong doesn’t live here anymore.”

				“No kidding. I can see why he decided to go to the moon.” She laughed. “To get as far away from this place as possible.”

				But then, a few minute later as we drove silently along the darkened highway, she seemed to have recanted. “Wapakaneta really wasn’t that bad,” she said.

				When I arrived back at the hospital a few hours later, intensive care was dark and quiet. Dad and Anne had long gone. I sat with Mom, who was now breathing completely on her own but was still unconscious. I told her about my day. I joked about Neil Armstrong and Wapakaneta and said how Alexandra had taken back her joke as if she wanted to make sure she would never hurt anyone’s feelings.

				I whispered to my mother that I had finally met the woman I was going to marry.

				 Except that’s not true. That’s not what I whispered to my mother. I wish I could have said that, I wish I could have let her know I had met the woman of my dreams.

				Instead, I was racked with desperate feelings of confusion, longing, attraction, guilt, and doubt.

				All that I have written about Alexandra Marris was true: She was clever and perceptive. She was considerate. She had stunning and penetrating eyes: eyes that didn’t watch you so much as go with you, meet you, and lead you straight to her. Her face was as beautiful as that of any woman I had ever met. She was not only smart, but her mind was quick—and yet she never seemed to be showing off. Her voice was playful, rich, gentle, and melodious. I felt at ease talking with her and, I could tell, she with me. She was just plain nice.

				She was also quite disfigured.

				The first two times I met her she had been sitting behind the counter at Mac’s Books. The counter and her stool were on a raised platform and, although she was seated, she was tall and I met her almost eye to eye. She held her book with her left hand and her right was tucked into her lap. When I joined her for lunch at the restaurant, she had her hand down in her lap. I never saw her standing, I never saw her walking, I never saw her use her right hand, but I hadn’t given any of that a second thought.

				Late Saturday morning, when I had dashed over from the hospital and pulled up at her house, she was in her front garden fussing with a rose bush. She must have heard the car, for she turned and flashed me a tremendous smile. My heart soared. To have this woman smile that way just for me!

				Then she bent over, awkwardly, one leg stretched out to her side, and picked a walking cane off the ground. She had a crinked-up walk, jerking, as if with each step, the ball of her hip joint got caught in the socket and her knee didn’t quite work. A metal brace hooked around her leg and under her foot. Her right arm hung at her side, useless, flapping back and forth as she walked.

				I have replayed that first moment a hundred times and am still trying to figure out how I reacted and how she reacted to my reaction. I know that, for an instant, horror or disappointment or maybe even revulsion poured over my face. These aren’t nice feelings, they are not feelings I am proud of—not then and certainly not now—nor were they reactions she deserved. But I had already pictured us, so many times, walking through the dark on hot August nights or scampering along countryside trails on Saturday afternoons—that very afternoon—or bicycling in southern France. I had been certain, just by her personality, that she’d be a wonderful dancer: graceful, direct, and sensual.

				I planted a smile onto my face. More than anything else, it was a smile that tried desperately to cover my fear.

				I’m not sure what she noticed of my reaction since she was concentrating on negotiating the grass, the path, the three concrete stairs leading down to the sidewalk. I jumped out and ran around to the door. She laughed and said, “That’s okay, I can get it,” but I opened it anyway and waited patiently while she arranged her leg, set aside her cane, and, with her good hand, picked up her right hand and placed it onto her lap as if it belonged to somebody else.

				We drove out to the highway and took off to the west and, eventually, that miserable countryside where all the turkeys were crapping and squawking and walking all over each other. But before that, as we were leaving town for the highway, she asked me careful questions about my mother, my father, and how I was feeling. The questions were probing but gentle, and seemed to come from genuine interest for how I was doing. Every time I stopped talking, she found a way to get me going again.

				South of Toledo and hours from the turkeys, we finally pulled off the highway and drove through farmland, flat like a sheet of plywood. She had brought food and suggested we find a spot for a picnic. We drove along a country road until we came across a old, postage-stamp cemetery bordered on three sides by farmland. In its center, a muscular buckeye tree spread shade over a couple of dozen tombstones, their inscriptions worn away by wind and rain. The features on one statue were no more than a ghost. Alexandra left her cane in the car. She put her good hand on my shoulder and, with my arm around her shoulder, we slowly forged the roadside gully, then the long grasses, and finally made it to the tree. She wanted the sun and I didn’t, so I waved a blanket into the air and, on the third try, watched it settle onto the ground half in and half out of the shade.

				Cicadas zizzed high overhead in the tree. Corn plants swished in the fields around us. Grasshoppers and bees, ants and spiders were all busy and determined to make this day a good day.

				Alexandra unhooked the brace from her thigh and kicked off her sandals, one of which had been built up an inch on the bottom. Her feet were long and graceful, and she curled and uncurled her toes, stretching them into the sun and then playing them one against each other.

				“That sun is like magic,” she said as she collapsed back onto the blanket.

				She wore a batik skirt of thin cotton, the kind that comes from Bali or Java, and in a way that was neither self-conscious nor provocative, she pulled it up high on her thighs to enjoy the sun. Her left leg was long, full, and graceful. Her right leg started the same, but her knee was caved in on one side and from that spot until it disappeared out of sight under her skirt, a scar bunched thick and white like a coiled rope against her smooth olive skin.

				“I’m starving,” I said.

				She started to push herself up, but I stopped her. “No, you brought it, let me put it out.” I unpacked a loaf of crusty French bread and unwrapped small slabs of pâté and ripe Camembert. I sliced a cucumber and opened plastic containers of Dijon mustard and mayonnaise, a bottle of mineral water, and a can of guava-raspberry juice.

				I made sandwiches as she alternately watched me and lay with her eyes closed. The sun bathed her face. Once she touched her tongue to the middle of her top lip. She scratched the scar where it ran under her skirt and I caught a glance of a hip that was scarred and, even at a glance, looked misshapen.

				We ate and drank juice and water.

				“What happened?” I asked. “Did you have an accident?”

				She smiled at me, a little smile, her lips together, her eyes serious.

				“I had a car accident.” She took another bite and chewed slowly and I waited patiently as I already knew she would have waited for me.

				“It was four and a half years ago. My husband, Solomon, and I were driving home from the university where I taught piano and composition. He worked as a doctor in the student health center. A man ran a light after it had changed from orange to red. I suppose he was trying to get home thirty seconds early. Solomon was killed, the other driver was killed, and I was left”—she gestured down at herself using her one good arm—“like this.”

				Slowly I said, “I’m sorry.”

				“Thank you. I am very sorry too. I lost a man whom I knew I could never replace. Without him, the months of recovery were particularly horrible. And I lost something of myself, some of my beauty—”

				I wanted to interrupt and disagree. But I knew this was true and she was only being honest.

				“I could no longer play the piano. That may not sound like much, but—”

				“My father was a musician.”

				“Was?”

				“He doesn’t play anymore. But I know how important it can be.”

				“I also lost some energy, some vibrancy.”

				“You still are. Vibrant.” I meant it sincerely.

				“Yes, but there’s lots I can’t do.”

				“What, exactly—”

				“—can’t I do?” She laughed.

				“No.” I laughed too, but nervously. “I meant what happened?”

				“I don’t remember any of the accident, except what the doctors told me. In fact I don’t remember anything of the whole day when it happened. But my right side was crushed, molded into the side of the car, or it into me. Are you squeamish?”

				“No. Not too much.”

				She pointed to her shoulder. “My shoulder was smashed and the nerve bundle was severed. They tried to stitch it together. A jot of feeling returned, but as you see, I have no use of my arm. I have a big fat scar going from my shoulder down across here”—she motioned across the front of her breast—“and another that picks up at my hip and goes down to my knee. It looks quite horrible. There are other things that maybe you’ll get to hear about someday. The doctors did their best to rebuild my pelvis, my leg, and my knee. But, well …” She smiled, but her eyes did not sparkle.

				I did not say anything but stared down at my own hands and, involuntarily, spread my fingers. When I realized what I had done I shifted my eyes to the stalks of corn.

				“Eli,” she said. My eyes returned to hers. “Thank you for asking.”

				I cocked my head.

				“There are two things I hate,” she said.

				“Only two?”

				“Well, about all this. It’s either the near-strangers who think it’s any of their business to know what happened. Or it’s the people I start getting to know who pretend I’m normal and just hope that someday I’ll fill them in. Neither response shows me much respect, does it? And so, thank you.”

				If only she could see, I thought, the doubts streaming through my head.

			

		

	
		
			
				– ELEVEN –

				 “Who the hell do you think you are, telling me who I should be going out with?”

				“I’m not telling you—”

				“Then what are you telling me?” Raveena screamed. Several people couldn’t get their eyes off of us: a hotdog vendor, an orderly eating a bagged lunch, and a patient clutching her metal IV stand in one hand and a cigarette in the other.

				“Don’t you think we could do this a bit quieter?”

				“God, Eli. All you ever worry about is what people think.”

				“That’s rubbish.”

				“Anyway,” she said after a moment, “you’re changing the subject.”

				“I didn’t change the subject. You changed the subject.”

				“Who I go out with is my own damn business.”

				“Ohh!” I yelled in exasperation. “I know it’s your business.”

				“Excuse me, ma’am.” It was the orderly. “Is this man bothering you?”

				“Thank you, no, he’s quite harmless.”

				“Oh my God,” I snapped at him. “We’re just trying to have a discussion.”

				He displayed his open palms and turned away.

				I turned my back to him and continued, “All I said was to be careful because John Pressel is one of the sleaziest human beings I’ve ever met.”

				“John Pressel happens to be my boyfriend right now, so keep your petty jealousies to yourself.”

				“Jesus.” I looked around for some respite but saw only the orderly watching me. “I … am … not … jealous.”

				“Then why’d you try to poison Daniel and Sarah?”

				“What? I tried to poison my own kids?”

				“You know what I mean.”

				I snarled, “I give up.”

				“Sarah told me, and Daniel agreed when I asked him, that you said you don’t like John at all.”

				“That’s not because John’s scr—” I took a deep breath. “The kids have known for ages I don’t like him. Since I found out about you guys, I haven’t said a word to them. It’s not exactly the top thing on my mind these days.”

				“Well, don’t.”

				“I was only trying to warn you.”

				At first she didn’t reply. The orderly scrunched up his bag and hooked it into the trash can. The vendor rearranged a few shriveled hotdogs on his grill. The patient tossed her cigarette butt into the bushes and wheeled her IV stand back inside.

				It was Sunday afternoon. Raveena was dropping off the kids to see their grandmother and to get them out of her hair so she could bond with Mr. Perfect for the afternoon.

				“Has it never occurred to you,” she said acidly, “that people change?”

				“Profound.”

				“You don’t act like you believe people change.”

				“That’s just not true.”

				“So why do you have these preset ideas about John?”

				“Because I’ve seen him in action for so long.”

				“Do you think I don’t know all that stuff about him? Do you think I’m so stupid that I didn’t ask friends about him? I’ve talked to him about all that, his affairs, his cheating. It cost him his marriage. You know how devastated he was?”

				I shook my head in disbelief. What could I tell her: That he’d betray his own mother for a cup of his precious coffee? That a marriage proposal from John would be like a dinner invitation from a cannibal?

				“Fine,” I said. “He’s changed. People change. I just prefer if they prove it with someone else first.”

				“I am someone else,” she screamed in a low voice. “You and I haven’t been together for twelve years and you’re still telling me what to do!”

				“How many times do I have to say I’m not telling you what to do.”

				“Come on.”

				“I’m only telling you what to do because you’re so blind right now you don’t seem to be able to make an intelligent decision yourself—”

				“Screw you.”

				“—and because I’m worried about the kids.”

				“Oh. Suddenly you’re worried about the kids.”

				“Raveena,” I said in an angry whisper, “I’ve always worried about my kids.”

				“Then why the hell are they with me almost full-time?”

				“Because we agreed it was best for you and best for them and—”

				“That’s bull and you know it.”

				“—AND I thought it was my job to respect that decision and let them have the stability they needed.”

				“They needed a father. That’s what they needed.”

				She turned and crashed away.

				 Sarah and Daniel were in a lounge just inside the entrance, Sarah reading, Daniel thumbing the controls of his Gameboy, his mouth slack open and his face glazed. Both of them avoided my eyes—nothing new for Daniel, but it was out of character for Sarah. Raveena and I had never done much fighting when we were together; we cried when we parted and had cruised along at a semi-amiable distance ever since. The spectacle of her parents screaming at each other at the entranceway to a hospital must have been both unsettling and just plain embarrassing.

				I wanted to explain myself to the kids.

				I wanted to scream at Raveena.

				I wanted to rush to Alexandra and tell her about the argument, ask her who was right, and ask for her forgiveness for the things I had thought about her the night before.

				I wanted the kids to know that their mother and I once loved each other and now cared about the other’s welfare.

				But, hunched in our own pockets of silence, we waited for the elevator to carry us upstairs to the icu.

				Sarah had visited on Wednesday and so she was prepared. Daniel had not and the first sight of the intensive-care unit—with its fifteen or so people lying pale and unconscious and contorted and almost naked and looped into a million tubes and wires, with fluids that are usually hidden inside their bodies now exposed for all to see in plastic bags above and below their beds—all this was like a visible slap that stopped him in his tracks. It sent him into a new sort of silence: not his habitual silence of disdain and distance, but the more humane silence of shock and fear. He stood straighter, but cast his eyes downward. He tucked his arms behind his back, as if he couldn’t trust them. He took measured steps and I nudged him gently toward the bed where Dad and Anne were already at Mother’s side.

				Dad spotted us and bounded forward with a smile on his face, greeting the kids and then smiling extra warmly at me.

				“Your mother is awake.”

				And indeed her eyes were open. She didn’t say anything, but her eyes shifted in our direction and the right side of her face moved in a minute smile. Tears welled up in my eyes, tears that hadn’t come during all the previous week. Tears from seven days of dread that I would lose her. Exuberant tears that she was still in my life … I knew I would do anything for her. I would care for her day and night if she needed me, I would give up my job, I would even go to single’s dances at the temple, whatever it took to make her happy.

				I kissed her cheek and in the midst of the wires and tubes did my best to embrace her.

				Sarah kissed her and bubbled, “Oh, Granny, I’m so happy you’re getting better.”

				Daniel inched forward but didn’t touch her. “Hi, Granny,” he said. “I …” but by this time her eyes had closed and she was breathing deeply.

				My father said, “She’s been doing that since we got here, drifting in and out of sleep like that.”

				“Have you talked to a doctor today?”

				My father started to answer, but Anne cut him off as if she didn’t even notice he was talking. “The nurse said it’s normal.”

				“My God, this is incredible, isn’t it, Dad?”

				My father smiled and I could see that he, too, had been crying.

				In the library I had read that eighty or ninety percent of those who have these whopping brain hemorrhages die within three or five days. That left ten or twenty percent to draw the lucky card. I guess my mother was one of them. How lucky she was, though, remained to be seen.

				 With Mom recovering by bits and pieces, Anne returned to Middletown on Sunday night. During the week that followed, I taught in the mornings and visited the hospital in the afternoons and most evenings. Mom still had no movement in the left side of her body, but, with her right hand, she was starting to feed herself, shakily but with determination. There seemed to be only a slight paralysis of her face—the doctor explained this was because the hemorrhage had been toward the back of her brain. She was talking, and although the words came out slowly and a bit slurred, each day brought a small improvement. On Tuesday, they transferred her from intensive care down to a semi-private room in another ward. The doctor cautioned us that she could have another stroke, but he pronounced himself optimistic.

				One afternoon, Daniel and I went to one of the summer’s blockbuster action movies. For the first time in ages, we actually seemed to relax together. We laughed at the ridiculous plot turns and jumped when we were supposed to. Afterward, I dropped him off at Raveena’s, since he was flying to Connecticut the next morning. I hugged him good-bye and Daniel actually hugged me back. He said it was fun going to the movie together.

				All that week, as much as my mother was changing, it was Dad’s behavior that amazed me the most.

				“I took Daniel to a movie last night,” I told him.

				“I wish I had known,” Dad said. “I could have used a good movie.”

				“It wasn’t.”

				“Well, I could have used a movie with the two of you anyway.”

				How can I describe the magnitude of this change? Although I was more caught up with Mom’s return from death, Dad’s metamorphosis was far more dramatic. With her, after I got over the initial surprise of hearing a voice I thought was silenced forever, it was just my good old mom, once again moving back into her body. She was a traveler who had gone away and, upon her return, was settling a bit awkwardly into her old routines.

				My father’s case was different. I sometimes felt he should be the one surrounded by doctors and nurses, charts in hand, tossing detailed analyses back and forth. If Mom was a returned traveler, he was Rip Van Winkle, gray of beard, but almost youthful in his reactions and words. Mom’s stroke and reawakening had yanked him from a long stupor and it was as if he were suddenly trying out his personality, his humor, and his body for the first time. One afternoon we walked around the reflecting pond in front of the art museum, which was near the hospital. He bolted ahead of me while I was merely trying to maintain his usual pace. When I caught up to him, he said, “Do you remember when I would drive you down here for art lessons?” I replied that I did. “I loved that,” he said, “when you came to my practice room after your art classes.”

				He telephoned rehabilitation specialists. Although they put him off for a few days, his enthusiasm about Mom’s recovery spilled onto us.

				He sat at her side, spooning soup into her mouth and patiently watching while she fed herself.

				He told her he had talked with the health insurance company and between them and Medicare there shouldn’t be much to worry about. But he railed on about how disgusted he was that sick people had to fret about whether they could pay for health care when they lived in such a rich country. And he said how much he appreciated that she had arranged their insurance “and all those sorts of things.”

				He dropped in on their bank manager to check on their savings and modest investments.

				And he proclaimed that he would have liked to go to some lousy movie just to be with his son and a usually cranky grandson.

				I didn’t ask him about these changes. I didn’t know what to say. I worried I might remind him that his behavior was out of the ordinary and jar him back to his old ways.

				 The restaurant hadn’t been changed, updated, or upgraded. Back when we were an excited young couple playing adult, Raveena and I would come here and we occasionally returned right up to the end, perhaps pretending we were young newlyweds still enthralled with each other.

				I had invited her for lunch and now was rehearsing the two items on my agenda. One: apologize for blowing up at her outside the hospital a week earlier. Two: tell her I wanted to spend more time with Daniel and Sarah. But Raveena was already twenty-five minutes late, which, even for her, was so late I was beginning to doubt she would show up.

				I ordered a bowl of minestrone soup and glanced at my watch. Twenty-six minutes late.

				We had met in a philosophy course in the spring of my second year at Ohio State in 1969. She had a jungle of frizzy black hair that covered her shoulders and back like an extravagant poncho. But the thing that everyone noticed most about her was her intense intellect. It was an unselfconscious braininess that the rest of us relied on whenever we hadn’t finished our reading, this becoming a weekly occurrence once we spotted her capacity to use up class time.

				There was something mesmerizing about her, particularly when she swung into action and took on our curmudgeon of a professor. This didn’t mean I saw her as a dating prospect—that didn’t even occur to me at the time. She wasn’t the dating type, more interested, it seemed, in books than bodies. She wore the frumpiest clothes imaginable and engaged in none of the playful flirting that was what boy-girl contact seemed to be about. Besides, I was dating a science student named Kathy at the time.

				Near the end of the term, our philosophy prof divided the class into pairs to prepare canned debates on different topics for an oral final, and Raveena and I were suddenly teammates. I quickly discovered that her classroom acumen was hard-won and to work with her was to work with a slave driver. For the first week she had both of us reading whenever we could find the time amid final essays and preparation for exams, and by week two we were huddling over books late into the night, working both on philosophy and studying for our other exams. Once the custodians and monitors had locked the study halls and library, and switched off the lights in the cafeterias, we’d usually head back to my room in a rambling apartment I shared with Pivel and Reg. We’d spread our papers and books over my bed and desk and floor, surround ourselves with snacks, and work until we were no longer able to latch sentences together.

				By this point I had had a chance to study her close at hand and, it’s true, the thought had crossed my mind that we might stumble into being something more than study mates, although I only imagined a fling. I was pretty lonely by then. My short stint with Kathy had gone nowhere—she had left me for a very cool guy in her physics class who looked like folksinger Tim Buckley and had tons of money and literary ambitions. And my heart still ached from the end of my first serious romance earlier in the year, or at least the first romance I thought was going to be serious, which may or may not be the same thing.

				Studying with someone can be amazingly physical. When else, but reading from the same book, is your face inches away from another’s face? Fingers occasionally brushed, hands pushed away the other’s so we could see the text. Deep in conversation our eyes locked together. We would get warm and strip off a sweater, or get tired and lie on my bed, no more than a foot apart, talking about university and life.

				My tired mind became a battleground. Physical and emotional desire crashed against an image of Raveena or, perhaps, my image of me with her. But I would recall what my friends would say, as they’d rather chauvinistically pour over ‘the material’ in our various classes. “That Raveena, now there’s a brain” but never “I wouldn’t mind going out with her.” It is painful to remember such thoughts but, like them or not, these were my thoughts.

				But late nights and fatigue softened her hard edges and at times she was almost doe-eyed. What the hell, I thought, it doesn’t have to be anything. I’m lonely, she’s alone. The term is almost done and we’ll each be going our separate ways in a few weeks.

				One or two nights she said, “Mind if I close my eyes for a few minutes?” As she slept, I’d pretend to study, but I always watched her, feeling like I was watching over her, guarding her from the bad intentions or the no intentions of the other guys. She had this way of moving her lips when she slept, as if she were rehearsing for her next performance in class. I studied those lips, imagining I could pick up her next sentence and be able to surprise her later by nonchalantly repeating the words of her dream.

				Late night followed late night. I’d walk her back to her residence and stood around while she signed in and then chastely said goodnight.

				That was it. That was all that happened.

				It was our senior year before we saw each other again and it had been another two years where loneliness alternated with mad passion with heartbreak with the awkward first moves that sometimes led to a date and the start of the whole cycle of desire and disappointment. I read Paul Nizan, who began his great book of the 1930s: “I was twenty. I will let no one say it is the best time of life.”

				It was another late March. I was driving my brand-new beat-up car, my cherished but not missed baby blue Ford Falcon, and was on my way home from a piss-awful date. It was a wet but mild night and I stopped at a red light and glanced over at the frizzy-haired woman waiting at the bus stop. It was Raveena.

				She was practically shy around me and that’s when I realized that more had been going on in her head two years earlier than I had cottoned on to. That quick realization made me shy too, but as I was dropping her off I said, “Say …” and we gazed at each other and before either of us could get out another word, we were frantically kissing. She wasn’t a great kisser, not then or ever, having neither the training nor, as it turned out, the natural ability. But like everything else in her life, commitment and dedication carried her beyond her native abilities. She was still frumpy and still a bit of an embarrassment. But she was the first girl I had met who had heard of Paul Nizan and I loved being able to talk to her.

				I looked again at my watch and asked the waitress for the bill.

				Raveena was neither the most thoughtful or thoughtless woman I had ever known, but when she said she would show up for something at least she would eventually do so. But, I thought, what did I actually know about her after all these years apart? She is going out with John—that definitely takes her into the Twilight Zone. I recalled those simple problems of logic in the philosophy course where we met. If A equals B, and C is not B, then C can not be A. I know she once loved me and was attracted to me. I know what I know about John. So if she was attracted to me and now to John, doesn’t that mean there are things similar between John and me? This was a strange and ugly thought. Maybe I should factor in changes over the years. I’ve changed and she’s changed. Maybe I’m not the man she was once attracted to; maybe if we first met now she wouldn’t be attracted to me; maybe I’m not the type of guy she sets her sights on. God knows it wasn’t her looks that first swept me away, although I grew to adore her plain, simple appearance under an extravagance of black hair.

				I toyed with these ideas and started feeling something I had been feeling off and on over the previous few weeks. Simply put, I felt rather shallow. This was a huge surprise to me since I didn’t think of myself as a shallow person. I thought about world issues with passion, I cared for the kids at my school, and I worried about my friends. I rooted for the underdog in movies, football games, and life. Most of the time I’ve been considerate with women, although, come to think of it, maybe my previous month’s screwup with Marnie wasn’t totally out of character. Maybe, I thought, I had a deep and permanent flaw. What was it? I wondered. What was this worry about a girlfriend’s appearance and what others would think of me?

				The waitress brought the check and, fevered by this sense of my own suspect goodliness, I plunked down a tip that almost surpassed the bill.

				Raveena and I dated through that summer and, with fits and starts, for the next few years even though I had moved back to Cleveland for my first job and she stayed on in Columbus, also to teach. If she had started university a few years later, there’s no doubt she would have gone on to law school or a PhD in something or other, but the opportunities for women were still pretty limited in those days.

				I knew she would have been happy to get married, but I just couldn’t picture it. Not the marriage part: I figured I was as ready as anyone and nursed the thought of settling down and having a family. I still couldn’t picture me with her, that’s all.

				The thing was, we had a great time when we got together. I knew we’d never suffer through a silent dinner nor be at a loss for things to talk about. As we watched the dying days of the war in Vietnam and the early years of the women’s movement and concerns for the environment, as we agonized through the ongoing upheavals around civil rights and Black power, we always found ourselves looking at each other eye-to-eye, just like back in the days when we studied together in my room. Nor was it a bland sort of agreement. She loved trying new things and brought her particular intensity to each pursuit.

				From time to time my doubts would resurface. At a teachers’ meeting or professional development day, my eyes would trail around the room until they lit on this woman or that. I had no doubt that Raveena was as interesting as any of them. But here and there was a woman who, that particular day, seemed especially gorgeous. It wasn’t just looks. It was an energy thing, an outgoing, vivacious quality that some women either possessed by nature or had discovered as a way of turning men’s heads. I would become depressed and, at that moment, would have an overwhelming sense of being cramped in by Raveena, as if every day with her would be an admission of defeat or a pronouncement that in the boy-meets-girl sweepstakes, I hadn’t come out on top.

				Sometimes I would even ask out one of these women and sometimes they agreed. But the bloom was never as great as I imagined it would be.

				Other weeks I would long to be with Raveena and counted the days until the weekend when I would zoom down the highway or she would hop on the bus to Cleveland and we would be together, talking and making love and doing lesson preps together, all in the quiet and unassuming manner that was our relationship.

				Two years passed this way before Raveena announced she had landed a position at my school and was moving to Cleveland. I was simultaneously elated and deeply concerned, but I was unable to translate either feeling into a firm resolve to move forward or call it quits. Briefly, we each lived on our own, but late one night, when I realized I had left a lesson plan at my place, we concluded this was ridiculous and during the Christmas holidays, we found a place together. That summer we were married and five years later Sarah was born.

				Never did doubts leave me, but not once did I hate being married to her. Never was I bored nor doubted her love. But each time my thoughts were swept away by the image of a woman who seemed perfect, I felt turmoil and indecision, although there was actually nothing to decide on. Daniel was born and we were a happy family, but never was I content.

				Over the previous dozen years since our separation, I had sometimes wondered if I would have been better off staying with Raveena. At first, I had no doubt I had made the right choice, but as the years dragged on, I wasn’t always convinced. Being with her was good, not cramped, as I occasionally had thought. Rather, I expected something more or perhaps I wanted something more that wasn’t about her, but about someone else who wasn’t in my life. I felt I was looking for someone or expecting someone who wasn’t there. And because she wasn’t there, I didn’t want to be there either. But maybe Raveena was that someone as much as anyone else I’d ever meet. Maybe my expectations were impossible expectations. Maybe I was looking for someone who didn’t exist or I was trying to round up all the desirable qualities any man could hope for and discover them all bundled up in one perfect woman.

				I pushed myself up from the table and gave one final look toward the front door of the restaurant before I cut through the back to my car.

				Jesus, I thought, in this mood it was probably best she hadn’t come. I might have found myself proposing to her that we give it another try.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWELVE –

				 With a mixture of delight and fear, I was drawn to Alexandra. We talked on the telephone like old friends and I anticipated getting together on Sunday evening. It was now a week after Anne had returned to Connecticut.

				Sunday began hot and humid almost as soon as the sun flashed above the Hackersons’ garage and woke me up. I coaxed Sarah out of bed and we took off on a long bicycle ride to the zoo.

				Sarah was in love with a young man. It wasn’t her first boyfriend but, as far as I knew, he was the first one she was sleeping with. The whole thing surprised me, not that a seventeen-year-old woman would be having sex, but how thoughtfully she approached a business that had left me in confusion and turmoil when I was her age. The only sex education we received was an animated Walt Disney film about puberty followed by a vague explanation about diseases and body parts by a public health nurse. The film featured a drawing of a naked crotch—male or female, I don’t recall. None other than Tinkerbell fluttered overhead and sprinkled pixie dust on the crotch: quicker than a snap, hair sprouted all over the place. We watched this in Grade Seven and for nights afterward I peeked under the covers to see if Tinkie had arrived.

				The night before, without so much as a blush or an ounce of defiance, Sarah had told me that Karl and she were going out and they were sleeping together. Earnestly, she said she had gone on the pill and they were using condoms. She smiled and said it was really fun. “I see why you and Mom had a sexual revolution.”

				I stammered, “Well, it wasn’t just us exactly.”

				We ended our bicycle ride at Karl’s house, where the three of us chatted on his front porch for a few minutes. He was polite, seemed to have some brains, and, I was proud to see, was a handsome guy. Only the best for my daughter. His parents were away and Sarah had asked me if it were okay to stay there overnight. I’ve always believed that if you don’t trust your children they’ll do whatever they want anyway, but with much graver consequences. So I said sure. She kissed my cheek and said she’d see me the next day around lunchtime.

				By the time I reached home, my stomach was growling. Sticky patches caked the insides of my elbows and the backs of my knees. I stripped off clothes that were virtually glued to me and took my second shower of the day.

				John had left a note on the kitchen table. “My stuff’s gone. I can’t tell you I’m sorry I met Raveena, she’s quite a lady, but I’m sorry I didn’t say anything to you before you found out. Thanks for taking me in. If you ever want to come over for a coffee, give me a shout.”

				I crumpled the note and threw it into the garbage can.

				It was a long and lazy afternoon. I read the Walter Mosley mystery I had bought at the bookstore—I had barely opened the Monroe biography for weeks. I snacked and stared at my map of Ohio. And I napped on the grass in the backyard. I awoke with a start as bruised clouds massed in an angry purple sky. I had drifted off with a hot breeze rustling the leaves of the huge whispering ash in my neighbor’s backyard. Now, the hot and heavy air had vanished and the tree was thrashing like a madman.

				Like a sailor battening hatches, I closed the door and checked the windows. It was dark inside and just as I was about to pop on the lights, an explosion of lightning lit the room and thunder soon rattled the windowpanes. Out front, telephone lines buckled up and down like skipping ropes. Tree limbs rotated and heaved, swaying and pumping as if trying to escape their moorings. Rain swept in sheets down the street; neighbors’ houses were lost in the dark rain until the next explosion of lightning burned them into my retina for a millionth of a second.

				In twenty minutes, the gale was over. The thunder and lightning tumbled off to the east. The sky grew light and water dripped from the trees. I opened the front door. A breeze, gentle and cool, washed through the house.

				Within minutes Alexandra was hollering from out front. She looked excited and fresh.

				“Did you see that?” she exclaimed as soon as she was inside.

				Her whole face lit up as she told me about the rain smashing onto her car, the flashes of lightning, and the torrents of water surging down the roadways.

				“You look like you just saw a miracle,” I said.

				She laughed. “Well, it was.”

				Alexandra had indulged me and rented The Prince and the Showgirl, which we watched over a dinner of fusilli smothered with olive oil, garlic, chopped parsley, and a heap of scallops and shrimp I uncovered in the freezer.

				The movie was strangely disappointing. I had read that it was one of Marilyn’s better movies, but it was a dumb 1950s comedy that cast her as a world-weary but slightly dopey chorus girl. I still hadn’t seen many of her movies, and although she did shine now and then with that look of innocence and desire that took my breath away, the whole thing was so shallow, so insipid, and so two-dimensional that it scarcely showed off any of the talent I’d been reading about.

				“What’s wrong?” asked Alex in the middle of the interminably long coronation scene.

				“I was expecting more.”

				“Like?”

				“It’s supposed to be one of her best films, but this is dumb.”

				“When was this made?”

				“Soon after she met Arthur Miller.”

				Back on the turkey trip, I had left off with Marilyn’s crumbled marriage to Joe DiMaggio and her move to New York for two years. It was there, in 1955, that she started going out with Arthur Miller.

				Miller was an athlete, an outdoorsman, and a serious playwright. Marilyn admired his sense of social justice and his refusal to testify before the House Un-American Activities Committee, which was engaged in its anti-communist witch hunt. However, he was, it seemed, yet one more guy who ultimately showed her little respect.

				Because he had to wait for his own divorce, they weren’t married until a year later, in the summer of 1956. By that time, her role in Bus Stop was showing the world how serious an actor she was. After their marriage, they went to London to film The Prince and the Showgirl. It was there she read a diary Miller had left open. He seemed to be second-guessing their marriage. He had written that he no longer saw her as an angel, but a “child” with some real troubles that he thought would disrupt his writing.

				Then, it was back to New York for the next two years, where three dominating and powerful personalities successfully controlled her life: her husband, her acting coach, and her shrink. Five days a week she did her wheelspinning psychoanalysis with a new therapist, Marianne Kris. She took private acting classes with Lee Strasberg. Meanwhile, at Arthur Miller’s insistence, she forced her old friend Milton Greene out of her film company, although who knows, maybe Greene was yet another person trying to control her. No matter what she did, however, she never felt she could please Miller. During this time the only movie she made was Some Like It Hot, although Miller began work on the script for The Misfits. Marilyn had a miscarriage and more surgery to attempt to relieve her endometriosis.

				At the time of filming The Prince and the Showgirl, Marilyn was thirty years old. No longer a kid, but not exactly old and wise. How much could I have expected out of her? She was cast in this stuff, pushed into it by a whole world that demanded only so much from their sex goddesses. And from any vantage point but 1950s Hollywood with its repressive morality codes, for a sex goddess, her character was terrifically chaste, even boring. Frequent scenes of the lascivious prince pinning a broach on her breast was just about the closest it came to sex. It was an era when men apparently were titillated by the sight of an intoxicated woman, especially one who clung to a magnificent blend of experience and innocence after plowing through endless glasses of vodka and champagne. What I wanted, however, was for her to start screaming at Laurence Olivier, who directed and starred in this stupid confection. Tell him that his idea of her was screwed up beyond belief. Tell him that if he wanted to see what she was all about, then he better hold on to his royal hat. But she simply wiggled through scene after scene, shifting between dumb oblivion, lovestruck innocence, and worldly fatalism. Yawn.

				What exactly was she a goddess of? A few not so revealing photos in Playboy, a long string of insipid roles, and a massive public presence that I had only caught the ripples of as I grew up. Maybe there was nothing much there. Maybe even the most earnest biographers had piled on yet another set of stories, another coat of facepaint, and set up their own version of a goddess.

				And perhaps I was doing just the same.

				“Maybe I’ve been hunting for something, for someone who never existed.”

				Alex looked at me with an inquisitive tilt of her head.

				“When she lived in New York, she used to go out in public all the time with no makeup and a scarf covering her head. No one, and I mean no one, recognized her. Then, suddenly, she would decide “to be Marilyn.” That was how she put it. In the middle of the street, she’d go through an instant metamorphosis: her walk would become Marilyn’s walk, she exuded Marilyn’s energy, voice, and everything. Traffic would screech to a stop as if she were bathed in floodlights. That’s how she could have melted in to a small town. She really wouldn’t have been Marilyn anymore.”

				“But that’s your whole point, isn’t it?”

				“What?”

				“That she never existed,” said Alex. “Marilyn Monroe was an image. She was cooked up by a bunch of men and women, and by an insecure but talented young women herself. Only she didn’t live long enough to find herself or feel secure about who she was.”

				“Maybe she did. Live, I mean.”

				Alex smiled indulgently. “But never long enough as Marilyn.”

				The video was running in the background. I waved my hand dismissively in the direction of the television and repeated slowly. “She never did exist, did she? It’s like watching a shadow. A pantomime.”

				“It’s only a movie.”

				“I mean her whole life. Her whole life was a pantomime.”

				“What do you, or anyone, know of her whole life? You read a few books—”

				“Tell you the truth, I haven’t even gotten through that first one. I can’t bring myself to read it. I can’t bear the thought of getting to the end and finding out that she really is dead.”

				 Not long after the movie finished, I walked Alex to her car. I walked, she lurched. Each step seemed an act of courage: by sheer willpower she forced errant body parts to function. Ligaments and muscles that had been shredded and bones that had been smashed to smithereens were stapled together in ways that were never meant to be. She faced this hardship with grace. Defiance and strength hung in the air around her. Her peacefulness filled me with awe. But the attraction that hovered between us as we were nestled in our spots on the couch, barely an inch or two apart, had vanished. Now she felt a friend, someone I respected, but nothing more.

				“Do you want to take a little stroll?” she asked. “We’ll have to go slow, if you don’t mind.”

				“Sure.”

				“Can I take your arm? I’ll leave my cane in the car.”

				She slipped her hand into my arm and the contact of her skin against mine was electric. Her hand was soft and her fingers were long. Those fingers spread around the base of my biceps, just above my crooked elbow and, as we walked, her grip tightened and loosened with each step. With each movement, her hand flexed or readjusted to the changing demands of her body. One minute her fingers splayed wide, the next her fingertips gripped me and her short fingernails dug into my skin. One moment it was a caress, the next it was as if we were making love and she was trying to get a hold of me for all I was worth. Her fingers milked my arm as if this were the sole route to heavenly pleasure.

				The rain had washed away all but the smells of clean pavement and wet topsoil, but here and there we caught the scent of night flowers: a moonvine spiraling up a telephone pole, a ghostly patch of nicotiana, its flowers drooping in thin trumpets.

				“How was your bike ride today?”

				“Sarah has a boyfriend.”

				“Her first?”

				“Her first to sleep with.”

				“How exciting. Are you excited?”

				“Well, she is. No, I am too. I’m sure there are still all the games, but at least these kids have learned a bit how to talk about what they want.”

				“Better sex ed, fear of aids, more frankness in movies and tv, all that, I suspect.”

				I told her about my Walt Disney sex ed film and she said, “You must know this, your thing about Marilyn Monroe and all—”

				“Hey, I don’t have a thing—”

				She waved off my objection. “Whatever. I read somewhere that she was the model for Disney’s Tinkerbell. Ever hear that?”

				I confessed I had not. But I wasn’t surprised that anything lodged in my memory these days might have something to do with Marilyn. I had even been haunted by her before I knew I was haunted by her.

				She continued, “They’re ahead of us, the young people. They’re ahead of us that way.” She racheted through a few steps. “But they’ll still have to learn their own painful lessons, won’t they?”

				I thought with sadness about the almost-inevitable breakup Sarah would have with Karl and the avalanche of emotions that would follow: her agony, her mourning, perhaps a crushing sense of the impossibility of ever loving again, perhaps fury at his cheating on her or her incomprehension at his inability to commit himself, or any of the thousand variants of failed love that she was sure to experience in the years ahead.

				But with Alex’s next involuntary squeeze of my biceps, my thoughts swam back to the present. It was one of those pivotal moments between two people. Right then, our relationship could shift; one phase could end and a new one begin. A moment when one of us could make a segue—“speaking about relationships” or, simply, “it’s nice being together”—and then, swathed in moonlight and the perfume of white flowers, we would stop, look at each other, and, without a word, we would kiss, knowing that it was the right time and the right thing to do. We would each trust it was exactly what the other wanted, a lesson we had each learned from so many years of sweet and bitter experiences.

				While one part of my imagination was excited by this possibility, another screamed at me that I was about to step into a trap from which I could never escape. I cast my mind around to change the subject.

				“Do you ever play the piano?”

				She snatched her hand from my arm and stopped dead, her mouth slacked open as if I had cracked a cruel joke.

				“What?”

				“I was … just wondering if you ever play the piano?”

				“Don’t you think that’s …”

				“I know it wouldn’t be the same—”

				“It would be horrible,” she cried bitterly. “Absolutely horrible. It would be like, oh God, I don’t know.” She stared at me, angry, hostile, defeated.

				“Blind people ski. Beethoven was deaf. I just thought …”

				“You thought that I’m such a hero about this I can do anything.”

				“I just thought—”

				“You wouldn’t believe the things I can’t do anymore. Do you want to know? Do you want me to tell you?”

				“I only—”

				“Sometimes the pressure of going to the bathroom sends me into agony.”

				“No, I—”

				“When I have sex, I can’t be the one underneath. Sorry to embarrass you but this is the stuff I live with and you may as well know. I still haven’t figured out how to swim properly without drowning. I feel pathetic hobbling from one place to the next, pathetic, like everyone is pointing their fingers at me and saying, ‘Why don’t they take that damned woman away and put her out of her misery,’ and don’t you pretend you haven’t noticed anything and you don’t care about all this because I’m not stupid—”

				“I never thought you were st—”

				“And I can’t even bear to listen to the piano on the stereo, it hurts me too much. It’s like a schoolyard taunt, ridiculing my deformities, rhyming at me that I can’t do anything. So when you … I …” and without finishing she fell silent.

				We stood for a moment, not saying a word. Her head and eyes wandered as if to find something on my block to give her some answers. When she looked back at me, her eyes—eyes no less beautiful that Marilyn’s, I found myself stupidly thinking—were wounded. Her face was scrunched tight, her lips clenched into a grimace.

				“I’m sorry. I need to go back to my car. I need to go home.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– THIRTEEN –

				 I lost my virginity in November of my second year of university. Back then, it wasn’t particularly stylish to wait so long, and even less so now, but I had decided to hold off until I was really in love.

				Now, too many years later, not exactly sure whether I was dead set on falling in love or out of love, I watched the ice cubes melt into the scotch before taking another sip. Alexandra hadn’t said a word all the way back to her car and when I said, “Well, good night,” she had simply shut the door and driven off.

				The big event, losing my virginity, took place in Toronto, Canada, and I must have been the only nineteen-year-old American boy in that city who wasn’t a draft dodger. It was that most glorious of years, 1968, when gentle and fierce passions shook the skies like an approaching thunderstorm, when anyone with long hair was your friend, when so many of us felt—no, we knew with certainty—that a new world was coming and we were the ones who were going to make it. Thousands of draft dodgers had been drawn to Toronto, one of many worldwide hubs of more commotion than even Mr. Yoder in Amish country could ever have imagined. My reason for going to Canada was far less noble than that of the earnest young couples who had left everything behind or the scruffy hippies and yippies who sat on the stoops of the old houses in Yorkville or organized anti-war marches or smoked dope in Rochdale College, a strange, high-rise, hippy co-op that left me feeling I was from the sticks.

				No, love and simply love had lured me there. I guess love is as noble as anything the world has to offer. But in those days, as much as we spoke of love and not war, it was war that preoccupied us all.

				“Wow, man, I know why you’re up here.”

				“No, you don’t.”

				“Yeah, it’s the Man. Getting away from the Man.”

				“No. It’s because of a girl I met back in Ohio.”

				I had met her in Columbus. She was one of three young women who were visiting my apartment-mate, Reg. Three guys and a dog shared our second-floor apartment in an old house, the same place where several months later I would be figuring out philosophy problems with Raveena. Indian bedspreads covered foam mattresses; looped-over masking tape fixed posters to the wall. Reg—he of the Rock and Roll Museum many years later—was compulsively clean. (I remember him instructing me to put an extra sheet on my bed when I finally started having sex, advice that I would ignore as soon as I had the chance.) Pivel, as we called Paul for some reason, was not compulsive about anything, neither cleaning, repaying debts, nor attending classes, but he thankfully spent most of his time at his girlfriend’s. And I had been pretty well trained ever since Mom started working full-time after Dad’s breakdown.

				Our place consisted of three bedrooms and a large kitchen, which served as our general purpose cooking, dining, and living room. What should have been the living room was a bedroom for Reg, who had found the place and staked out the best room for himself.

				I remember the cold and damp chill the morning they arrived. Carley had been Reg’s girlfriend since high school. She had arrived with two friends. Sonji was cherubic, wonderfully flirty, and had stunning black hair; you just knew she had come to find romance. Pamela had blond hair and a turned-up nose and everything about her spoke of privilege. There was something elusive about her, as if she hadn’t really wished to come but Carley and Sonji had dragged her along.

				On Friday night we feasted on spaghetti, garlic bread, and salad, and cranked up the oven to keep the place warm since our cheap landlord hadn’t yet switched on the furnace.

				That night Carley slept with Reg. The other two were booked for Pivel’s room, but it was so disgusting they refused to even put their suitcases down. Reg and Carley didn’t offer to share—as it was, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other and stranded the three of us in the kitchen even before dessert. We had my double bed and one sleeping bag and—as we ate dessert, scrubbed dishes, talked about music, school, and the war—Pamela, Sonji, and I wove in and out of a lackadaisical negotiation on how to divide the bed and the sleeping bag.

				All evening I watched the two of them, the willing, playful Sonji and the aloof but beautiful Pamela. In some intuitive way, I knew I was choosing between them. I could be with one of these girls, I imagined, even though “be with” still meant fooling around and doing everything imaginable except having intercourse. By that point of my life I had become a master of creative outercourse. From the moment a budding young feminist in Grade Twelve explained about the clitoris—well, her clitoris to be exact—I had needed only occasional coaching, but certainly no coaxing, about how to help a woman enjoy herself in bed. But my strict mores included a sharp line at precisely which parts of my body could touch which parts of hers.

				Both young women refused to evict me from my own bed, which I had offered to do. Sonji was certain three could fit comfortably in a double bed if no one minded; Pamela hated musty old sleeping bags but said three in a double bed was absurd; Pamela said we could zip open the sleeping bag and put sheets on it like a bed; Sonji said that was silly because two people would end up uncomfortable rather than one, and she wouldn’t mind the sleeping bag although the other two of us were hopelessly bourgeois if we thought a double bed was too small.

				In all this, Sonji was a delight. Her stories made us laugh. Her humor masked a real intelligence and showed off her vivid imagination. Her eyes held a clear invitation.

				As for Pamela, her own occasional humor had a biting quality. She was bright but dispassionate. Her eyes were mocking and she was worldly and bold in a way that was calculated and seductive.

				In the end there was no contest in my mind about which of them I found myself wanting to be with for the rest of my life, for that was how it felt. I was smitten by her, the distant, provocative, biting, and coldly gorgeous Pamela.

				When we finally dug it out of the closet, we discovered the sleeping bag stank of mildew. The three of us ended up in my bed. I was in the middle and barely slept all night.

				I should have spent Saturday at the library, but I occupied myself trying to concoct a way to be alone with Pamela, knowing that she would return to Toronto the next morning. But we stayed in a group and I was forced to be generally charming, rather than specifically seductive, and Pamela showed no sign of wanting to reciprocate in any way.

				That evening we shared a joint or two and laughed when anyone said anything. I fessed up to my virginal status, which I experienced with some pride, although I admitted I was having clear second thoughts about maintaining it much longer.

				Once again, the three of us crowded into my bed. Ages after we had stopped chatting, Sonji was breathing slowly on one side and I strained to hear a breath or anything from Pamela. I tossed a bit to let her know I was awake, but still nothing. I got up once and went to the bathroom in hopes she might follow. She seemed too still and too quiet to be asleep, but she did nothing to indicate otherwise.

				The next day my eyes burned and my mind was blanched from two nights with little sleep. Pamela, Sonji, and Carley packed their car. We stood outside in the cool morning air saying our good-byes. Pamela remembered she had left something in my room and I climbed back up, with her trailing behind.

				Once in my room, she announced she had hardly been able to sleep the previous night. She stepped forward and kissed me—a long and delicious kiss. She told me I could visit her in Toronto, and then turned and waltzed down to the car.

				All these years later, I still couldn’t think about that moment without simultaneously smiling and wincing, a mixture of delight and disbelief. Pamela had planted the bait, but I was the desperate animal anxious to be caught.

				It hadn’t taken me long to pack my bags. One week later I was in Toronto, having hitchhiked from Columbus on a cold and grueling day that involved truckers, traveling salesmen, and a state trooper just across the New York state line from Pennsylvania. I arrived on her doorstep and she led me straight to the bedroom. In spite of several years of preparatory training, I had an orgasm within a minute of being inside her. Actually it was probably because of the several years of foreplay that prompted such a quick finale. Subsequent times were good, but she made love in the same aloof way she did everything else, with her distancing wit and with a failure to fully engage me even though we were utterly and completely skin to skin.

				Why did Pamela entrance me? Because for three months I was completely entranced with her. Pamela was a beautiful snapping turtle, sunning in her naked shell on the opposite riverbank. It was virtually impossible for me to reach her; I assumed I had neither the native abilities nor the acquired accessories. I didn’t think I had the looks, I know I didn’t have the class background or the social skills, or maybe I simply lacked the confidence. She seemed another Alisa, another girl who would never be mine. A girl reserved for the most popular guys, the Christian guys, the sports guys whose parents bought them everything their hearts desired and who smoked as if they were born to hold a cigarette in the most masculine of ways.

				However, she did want me. And, rather than this prompting me to reassess my own desirability, looks, or social skills, I merely felt beholden and grateful. Her teases and taunts, I smiled and laughed away. Her inconsistencies, her gazes of love and desire one minute and her distance and derision the next, I made excuses for, and I then worked overtime to please her. But snapping turtles only know how to snap. They want to be admired, but only from afar. They think they want friends and lovers, but if anyone gets too close, their jaws will bite and will maim.

				I visited her again at Christmastime. We wrote letters and gabbed on the telephone and she visited me in late January. But a week later I received a letter telling me she had quit university and was off to Europe “or someplace.” I was devastated. I didn’t yet know enough about life to realize it hadn’t been love for either of us, but nevertheless, for me, the act of sex has always brought with it a supreme tenderness that I have sometimes confused with love. Even in the years ahead, when casual flings were commonplace, I never felt entirely offhand about sex. It was easy, but it was never without a depth that such an apparently simple act might disguise.

				I received a few postcards from Europe or someplace, but Pamela and I never saw each other again.

				 All the connections should have been obvious to me as I thought these thoughts and drank my scotch and felt badly about the piano question and wondered what was going on with Alexandra and me. It wasn’t just the usual problem of a budding relationship, that is, when you don’t yet know what the other person is feeling or you don’t even know what you are feeling. (Or at least you don’t admit to yourself what you are feeling until you know those feelings might be reciprocated.) And although such doings are pretty adolescent, they do have a way of resurrecting themselves even when you are experienced and are falling in love all over again.

				Here the issue was different. I certainly know that now. But that night in the summer of 1998, I was once again cast into adolescent darkness. Not the darkness of inexperience, which is only darkness as in the absence of knowledge and light. More the darkness of fear born of the deepest of insecurities, the sort of darkness that is active and demanding and cloying.

				It was as if this were the darkest of nights and I couldn’t see what was in front of my own eyes. For if it weren’t for that darkness, I would have seen that my concerns about Alexandra related to my fantasy about Pamela, which was my fantasy about Alisa, which was my fantasy that I needed to be with the perfect woman because, if I were not, others would think this imperfect woman was the best I could get. And that would mean there was something wrong with me.

				It hadn’t yet occurred to me that my comment about my search for Marilyn Monroe—“Maybe I’m looking for someone who doesn’t exist”—was really a much more profound statement about how I had misused the past thirty or so years of my life.

				The only question really worth asking was what it would take for the light to finally come on and whether that light would be strong enough to battle the active darkness and win.

			

		

	
		
			
				– FOURTEEN –

				 There were only nine more days to punch in at summer school. It may as well have been an eternity. For the first time ever, I didn’t feel emotionally involved with my students; I couldn’t give a damn if they did well or failed. I felt as much a prisoner as they did, just as unhappy to be there, just as discouraged by their prospects of ever doing well or ever learning to speak or write or read English as opposed to the mire of semi-literacy that has become the American trademark. Together we roamed a land where quick is spelled qwik and you has lost two of its three letters through linguistic downsizing. A country where people screaming at each other to a chorus of canned laughter passes as culture. A place where I actually heard a football announcer talk about a big Pittsburgh loss as “the atrocity last week” leaving me wondering what words we might now find for Auschwitz or Rwanda.

				I had tried to liven up the class that Monday by having them write a page in the style of some eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers, full of “Dear reader” type references. I asked them why they thought most of our authors don’t address the reader any longer. No one had a theory or even a thought. I said a friend of mine (it was Alexandra) thought it was because the link has faded between contemporary literature and its storytelling origins.

				I said, “We don’t tell stories any longer, do we?”

				Janet called out, “That’s not what I hear about the boys’ locker room.”

				“Maybe. But when your grandparents were kids, they’d sit around the kitchen table and aunts and grandfathers would tell fantastic tales or retell a story they heard when they were young.”

				Someone muttered, “Boring.”

				“That’s the problem. At first it does seems boring compared to television and computers.” I gave them all a hard look. “Don’t you see, though? It’s our history. Those people were telling our history. Our stories. Nowadays, every time you watch a show on TV or play a computer game, some invisible person is telling you a story that has nothing to do with your life.”

				Janet said, “At least it’s not about old stuff.”

				“Hasn’t one of your relatives ever told you stories? Things that happened when they were young?”

				TT said, “My uncle does. About the civil rights movement.”

				“And?”

				“I don’t know. He sort of lectures. You know, how good we got it now.”

				Do you?”

				“In some ways. Yeah, compared to what they had.”

				“Well, TV can’t do that in the same way. When your uncle talks, you feel things because you like him and respect him.”

				“Yeah.”

				“That’s all I’m saying. My friend thinks that the problem is that we want our authors, our storytellers, to be invisible these days. Keep them a safe distance. Stay invisible ourselves, you know, like you do in class when you hope the teacher won’t call on you. Know what I mean?”

				That morning, the students had looked so damn young. So inexperienced. So pulverized by media images of how they’re supposed to look and talk. Some delighted in their own stupidity. Answering my question about why most authors no longer address their readers, one boy said, “Because they don’t want to sound so dumb-assed stupid.”

				Back in high school in the 1960s, I prized being smart. I had opinions, I tried to figure things out. My mind wandered and wondered, and I created puzzles about existence that were mine to solve. And it wasn’t only me. So many of us grew up thinking anything was possible, anything was obtainable. We were riveted by the extremes of racial segregation and we learned to fear the war machine our parents’ generation had created. Huddled under our desks in Grade Six, the air raid siren wailing at the street corner, some of us may have been taught fear and hatred, but the rest of us learned to loathe fear itself and the hatred and stupidity of the generals.

				And now I looked at the students in my class. Most of them seemed blind to the struggles—racial, sexual, anti-war, student movement—that had opened so many doors for them. Smugly ensconced in the ironic distance of the era. So confident about technological miracles. Or so resigned to the inevitability of apocalyptic war or catastrophic diseases. It all made me want to scream and cry.

				It seemed that lots of things lately were making me want to scream and cry.

				The previous night had ended badly. We had walked back to the car, her hand reluctantly gripping my arm, each step through a soupy cloud of silence. I felt awful about the piano question, but it had been a well-meaning question even if I knew I had asked the question to avoid my real feelings. Whatever it was or wasn’t, there were no instant words of rectification, no apologies or quick fixes—no qwik fix-its.

				I was in the English office marking papers before running over to the hospital where Mom was tearing through the physiotherapy program like she was training for the Olympics. She stood in a walker and shuffled on the spot; she gripped large objects in her left hand; she spoke slowly, but her words were generally clear unless she was tired; she joked about her predicament and her surprise at having to learn to walk again. “I’ve already done that once in my life, you know.” Dad cheered her on and made arrangements for her return home.

				My thoughts were off with my mother when Debbie Warniock bounced through the doorway. I was surprised to see her in the school during the summer.

				“I was up in the library checking the mail. Couldn’t resist coming down to gloat over you poor souls stuck here for July.” She modeled her tanned and wrinkled arms. “It’s been very nice out, you know.”

				Debbie and I toodled off to lunch, where I told her about Alexandra. She listened patiently as I offered a somewhat contorted explanation of the events leading up to the previous night. I began with, “Some of this is kind of embarrassing,” and concluded with, “I don’t know what to do.”

				When I had come to the end of my story I gave her an inquisitive look and waited patiently. She turned her head this way and that as if trying to find the right angle. Finally she said, “Want the truth?”

				“No. Lie to me.” I attempted to joke, but revealing my own prejudices and insecurities had not been comfortable.

				She shrugged and snatched a cigarette from its pack and puckered her lips to hold it. “You’d be surprised what people expect from friends.” She lit her cigarette, then eyed me. “Well, here it is. I do believe we choose people we need to choose.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“That sound banal to you?”

				I smiled. “Banal, profound, who can tell?”

				She coughed harshly. When she recovered, she waggled her cigarette in the air. “Maybe it’s true what they say about these things …” She coughed again. “Where was I?”

				“Choosing people.”

				“Right. Here’s what I mean. Things in our past challenged us, hurt us, scarred us, all that basic therapy stuff. All this festers inside until we can discover it and rout it out.”

				“Thank you, Dr. Freud.”

				“But here’s the thing. Even before we discover our hidden problems, we’re already doing the routing. Don’t you think, when we pick our mates, we choose a person who pushes us back into our challenges?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“It’s unconscious. But we look for someone to help get us through it.”

				“Or avoid it.”

				She studied me.

				“Why don’t you go out with Jewish girls?”

				“I married one.”

				“Since then?”

				“I do, once in a while.”

				“Let me say this differently.”

				“You sound like my mother.”

				“That’s such a bad thing? … Eli, I’m not preaching at you to go out with Jewish women. I’ve got no stake in this one.” She puffed herself up like a peacock. “We Christians are fine. I’m curious why you don’t.”

				“I did recently.”

				“And?”

				I shrugged away her question.

				“So. What are you looking for? In a woman?”

				“God, Debbie.”

				“You wanted the truth.” She gleamed playfully. “So earn it.”

				“I don’t know … Smart, beautiful, playful, consistent, emotionally stable—”

				She dismissed this with a wave of her hand and the words: “Sounds like the Boy Scouts oath.” She took another long drag on her cigarette. “I think Alexandra’s reaction to you the other night was about indecision.”

				“That doesn’t sound like her at all.”

				“I’m not talking about her, silly. I’m talking about you. Your indecision. Your ambivalence.”

				“What does this have to do with that choosing stuff?”

				“For an English teacher, you can be a bit thick. What do you think ambivalence is? Wait. Eli, you want me to be honest?”

				“Debbie!”

				Playfully, she poked the cigarette in my direction as if to keep me away. “I’ve watched you since you came to Heights High,” she said. “My Bill died the year before. You had just gone through your separation, isn’t that true? We became friends and I figured you’d be attached in no time. You were Mr. Eligible. But you always complained you never met the right person.”

				I could see why some of Debbie’s friends preferred not to hear her version of honesty. “So?” My hostile tone could not be mistaken.

				“Eli, do you want me to finish or not?”

				I studied her face and saw concern in her eyes. There was no pleasure, no triumph, no self-righteousness, only concern.

				I said, “You’ve never told me any of this before.”

				“You never asked.”

				“No. I never did.” She caught my eyes and held them as if to challenge me to look away. But I felt it was a test and held her gaze.

				She said, “You tell me you want to be settled in a nest of domestic bliss. It seems to me you’re doing all you can to sabotage that.”

				Maybe I should have felt angry, but, instead, Debbie’s words made me weary, like it was the end of a hard day. I could feel my mind winding down like a tired old motor. I had had enough of this conversation.

				“Eli,” she said sharply to yank me back. “Eli, listen to me. The crucial question is for you to ask yourself what you fear.”

				Words droned from my mouth: “What I fear?”

				“You told me that after your first date, after your drive, you were overwhelmed by fear.”

				I dimly remembered saying that.

				“Correct?”

				I nodded like I was hypnotized.

				“But you never said what it was you feared.”

				 My fear? You ask me about my fear?

				I thanked Debbie for her concerns. But my thanks were disingenuous. I appreciated her, but I felt distant from my own words. My appreciation of her was like an object on a far hillside: seen but not felt. I said I would think about it. About what I feared.

				Except there wasn’t much to think about, or at least I had no difficulty coming up with an answer. As soon as Debbie posed the question, the answer pounced on me like a leopard in waiting.

				I feared I would be stuck with Alexandra Marris for the rest of my life.

				This might sound bizarre. And now, after what happened, these thoughts are especially troubling.

				If I had told Debbie this, I expect she would have replied, “Eli. If it works out between you, that means you decided you want to be with her. All is well, yes? If you choose not to, or she chooses not to, there’s nothing to worry about. You won’t be stuck with anything. No one’s going to make you be with her if you don’t want to.”

				Her logic would be unassailable, but my fear was far more simple.

				I was thinking about this later that afternoon. I was sitting in my backyard, baking for a few minutes in the mid-afternoon sun. I pushed my khaki shorts toward the top of my thighs. My blue T-shirt lay on the green grass beside the chair. The air was clear, and hard-working birds flew diligently in and out of the garden, monitored by Leroy Johnson’s fluffy white cat. Motionless, ready to pounce, twitching now and then, but never budging, just like me when it came to relationships.

				The heat was soothing. It let me contemplate fear one moment and wander to some other thought the next. The occasional bead of sweat trickled down my chest; I felt each one thread its way between my sparse hairs. From time to time, I smelled the clean scent of my own sweat, produced by nothing more than sunlight on skin, the sweetest kind of sweat there is. I had a book in my hand, but it was a mere prop to pretend I was doing something other than thinking about what I feared. Fear means you have to protect yourself. To uncover it, you have to sneak up on it, unannounced.

				In so many ways Alexandra was the woman I had always wanted. She was perfect. She was smart. The previous evening, as we cooked dinner before the video, I had mentioned the writing assignment I was giving my class the next day. Imitating an old style could be fun for the kids, I had said, and, hopefully, it would push them to think about their own writing. But, in spite of my two degrees in English and years of trying to keep up with the literature, I had never thought about the reasons why most authors stopped addressing the reader directly unless they were being postmodernly clever or ironic. It was always one of those things that I had written off as, simply, a change in style and preferences. But Alex said, “I’ve always been amused when the old writers do that, but I’ve never thought about it.” A few minutes later, as she awkwardly shook the water out of the pasta in the colander, she had said, “I wonder if it has anything to do with the end of storytelling?” Like that, she expounded the impromptu theory I reported to my class. I’m not sure if it’s a good theory or not—she certainly laughed it off—but imagine being able to spend your life with someone who is so creative, so spontaneously bright, so sharp that, out of the blue, she would spin theories and explanations the way some lovers might surprise you with a beautifully wrapped gift. But she would do it without the self-consciousness of presenting a gift, although that is what it would be.

				A bee hovered over my arm and I shook it away.

				Before the accident, she must have been perfectly gorgeous—I mean perfect, without fault or flaw. She was still gorgeous. I had never seen a face more beautiful than hers. Her eyes lit up with her joys and spilled over with her sorrows. Her skin was soft, smooth, and colored rich and healthy. Her grip was strong. I knew she was strong, I knew she was courageous.

				And I loved her voice. God, I thought to myself. I used the word love. But I did, I loved her voice. It was a melody of welcome. Perpetual welcome. I didn’t know her well enough to say whether that welcome was reserved for special people. But how could it not welcome everyone who cared to listen?

				It must have been terrible for her to lose the piano. It was her career and, having grown up surrounded by musicians, I knew how much it could be at the core of your identity. But you didn’t have to be either Debbie or a therapist to figure that her reaction was not just about the piano.

				Smart, gorgeous, fun to be with, supportive. After every description, the word but elbowed its way into my brain. Pictures of us crawling along Coventry while other women flew by like angels on rollerblades, their strides long and their elegance carefree. Pictures of her without her clothes, me fascinated and horrified by the scars and disfigurement—did she have a nipple where the scar slashed across her breast? Was her hip as caved in as it seemed? Pictures of us at a dance or a club: couples in provocative abandon as music pounded and lights slashed across their frenzied bodies, while Alex and I sipped soda water at the side until a slow dance came and we could lurch together around the dance floor. Pictures of us running into my old girlfriends on the street who would think, cruelly, “Wow, if that’s the best he can do, he’s more pathetic than I thought.” Pictures of my sister, Anne, sneering, “Couldn’t you have done better than that?” Pictures of us lumbering past pods of men on the street and one of them snickering, “Taking your patient for a walk tonight?” Pictures of us at my high-school reunion, introducing our partners to each other …

				The phone rang. I raced inside, but by the time I reached the kitchen, whoever it was had hung up.

				I stared at the phone.

				I stared out the back window. The cat had disappeared.

				I pulled an icy beer from the freezer where I had parked it a half-hour earlier.

				The phone rang again.

				“Oh.” It was Alex. “I was about to leave you a message. I tried a moment ago and …”

				“I didn’t get to it on time.”

				“I called to ask you if you’d accept an apology for last night.”

				“It’s not—”

				“I overreacted to what you said. I’m sorry.”

				“I was—”

				“I wish I hadn’t.”

				“I should be the one apologizing.”

				“Thanks.”

				“I mean, let me be the one to apologize.”

				“You just did,” she said.

				“I’m sorry.”

				She laughed. “Enough already.”

				I waited a moment. “Say, do you want to try another drive?”

				“No more turkeys, I hope.”

				“Are you referring to me or …”

				“Eli, you’re the nicest turkey I’ve met in a long time.”

				Back outside I savored the first sips of an icy beer. I pretended to read my book and shrugged off my change of mind. Or was it a change? I wanted her, I wanted Alexandra Marris in my life. Saying I feared that I’d be stuck with her didn’t really make sense. My fear was something more than that. Those taunting pictures in my head circled around the perimeter of consciousness. They were only pictures, though, disquieting thoughts and not the real fears. Perhaps it was … I was distracted by a speck of black on my hand. It was moving.

				I brought my hand closer to my eyes, into focusing distance.

				A wispy flat insect, no more than an eighth of an inch long, was scouting up and down the minute ridges on my knuckles. The creature was mostly all tail, black and pointed like a two-bladed dagger, a flexible dagger that hugged the surface of my skin, with a streak of silver down the middle. I could just make out its pinpoint head, framed by two crescents, as if it were set in the midst of scimitars. Legs, no more than filaments, scurried over my skin. As I studied it, I noticed two antennae that made the tiny hairs on my fingers appear like the cables supporting a bridge. Wings appeared and fluttered momentarily—perhaps it was catching its balance or perhaps it was preparing to leave—and then folded back over the dagger-tail.

				I thought about this sliver of life, crawling over my hand. I had the luxury of wondering about it while all it could do was crawl around, presumably without a thought, looking for even smaller bits of life or molecules of water or whatever it lived on. For a moment, I was envious. Envious of this little creature that never had to think, never had to experience uncertainty and pain. It never knew the anguish I felt that day. It was a conceit, I realized, a sign of mental luxury, to envy such a creature. And yet, I longed to be as oblivious as this little bug that fluttered its wings and flew away.

			

		

	
		
			
				– FIFTEEN –

				 My faith in Marilyn Monroe was restored.

				On Friday at noon, I drove straight from school to the hospital. I left pleased by Mom’s continued signs of progress. On my way home I stopped at the video store on Coventry and rented Bus Stop, one of Monroe’s best movies, they said, although I was now prepared for the worst.

				Alexandra was covering afternoons across the street at Mac’s Books, so I ran over to say hello. She had never told me why she worked there or why she was baking desserts when she could still be teaching university. After my piano question, I was wary about asking, but as I crossed an almost-deserted street, I felt curious.

				I pushed open the wooden door with its big pane of cut glass. Tinkling bells said hello. As much as the upscale chains or good academic bookstores ran circles around Mac’s, it was comforting to be in a small place like this. It was a holdover from another era, when stores were on a human scale, and that I liked.

				Alexandra was reading at the counter. And, as if my arrival were the best thing that could possible happen, her eyes burst into color. She pulled herself up, came around the counter, and gave me a huge one-armed hug. This surprised me—the only times we had touched were when she hooked her arm into mine to walk—but it was such a relief that I felt even more welcome than the already welcome feeling from the cozy bookstore and her sparkling eyes.

				Suddenly awkward, we pulled apart. She sat back down as I leaned on the edge of the counter. I told her about Mom’s progress and the doctor’s promise to let her return home on Monday. Alex was plowing her way through Joyce’s Ulysses and she picked my brain for relics from a college course I’d taken almost thirty years earlier.

				I asked her why she was baking pies and working at Mac’s.

				“It’s relaxing. Therapeutic. Something to go out for. I don’t know. Back in college, I earned extra money baking pies for a hippie restaurant in Madison. I loved the daily ritual of rolling out the dough and cutting and mixing fruit. Some people meditate; I bake. And I’ve always wanted to work in a bookstore—”

				“Me too.”

				“—and be surrounded by the smell of books.” Her left arm swept around the room. “I couldn’t face going back to teaching. What I said the other night—”

				“It’s okay, you—”

				“No. It’s true. At times it seemed as terrible as losing Solomon. It was such a part of me. Up ’til then, I played two and a half, three hours a day on top of my teaching.”

				“Dad was like that.”

				“And it isn’t even the time, he could tell you that. The piano represented intellectual and physical discipline for me. It was where I took out my rage and my sorrows. A way I spoke to others. And I did it really well.”

				She paused for a moment.

				“I can’t describe the loss. I couldn’t even think about the piano. I didn’t want anything that reminded me of it. I sold it, my piano. I loved that piano. I packed all my CDs, the piano stuff, and had my cleaning woman hide them in the attic.

				“For a whole year I was off work. It was like a blur. Rounds of surgery, trying to walk, closing out Solomon’s life, forcing myself to look at my hand, physiotherapy, seeing myself in the mirror on days I could bear to look, counseling, more surgery. At the end of it, I was supposed to return to the university. But I couldn’t bear the thought of spending the day watching other people’s hands on the keyboard.”

				“What’d you do?”

				“I took another year off. I read books. I stayed with my sister in Los Angeles. Sheilagh tried to convince me to move out there. At the time I said no, but in the last couple of months I’ve been thinking .. .anyway …”

				Her words about moving alarmed me, but she passed over them quickly, as if she had stumbled onto them by mistake.

				“Anyway, when my leave came to an end, I was back here preparing for classes. One morning I realized I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t return to teaching. Like that, I dialed my department head and told her I was quitting. I don’t think she was surprised, just annoyed I had left her in the lurch two weeks before classes … You ever think of quitting teaching?”

				“Couldn’t afford to even if I wanted.”

				“I was lucky. No money worries. Solomon had stocked up on life insurance—I used to tease him that his mega-policy was yet another male fixation with size—and my lawyers expected a large settlement from the accident within a year or two. The accident granted me the luxury of quitting. I was in a position everyone dreams about, except my life had been destroyed in the process.”

				On my way home I thought about the box of CDs in her attic.

				And I thought about her moving to California.

				 Bus Stop was terrific even if, at times, difficult to watch. Difficult because Marilyn Monroe’s portrayal of vulnerability, of longing and impossible desire, of the battle between her character’s dreams and the hard realities of life, took my breath away, especially toward the end.

				Difficult because the portrayal of male-female relations in 1950s America can’t help but disturb any decent person. And difficult because, for different reasons, my mind kept flipping to Alexandra, to her battles and to mine. It occurred to me that she had all but won her major battles—or at least ensured they no longer felt like battles—whereas my trifling challenges seemed as overwhelming as ever. Such thoughts swam in and out of my mind as I lay on the couch that night, watching Marilyn Monroe’s greatest performance.

				Bo is a twenty-one-year-old cowboy, never before off his ranch in Montana, never so much as kissed a gal. On a bus on his way to a rodeo in Phoenix, his much-older mate, Virgil, tells him it’s time he finds a woman. Bo proclaims he’s going to find “an angel.”

				The ever-wise Virgil warns him not to have unrealistic expectations. He says that no angel is going to have much to do with a cowboy like him.

				Bo can’t see what that has to do with anything. After all, the steer he lassoed that morning didn’t want to get lassoed. Why was a girl going to be any different?

				Bo isn’t nasty, just naïve. Enthusiasm and boyish innocence radiate from every well-scrubbed pore.

				Down in Phoenix, Cherie, played by Marilyn, is getting ready for her singing act in a cheap bar. She’s a hillbilly girl from the Ozarks but, as she confides to a friend, she wants to make something of her life. She points a timid finger at a hand-drawn line wiggling across a map that chronicles her westward journey toward Hollywood. She says the line is the history of her life, but it’s also her direction. Her goal. The thing that keeps her from running in circles.

				But this isn’t about to become a turn-of-the-millennium inspirational bit of moviemaking where, against all odds, she becomes a megastar. The truth is that her Hollywood dream is absurd. She has no talent whatsoever: she can’t carry a tune, she can’t dance, and she has no stage presence. You want to root for her, but mainly you just want to shake your head in sorrow.

				Bo bounces into the saloon and not only does he cheer for her—telling the whole joint to shut up so she can sing—but within minutes he has proposed. She’s his angel and the most wonderful singer ever. He proclaims they’ll be married the next day.

				At first Cherie is taken by Bo, his good looks, his attention, his goofy enthusiasm, and, it is implied, a heavy make-out session in the back room. By the next day, however, she wants to get away from this crazy guy. But, feeling somewhat ambivalent, she and her friend go and watch him in the rodeo. He wins almost every event. Winner or not, her friend and Virgil convince her to skip town before Bo tries to haul her off back to the ranch.

				She tries to escape, but, just as she’s about to board a bus to Los Angeles, Bo arrives and lassos her, just like he would a reluctant steer.

				In the next scene, we’re in the back row of the bus with Cherie, Bo, and Virgil heading to Montana.

				At an isolated diner and bus stop in the snow-covered mountains, Cherie tries to sneak off. But the bus is stranded in a blizzard and her plan is foiled. Back inside the restaurant, Bo throws her over his shoulder and starts to march her out to the bus. Virgil and the bus driver step in front of him. Virgil tells Bo he isn’t good enough for a woman like Cherie.

				The bus driver calls Bo a bully and challenges him to fight. The young cowpoke is beaten. In his humiliation he realizes the error of his ways.

				On to the final scene, where it all comes together. Where I finally witnessed the stunning talent of Marilyn Monroe.

				They’re back inside the restaurant. The bus stop. It’s a cozy log building. At Virgil’s prompting, Bo apologizes to the woman owner and to the waitress, to the bus driver, and, finally, to Cherie.

				Bo says, “It wasn’t right a me to treat ya the way I did, draggin’ you onto the bus, tryin’ to make ya marry me whether ya wanted to or not. Ya think ya could ever forgive me?”

				“I guess I’ve been treated worse in my life,” Cherie says.

				Then a moment later, she adds, “I just want to tell ya something, Bo. It’s kind a personal and kind a embarrassin’, too, but … I ain’t the kind of girl you thought I was … I guess some people’d say I led a real wicked life. I guess I have.”

				“What are you tryin’ to tell me?”

				“Well … I figgered since ya found me at the Blue Dragon, ya just took it fer granted I’d had other boyfriends ’fore you.”

				“Ya had?”

				“Yes, Bo. Quite a few … So ya see … I ain’t the kind a gal ya wanted at all.”

				About now I’m finally seeing the movie the way an audience from the 1950s might have seen it. Cherie is a fallen woman. A woman destined for despair, poverty, and the street. Bo is handsome, enthusiastic, well off, and his real fault is how his ignorance has led to some nasty behavior. He’s also the first man who has ever believed in Cherie. He’s the first man who’s really loved her just the way she is. He’s the only man who couldn’t read the codes of the barroom and see that she could not possibly be an angel. Although indeed she was.

				Bo says, “I promised not to molest ya, but if you was to give yer permission, it’d be all right. I … I’d like to kiss ya g’bye.”

				“I’d like ya to kiss me, Bo. I really would.”

				He lunges at her and she stops him with a yell.

				Cherie says, “I think this time when ya kiss me, it oughta be diff’rent.”

				“Oh.”

				They kiss.

				And this was the moment. It’s got to be the most amazing kiss I’ve ever seen on screen, not long and slurpy like modern movie kisses. But it expresses an unbelievable mixture of passion, fear, love, relief, promise, insecurity, and joy. In one shot, as she pulls away, beaming and trembling, Marilyn shows all these emotions and more. And I knew just then why Lee Strasberg had placed her, and no one else, in a league with the young Marlon Brando.

				“Golly!” says Bo. “When ya kiss someone fer serious, it’s kinda scary, ain’t it?”

				“Yes, yes,” Cherie replies.

				Bo says he’s been thinking about her other boyfriends and all that really matters is that “I like ya like ya are, Cherie. So I don’t care how ya got that way.”

				“Oh God, that’s the sweetest, tenderest thing that was ever said to me.”

				“Cherie … it’s awful hard for a fella, after he’s been turned down once, to git up enough guts to try again.”

				“Ya don’t need guts, Bo.”

				“I don’t?”

				“It’s the last thing in this world ya need.”

				“Well … anyway, I jest don’t have none now, so I’ll … just have to say what I feel in my heart.”

				“Yes,” says Cherie.

				“I still wish you was goin’ back to the ranch with me, more ’n anything I know.”

				“Ya do?”

				“ I do.”

				“Why, I’d go anywhere in the world with ya now, Bo. Anywhere at all.”

				“Ya would?”

				Cherie repeats that she’d go anywhere at all.

				Astonished, he says again, “Ya would?”

				And Cherie says, over and over, “Yes I would. I would I would I would I would.”

				 The almost dark of a midsummer evening. The television screen crackling with static electricity as the image faded away. A final crisp snap and all was quiet.

				A car prowled by.

				Leroy’s cat got into a scrap.

				Voices of a couple of wandering teenagers rose and fell.

				I would I would I would I would. I wanted to hear these words. I wanted such words to help define the rest of my life.

				Cherie was only Bo’s angel. She wasn’t everyone’s angel. She wasn’t even most people’s idea of an angel, except perhaps the way she looked. But she was an angel to him.

				I wondered what Bo might have feared in life. Not having enough courage, perhaps.

				I could see what Cherie feared: ending up, without even her beauty to carry her, in some lousy saloon to be preyed upon by men who didn’t care a whit for her.

				I thought I knew what Marilyn feared: never finding love, not being worthy of love and respect, never being accepted for herself.

				Why was it so hard to dig to the bottom of what I feared about Alexandra?

				I lumbered into the kitchen, moved by Marilyn Monroe, the actress, and saddened by the tired and frightened Cherie, whose life seemed overlain with Marilyn’s, even though one had no talent while the other certainly did. Cherie’s life had touched me, and I was happy she had found someone. He wasn’t perfect and when she climbed back onto that bus with Bo, she was giving up a dream. But sometimes our dreams are illusions. Sometimes they’re delusions. Just because it’s a dream doesn’t mean it’s always worth following.

				From the kitchen drawer, I pulled out a map of Ohio. I spread it onto the table and ironed the creases with my palm. My home state, its boxy geometry, the shape relieved, barely, by the Ohio River wriggling diagonally down along the West Virginia border and then alongside Kentucky. As I little kid, I used to dream, literally, about this shape, seeing it mutate into the rectangular Ford insignia on my parents’ car, then into a Coca-Cola shield, then into a police officer’s badge, and back into Ohio. At the time, Ford seemed like the best car possible, simply because that was what my parents chose, and this equation between my home state and the best car possible fit smoothly together into my seven-year-old brain. My parents’ choices weren’t yet even choices, just the smooth running of nature, much like the Ohio River or the Lake Erie waters lapping onto the shore. So it made sense to look at that map for clues. Within that boxy shape, all that was logical and natural still seemed to reside.

				The heavy interstate highways ran up and down, back and forth. When I lined them up like crosshairs on a target, they brought me only to Akron, Columbus, Cincinnati, Toledo, and a handful of towns. Self-limiting and restrictive. Maybe that’s why she came here—that is, imagining she had come here. Hollywood or New York, the West Coast and the East Coast, were places without limits, where everything was possible. But those limitless worlds trapped Marilyn like they’ve trapped so many others. Maybe late one evening she was at her kitchen table, running a finger along the words on a bottle of sleeping pills, reading the warnings as though they were her horoscope. And then she felt like she was running her finger along a road map, charting her life from Hollywood, New York, back, and beyond. And so she pulled out an atlas or perhaps the road map she kept as a souvenir from Bus Stop and she ran her finger from Hollywood out into the world.

				She couldn’t stay in Hollywood. Nor could she go back to New York. The coasts were out of the question—there was too much vitality, too much power, too much in the vast oceans beyond. No, it had to be somewhere in the middle. Somewhere boxy and restrictive, where she could find limits she could live within. Discover dreams that she could actually live. Meet a man who would love her and not Marilyn. Get past the mountains; avoid the extremes of North and South; find some place flat and green, some place where corn would sway in the summer breeze. Iowa? No, the shape wasn’t quite right—something about that nub sticking out of the east side of the state that reminded her of a breast. Illinois? No, Chicago reminded her of gangsters, which reminded her of predatory studio czars. Indiana? Maybe. And then her finger settled on Ohio. Boxy. Restrictive. Those straight sides would hold her in, the lake to the north and river to the south would protect her. It was shaped like a shield, a badge, like the emblem of a cop, but a nice cop, a good cop, like a father or a mother.

				So like that, her decision was made. She tossed aside the bottle of sleeping pills and stared at that map.

				Make your decisions, I thought.

				I knew in a flash what I absolutely had to do. I snatched my keys from the counter and dashed to the car.

				The lights were burning at Alexandra’s house when I parked out front.

				I must have sat there for five minutes. You don’t sit too long alone in a car in a quiet neighborhood at eleven o’clock at night because, sooner or later, eyes are going to peek out from behind a curtain and someone’s going to whisper to his wife, What’s that man doing out there? and before you know it, a squad car’s going to roll up behind you. But my five minutes stretched to ten as I wrestled with indecision.

				This whole business was stupid. I had only known her three weeks and here I was fretting about whether she was the right person to marry. Give it some time, I thought.

				But why not think about my prospects with her, even about marrying her someday? I liked Alexandra Marris. I didn’t want to lead her on if it was going nowhere. And I liked being with her. Big deal that it had been three weeks and not three months or three years. Sometimes you just know. It had seemed much longer, perhaps because it had been such a convulsive time: Mom almost dying; my father returning to the land of the living; my ex-wife falling for an idiot; the visit from Anne; Sarah’s first love affair and the inevitable disappointments; a glimmer of Daniel returning from the zombie land of early adolescence; a crazy old geezer entrancing me with his tales; and the emotional shaking when I discovered Alexandra’s disability, as if she had grabbed both my shoulders and shook me. Time is relative, all the physicists tell us, and I had thought more and experienced more and hurt more in the past few weeks than in I don’t know how long. I guess our emotional life has its own clock—or different clocks would be more like it, not all cooperating with one another. Clocks that are not always steady, but, like in a dream, can live lifetimes in a flash, if they so choose.

				I wanted to go in and, no, not sweep Alex off to my ranch in Montana, but just ask if I could kiss her and hold on to her, tightly, as the night grew late.

				Instead, I twisted the ignition key and slowly drove home.

			

		

	
		
			
				PART THREE

				– SIXTEEN –

				 Summer school dragged to the finish line on its own sweet time. In the meantime the doctors sprung my mother from the hospital and she launched into her recovery with the same happy determination she always brought to the tasks of living. For a couple of weeks I was a fixture in their house, chatting for an hour one day, cooking them dinner or watching a video the next.

				Mom had worked hard, but she would need a walker and then a cane for some time. She still didn’t have much strength in her left side—so she was constantly frustrated by once-simple tasks, like gripping a jar hard enough to twist the top off. Her speech was close to normal.

				I caught her one day in late July sitting alone at her kitchen table poking through a box of tattered recipe cards. She was using the tines of a fork to flip each card. The sun was streaming through the windows but her face was shrouded with concern. She spoke without breaking her concentration on the cards. “There was a dish I used to make your father before you were born.”

				“What was it?”

				“I can’t remember.” She was clearly annoyed and kept at the cards, awkwardly flipping them with the fork.

				“Mother, why not ask him?”

				“It was going to be a surprise.”

				She said all this with a seriousness reserved for major life decisions.

				“Mother,” I said wryly.

				She raised her head toward me but kept her eyes fixed on the cards.

				“Mother,” I repeated.

				Finally she looked at me. She scowled, meaning business, then broke into a huge smile as if she realized she was taking this too seriously. She said, “I thought I was losing my marbles, that’s all.”

				“Yeah. Forgetting one thing in seventy-seven years is the classic symptom of Alzheimer’s.”

				She narrowed her eyes in mock ferocity. “Don’t you sass me, boychick.”

				That was my mother. Life always triumphed over setbacks or petty fears. She was a woman happy down to her very bones.

				All the while, Dad stayed awake; I mean that he had his eyes wide open and was suddenly in touch with the world. In the kitchen, he hovered over me as if he were studying to be a chef. He asked me questions about cleaning, so he didn’t have to bother Mom. He took her shopping and out for walks. He asked if I was still searching for Marilyn and smiled kindly when I sheepishly told him yes and then felt like his little boy again.

				At the end of July, Daniel phoned from Middletown the evening he returned from camp.

				“Hi, Dad.”

				“Daniel, how was camp?”

				“Okay,” he droned. My heart slumped. It was still zombie Daniel. I had expected too much.

				“Did you … what did you do?”

				And then it was as if two years of sullenness zapped into oblivion. He gushed, “Everything! I learned to canoe, and we played tennis—I got real good—and they had this thing in the dining hall where we had these food fights, once or twice but it was great, and do you think I can go back next year? I really want to.”

				“Sure. I mean, if you can help save for it. Do lawnmowing and babysitting.”

				“You should get married again, you know.”

				“What?”

				“I was the only kid in my cabin, well except Jacob and Ashley, who didn’t live with two parents.”

				Smitten with nuclear family blues, I thought. It had jumped Sarah in her early teens. That desire to be normal, to have two parents on hand. I couldn’t really blame him, even if less than half his classmates actually lived with their two biological parents.

				“I’d like to,” I said, “but I’ve got to dig someone up first.”

				“You got tons of girlfriends.”

				“Well, you never know. You’ll be the first to know. I promise … Are you enjoying yourself there?”

				“I guess.”

				“What’s wrong?”

				“Nothing … You know, Dad, you treat me differently than Aunt Annie and Uncle Asher treat their kids.”

				“How’s that?”

				“I don’t know, you just do.”

				He didn’t have to go into any details or theories of parenting to make my heart soar. It was the first time in my life that anyone— anyone—had said a good word about my job as a father.

				 On the last day of July, I informed Mom and Dad I’d be slipping out of town for a few days. On the road to catch a dream. Over the previous two weeks I had taken a few day trips on weekends, but now, with summer school finally in the books, this was going to be a bigger excursion.

				“I’m going with a friend.”

				“Oh?” said Mom, her eyes mischievous.

				“Her name is Alexandra Marris.”

				“Ohhhh.”

				“Well, it’s not exactly an ohhh situation. I think we’re going to just be friends.”

				There may have been some doubt in my voice because my mother asked, “And what does she do? I’m required by law to ask you that.”

				I gave them a brief rundown about teaching composition and piano and the car accident.

				At the end of it, my father said, “Whatever happens, I hope it works well for you, son.”

				My mother chirped in, “And I do too.”

				That night, as I folded a few things into my old suitcase, it did occur to me that it was strange to be going off for a three-day trip with a woman I hadn’t even kissed.

				Since that night two weeks before when I rushed to her house and didn’t get out of my car, I had stopped fretting about Alex. I wrote off the possibility of a relationship. I figured that the best thing, if she didn’t ship out to California, was to stay on our chaste course and become good friends. Simply because you like someone doesn’t mean you have to marry them. We had chatted on the telephone, watched another video, had lunch and, most of the time, I felt pretty relaxed.

				 “What do you think about—do you like,” Alexandra interrupted herself again, “do you have a piece of music you love more than any other?”

				“Mmnh. I don’t know.” For a moment I fixed on the drizzle fuzzing up the windshield. “I love Brahm’s piano concertos, but I also love Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony. Then there’s whole albums, the Beatles’ Abbey Road or the Stones’ Beggars Banquet or the early Springsteen and, other classical, and, well, no, I guess I don’t.”

				“Me neither.”

				“How come?”

				“A friend of mine, a former boyfriend actually, was hectoring me the other day. He insisted I should consider non-monogamy.”

				“And?”

				She laughed pleasantly. “I said he was nuts, of course.”

				“Why of course?”

				“Oh no,” she said solemnly.

				I rushed to clarify. “I don’t think it works.”

				“What if a couple no longer has sex? They’re married. But they don’t sleep together. What if one of them has an affair?”

				“Being technical, I suppose it isn’t non-monogamy. It’s monogamy, just not with your spouse.”

				“Just what he said.”

				“It’s still cheating, however.”

				“Not what he said.”

				This topic was too leading to be comfortable.

				“Look at that.” I pointed out a saloon at a crossroads: Joe’s Lower Deck Lounge with Thursday-night Karaoke. “Maybe Americans aren’t as xenophobic as I thought. Here we are, nowheresville, and they’re adopting Japanese customs.”

				“Well, Tony then asked me if I had a piece of music that I loved more than any other. The same question I asked you. I said no, I had lots.”

				“And, let me guess, he then asked, rhetorically of course, why should relationships be any different?”

				“Something like that.”

				“And you said …”

				“I said he was an idiot, that it was a non-analogy, apples and dogs.”

				“I had a girlfriend for a short time who was strictly monogamous until she met her next lover and then, after a two- or three-week transition period easing one in and the other out, became strictly monogamous with him. We started our relationship when she was still living with her second husband. A mistake I’ll never make again. She left him a week or two later, we lasted six months. All the while she said she was more in love with me than Juliet was with Romeo. Then she met the next love of her life and dumped me.”

				“You were wrong to sleep with her in the first place.”

				“I, too, was an idiot.”

				“You were younger then.”

				“Yes.” I watched water forming fins at the back of passing cars. I stared at the wet countryside and squinted to make out the color of front doors. “Don’t you love it when people use that as an excuse? It’s pretty all-purpose, isn’t it? No matter what or when we do something silly, or stupid, or awful, we can always say, ‘I was younger then.’ It’s always true. We always were younger.”

				She laughed. “Be careful. You may end up saying that tomorrow about today.”

				I took my eyes off the road and smiled back at her. “So what were your favorite pieces?”

				As we chatted, my eyes swung between the road and the farmhouses along the side. We had passed through Burton and drove around the large central common with its hulking maple trees and log cabin. My parents had brought Anne and me here a few times for the springtime sugaring-off festival, when the cool air was redolent of the sticky-sweet smell of boiling maple syrup.

				Drizzle fritzed onto the windshield. Then, for few minutes, it rained heavily. But when we got out for a stretch, mere featherstrokes of mist tickled our faces. All day long, a sheet of clouds stretched across a featureless sky. We were in Alex’s car so she could share the driving—she had automatic transmission and a knob on the steering wheel to make turning possible—but I had volunteered to do most of the driving since she found it tiring.

				At a crossroads, we pulled in for dinner at Parks’ Family Restaurant. Several people among the Friday-night crowd stared at Alexandra as she jerked across the floor. One kid even pointed. But they quickly lost interest and turned back to their enormous plates of food. Chow in mouth, their eyes locked on to a television set suspended in the corner: pickup trucks raced around an oval track.

				Back on the road after dinner—the clouds finally pushing off to the east and the evening sunbeams spreading over us—our conversation wandered across the cultural and social landscape: pickup truck races; sloth, gluttony, and other deadly sins; our favorite books; people we couldn’t stand. She talked about her temptation to move to California. She said she was thinking seriously of flying out later in the month “just to see what’s there.”

				The land around here was pretty, full of gentle curves and modest fields. Farmhouses nestled into stands of evergreens and hardwoods. The sun had set, the air glowed, and everything took on a purple tint. We crossed over a highway and even that looked good in this light. Vibrant red taillights formed a string of lanterns in the dusk.

				“We probably should find a place to stay,” I said.

				She slid her finger along the map. “Raveena’s up ahead.”

				“I thought you were talking about my ex-wife.”

				We drove by a General Electric plant, a cemetery, and a small museum. Big wooden houses lined the way into town: this must once have been a prosperous place.

				The time was getting close, I thought, when one of us had to broach the inevitable question.

				It was Alex. “Should we share a room, do you think?”

				“I don’t know, what do you think?”

				Alex laughed. “I think the person who has the nerve to first ask a question like that shouldn’t have to be the first to answer.”

				A jumble of words vied to be the first out of my mouth. My resolve just to be friends was being ambushed by a wave of anticipation. A battle shook my head: the soft skin, the jagged scar, the graceful feet, the bashed-in hip. And with every new thought, I felt disgusted at myself.

				“Well … sure,” I said. “I guess it makes sense.”

				“I’d prefer separate beds. Is that okay?”

				“Yeah, great, that’d be fine.” But where I should have been relieved—having supposedly taken the big decision just to stay friends—I felt only disappointment.

				A gray-haired man with enormous ears met us on the front porch of the Oak Leaf Inn. He crooked his head sideways, to size us up out of the corner of his eye as if the possibility of two strangers arriving at his huge house was unexpected.

				“My better half’s inside. I expect she’ll tell you about the room.”

				The kitchen was charming but smelled of the dog lying under the table. A bubbly older woman materialized and the man retreated to the side while his better half—she definitely was—told us that neither of the remaining rooms had two beds. We looked at each other, and I don’t know what Alexandra read on my face—was it longing? was it an apology for my distance and past hesitations?—but Alex quickly said, “We’ll take the separate rooms,” turning to me to add, “don’t you think?”

				The husband led us upstairs. I watched the twists and turns of the hallway—and in the back of my mind was amazed that a house could be so large that its hallways had twists and turns—but all I really thought about was Alexandra walking in front of me. Walking. That’s how I saw it. She was walking in front of me.

				Our reluctant host paused in front of a door and Alexandra peaked in and said, “Nice,” as she stepped inside. He set off to the next room. I hesitated. She paused by the door. She smiled, weakly, without any invitation. I said, “Good night.”

				 The cheerful woman served us fruit salad, scrambled eggs, and fresh-baked muffins. Her taciturn husband trudged along behind her, making sure we didn’t steal the cutlery. I spread jam on Alex’s toast and offered to cut up her bacon, but she shook her head with a smile and picked up a rasher with her fingers.

				We ate with two young guests who were much like my students back at Heights High, or at least those from working-class families. They both worked at the Sheraton outside of Youngstown, she on weekends making beds and cleaning bathrooms, he each weekday as a handyman. Except for brief holidays like this one, they hadn’t spent a full day together since high school. Their one-and-half-year-old was back home with Grandma and today they were driving up to the big amusement park in Sandusky to scream their heads off on the roller coasters.

				I asked them about their work. Both hoped to go to college. The young man said, “I want to be a radio DJ.” He nodded in his wife’s direction. “She wants to be a pastry chef but her mom and me are trying to get her to be a cosmetologist.

				“You know,” she scowled, “a beautician.”

				As if I were talking to one of my students, I said you have to try something you really want. She agreed. “Ever feel there’s things inside that other guys don’t see? Ever feel that?”

				“Constantly,” Alex replied. “People always write me off just because I got smashed up in a car accident.”

				“I had a friend like that. Not like you, stuff she got born with. But she was the best friend I ever had.”

				As they talked, my thoughts wandered back to Saul Goldbloom, a pal in Grade Seven and Eight before Dad’s crackup. We knew each other from Sunday school at the temple. For a while I’d go over to his house or he’d come over to mine on Saturday or Sunday afternoons. But when he came over, I felt embarrassed when my neighborhood friends saw us together. He had Jew written all over him and I remember thinking that my precious Alisa would never notice me if I hung around a boy like him.

				I pretended it wasn’t a religious thing—I did have Jewish friends at school. Saul was a geek, or whatever word we used back then. He had no sense about clothes, and instead of the button-down collars that everyone then wore, his collars flapped around like wings. Nothing seemed to fit, he didn’t care about girls, and he couldn’t distinguish Del Shannon from the Beatles, who absolutely everyone was talking about.

				I quit inviting him over. I told Mom I didn’t like him anymore and when she asked me why, I replied, “I don’t know. I just don’t.”

				Sometimes I wonder what happened to Saul. The truth was I really liked him. He was my first intellectual companion. For hours we would ramble around the park—this must have been in Grade Seven—talking about God and things like that. Did God exist? If not, what did? Was the universe finite and, if so, what was outside it? Or if it went on forever, where could it go on forever to? We invented whole worlds, discussed our emerging philosophies, and for the first time I touched, as if they were things I could cup in my hands, ideas and all their sheer beauty. Saul was smart and it made me feel smart having these conversations with him.

				I gave it all up for the impossible dream of Alisa and popularity and Waspy country clubs that would never give me their pass-key no matter how hard and how long I tried.

				 We were back in Amish country, not the enclave around Mesopotamia where I had bought pies from Mr. Yoder, but in Holmes County, the heartland of Ohio’s Amish community. Boys in overalls, women with bonnets. Maple Syrup/No Sunday Sales.

				It was Saturday, a day for markets and tourists. We slugged along behind black carriages with their four wobbly wheels. As the horses skittered in front of us, we pretended we were smack in the middle of the nineteenth century, a perfect illusion except for the Day-Glo orange caution triangle on the back of each carriage. The next minute we poked behind lines of Dodges and Hondas carrying tourists who gawked at the strange men and women working the fields by hand as their great-grandparents had done.

				“Why do you think,” Alex asked, “we seem to notice what’s different about people? More than we notice what’s the same?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“I read about a book that says we’re genetically programmed to notice differences. That doesn’t make sense, does it?”

				“My sister, Anne, had a black friend in kindergarten. That was pretty unusual in those days because neighborhoods were so segregated.”

				“I remember.”

				“One day she overheard Mom telling Dad about a woman in a supermarket making a nasty comment about seeing Anne holding hands with a Negro girl. Anne said, “But Lenora’s not Negro.” My mother said, “Yes she is. Of course she is dear.” Anne insisted she wasn’t. She knew that black people had different colored skin, but she hadn’t noticed that her friend, or her friend’s parents, were different than she … Last month when I was driving around Mesopotamia, I kept thinking that.”

				“About Anne?”

				“No, I mean what you said before. I realized I was thinking about these people differently than I’d think about people I pass by in Cleveland.”

				“They are different.”

				“Well, so are the people I work with or my neighbors. But I still think of them as essentially like me.”

				“Black people too?”

				“My neighbors Leroy and Daniela. Sure … There’s a class thing, we’re all middle class and share the same street and borrow cups of sugar back and forth.” I thought for a moment. “I’m embarrassed to say this. But I do notice if someone is black.”

				“I’d be surprised if you didn’t.”

				“When I see these people”—I gestured at a buggy we were passing—“I feel enormous respect for them.”

				“That may be as superficial as feeling contempt. Maybe that guy beats his wife. Maybe those kids are being taught you’re the devil.”

				“Maybe.”

				“Or maybe they’re wonderful as can be. They’re just people. You don’t have to hold them on a pedestal or reduce them to trash. They’re just people.”

				The village of Walnut seemed to be the tourist center of Amish country—although I couldn’t tell who actually owned the bustling stores—and it was depressing beyond belief. Busloads and carloads of aging tourists had come to gawk. A gift store sold cheap oriental carpets and plastic fridge magnets cut out like Amish characters. Tourists snapped pictures and marveled at the quaint simplicity of these people. In spite of the Disneyland atmosphere—culture on display—I knew there was something genuine in their fascination. I felt it myself. We outsiders shared a sense of amazement that one group has held out against the cultural steamroller of mtv and McDonald’s, computers and Coke. As the rest of us lose more and more of what had been unique to our own towns and backgrounds, these holdouts seem ever more inspiring.

				Country Road 36, wiggling down the western side of Cosherton County, led into scraggly hills where cattle grazed, hay grew into the sun, and there still wasn’t a lavender door anywhere to be seen.

				We did our zigs and our zags down the side roads. Alex teased me that Marilyn was probably back in Holmes County kneading bread, but I just couldn’t picture her with an Amish farmer.

				Alex asked, “So what happened next with her?”

				“I don’t know much more than what I told you. I can hardly bring myself to read that book. Each page is more ominous than the last.”

				In 1960, filming for The Misfits had been a grueling ordeal in the desert, not only for the punishing heat but because of the sheer cruelty of director John Huston. He would lose a fortune gambling the night away in the casinos, and then blame Marilyn for problems with the picture. She was also suffering from what the book claims as emotional cruelty and distance on the part of her husband, whose script paints her as rather pathetic.

				In these years, she kept trying to escape everyone’s control, everyone’s expectations, and the limited role that others, including her husband, cast her into. Near the end of filming, a friend saw her sobbing outside the soundstage. Marilyn said, “I’ve played Marilyn Monroe, Marilyn Monroe, Marilyn Monroe. I’ve tried to do a little better and find myself doing an imitation of me. I do want to do something different. That was one of the things that attracted me to Arthur when he said he was attracted to me. When I married him, one of the fantasies in my mind was that I could get away from Marilyn Monroe through him, and here I find myself back doing the same thing, and I just couldn’t take it, I had to get out of there. I just couldn’t face having to do another scene with Marilyn Monroe.”

				I paraphrased this to Alexandra and then said, “That’s as far as I’ve gotten in the book. I think she’s about to break up with Arthur Miller. Sorry, that’s all I know.” It was still struggling to finish the book as if I really didn’t want to find out there was no way she could still be alive.

				In Mt. Vernon, I helped Alexandra over to a tiny triangle of park. We picnicked there, with Alex sitting awkwardly on the bench as if she couldn’t find a position that worked for her.

				At a country gas station we chewed the fat with some farmers. They told us it had been a good summer, with just the right amount of rain.

				More towns. Some overrun with weeds and despair. Some well kept: Sidewalks scrubbed clean; hedges scissored into a razor cut like troops of Marines doing parade drill; flags holding the summits of antennas in a used-car lot; fresh-cut flowers resting against the Civil War monument.

				I phoned home to check on Mom and Dad. Mother said, “Don’t rush back on my account.” I promised her I wouldn’t. “Your father’s caring for me like you wouldn’t believe.” John answered the phone at Raveena’s. His voice startled me, but I managed to ask him how he was doing. He said he was over there for dinner and having a swell time. He asked how my summer was going. I said better. Raveena took the phone and told me Daniel was all excited about coming back in two days and she agreed I could pick him up at the airport.

				Alexandra and I drove southwest. For a while, we watched a stunt plane do loop-de-loops in the pink sky. For a while, we drove in silence as evening gathered around us. Fireflies lit up cornfields and twinkled among the trees in front of farmhouses. I think we both wanted to put off stopping. I was tired, but it had been one of those days you hate to see end. And besides, stopping meant too many uncertainties, too many decisions, and too many questions to answer once again.

				Alex’s voice floated out of the dark. “Those kids this morning. They were real nice, weren’t they?”

				“I felt sad afterward.”

				“Why?” She sounded puzzled. “I was excited for them. I could almost see their whole lives stretching in front of them. So much hope, so many dreams.”

				“Maybe I see it too often. My students, not the ones who go off to university, but the kids who don’t have those opportunities, like those two.”

				“They have dreams too.”

				“I know. They start their first real job and they’re just bubbling. Their wallets are full and they buy a car and still imagine all the things they’ll do in life. Then a couple of years later I run into them at the supermarket. You can see it on their faces. The world of possibilities has shrunk into a little closet.”

				“But here we are searching for someone who died thirty-five years ago and you’re laughing at people for imagining things can be different.”

				“Oh no, Alex,” I said seriously, “I’m not laughing at them.”

				“What is it then?”

				“They’re going to get hurt, that’s all.”

				“But all that excitement. All their hopes.”

				“I just hate to see them get hurt.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– SEVENTEEN –

				I am initially writing this in my head. It is the first time in many years … twenty-nine, thirty years … that I find myself in this position: I am lying in bed with a woman I want to make love with and a woman with whom I do not.

				The bed is larger and softer than last time, the time with Sonji and Pamela. The room is infinitely nicer although it lacks the uncoordinated mementoes and the ignored bits of clutter that distinguish the simplest of bedrooms from the most elegant of hotel rooms, making one your home and the other merely lovely.

				It is very hot tonight, and the damp air presses down on my chest like gravity on a bigger planet.

				Our room in this bed and breakfast is almost dark. Only moonlight reaches through the lace curtains. I can make out the shape of the antique dresser. The dressing chair. The gilt mirror. The floor lamp with its lace-fringed shade. The lampshade appears more blue than gray, less gray than silver, although I know it was once white and is now ivory. Alexandra noted its color during our awkward first moments in the room when we struck up a conversation about which things we’d like in our own home.

				Here we are. The only room left at this B&B had one bed and there was no other place within miles. We registered under my name. We’re not pretending to be married and we’re not saying we’re not: Alex simply did not have to give her name. But once upstairs we did talk about how we’d like to do our own home and it was ambiguous whether it was two individual houses or one joint home. That ambiguity might normally be a delicious part of a developing relationship, but it only made me nervous about what lay ahead.

				If I hold my own breath … I can hear Alexandra breathing beside me. Her face is turned my way and her sweat breath lingers against my cheek: a breeze on this almost-still night.

				I think I fell asleep for a while, but it did not last. Now I am awake and Alexandra sleeps at my side.

				The night is steaming. All that cools me is her breath on my cheek.

				When I lay tucked between Sonji and Pamela, I felt I was on the starting line of an adventure. Stretching in front of me were all the possibilities the world had to offer. I felt that the options would be clear: black or white, Pamela or Sonji, this job or that, a good society or a bad, war or peace. Looking back, it was an adventure, but I seem to have led myself back to the starting line.

				The lace curtain fills out with air from the open window and then flattens back against the frame. There is no effect on the heavy air.

				Alex has pushed down the sheet that covered her. Her cotton nightshirt is pulled up above her belly, almost to her breasts.

				“I don’t normally wear pyjamas,” she had said after we finished planning our future homes and we were unpacking a few things for the night.

				“Neither do I.”

				“Except sometimes in the winter.”

				“I wear a T-shirt in the winter.”

				“I brought something to wear, though,” she said. “I thought it would be a good idea.”

				“Me too. I brought something too. A T-shirt.”

				“I brought a nightshirt my sister gave me. It’s just a T-shirt, only longer.”

				And now, without moving, I dare to look at her body, scared she will wake up, wondering if she would mind my looking at her like this, sensing she would not or else she would not be here.

				Her white skin is tinged blue from the moonlight. Now, as the lace curtains rustle under a breath of air, speckles of light float over her. I am reminded of the gentlest of snowfalls. My eyes compensate for the colors and I see her skin as it should be. It is a rich color between ivory and olive, although it now appears gray, blue, and silver like the curtains.

				Whatever adventure it has been, these thirty years of adult life, my sense of clear certainties and clear choices has long since deserted me. Call it my gradually failing vision, but the sharp blacks and vivid whites have given ways to a hundred shades of gray. The colors that should be, are not always the colors that are.

				I am in a moonlit bed with a woman I want to make love with and a woman with whom I do not.

				I fear getting stuck with her for the rest of my life. But this worry doesn’t make sense: I don’t mind the thought of the little ways, even the big ways, she may need my help. I have looked after myself for years and don’t mind the thought of extra cooking or cleaning. I don’t mind that she can’t have kids. And really, if we don’t get to hike together or bicycle together the world won’t end. I’ll do these things with other friends, with my children, by myself, just as I do now, or we’ll figure out a way we can do them together. No, it is something else, something more.

				Lying in this position, even with my head raised on the pillow, I cannot see much of her and it would be an invasion for me to move. But I see this: The limp nightshirt clings to her breast, as if glued by sweat, and I can make out the edges and tip of her nipple. Her left hand lies on the soft round of her belly, her wrist cocked in the position of Michelangelo’s David and her fingers pointing toward the little indent of her bellybutton that I can sense but cannot see. The position of her hand and arm obscures all but a few sprigs of coiled hair that peak out over her fingernails. Along her side, just below her waist, there is a perfect little cushion of fat, and below that I see the flank of her hip, her good hip, a sheen of sweat glistening over its firm surface. Her leg is bent out at the knee, almost touching me, and I see moonlight glimmering on the inside of her thigh.

				My possibilities in life are more limited now than at that time when I lay with Sonji and Pamela, so long ago. Years later, when I turned forty, it felt like such a blessing. Until that day, I had spent my life imagining other things I could be and things I might do. Should I go back and do a PhD and become a botanist? Should I become a doctor? What about getting serious about my bicycling and start competing? Should I learn to sing and be a rock star? How about getting into politics and help fix some of the mess in the world.?

				I want to escape this heat. I want to stand by the window and catch a breeze, but I dare not move.

				And then blessed forty came along and I realized it was too late for all of these careers except for the politics, which I didn’t want to do anyway. And rather than feeling the world of possibility pinch around me, I felt enormous liberation: there was so much I no longer had to do. I could finally accept who I was and what I was doing with my life. I am a high-school teacher loved by his students and admired by his colleagues. I like the growing wisdom of age more than the tormented intelligence of youth. I marvel at the latter but am grateful to have escaped its tides. I am a father, not a great father and certainly not as active as I would like to be, but that is the consequence of my past actions and that is the way it is although I am still trying to improve. My sister and I will never be close. She, my first great disappointment when it came to love, will always be a disappointment, so I might as well get over it. I have only one sibling; that’s the way the dices rolled. All this knowledge, this certainty, these limits came as such a relief to me when I turned forty. This was my life! I thought. This is it! No more planning about what my life would be. It’s happening right here and right now. All my past decisions and chance happenings are now lodged in my present life as firmly as my house back in Cleveland is fixed into the ground.

				None of these certainties seems to hold sway, however, when it comes to the prospect of a relationship. For here, my intelligence is indeed tormented. The moon pulls me against her and then pushes me away. Wisdom has abandoned me and now I am stranded, on this deserted bed, in the heavy air of a summer night.

				The one thing I will do, even though I am certain of its sheer silliness, is spend the rest of the summer looking for the perfect woman, this 1950s image of the perfect woman. And when Labor Day arrives, that quest, too, will come to an end.

				Which end? Finding Marilyn Monroe? How silly it was to even think that! … The curtain flutters and settles back into stillness … Maybe I can, though. Maybe I’ll find her.

				Anything is possible.

			

		

	
		
			
				– EIGHTEEN –

				 We woke up early and drove through a scorching morning that baked the roads and wilted the fields. The air conditioning couldn’t beat it down and, by late morning, we drove without words over asphalt that was oozing in the heat.

				Finally we spotted a stream crossing a field and burrowing into the woods. A pathway wide enough for the car carried us across the field and into the shaded woods where we could drive no farther. Alex, with her cane, and I, toting a small knapsack crammed with food, walked along the pathway.

				We came upon a glade where the stream had carved a small beach and where the emerald-green grass was soft and long. I made sandwiches, Alex nestled into the grass. She hitched her print skirt up to the top of her thighs, as I had seen her do once before. Her eyes were closed as she stretched her legs and spread her toes, then clenched them tight until her joints cracked.

				We ate simple sandwiches, crunched on carrot sticks, and nibbled at chunks of semi-sweet chocolate, softened but not melted by the heat. The sun warmed my face. A bead of sweat trickled from under my arm and down my side. Sparrows flickered in and out of the trees. The air was hot, the trees were still. Cicadas buzzed, celebrating, in dry monotony, their one year of insecthood after seventeen years as larvae. Grasshoppers buzzed, crickets buzzed, the air buzzed, hot on a heavy day.

				Out of the blue she asked, “Want to take a swim?”

				I said, “It doesn’t seem enough water to swim in.”

				She laughed. “Good. I won’t drown.”

				Together we stood to strip off our clothes. I tugged my sweat-dampened T-shirt over my head and she unbuttoned her blouse and wiggled it off her shoulders and onto the ground. She glanced at my body and I glanced at hers. The scar that I couldn’t see the night before was there, running from her right shoulder and across her breast, sparing most of her nipple. But it was only that, just a scar, not a portent, not a warning, not a crying shame, not anything but the remnant of a time before I knew her.

				I unzipped my khaki shorts and let them fall to the ground. Now, I was self-conscious as I began to peel off my underwear: underwear, so damp from the sweat of a scorching day that it clung to my hips and outlined my penis, the same way I had seen her breast outlined the night before. I peeled them off just as she unbuttoned her skirt and let it settle onto the grass like a puddle around her feet. We weren’t looking at each other anymore. She called my attention back to her with an exclamation: “No underwear!” She shrugged theatrically with one arm. “It’s easier for me that way.” Then she looked mischievous. “But I never liked it anyway.”

				She said, “Can I take your arm?”

				I crooked my arm and she clasped on to it as we stepped down onto the little beach. I saw her feet settle into the sand and her toes grasp for balance. As we inched forward, my feet squished into mud down below the sand and, as they did, I felt her totter. So I swept my arm around her back and took her body and we gingerly made our way forward, tied together that way, supporting each other. I felt her hip crushed against mine, the moist skin of her back against my arm, and my hand cupped around her other hipbone. Her limp arm flapped against my hand, slapping it with each step as if protesting or teasing me that I was touching her naked side. The cool water rushed between my toes, spread over my feet, my ankles, and then my calves. I felt the bone in her hip catch and jerk through every step, but now my hand was part of that, it was part of her, one more set of bones and muscles that gave her body the support it needed.

				We waded in, the cool water swishing above our knees, now rising up our legs.

				“Here comes the hard part,” I groaned.

				“Quick,” she yelled as she dropped to her knees and dragged me down with her.

				“Whew!” she squealed and I laughed and said, “We’ll get used to it.” The water still came only to our waists so she splashed water onto herself and then onto me.

				Like a pair of crabs, we scuttled sideways on our knees into the center of the stream. It couldn’t have been more than two and a half or three feet deep, some places even less. My buoyant genitals, although shrunken by the cool water, scratched pleasantly against the soft sandy bottom.

				We faced each other, kneeling in the sand with the stream circling the tops of our chests. Sunlight danced off the water onto her long neck and face, and her eyes looked more alive than ever. I wanted to kiss her. I wanted so much to kiss her, but I felt too scared. What if she didn’t want to? What if it pulled me in too deep too fast? What if it wasn’t as good as I imagined it would be. What if …

				And at that, my eyes fell in a reflex of embarrassment, my gaze dropping beneath the water, and I saw her body, brown and golden in the colors of the stream. Her breasts were buoyed upward by the loss of gravity. Tiny air bubbles latched on to the little bumps that edged the areolas of her nipples. I saw the fronts of her thighs and the scar cutting up from the knee to her hip. I saw her patch of hair, like soft spring grass growing in a pond, floating this way and that in the current, and suddenly I realized what I was looking at and my eyes jumped back up to meet hers and she had a smile on her face and her eyes were laughing and she may have been laughing out loud but I hadn’t heard her and I said, “Sorry, I didn’t mean—” but she interrupted and said, “That’s okay. What do you think I was looking at?”

				She said, “Hold me while I try to float.” I took her arm as her legs rose behind her. When she said to, I let go. The gentle current caught her and she drifted away from me. I lifted my legs and floated after her, adjusting my balance with my hands.

				We drifted downstream and then pulled ourselves back upstream in tandem, legs floating, one of my arms holding her porpoise-wet body against mine, my free arm and her good arm propelling us, as if they were barge poles prodding the bottom.

				We faced each other again in water now so warm that it was hard to imagine it had ever seemed cold.

				The sun warmed the back of my head.

				Insects buzzed in the fields and trees.

				She grasped my upper arm, my shoulder muscle, in her hand. “Are you warm now?” she asked.

				A swallow dipped and turned over the stream.

				“Yes. I am warm and I feel perfect. This is perfect.”

				She sighed and closed her eyes, lifting her face to meet the sun. Moments passed and I studied the strong grace of her neck. In stillness her words came slowly: “There are times, or maybe there are places, I don’t know which, when you feel you completely belong. I am here … we are here … and no one can take that away.”

				The current shooshed quietly around us. The softly flowing water cupped the cheeks of my buttocks and winnowed between my legs.

				Her hand kneaded my upper arm, adjusting for balance or caressing, I could not tell until I judged by how it felt, not by what it was.

				She straightened her head and opened her eyes.

				I didn’t breathe, I don’t think I took a breath.

				She parted her lips, just a fraction, and together we leaned forward.

				In the middle of that stream on a hot afternoon in Ohio, it was one of those truly great kisses, when neither person kisses the other more than they are kissed. Neither initiates the kiss. Neither is the kisser more than the kissed. There is softness and quick delight, gentleness and resolve, passion and acceptance that always speaks of more.

				 The only thing that prevented me from being totally, madly, and profoundly in love with Alexandra Marris by the time I fell asleep that Sunday night was the news I received after we drifted into town in the early evening.

				With my heart soaring, I had accepted her invitation to sleep at her house and we didn’t even bother stopping by my place. I plunked our bags in her front hall and we started toward the kitchen to scrounge up some dinner.

				She halted along the hallway.

				“Oh, Eli, I can’t wait.” She propped her cane against her side and reached out, grasping my hand as if she were able to lead me hand in hand to her bedroom. Expectations born of recent memories quickened my step. Back in the stream we had kissed long and soft, as the warm water caressed our bodies like a hundred hands stroking our legs and thighs. Birds gossiped from the trees. Water weeds lashed against us and minnows pinged off our sides as our kisses turned to glancing caresses.

				We had pulled away from each other and smiled. We laughed. It was enough for now, enough for the first kiss.

				And now, in her room, we were naked together again.

				The setting sun flooded the room with the hot orange of its rays, lighting up the walls and the sheets on her bed. The cotton sheets were cool and smooth, reminding me of the feel of her skin in the water. Her skin reminded me of nothing else in the world, for there is nothing to compare to the skin of a woman, blushed with downy hair, damp with excitement, curved without end, with that sharp demarcation of skin and a half-hidden scramble of hair.

				Nothing can prepare you for this, the exhilaration of being naked against someone for the first time. From all the other times in your life, it is so familiar. And yet it is always the first time, the first time all over again. And when you have been single, when you have gone through months and months by yourself—months in the inhuman loneliness of sleeping by yourself, alone in your room, alone in your house, alone in the world—there is something startling about it, something that makes you want to gush thank you, thank you, thank you and thank you again.

				She was breathless, as if right now would not be soon enough. We rushed forward and then caught ourselves laughing. “Like two kids,” she said. And so we lingered, played, caressed, explored, tasted, nibbled, remembered, discovered, and finally rushed forward, catching ourselves just in time to linger and to savor, before rushing forward again.

				 We awoke to the near-night: a motionless time. Even the trees and the traffic observed an hour of silence as the sun disappeared for another day.

				“That was wonderful,” I said.

				“Yes.” She sighed. “Yes.”

				“Better than I could have imagined.”

				She laughed. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Only that first times usually aren’t so perfect.”

				I went and scrounged in the kitchen, balancing back a tray of food with which we fed each other in bed.

				We kissed some more.

				We talked about our plans for the week.

				She said she wasn’t going to go on any more silly trips to find a dead sex goddess.

				I said, dramatically, that I had the only goddess I needed.

				She rolled her eyes. But then she gave me a calculated and enticing stare and said maybe she’d cancel her trip to Los Angeles at the end of the month.

				From bed, we returned to responsible citizenhood. She reached over to her answering machine to replay her messages and then I called my parents to say hello. As the phone rang, Alex planted little kisses on my neck to tease me and I pushed her away.

				My father answered. His voice was deep and raw and his throat sounded constricted. “Eli, I tried to reach you.”

				“I just got in Dad. Is something wrong?”

				“Your mother, Eli.” I heard him fight for words. “Your mother … died this morning.”

				I heard but did not hear his explanation. Alex’s eyes were on me, but I could not meet her gaze. Dad told me Anne was arriving in town with my Daniel on a 9:45 flight. I looked at the clock by Alex’s bed and I said it was too late for me to get to the airport on time. He told me Raveena was picking them up. I said I would be over in twenty minutes, I was just dropping off my friend Alexandra, and I would come straight there.

				Alexandra unhooked the receiver from my hand and placed it onto its base.

				I spoke into the air, to the food on the bed, to the carved wood of her headboard, to her shadow. “My mother died this morning.”

				“Oh no.”

				“Another stroke, a bigger one. It was unexpected. I should go.”

				“Let me drive you, Eli. You shouldn’t be driving.”

				I shook myself from my fugue and stared at Alexandra as if she were a stranger and I didn’t know exactly how I had ended up in her bed. “No, it’s all right. I’ll be careful. I just have to go.”

				It seemed to take hours to reach my parents’ house, my father’s house, my parents’ house … it would always be my parents’ house, my mother’s house and my father’s house. I did not cry, I did not think, I merely saw what seemed like too much traffic for a Sunday night. Without thought, I drew my fingers to my nose and smelled Alex’s scent—my fingertips still carried her body—and I felt a tremendous tumble of anger and guilt that I had been away with her, that we had been kissing in a glade by a sandy stream while my mother lay dead.

			

		

	
		
			
				– NINETEEN –

				 The year was 1957 or 1958. Dust coiled in the motes of sunlight steaming in through my bedroom windows. It was late spring, a school day, but I was confined to bed with a high fever.

				Through a paper straw, I drew another sip of ginger ale. It tasted funny, plasticky from the new plastic pitcher. Flat from sitting out too long. Bad from other strange tastes in my mouth. I tried another sip but frowned and set it aside.

				The dust beams had become almost still, drifting lazily upward in a current of air.

				I opened the Life magazine my mother had brought me. Several minutes later I realized I had been staring at one picture and still could not figure out what it was.

				With the nail of my index finger, I pushed some marbles over the folds of my sheet. My favorite marble was not a cat’s eye. It was white with swirls of blue and purple. Usually, I played medieval battle games with my marbles in bed. This marble was my prince. The prince conquered all. The prince always won.

				I was the prince.

				Normally I would gallop over the countryside, performing great deeds and rescuing princesses. There was a marble king and a marble queen, but these hovered in the background, important, noble, but one step removed from the cut and thrust of the game.

				I pushed a few marbles back and forth but couldn’t get into the game.

				I studied my fingerprints. I smelled my fingers and there was an odd smell on them, something sharp that didn’t belong to me.

				I drifted off to sleep and woke to explosions outside my window, atom bombs rupturing, terrible things happening.

				I screamed to my mother and screamed again so she would come quickly.

				“What is it, Eli?” she said calmly. She rested her hand on my forehead, looked at my eyes, stroked my head, checked the ginger ale level in the pitcher, but as if all in one motion and all at the same time.

				“Do you hear that?”

				We both held our breath to listen.

				“What is it, Eli?”

				“That noise. There’s bombs going off out there.” I felt panicky. “Don’t you hear it?” I didn’t know which caused more terror: the bombs exploding or my mother not hearing them. I thought, Maybe they’re too far away for her to hear. Maybe my ears are better than hers.

				“There’s a bulldozer a few lots up. Maybe that’s what you hear.”

				“No, it’s not that.” I added uncertainly. “I know that sound and this is different.”

				“Sometimes when people have a fever, things seem different.”

				Like the ginger ale. Or the marble game. Or the sound of bulldozers.

				She gave me two children’s aspirins, two pills that tasted like dusty orange candies when I chewed them.

				“Do you want me to tell you a story?”

				She told me a story I had heard many times before, but this made me cherish it all the more: “When I was a little girl, I had two favorite dolls. They were named Elijah and Anne. She had shiny dark hair. Straight like everyone in my family. Elijah had fair hair, fair and beautiful. I told myself, ‘When I grow up my first son is going to be named Elijah.’ When your father and I first spoke about marriage, I said to him, ‘I already know what I want to name my first son and my first daughter. Elijah and Anne.’ You see,” she said conspiratorially, “I had to make sure he didn’t have any other ideas in his head. And when you were born, there you were, Eli, just like my doll. Fair and beautiful.”

				What a gift, to be so wanted that I was wanted even decades before I was born.

				As I lay there, I thought I would never find another person who will want me so much.

				“I have to prepare dinner. Are you going to be all right?”

				“Yes,” I said. And I knew I would, because she was there.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY –

				 Two nights later, I wasn’t ready to face my father and my sister for our own last rites. I perched fully clothed on the edge of my parents’ bathtub and thought back on the day. I hadn’t known there could be “a fine day for a funeral,” as one red-eyed friend of my mother said. “We’re lucky, aren’t we? It’s a fine day for a funeral.” Maybe, when you hit an age when you attend enough of these things, it is possible to appreciate the small blessings, but her remark stunned me, even though she meant it to be comforting.

				To my surprise, my sister and my father had asked me to deliver the eulogy. On Monday afternoon, we started composing an outline together, but my father could not bear it and left the room with Anne dashing behind him to make sure he was okay. Later, again to my surprise, although it should have been no surprise, I discovered that Anne showed no ability to write well. I knew Anne could compose scholarly gobbledegook along with the best of them, but I was the designated writer.

				It was a shock to be so recognized by my family at this moment. Writing my four- or five-minute passage seemed more important than anything I could imagine. My sister and my father had said I was the best person to write those words.

				The writing kept me busy and, for this, I was thankful. It was the sort of small blessing I could appreciate. As I wrote and rewrote late into the night, it struck me that this eulogy, like all the chitchat that would go on the next day, was shaping an image to replace a flesh-and-blood person. There were things I considered saying and immediately dismissed: that she was an underachiever, capable of great things, but too stuck in the dictates of her generation to imagine that she, a woman, could achieve much more than raise good children and look after her mate. Why should I say these things? What purpose would it serve? To hurt my father more? To suggest she hadn’t lived a good life? To imagine that the 1990s version of a good life should have been her version of a good life? And why would anyone think that a life dedicated to helping some company make more profits or pushing papers in a deadweight bureaucracy or doing whatever most people do with their lives was anywhere near as valuable as bringing form and meaning, safety and love to your children?

				The service was a blur. I remember only a few things from that morning: As we prepared to leave for the synagogue, Anne got into a brief bossing fit, causing me to realize she only did this when things got out of control. In the car and at the synagogue, Dad sat in stunned silence, wringing his hands in a way I had never seen him do before. He would stop and stare at his empty palms, as if a precious belonging had been snatched from his hands: a belonging he had only recently realized he possessed. I recall, at the graveside, reciting the Kaddish, the mourners’ prayer, uncovering the ancient words I didn’t even know I knew. I recall the amazing kindness and a sensation of peace emanating from the aging Rabbi Rosensweig, who had known all of us for so many years. I recall the most terrible sound I have ever heard: the hard echo of the first shovelful of earth landing on my mother’s coffin and then this sound softening, gradually, from an echo to a thud to a thump to a gentle shushing of earth as, one by one, family and close friends scooped in the symbolic beginning of her end, the close of her life, the signal that life had ended and memories had begun.

				Back at the synagogue, I had read the eulogy. They were words that passed automatically from the sheets of paper to my vocal chords. My lungs managed my breathing, and my mouth formed the words. But it was as though the whole process bypassed my brain: I could not think about the words or what they meant. I did not need to for the whole meaning was cast, for me, by my father quaking silently with his hands held by Anne.

				 Dad, Anne, and I sat on three sides of the kitchen table, sipping tea. Anne broke pieces from a coffee cake left over from the reception and periodically deposited one into her mouth like an automaton.

				“I am glad we waited until this morning,” Anne said. Orthodox Jews bury their dead before a second sun has set, but we, like other Reform and many Conservative Jews, had allowed an extra day for relatives to arrive, including Mother’s sister from England, whom I had only met twice before.

				My father nodded.

				“The kids got settled okay?” I asked Anne. Her husband and kids were back at my house.

				Anne said, “Your friend Alexandra seemed really nice. Asher gave his stamp of approval.” At the funeral, Alexandra had sat at the back, but afterward at the reception, I introduced her to my family and, in particular, she chatted with Anne’s husband for a long while.

				“Yes. She is.”

				“You’ve known her long?” asked Anne.

				“Only four weeks.”

				“Oh, I thought it was longer.”

				Just as I felt my back go up, she added, “But you know how much can happen in four or five weeks.”

				All the while I was conscious that we were talking around Dad. We tried to draw him into the conversation. We talked about how nice it was that so-and-so had come and Anne peppered me with questions about different people who remembered her as a child but about whom she had no recollection whatsoever: “Who was the man with the thick glasses and bad breath?” “Who was the woman who made that dip?” “That was Alice Gudgeon, right? She still talks nonstop.” Dad seemed content to half-listen to our chatter, occasionally adding a few words when I couldn’t identity one of Mom’s friends.

				Back home, there was a message from Alexandra making sure I was okay. She said to call her day or night if I needed anything. After being effectively single for so long, it was amazing to have someone worry about me. And yet, for all I appreciated Alexandra’s care and attention, I also carried a strange resentment of her presence, as if she, a moonlit room, and an enchanted stream had conspired to yank me into her arms. None of this made any sense; I knew that none of this was either defensible nor excusable, but these were the things I felt.

				As the next few days passed, the reality of my mother’s absence sank in. Tears alternated with numbness with moments when all seemed normal. Anne, my father, and I occasionally found ourselves laughing or enjoying a sandwich. We took comfort in each other’s presence; Anne said it had been years since she felt so close. We sat shiva for several days, surrounded by family and friends. They shopped and cooked for us, making sure our attention could be turned to mourning so we would sooner, rather than later, return to the task of living. I had never understood the Jewish custom of shiva this way: I had assumed it was a prolonged ritual of piety when actually it was the community taking responsibility for those in pain. It was a way of saying that people in distress should not be left to fend for themselves. The presence of others allowed us to grieve without having to worry about the mundane details of life. More importantly, by the very presence of these people, we knew we were loved. We knew there were many others whom we loved, even if they would never replace the one person we had lost.

				Relatives and friends came and went. Sarah and Daniel did their best to be supportive and, although they were shocked by their grandmother’s death, their recovery came so quickly I had to tell myself not to be annoyed. Raveena came twice. Alexandra dropped by several times and I welcomed her gladly but somewhat stiffly, as if her own physical awkwardness had been transferred to me. Perhaps I was awkward because others were around. Others seeing us together at such an intimate moment—somehow far more intimate than the mere act of sex—seemed to confer a special status on our relationship: a status we hadn’t yet decided on, confirmed, or achieved.

				 Anne’s family left and three days later she followed them to Connecticut with a promise from Dad that he would join her in a few days. And now, almost two weeks after Mother’s death, I slipped into a new period of adjustment to a world bereft of the person who had granted me safe passage into it. Over the years, more than one friend had said that no one can imagine how it actually feels when a parent dies until you are forced to experience it yourself. As a teenager I had tormented myself about what it would be like when my parents died, but as I grew older, I accepted its eventuality and subsequently thought about it much less, except in practical terms: How would the other parent manage? Who would look after things? And, at my mother’s insistence since she was so practical, which of the kids wanted to inherit what?

				But now I was confronted with the emptiness friends spoke of; the disbelief, a strange sort of disbelief for something so inevitable; a powerful sense of things left unsaid. During the past ten, twelve days, there had been so many times when I began a conversation with her, reassuring her, thanking her, confiding in her, or asking her advice like I did when I was a little kid and valued my mother’s opinion more than any other in the world.

				The night before he flew to Connecticut to be with Anne, Dad and I drank a glass of red wine at his kitchen table.

				“It was a gift, your mother recovering from her first stroke.”

				“Yes,” I said, although I wasn’t certain what he meant since she died just three weeks later.

				“We both knew it might not last. That’s true of all life, isn’t it?” He sipped his wine. “How many people,” he said quietly, “live their life pretending they will live forever? Discovering too late what is important and what is not?”

				“Did you talk about the possibility of her dying?”

				He smiled kindly. “What do you think? You knew your mother.”

				Yes, I thought, but obviously I underestimated you.

				The question of what was important was a theme I had repeatedly returned to myself since Mother died. I found myself wondering if, in the days ahead, I could hold on to that keen sense of what mattered and what did not.

				Dad continued, “I was so happy she saw me again the way I was when we first met. I think it meant a lot to her as well. Back then, I’d take her dancing. She told me she never enjoyed dancing so much until she met me.”

				I had always assumed my father, even before his breakdown, was retiring and quiet to the point of being lachrymose. My mother’s old stories about foxtrotting around the dance floor had been hard to believe.

				He studied me, taking the measure of his son as if he were seeing me for the first time as a adult, a grown-up not so much younger than him.

				“Things changed along the way. Not at once. Gradually. Your mother and I got married. Within a few years I was no longer happy. It didn’t happen like a power failure, when all the lights shut off. It was more the way those old TV sets used to fade off—remember that?—where the image shrinks and disappears but still keeps a bit of a glow for the longest time … Anyway, I was pleased when you kids came along. But I hated my career. I loved the music, but the symphony was so stuffy. Each day, I gazed at the world from the very bottom of the musical heap. Back at home, you children were your mother’s affair. I know things are different for young men now. That’s good, but back then none of us gave it a second thought. Your mother and I stopped getting along for a time. I regretted I had married her.”

				Stunned, I could not say a thing or even nod my head.

				“Then I had my breakdown. Your mother cared for all of us. This registered and eventually I knew enough to feel thankful, even if for many years I couldn’t find the simple words to thank her. I didn’t realize a change was happening, but I grew to love her again … love her very much. Long after the initial excitement had worn away, after all those years being hemmed in by life, after the years of breakdown, I finally realized how much I loved her.”

				As if needing to fill a missing space, he put his wineglass to his lips but barely took a sip.

				“You children must have been nearing the end of high school.” He thought for a second. “It was Valentine’s Day. The war in Vietnam was raging and I remember buying her flowers and thinking about flowers on graves and Agent Orange killing everything. It’s funny what you remember.” I could almost see his mind trailing along a jungle path.

				“It had been years since I had bought her flowers. She was surprised, but I can’t tell you how pleased she was. I said to her, ‘I just want you to know how much I love you.’”

				These final words choked out of his mouth and he started crying. I held his hand for a minute as he cried, until he or I started feeling awkward and I let go. He blew his nose into a piece of tissue.

				“Those weeks after she came back from her stroke”—he paused and blew his nose again—“I felt different than I had in years and years. I felt … so alive. I could see all my blessings. Like gifts. When it first happened, for the first day or two, I was shaken by the thought of losing her and also by having to look after myself. But then, when it seemed she was never going to come out of her coma, I felt terrible that I wouldn’t get to show her how things were different for me now. I worried I’d never get to give her the affection she deserved. And suddenly, well, you know, she came back.”

				We drank more wine and then chatted about my plans for the rest of the summer. He asked about my search for Marilyn.

				I responded, “It must seem kind of silly.”

				He raised he eyebrows wryly. “Has it been fun?”

				“Yes.”

				“There you go.”

				“Where’s that?” I kidded.

				“Wherever you want to go with it.”

				“I’ll probably take another few drives, but …”

				“It’s no worse than what lots of people latch on to and live by. And it’s a lot better than what I did when I was your age or”—he looked me over again—“perhaps I was a bit younger. I couldn’t get over the loss of my dreams and, as you would say, I freaked out.”

				“We don’t say that anymore.”

				“Well, you used to.”

				“We did.”

				I thought about what he said. After a while, I added, “It’s hard to bring our dreams into contact with reality. You know what I mean?” I wanted to say something about Alexandra, to confide in him and ask for his direction and advice. I wanted to talk about my insane quest for the perfect woman and how it had gotten me nowhere. But the words eluded me or I didn’t trust his response or I didn’t want to be that vulnerable by admitting my failures to him. So I retreated back to abstractions, hoping, as with a horoscope, there would be enough for both of us to read into. “Don’t you think most people let go of their dreams far too early?”

				“Yes,” he said. “But others lose their grip on reality. That’s even worse. I can tell you firsthand. That one is even worse.”

				 For the first couple of weeks following Mom’s death, I saw Alex occasionally, but as if I were caught in a fitful sleep, I kept returning to her because I needed to, but found neither rest nor satisfaction.

				During these weeks, she did not suggest we spend the night together. From time to time, I realized she would like to, but I knew that most of all she wanted to support me. She waited patiently for me to give the signal. I still couldn’t bring myself to return to her bed, as if my presence there bore some responsibility for my mother’s death.

				I knew this was absurd. Even I could tell it was a smokescreen for the resurfacing of my original feelings about Alexandra. I had caught myself, or rather my mother’s death had caught me, right on the verge of falling in love.

				And now, I was back to where I started. To the insane fear of being with her. If I were to say yes to her I would abandon my search for the woman I had always wanted. I would have to accept, forever, that the girl in kindergarten and Alisa whatever-her-name, and Pamela, and countless other real and imaginary women would never be mine. My worth would be diminished in my own eyes; others would see me as less valuable and less desirable than they imagined me to be.

				On the one hand, life with Alexandra would be a thousand things we actually could share and which I had always wanted. That’s why I fretted so much about a relationship that was now merely six weeks old. That’s why I fretted about it from the first day we spent together: from the start I knew this was a woman I could deeply love if only I let myself. Sexually it was so good I could live a blissful, monogamous, existence forever. But would I? Would my mind stray back to the unobtainable women, to the ones who would never be mine? To the what-ifs? Would I always nurture some embarrassment that she was “the best I was able to get”?

				Almost thirty years earlier, my apartment-mate, Pivel, had been right. When it came to women, I was the most screwed-up cat on the block.

				A few days after Dad jetted to Connecticut, Alexandra and I slept together again. I fixed her dinner, a nice roast chicken with a glaze of garlic, Dijon mustard, and some of the black raspberry jam I had brought back on my first trip to Amish country. We drank our way through a bottle of wine and talked about everything in the world other than the thing that was most on our minds. But the clock and the wine and her lovely presence and the melody of her voice cut through my reticence and I said, “It’s late … Would you like to stay over?”

				She laughed. “I thought you’d never ask.”

				She must have felt me recoil a bit and rushed to add, “We can just sleep together, not do anything. Just cuddle, if you’d like.” I said I would prefer that.

				My resolve began to weaken as I half-watched her undress, awkward in her movements but breathtaking in its result. We climbed into bed, turned out the lamp, and she nestled into my arm.

				I said good night and kissed her.

				She kissed me back, briefly, lightly, her lips soft, slightly parted, restful.

				For a few minutes, I stroked her side and hip, whatever was within reach.

				She ran her hand around my chest and my nipples as if her fingers were warm water trickling here and then there.

				We kissed again, soft, short kisses, our lips relaxed, not crushing each other, but simple touching as if our lips were the tenderest of fingers.

				And unlike the first time, when we quickly got swept into the drama of love, we proceeded slowly, cautiously, respectful of boundaries—each boundary needing to be negotiated before crossed.

				 In the days that followed, Alex did not crowd me. She allowed me my grief and my distance. She didn’t demand my attention, but as we approached the end of August, we both felt the tension swell. She was booked to fly out to Los Angeles in a week, on the Saturday of Labor Day weekend. Her earlier announcement that she would “look around a bit” was now augmented by the news that her sister had lined up an offer to teach musical theory at the Los Angeles City College. Alex seemed embarrassed to tell me this, but said she wanted to see if she was ready to try teaching again. It was only a last-minute replacement position for a semester, but it would be a start. If she liked the college upon her visit, she would take the job, which would begin immediately. Cautiously, carefully, in so many words, she made it clear that if we were going to take a stab at being together, she would stay in Cleveland. If we weren’t, she would move.

				This dominated my thoughts. But hovering in front of me was also the immanent start of the school year. Normally I relished the new term. When I was young, this had been my true new year, when I would bustle around with my mother, buying notebooks and paper, and organizing my supplies in the little maple desk in my bedroom. As a teacher, even though I hated for summer to end, I was usually excited to see my students again, to wade into the frantic energy of the hallways. Like salmon or arctic terns, we started our annual migration that would take a group of young people from relative ignorance to relative insight, from not knowing, to possessing a new bundle of knowledge and confidence. Normally, I anticipated my satisfaction at the end of the year.

				I did not feel any of this.

				I felt only trepidation. The first day of school would mean, according to the mental calendar I had set, that my search for Marilyn was dead. I had planned it as a summer pastime and not a lifelong obsession. I knew I would stick by that decision. There seemed to be much more at stake, but what this was I could not say. All I knew was that the second day of September would be a return to the questionable certainties of my life, that I was what I was, that I had what I had, and I should not expect anything more.

				I also felt trepidation about Dad’s return to Cleveland, also on Labor Day weekend. He didn’t want to be in Anne’s way with the new university term and the kids back in school. His arrival would bring a fresh set of responsibilities, a burden, even, that I would have to carry myself. I didn’t resent him, I just knew it would change my life in ways I could not foresee. I had an image of another piece being inserted into my life, as if I were inserting a new appointment into each day of my agenda book.

				And I felt trepidation that I was about to lose the closest to perfect woman I had ever met. Perfect in all but …

				“Eli,” she said.

				It was a pleasantly hot Sunday afternoon. We lay in a shady corner of her backyard reading the Plain Dealer and the Sunday New York Times.

				“Mmhh?” I answered without looking up from a book review.

				“I’ve got to make some decisions,” she said and I lowered the paper. “I’m leaving in less than a week … Classes are starting. The college needs to know if I’m taking the job.”

				“I know.

				“We need to talk.

				She waited for me. I did not want to speak.

				“Eli,” she said abruptly, “this is feeling wrong.”

				The vehemence of her tone surprised me. I protested, “I’m going through a hard time.”

				“I know that, and you know I know that. But it’s more than that. I’ve felt it from the beginning.”

				“We’ve only known each other for a couple of months.”

				“Eli, we’re adults. We’ve each been through this before, each of us, a dozen times. We know what we’re looking for. We know what we like and don’t like … I like you, Eli. I …” She stopped and pressed her lips together so hard the blood drained from them, as if she were trying to prevent the next words from escaping. But she let out a gush of breath and said, “Eli, I love you.” She held my eyes and let the words sink in for both of us. “I’m not sure about that, I’m not certain. One day I feel I’m loving someone who doesn’t love me. The next I feel that both of us want to be together for the rest of our lives.”

				I took a minute to compose my response. Finally, I said, “I feel that too.”

				“What? Which part?”

				“Both things.” She waited for me to continue. “You know, one minute wanting to be with you and the next, well, not sure.” God, how pathetic that response felt, even to me in the midst of my confusion.

				“What is it?” she said impatiently? compassionately? confused?—I couldn’t tell which. “Why, Eli?”

				“I’m not sure.”

				None of this sounded convincing, even to myself.

				Several minutes passed and she didn’t open her mouth, apparently content to watch me. At last she said, “Do you remember on our drive? We were talking about who this land belonged to and all that.”

				All the while I was nodding my head “yes” but this didn’t seem enough for her.

				“Do you?”

				“Yes,” I said, as if I were being lectured. “Of course I remember.”

				“Well, ever since my accident, I haven’t felt I really belonged anywhere.”

				“I’m not sure how much any of us do.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I’ve felt that so many times. Like I didn’t belong. Like this country belonged to others. I feel it’s a place for Christians, white Christians I guess, and not for me, or Muslims, or Hindus. Not for blacks or Hispanics or Chinese. And then I talk to those white Christians and they don’t feel they have much control either.”

				“I’m not talking about control. I’m talking about belonging.”

				“I guess some of them do feel they belong. That’s true.”

				“Someone must,” said Alex.

				“Yes. Some do more than others.”

				“Well, they certainly do.”

				“Sure. But things seem to have gotten set up so that few of us feel we really belong, really deserve, or really are appreciated.”

				“Fine, Eli. That’s all I am saying. That’s what I’ve felt since my accident.”

				“Marilyn Monroe felt—”

				Alex exploded, “Jesus, Eli! I am so damn sick of hearing about your dead film star. Go have your wet dreams somewhere else! I’m telling you what’s happening to me and I’m trying to figure out if you actually feel about me the way I feel about you, and all you can do is throw Marilyn Monroe at me.

				“I—”

				“I don’t care! Okay, we all have our problems. We all have our differences. But ever since the accident I’ve felt like nothing about me matters to anyone except that I have a shattered hip and my arm dangles like … like I don’t know what.”

				“It’s not—”

				“Don’t hand me that! Stop patronizing me like everyone else. If you can’t stand being with a cripple, at least have the decency to say so.”

				“You’re not a crip—”

				“Oh God! Yes I am. Find whatever nice language you want, but yes I am.”

				“Okay,” I said sternly, “you’re a cripple. So what?”

				She caught her breath. “So? So, I’m leaving town in less than a week. Maybe I’m going to accept this job. Or maybe I’ll just find a new home I like and all you do is sit around reading the paper and planning your next ridiculous trip to find your fantasy woman.”

				Earlier I had told her I was going for another drive on Monday and Tuesday. I had asked if she wanted to come and she gawked at me like I was crazy.

				“She’s not my ‘fantasy woman’”—I mimicked her voice. “It’s more than that.”

				“Oh?” She waited, watching.

				I struggled without success to find something to say but I couldn’t find the words. Something about how Marilyn was trapped in our images and about how she represented both the best and the worst of who we are. Something about matching dreams and reality, walking down the street knowing that you are living your life—not a dream—but that your life has integrated your dreams. Something about how I felt trapped, so damned trapped, in useless old dreams that clung to me, that dogged me, that snared me, that waited in the dark to snatch me away the very minute I thought I could finally be happy. Something about trying to discover whether she had escaped useless old dreams and whether I could escape them too.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-ONE –

				 “I had a horrible nightmare last night,” I told Debbie, my ever-helpful librarian and all-purpose psychotherapist.

				“What about?”

				“I saw myself at different ages, being interviewed, I think … like on a talk show … They kept asking me why I was single.”

				“At different times in your life?”

				“Sort of … I said it was because I was waiting for the right woman. Each time I said that, it would jump ahead to another age. I said I wanted to find the right match so it would last for the rest of my and, there I was, suddenly an old man. An old geezer, still waiting and looking … horrible,” I said with a chill.

				It was early Monday evening and Debbie had invited me to her apartment for a drink. I had already postponed my final drive to find Marilyn, not out of any conviction, simply from emotional fatigue.

				“There were these huge blown-up photographs in the background that kept changing.”

				“Of what?”

				“I’m not sure … my mother … Marilyn Monroe”—I glanced at Debbie and laughed sheepishly at the obviousness of both of these— “girls I knew when I was young, women I was involved with at various times.

				“Raveena?”

				“No … I don’t think so … In the dream I kept checking to see if Alexandra’s picture was up there, but I couldn’t see it. When I actually tried to focus on them, I couldn’t see any of the pictures. None of them. It was incredibly frustrating, like I didn’t even know what I was looking for.”

				“I hate dreams like that.”

				“And there were these doors that contestants would come out of. Each one a different color. Red, green, lavender, blue. I was waiting, expecting the right woman to come sailing out of one of them, just ready-made perfect. All my classmates in Grade Eight or Nine were cheering, telling me which type of girl I should pick.”

				She sucked on her cigarette and said dryly, “Oh, did they now.”

				“Jim Crawford! That’s who it was. This guy in Grade Eight. Quarterback of the football team. Blond hair. All that. He already had his first serious girlfriend and I didn’t. He said, in the dream, “You’re just a big loser.”

				“Maybe Alex isn’t the right woman for you. You can’t force these things. If the chemistry ain’t there—”

				“Chemistry! God, they could do science experiments on us. I’ve never felt such a connection.”

				“Okay.” She waggled her cigarette in the air as if making a checkmark. “So it’s not that.”

				“I’ve decided a dozen times she wasn’t for me, that it wouldn’t work, and here I am still seeing her.”

				“When does she ship out?”

				“On Saturday.”

				“And you haven’t done anything to stop her?”

				“One minute I hope she’ll decide to stay. The next I’m thinking it’s good she’s leaving.”

				“Either way, you don’t have to make your own decision.”

				“It’s like if I go with her, I mean, not to Lost Angeles, but if we go out, we get married, it feels I’d be giving something up. Some possibility.”

				“What a concept,” she gushed. “Eli, I hate to break tough news to you, but making decisions does mean shutting out other possibilities.” Then she must have noticed I was serious and looked at me with compassion. “Eli, that is what decisions are.”

				“A while ago, I was remembering back when I turned forty.”

				She beamed. “I’ve never drunk so much in my life.”

				“You know, it felt so good to give up a bunch of old ideas, silly possibilities, that sort of stuff. But with this …”

				“What would you be giving up? Really? What possibilities?”

				“I don’t know.” My mind bounced off images of five, six, ten gorgeous women standing, as if they were positioned at intervals on a skating rink and I was careening along the ice, ricocheting off them. “It’s like that question you asked before. What do I fear? But it’s murky, like my nightmare. Scary but murky.”

				“Some dark secret in your past?”

				“No!” I laughed. “Nothing so awful or glamorous. I wasn’t molested or mistreated or ignored. Just life. Just life and what I’ve made of it.”

				“Remember what I asked you?”

				“The fear thing?”

				“No. I also asked why you never go out with Jewish women.”

				“I was married to one for a decade.”

				“If Raveena’s Jewish, then so am I.”

				“Well, she is.” I finished my scotch and knew she was still waiting for an answer. “It’s true,” I said reluctantly, “besides her, I’ve gone out with only a few Jewish women.”

				“Doesn’t that seem, I don’t know, odd?”

				“Are my genes supposed to be attracted to their genes? Should deep racial memories take me back to the Garden of Eden?”

				“Eli, I told you before, I’m not saying you should end up with a Jewish woman. It’s simply that they don’t seem part of your picture of the ideal woman.” The bluntness of her words stung me. She continued. “That’s what I find strange. They seem to be excluded by definition.”

				“That’s crazy.”

				“No it’s not. Just look at yourself.”

				I dramatically looked down at myself.

				“Eli,” she said sternly.

				“Well, what do you expect? The whole world told me I was gonna get killed for being Jewish. That I was a weakling. That my skin was pasty white and not beach-boy brown. One summer at the pool, Grade Seven, these boys taunted me. Over and over they shouted, “Lily feet, lily feet!” They were all tanned and their dads read Playboy and they had all the latest clothes.

				“And in Grade Nine, in Ten, all I heard from my mother and her friends was how nice this Jewish girl was and that Jewish girl was. Meanwhile, all the other guys had girls who went to country clubs or, well, actually, most of them didn’t. But even if they didn’t, they just knew how to do things the right way.”

				“There must have been rich Jewish girls too.”

				“That’s not the point. No one gave a shit about the Jewish girls. You didn’t see them in the magazines or on TV. Only the other girls mattered.”

				“Eli, I hope you don’t mind me saying this. But I think this is crap.”

				“Of course it’s crap! You think I don’t see it’s crap!”

				“You seem to have bought it.”

				“What choice did I have?”

				“Lots.”

				“I was just a kid. I got beat up for being Jewish. I wasn’t given the time of day by the girl I liked because I was Jewish. Was I gonna end up another big loser like my father?”

				At my final remark, she laughed, but it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Oh, so that’s it?”

				“What?”

				“What this is all about.”

				I thought about this. “No, I don’t think so, at least not entirely … But it was part of it. Part of what happened to me—that’s how it felt, you know, like it was something happening to me, not simply to him—at the same time I was reaching puberty and this whole world of crap was dumping on my head. I felt such shame”—I cut her off before she could interrupt again—“not only about Dad, but about everything. I felt weak and awkward, I felt I’d never fit it, I’d never make the grade. And—”

				“—you bought it.”

				Again, I thought about this. “Debbie, I’m only telling you how I felt.”

				“Eli, all this was years ago. You were a kid.”

				“I know.”

				It seemed so impossible that thirty-year-old feelings, forty-year-old feelings, childhood feelings, still had so much power. It was as if I had this old image of myself superimposed over the real picture of me as an adult. All that I knew about people, about myself, the world, what I wanted, all the learning I had done, none of that could hold a candle against the simple, clear, and wrong lessons I learned early in life. Nothing could stand up against the dark insecurity that seemed lodged deep within.

				It’s not only now, looking back, that I can see this clearly. By those last days of August, I was painfully aware of my problem. Even I wanted to yell at myself: “Grow up, Eli.” But there was this huge chasm, one of those painful gaps at the heart of many lives, between what we know we should do and what we are able to do. In my mind, I pleaded … pleaded to the gods, “Please help me. Please help me get through this.” It hurt so much to be stuck like this in such a dark place.

				For a few minutes, we were quiet. I lifted my glass, but it was empty. Debbie did not offer me anymore.

				“So what are you going to do?”

				“Debbie, I wish I knew.”

				“It sounds like she’s made the decision for both of you.”

				 John telephoned me later that night. I was not thrilled to hear his voice.

				“But I’ve got to talk to you,” he pleaded. “I’ve got no one else.”

				“What makes you think you have me?”

				“Please, Eli.”

				“What is it?”

				“Can I come over?”

				“No.”

				I heard some noise at the other end, like he was stifling tears.

				“John,” I said with a snap, “close your eyes and pretend I’m there.”

				I waited for his reply.

				“This is between us, right?”

				“John! You’re the one who called me. What, you murdered someone?

				“This is serious!”

				“My lips are sealed. Mmrrmm.”

				He ignored my sound effects, took a breathe, and blurted out, “I want to return to my wife.”

				Laughter burst from my lungs. I don’t know what I had imagined he would tell me, but this certainly wasn’t it. “Your wife?”

				“You don’t have to make fun of me … Linda called me about some insurance things. We had a parlay for an hour and I felt relaxed, like old times.”

				“That’s great, John,” I said without enthusiasm.

				“I didn’t tip her off, Linda, I mean, but I know she’s not going out with anyone and I just feel that maybe we can make up.”

				“From what I remember, she doesn’t have anything to make up for.”

				“Well, I mean, maybe I can make up to her.”

				“That’s great, John,” I repeated, still without enthusiasm.

				“I just don’t know what to say to … to Raveena.”

				Another gale of laughter, this time mixed with disdain, exploded from me. “Let me get this straight, big John. You’re phoning me to get my advice on dumping my ex-wife so you can win back your ex-wife who you cheated on all those years.”

				“I didn’t.”

				“Didn’t what?”

				“Didn’t cheat on her.”

				“John,” I snarled, “you call me, you were just about blubbering, and now you start bullshitting me like—”

				“I’m not bullshitting you.”

				“What the hell are you talking about?” How many times had I heard him brag about this “lady” or that? How many times had some colleague spotted him in a restaurant or at the movies with another woman while he was still married? How many nights when he lived with me had he toodled off on a hot date?

				“I … this is between us, right?”

				“Jesus!”

				“Okay. I’ve never told this to anyone, but …”

				“Spit it out, John.”

				“I was impotent with Linda. There. Not all the time, you know, but most of the time.”

				“It happens.”

				“Not to me!”

				“Apparently it did.”

				For the longest time only silence came down the phone line.

				“Yes,” he said finally. “It did … I started thinking that the old magic had vanished. There were all these beautiful ladies out there and Linda was a lot older than when we met, and I thought that perhaps …”

				“So you cheated on her.”

				“Once. Only once. Okay? I met this woman at a vps’ conference in Dayton. She was lonely and we ended up going to bed together. But I couldn’t … well, nothing happened. I felt excited—it was the first time in twenty-five years I had lain a finger—”

				“Laid a finger. The verb is laid.”

				“Okay, laid a finger on another lady—” He laughed and for a moment reverted to the John I knew. “I mean, I laid my eyes on a lot of ’em, but, anyways, I was excited but nothing happened. I told her I wasn’t feeling well and I went back to my room. And that was it.”

				“John, I’m sorry, but I know you’re bullshitting. Everyone saw you around town and you endlessly talked about different women. Your wife left you, for God’s sake.”

				“I did go out with other ladies. Lots of them. But I didn’t try to do it with a single one of them. I was too scared it would happen again. That’s why I went out with so many of them. I never let things get too far.”

				“Isn’t that cheating anyway?”

				“I don’t know … I guess … We didn’t do anything but sometimes kiss.”

				I screamed, “You hurt your wife, you idiot! That’s the whole point. That’s what cheating is. It’s not about what part of your body touches what part of hers. Its, pwooh”—exasperated, I let out a huff of air—“don’t you see that?”

				“I guess.”

				Suddenly I thought about him and Raveena. Unless she had changed a lot in the past twelve years I couldn’t imagine his impotence not being an issue for her.

				I blurted out: “What about you and Raveena?”

				“Do you really want—”

				“I asked, didn’t I?”

				“Well, it doesn’t seem to be a problem anymore.” Triumph was in his voice. “She’s quite a lady, that Raveena is.”

				I wished I hadn’t asked. I’ll take the sniveling John over the lecherous John any day.

				“That’s groovy, John. Nice to get reports on my ex. Thanks.”

				“I didn’t mean—”

				“It’s okay.”

				“I didn’t mean—I don’t know what I mean. But when we did it, I kept thinking about Linda.”

				“This gets better every second. Now you’re calling to tell me that when you’re having sex with my ex-wife who you want my advice on how to dump you’re fantasizing about your ex-wife who you’ve already dumped. Great. Maybe we can get on a talk show together.”

				“Did that ever happen to you?”

				“What?”

				“Think about another woman like that?”

				“No,” I lied. A year after I left Raveena, I stumbled into a useless relationship with a woman who would never be my mate. One night, I found myself fantasizing about Raveena when we were having sex. That night was the last time I slept with her. “So let me get this: You’re telling me that, you’re what, fifty-one, fifty-two?”

				“Fifty, I’m barely fifty.”

				“And you were still pretending to get laid when you didn’t?”

				“Well …”

				“God, I didn’t even do that when I was a teenager.” No, I thought, I even made a virtue of the virginal status I desperately wished to lose.

				“I never actually said—”

				“Let’s not play lawyer. You sure gave that impression.”

				“So what do you think I should do?”

				“John!”

				“Do you ever think about getting back with Raveena?”

				“No.” This time I didn’t lie.

				“So?”

				“You want my advice?”

				“That’s why I called.”

				“John, are you capable of being honest?”

				“That’s a rotten thing to say, Eli.” He sounded hurt.

				“Just think about it for a moment. Your track record isn’t exactly …”

				“Yes,” he said with an edge of petulance. “I am capable of being honest.”

				“Then you’ve got to tell Raveena first. You owe it to her. And you owe it to her whether Linda wants you back or not.”

				“What if Linda doesn’t?”

				“That’s your tough luck.” Making decisions means giving up other possibilities. “You can’t have it both ways.”

				“And then?”

				I couldn’t believe this guy. “John,” I said as if I were talking to one of my students, “what do you think?”

				“Well, maybe I should have someone check it out with Linda, ask her if I should talk with her.”

				“Jesus, you really do belong in high school. John, no. You go and ask her yourself. You apologize. You explain things. You don’t make any excuses. You ask her forgiveness. You ask her whether you two could try again. You say you’d be willing to see a counselor together. You give her time to think about it. Get it?”

				“That’s all?”

				I shook my head. “John, that’s all you can do.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-TWO –

				 Late Tuesday afternoon. The light had been angular, robbed of its mid-day brilliance. It whispered that autumn was approaching and summer would soon be gone.

				We had made love standing in my front hallway. The maple floor was bright and clean, cool under our feet. On the sideboard were a vase of zinnias, an extra set of keys, and two envelopes ready to mail.

				Alexandra had her back to me. One elegant hand gripped on to the handrail leading upstairs. Her bare feet were planted apart on the hardwood floor, her Balinese skirt was rolled into a cotton coil around her waist. The brace circled her right leg. My arms reached around her and one hand cupped on to her, holding us together, wet hairs tangling around my fingertips.

				Late Tuesday night. Alexandra was asleep at my side. I could smell the gentle scents from her body: the love we had made.

				I have always liked the phrase “making love.” It tells me that love is based in the body, something we create by two humans being together. The supreme act of social creation. The way we make it, and the type of love we make, depend on who we each are and what we want to create with one another. But it always has to do with our corporeal reality taking some physical and emotional action. Or is it the other way around? Our emotional reality coming into bodily form?

				I pondered this, Alexandra nestled at my side. And it occurred to me that she and I had started to build a life together. I had not decided this. I still wasn’t certain. She was leaving. But at times like this, my words were a hollow protest.

				I watched her calm face and her beautiful lips as if these would give me another reason to say yes or another excuse to say no. I followed the lines of her body, shrouded by the soft cotton sheet, covered in silence by her sleep.

				I had always assumed that building a life together was about the future. Wasn’t it about having a sense of certainty that this other person would be there, that we would continue to share moments and experiences? Really, though, a life together existed almost exclusively in the past. A life together is something that has already been built. The accumulation of experiences big and small: A swim in a stream. An argument on the sidewalk. A mother’s death while in bed. Building a life together is the accumulated wealth of habits and shared expressions—those times when she says something and you know it could have been you saying it: such are her words, such is her tone of voice. As for the future, it is only a possibility, a guess, a desire for moments that, all too quickly, will become the building blocks of the past.

				It wasn’t as if Alexandra and I had searched for a place to make love this afternoon. We weren’t trying to be adventurous or risqué. It had simply happened. We had had another get-nowhere-at-all discussion and she had said, sadly but definitively, that she was leaving. But then one good-bye kiss blossomed and within seconds we were tearing at our clothes, rolling them up, pushing them away and, just like that, we were building a life together. A decision I still hadn’t made. A decision I still refused to accept. A decision I knew was really no decision but that welled up dark and menacing.

				She breathed, almost silently, at my side. Her skin was warm, smooth like a porpoise. In the dark of the night, I could pretend it was certain we were building a life together. The feeling of certainty—and the desirability of that certainty—seemed as solid as the maple floor against our bare feet.

				I was not prepared for the final chapters of Marilyn’s life. When I opened the book the next day sitting on a lawn chair out back, I should have been all psyched up: after all, I’d been living with Marilyn Monroe for the past four months. I knew how the story supposedly ended, although I still didn’t know the details and whether her death had been ruled an accident or a suicide. I knew this was a serious book and would discount all the absurd conspiracy theories about the Kennedys and the mob, aliens or the fbi. And yet, I was riveted to the text with increasing disbelief, anger, and sorrow.

				Even then it took me all day Wednesday to grind through these chapters. The story of her final year was so monstrous and so frustrating that after reading for an hour that morning, I actually threw the book to the ground. A bit later, I read for a while, then slammed it shut. I returned to it in before dinner, but put it aside again. Finally, alone in my bed, I finished it late that night.

				My frustration was about the terrible things done to Marilyn by a succession of women and men. I grew anxious seeing her inability to escape the claws of both her demons and her very real tormentors at the very moment when escape at last seemed possible. From the sidelines I screamed my advice, but she was unable to hear.

				The story resumed in late 1960. With shooting over for The Misfits, she and Arthur Miller returned to New York, although they now lived apart and were divorced early in the new year. Each day she visited her analyst, Marianne Kris, and she resumed classes at the Actors Studio. John F. Kennedy was sworn in as president of the United States.

				Promise and hope were palpable at the time in the United States. Even though I was only eleven, I remember it well. Despite this and her own excitement about her future as a serious actor, the winter of 1961 proved to be a terrible time for her. Soon after shooting had ended, her co-star Clark Gable died of a heart attack; within months The Misfits was panned by critics, her third marriage had failed, and a new film project fell through. She sank deeper into a routine of sleeping pills and visits to her therapist.

				In early February, Kris drove Marilyn to a hospital, advising her that she needed some rest. Kris had Marilyn sign herself in under a false name. But the place was actually a psychiatric clinic and Kris had told no one else what she was doing. Marilyn was locked in a room with walls made of concrete blocks and a door made of steel—she who hated confined spaces and who had always refused to have a lock on her own bedroom door at home. She endured five terrifying days before she persuaded a nurse to let her phone Joe DiMaggio at his home in Florida. DiMaggio hadn’t seen her for six years, but he immediately flew to her aid, demanding she be released. Kris was forced to agree. Dismissed by Marilyn, she would never see her again, but on Marilyn’s death a year later, she received a quarter of her estate from a will Marilyn had never changed.

				Marilyn wrote about this experience: “The inhumanity there I found archaic. They asked me why I wasn’t happy there … I answered: ‘Well, I’d have to be nuts if I like it here!’ They pride themselves in having a home-like atmosphere. I asked them [the doctors] how they figured that. They answered, ‘Well, on the sixth floor we have wall-to-wall carpeting and modern furniture,’ to which I replied, ‘Well, that any good interior decorator could provide …’ but since they are dealing with human beings, I asked, why couldn’t they perceive the interior of a human being.”

				In early March 1961, after a stay of recovery in another hospital, she joined Joe in Florida. Joe had done several years of therapy himself and said to her that she had been right to leave him when she did. So, I thought, the Jewish intellectual turned out to be a lug and the goyisha lug was looking like a mensch.

				She returned to Los Angeles, had two more bouts of surgery: again attempting to relieve her endometriosis and later to have her gall bladder removed. Most importantly, she started doing intensive therapy with Ralph Greenson, whom she had seen while in L.A. the previous year. At the time, Greenson was one of the most respected therapists in the business, but the man progressively insinuated himself into her life until he, in effect, controlled her. He broke every rule in the therapist’s book and did everything in his power to make her dependent on him. Greenson convinced her to fire her aide, masseur, and close friend, Ralph Roberts, because, he said, there wasn’t room for two Ralphs in her life. He had her hire an older woman, Eunice Murray, who had worked for Greenson, as her housekeeper and personal assistant, and he used Mrs. Murray to watch Marilyn and control her movements. He encouraged Marilyn to spend time at his house with his family and to phone him, night or day, whenever she wanted. He continued to write prescriptions, as did her family physician, for large doses of Nembutal, which she took nightly.

				It was during this time, the fall of 1961 to the summer of 1962, that she met President Kennedy on four occasions and, apparently, slept with him once.

				In the early spring, work was gearing up on Something’s Got to Give. All winter there had been back-and-forth negotiations; work continued on a lousy script. Eventually Greenson pried himself into these negotiations and claimed he could speak on her behalf.

				Marilyn moved into a home that Greenson recommended she buy not far from his house.

				Every few days a studio doctor injected her with what he told her were vitamins to boost her energy. They appear to have been a combination of amphetamines and other drugs. Meanwhile, Greenson prescribed Dexamyl, a dangerous combination of an amphetamine and a barbiturate.

				Shooting started on Something’s Got to Give in late April and, according to biographer Donald Spoto, the extant scenes show, in Marilyn, a brilliant and mature actor trying to hold together a lousy movie. In mid-May, Marilyn was sick briefly and the studio— knowing they had a bomb on their hands in spite of Marilyn, and being incredibly in debt from Cleopatra—seized the opportunity and sued her for breach of contract, saying she had failed to report to work. Over the next month, the movie was off and on, with moments of reconciliation interrupted by the renewal of the lawsuit.

				As the days went on she fought to regain control over her life. She expressed concerns to friends about Greenson and what he was doing to her. Yet she continued to see him, still unable to sever the link. By now he had involved another doctor who visited her most days to shoot her up with more “vitamins” that she was told she needed to stay healthy.

				Her thirty-sixth birthday came and went. She told a reporter: “You don’t know what it’s like to have all that I have and not be loved and know happiness. All I ever wanted out of life is to be nice to people and have them be nice to me. It’s a fair exchange. And I’m a woman, I want to be loved by a man, from his heart, as I would love him from mine. I’ve tried, but it hasn’t happened yet … I’ve been waiting all my life.”

				Despite Greenson’s attempts to prevent her, Marilyn renewed contact with her friends. As the days went by, no one was becoming more important to her than Joe DiMaggio. His visits to Los Angeles were more frequent. According to friends, by late July they had decided to remarry. August 8 was to be the date.

				As August began, Marilyn was in a buoyant mood. Filming would resume in the fall. She was cooking up plans for new movies. Most of all she was thrilled by her upcoming marriage. She had decided to sever her relation with Greenson, although she had not yet acted on this. But as the first step in the process, she told Mrs. Murray to take a hike.

				Reading all of this that Wednesday night, as her days counted down toward August 4, 1962, I felt as if I were watching one of those excruciating climaxes in a horror movie: the ones where the heroine thinks she has escaped the monster, but you know and everyone around you knows that at any moment claws will slash out of the darkness and snatch her away.

				Marilyn was so close to breaking from the last of a succession of patriarchs and matriarchs who had controlled her life. I saw her as clearly as if she were in front of me, watching her discover that she was a capable and, potentially, independent woman who was very much loved. She was about to remarry a man who was devoted to her and finally, a decade after their first attempt, loved her for who she was and not for what he wanted her to become.

				Reading all of this—now lying in bed—on that last Wednesday night in August, I was with her. I was also out there on my own edge: where my own monsters lurked, ready to drag me into the dark. Right that minute maybe a dozen friends were screaming at me: “Eli, watch out! Your demons are going to snatch Alexandra away from you.” Or, more to the point, “Eli, you’re an idiot. You’re acting like a teenager. Grow up. This is it. Real love. Real relationships where no one is perfect.” My demons were probably crystal clear to everyone but me. And, looking back, I realize I actually knew what they were and what I had to do, but, like Marilyn, I simply could not take the next step. A sudden chill caused me to shudder and I glanced nervously around my bedroom and out toward the yawning doorway.

				With dread, I reopened the book, glanced a final time around my room, and finally read to its end.

				People who talked to her on the telephone early on the night of August 4 say she was “happy, gay, alert—anything but depressed.” At 7:30 or 7:45, however, actor Peter Lawford spoke to her by phone and later reported that she sounded drugged and depressed. He tried calling her back but the line was continuously busy. He reached others who finally got hold of Mrs. Murray, who was working her last night for the actress. She said Marilyn was fine. Finally, at 1:30, Lawford received word that Marilyn was found dead at midnight. He was told that her doctor, Greenson, was there. But still, as it turned out, neither Greenson nor Mrs. Murray had called the police.

				At 4:25 in the morning, an anonymous call came into the police station. These were the words: “Marilyn Monroe is dead, she committed suicide.”

				It appears that no one now alive knows exactly what happened during that final night.

				I read in amazement that the coroner later ruled she had committed suicide in spite of strong evidence to the contrary.

				I plowed through the final pages, wishing it said something different. On one level there was the awful reality of what happened. Author Donald Spoto makes a convincing case that Greenson and Murray inadvertently administered a fatal overdose of drugs and then spent hours covering their tracks before calling the police.

				But I was also reading this book for another reason: to find whether there was any way her death had been faked.

				It wasn’t just improbable, it was absurd.

				Dozens of people saw her body. Naked in bed. At the morgue. And at the funeral home where her personal makeup artist did Marilyn’s face for the funeral, as he had once promised her he would.

				And perhaps even more to the point, on the very night she died, she could see her whole life blossoming in front of her, in her forthcoming marriage, in her career, and in her growing confidence and sense of herself. She had nothing to flee from and every reason to stick around.

				 The light spread into my bedroom. I surfaced slowly, rising from sleep into languor. I lay there for the longest time, listening, distantly, to the chattering of birds. An overeager car roared by, its churning engine pouncing on me and then fading into the distance. Quiet returned. I waited for the next sound. A blue jay squawked. The curtains rustled. The morning paper thumped onto my porch.

				Alexandra Marris was leaving for California the day after tomorrow. Marilyn Monroe was dead. I was forty-eight years old and single. Worse, I was forty-eight years old and stuck in my adolescent fears and insecurities.

				The weight of all this sat on my chest like a thousand personal history books, preventing me from moving. Where? Out of bed, for one thing. A busy day waved its arms to get my attention: breakfast at Alex’s, lunch and an afternoon movie with Daniel. Then, if I had time, I’d shop for a new pair of pants for myself for school (maybe I’ll treat myself to a new three-ringed binder, I thought happily), then pick up Alex for a concert. But I didn’t have the energy to get moving. Pathetically, I thought, what is the point?

				 Breakfast with Alex was tense.

				“I don’t feel sure enough,” I said. “I don’t want to say, ‘Don’t go’ and then have it not work out. How can I do that to you?”

				“I wasn’t looking for guarantees. Only possibilities. Only an expression of your desire.”

				“I don’t know.”

				Pain and scorn hung together in her eyes.

				I looked at her: beautiful, smart, an arm flopping at her side.

				And I looked at myself: superficial superficial superficial. But the darkness still kept me from saying anything else.

				 Daniel and I gobbled down hot turkey sandwiches and saw one of the Star Wars movies. Although I wasn’t entirely able to hoist the history books off my chest, I enjoyed myself, forgetting for long periods that I had anything to worry about other than whether the Evil Empire would defeat the good guys.

				Daniel didn’t exactly announce he was excited about school starting on Tuesday. But before and after the movie, he couldn’t stop gabbing about what he was going to wear, who he was going to see, and what everything was going to be like in Grade Nine, his first year of high school. I don’t think he had said so much to me in all of the past two years, and I loved every second of it.

				In my car outside his house, he stalled for a moment.

				“You heard about Mom and John?”

				“What’s that?” I said neutrally.

				“They broke up.”

				“I thought that might be coming. She’s okay?”

				“Yeah, I think so.”

				“You look after her. Sometimes adults don’t show it around their kids, but things like that can really hurt.”

				“Yeah. I’ve been giving her lots of hugs.”

				“That’s great, Daniel.”

				He hadn’t so much as hinted at it, but I offered to take him shopping on Sunday for some new clothes. His eyes lit up and he said thanks as he got out of the car, hitting his head for the second time that day.

				He leaned back in, rubbing his head. “Maybe you should phone her too,” he said. “Mom would like that.”

				 Severance Hall cast its usual spell over me, the gilt-ceiling soaring overhead, the lotus-blossom reminders of an ancient past, the other reminders of a not-as-distant past. I had hoped that my father’s snapping out of his long fugue would mean that the old ghosts would stop tormenting me whenever I stepped into this hall. And, it was true, I didn’t think as much about what my father had done as about how hard it must have been for my mother. I was angry at him for running off on his own cross-decade trip while my mother kept everything ticking. What a selfish thing to have done.

				During Mahler’s Tenth Symphony, with Alex at my side, I cried quietly, the way some people are able to cry at a sad or tragic movie. Hope mixed with despair. The grandeur of the twentieth century lay ahead, but Mahler wove into this unfinished work the specter of mechanical and human horrors he could not fully imagine but he could somehow foresee. I cried for my mother, who had lived through much of the century only to die a few years before its end. I cried for the hard life she had led, growing up in near-poverty and later facing so much uncertainty. I wondered what it would have been like to meet someone and, apparently without a second thought, decide within a couple of months to get married, knowing that it was a decision that would last for the rest of your life with no easy escape clause if things didn’t work out.

				As if reacting to my thoughts, but I guess only to my tears, Alex rested her good hand on my forearm and squeezed gently, just once.

				Marriage was different then. It wasn’t just me: this meeting-the-right-person thing wasn’t only my problem. As the orchestra played, I thought about changes good and bad: the crumbling institution of marriage and the impact of women’s independence, the necessity of two-career families, the greater acceptance of getting out of destructive relationships, and the determination of my generation to combine in marriage both friendship and sexual satisfaction, child-rearing and economic partnership.

				Sure, I could point a finger at government policies and a corporate agenda that failed to allow relationships to flourish or, half the time, even survive. But where, too, was some new consciousness, some balance between our new expectations and the ancient wisdom: something to allow us to stop hoping that every last need must be met in one relationship? How stupid! How silly to think that this one person can carry the total burden of intellectual companion, best friend, confidant, perfect sexual partner, support system, and someone who agrees with you on every last movie. Where did we cook up this scheme to find the perfect person and what exactly is this perfect person other than a narcissistic image, a reflection of what we think we are or, at least, who we think we deserve to be?

				As the music crescendoed, I mulled this over and thought about myself when I was a boy. When my father cracked up, I earned yet another badge that told the world why I was different. One more reason why I would never, ever, find that perfect woman and why I would obsessively keep trying because, without her, I would be nothing.

				On the drive home from the concert, Alexandra and I had an argument, a serious, blow-up-in-your-face, argument. I spoke of these concerns about relationships in an intellectual sort of way. Naturally, she wanted me to take them from the abstract to the logical conclusion about us. It was as if she knew exactly what was holding me back, even though I couldn’t find the words to understand it myself. I was the one with two good legs, but I still couldn’t take that one extra step. I still, still, still was looking for someone who was not the someone sitting beside me, now yelling at me and waiting to hear what I would yell back.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-THREE –

				 The telephone rang as I crunched on a bowl of cereal late the next morning. Friday morning—Alexandra’s last full day in town.

				I picked up the receiver, assuming it was Alex, hoping that things had settled down and she would take up my original offer to ferry her around today doing pre-trip errands.

				It was a woman’s voice but not Alex’s.

				“Mr. Eli Schuman?”

				“Yes?”

				“I’m phoning from County Hospital in Norwalk. I’m a nurse here.”

				I waited for her to continue.

				“I understand you’re a friend of Mr. Lewis.”

				I hesitated. “I don’t think so.”

				“Gus Lewis?”

				I smiled to myself. The old geezer.

				“What’s wrong?” I asked.

				“He’s had a heart attack and we can’t seem to track down any relatives. You wouldn’t know where we could find any?”

				“How did you, uh, find me?”

				“There was a napkin with your name and phone number printed on it. It was in his wallet.” She pronounced “his wallet” as if it were the name of a disease.

				Back at the greasy spoon where I had found him, I had written down this information in case he thought of anything. He had said, “I’m gonna tuck ’er right in here,” as he slipped the fragile piece of paper into his slimy old wallet. “You never know, do you now?”

				The nurse continued. “So you’re not related to him?”

				“No. No, I’m not.”

				“Oh. Well, are you able to come?”

				I didn’t want to sound uncaring, but it did seem odd she would even ask.

				“I barely know him. We only met twice.”

				“He had your name in his wallet.”

				“Yes, I know.”

				“He is in and out of consciousness. We don’t expect him to survive.”

				“I’m sorry, but—”

				“He said he wanted to talk to you.”

				“To me?”

				“Not you, exactly. He said we had to call the boy in his wallet. He said he had important things to tell him. You were the only name or anything like that in the wallet so we assumed he meant you.”

				“Can you ask him what it is?”

				Her voice bristled. “Mr. Schuman. I did, of course. He said something that didn’t make sense and repeated he had to speak to you. He said it was what you wanted. ‘Just the ticket for you,’ he said it was.”

				“Could I just speak to him on the phone?”

				“He’s in intensive care, there’s no phone by the bed.”

				“Don’t you have an extension cord?”

				“Mr. Schuman, I really have to get back to my patients.”

				“Where did you say you’re calling from?”

				“County Hospital in Norwalk.”

				“Uh, do you mind my asking where that is?”

				She clucked her tongue as if fed up that no one seemed to give any respect to small towns any longer. “About an hour west of Cleveland.” She pronounced Cleveland as thought it were still a sewer where the Cuyahoga River could still burst into flames like it did when I was a kid. “You can take I-80 or stay on 20 if you don’t care for the highways.”

				“When are your visiting hours on Saturday or Sunday? I’ll do my very best to make it down.”

				“Mr. Schuman, the doctors don’t expect him to last out the day, let alone survive into the weekend.”

				“See you later,” I said and hung up.

				I tapped out Alexandra’s number, but there was no answer. I threw together a peanut-butter sandwich for the road and tried Alex again, just in case she’d been in the shower. This time I left a message: “Hi, Alex. I’m sorry about last night, I’d like to talk about what happened. I’ve been thinking a lot about it. Can we still get together for dinner tonight? I’ve got some running around to do and will call you later.”

				It was true, I’d been thinking a lot about it, but I had come to no clear conclusion.

				By 10:30 I was humping down the blistering highway, air conditioner cranked to infinity and still barely doing the trick. An hour later, I pulled into the parking lot of the small hospital in Norwalk. Waves of heat rose off the asphalt and almost lifted me off my feet when I stepped out of the car. When will someone pass a law, I wondered, that requires developers to put trees in all parking lots? As I dragged through the hot thick air, I added that to my platform for president, along with everyone getting their own birthday off as a holiday. As an election platform, it still needed some fleshing out, but it wasn’t a bad place to start.

				The short walk to the door left me sticky from head to toe. Sweat coated the inside of my arms and around my neck. The electric door swooshed open and I stopped, momentarily confused about where I was and what I was doing: the sight of all those nurses and doctors in their green, pink, and white uniforms punched me back two months to the hospital where I had done everything but sleep for five days as my mother fought to live, successfully, but then again not.

				Gus was sleeping when I arrived on the ward, sucking occasional breaths and looking worse than I assumed. I am never prepared for how bad people look in the hospital. His face was caved in, scratched over with a layer of gray bristles, and he was all wired and tubed with the familiar equipment snaking in and out of his body. I asked for the nurse who phoned me and an auburn-haired, forty-year-old said, “Well, that would be me, wouldn’t it?” I said I thought it would and asked about Gus.

				“You might want to sit by him. There’s no telling when he’ll wake up.”

				And so I did just that. I hadn’t thought to bring a book and ended up shuffling old magazines in the waiting room until I found something to bring back to his bedside. A bit later, I dashed down for a sandwich. I found a payphone and tried Alex’s number but, again, she didn’t answer, although this relieved me because I wasn’t thrilled about telling her where I had gone.

				In the early afternoon, Gus peeled open his eyes.

				“That the light at the end of the tunnel?” he called into the air.

				“Not a chance, Gus.”

				“Who’s that?”

				“It’s me, Eli Schuman. The teacher from Cleveland.”

				He strained to turn his head sideways and, finally, focused on me. “Well, what d’ya know. It wasn’t but a sec ago I was tryin’ to get that nurse to ring you up, and here you come.”

				“She called me.”

				“She did, did she?”

				“She did.”

				Gus started coughing and before he could launch a nob of hork across the ward, I called to the nurse, who rushed over. She propped him up, like a mother would her child, and wiped the spittle from his lips.

				Sternly, she told me, “Now don’t go getting him so excited.”

				I promised I wouldn’t.

				Gus eyes fluttered shut and I was worried he’d drift back to sleep.

				“Gus,” I whispered, “Gus, wake up a second.”

				He strained to open his eyes and, once again, went through the drill of focusing on my face.

				“The nurse said you had something to tell me.”

				He didn’t respond and I couldn’t tell from his half-closed eyes whether he had even heard me.

				“Gus,” I whispered, “is there something you want to tell me?”

				And then his eyes sprang open so quickly he almost made me jump.

				“That’s right. Boy-oh-boy, that’s exactly right.”

				I waited while he did something with his mouth that made him look like a camel chewing a fig.

				“You know why I got down here?”

				“No.”

				“You never did know much, did you now?” He started laughing but, to my relief, it didn’t turn into another coughing fit. “I came here to look for her myself.”

				“Who?” I asked cautiously.

				“Well, Marilyn Monroe, naturally, you know-nothing.”

				“She’s around here, you think?”

				“Sure as I’m lyin’ here. About a month back I run into old Clyde, he’s the buddy I was tellin’ you ’bout who did them deliveries with me. I said, ‘Clyde. You recall that day I found Marilyn Monroe?’ He says, ‘Oh, yes, Gus, I do. Before then, I always suspected you was full of bs but that day I was certain.’

				“‘Where was we goin’ that day?’ I asked him. I wasn’t ’bout to show him my hand, you know what I mean. So he says, ‘Well, that was up there in Huron County.’ They’re all named after Injuns, you know.”

				“So I’ve heard, Gus.”

				“I didn’t know Huron County from a piss-pot, but I figured there must be more than a deuce of roads around here so I says to him, ‘Clyde, that the best you can do?’

				“And he smirks at me and says, ‘You want Marilyn Monroe’s address? You gonna ask her on a date?’ He starts to fumble in his pocket like he had an address book. He was always a mean SOB. Always ready to make fun of his betters. But I says, ‘I’m writin’ my memories. Gonna write me a book,’ I says. That’s not really true, but I’d had enough of him.

				“And he says he don’t believe me but then he thinks for a spell, like maybe he should tell me anyway since we used to be friends. ‘I don’t know what town it was near, but I can tell you it couldn’t have been far from that river, what was that name I liked so much?’

				“I didn’t have a clue what the hell he was mouthin’ about, but one thing I have to say for Clyde, he has a mind like a trap. Always doing crossword puzzles and those things. So I waits for him.

				“‘It was Ver—’ I could see those hamsters running round his brain, ‘Vermillion.’ He snapped his fingers, just poppin’ ’em over and over like he had won the lottery and he said it again. ‘The Vermillion River.’”

				I had been listening to Gus, letting him rip through the story at quite a pace for someone who wasn’t supposed to last out the day. I figured the doctors didn’t know who they were dealing with. But now he was starting to fade.

				“Gus,” I whispered. “That’s great, Gus. So what happened?”

				He seemed to force his eyes back open and took a few breaths. “I thought I’d snoop around myself … I didn’t get far and this is where I ended … I heard them talking about me, these two doctors, as if I don’t got ears in my head no more. They said it don’t look good, but what the hell they know?”

				“Nothing, Gus. They don’t know a thing.”

				He nodded off and I strained to hear his shallow breathing, worried that he might have died just like that.

				I stayed at his side for another half-hour, hoping he’d wake and give me another clue. But it was already past two and I was thinking, What the hell, why don’t I just drive around for a little bit before wheeling back to the city for my final night with Alexandra Marris.

				 During my three hours in the hospital, the weather had begun one of those cataclysmic shifts that leaves you, here in the Midwest, in absolute awe of the sheer size of nature and shaking your head at the puniness of the human beings scampering across its surface. The air was still hot as blazes and thick as corn syrup. But to the west, I spotted dark clouds building up through the haze. It didn’t yet smell of rain so I figured I still had some time, but I could feel that big hand of God stretching toward us and I knew, by late afternoon, we’d be in for a ride.

				The country roads cleaved the farmland, cutting the world into rectangles of corn and soy, horses and barns. I liked farmland because it was so orderly, like my life had never fully been. “Yep,” you could say if you were a farmer, “this part of my life is soybeans and that part is corn.” There didn’t seem to be any of the messiness of real existence and there was a sky that stretched from horizon to horizon. That’s how flat it was around here. But on this hazy, overcast day, the land melted into sky in both directions and the trees were lost in the haze. There wasn’t a lavender door to be seen.

				Whatever the weatherperson might say, summer was over. Fat disks of hay lay on their ends. Whole fields of corn had gone totally brown and machines were chopping the dry stalks into silage. A big piece of farm machinery tore out tomato plants, fruit and all, as farm workers scurried alongside, tossing the green ones back in the dirt. They were behind me in a flash. I whizzed past more farmhouses. Still no lavender door.

				Single wooden poles with loping telephone wires. Sunglasses shielding me from the scorching haze. Dark slashes from years of squealing tires. Gray pavement and gray sky. The only relief were the remaining green fields—now a washed-out uniform green—and, along one short stretch, a fresh tangerine line brushed along the center of the road.

				Earlier in the summer, I had driven these country roads with a sense of exhilaration. Every cornfield and old house excited me. Every bend of the road—when I drove in areas where there were bends in the road—invited a new possibility. But now, I was sick of it all: corn, corn, and more corn. Pick-up trucks and vans. Snatches of poverty hidden amid the lush fields.

				In one town I bought a bouquet of flowers. A kind woman wrapped the flower stems in a wet paper towel and plastic bag. I’d bring them home to Alexandra, even though she wouldn’t be around long enough to enjoy them properly. Everyone in this town seemed to be watering their lawns, hose in hand. Glancing up at the sky, I wondered if they knew something I didn’t, some country sixth-sense that told them the impending storm was going to leapfrog over their community and vent its fury somewhere else.

				I did a brief run along 20—the original highway, I suppose, before they built the interstate—and it was one of those ugly four-lane jobs with a narrow median and endless traffic lights and places to turn. Farms mixed with garden centers and gas stations. In front of a cemetery there had been a car accident—it must have happened only a minute before I got there—and people were dashing toward the two cars in their mourning clothes. Women hiked up their dresses, men’s ties were flapping, and some men dramatically tore off their jackets as they rushed forward to help. There didn’t seem to be anyone hurt, but dozens of mourners kept rushing around trying to find things to do, as if they needed a distraction from the funeral. It’s so much better to think about the plight of the living.

				I threaded my way back onto the smaller roads and crossed the Vermillion River. I pulled the car onto the gravel and got out for a stretch. Again, the heat and humidity assaulted me, but now you could smell the rain not so far away and the air seemed to be losing its hot edge. The water rushed by and I thought of the stream where I swam with Alexandra Marris, almost the woman of my dreams.

				The first gusts of wind hit me and I ducked into my car. Trees swayed and a million leaves rustled against one another, drowning out the insects and the birds who were screaming back and forth to take cover because, soon, the heavens were going to crack wide open.

				Again it became still. No wind. No sound. Only the heavy clouds clamping in from the west and the sky growing darker by the second.

				I must return to Cleveland.

				Five more minutes, I thought. Just a couple more roads. You never know, do you?

				Acres of corn were caught by fresh gusts of wind, one minute scrambling the brown and green stalks like an unseen hand ruffling a head of coarse hair, the next heaving the whole field back and forth in unison. By the minute, darkness was capturing the sky, giving it a bruised and sickly look: purple, blue, black, orange, and menacing.

				The first forks of lightning slashed from the clouds and, seconds later, a blast of thunder shook my car. As I headed north, I could see sheets of rain off to my left; I wasn’t sure how far away, but it couldn’t have been more than a mile or two.

				Feeling increasingly anxious, I zigged and zagged in what I figured was the direction of Cleveland, cutting east then north then east again, but I found myself on a dirt road that stopped dead at the river with the storm closing in from behind. White-caps were forming on the narrow river and the water galloped out of sight as if even it feared getting caught in the storm. With bushes and trees heaving around me, I did a five-point turn and headed toward the storm in hopes I’d find the main road.

				I didn’t find it, not right then anyway.

				But I did find a farmhouse with a lavender door.

				I had slipped by it a moment before. Even this time, I passed it before it registered and I came to a gravel-spitting stop and turned back around and parked on the opposite side of the road as the nasty black clouds approached and my car shook in the wind.

				Four months of looking and there it was.

				The farmhouse wasn’t anything like I’d expected. It was teal blue and now that the storm front had pushed away the haze, its lines were sharp and clear. Every shingle used for the siding stood out and the windows gleamed with fresh white paint. A big roof sloped down one side. Someone had cared well for this house. Out back was one of those big old barns they do documentaries about—its unpainted wood was old and I could see the whole structure shaking in the wind. A dirt drive led down to the barn, grass strip running along its center, and, toward the road, a procession of swaying trees lined the driveway. An ancient oak tree squatted in front of the house, a couple of massive limbs jutting almost horizontally from a trunk so big it would take several people to encircle. The leaves and smaller branches frantically twisted and turned. As Gus had promised, there was the white picket fence. And, of course, there was the lavender front door.

				The first pings of rain hit the car. Finally convinced I needed to get some cover before the storm crashed open, I swung the car across the road and pulled under the quaking branches of the oak tree.

				The screen door shot open and an elderly man stepped onto the porch, yelling something at me as he did. The wind gulped down his words and all I could hear was the squeal of wood and the thrashing of leaves overhead. I cupped a hand to my ear and yelled ,“What?”

				“Don’t park there!” I could tell it was a shorter and harsher version than his original sentence. He thrust his index finger up at the sky with insistence. “The storm,” he mouthed and dashed back inside.

				I drove the car away from the tree and, as the first big splotches of rain smashed onto me, I darted to the front porch.

				He had tucked himself back inside and was gripping the handle of the screen door with an arthritic hand. He had a kindly face. A hearing aid poked out of one ear. His hair was thick and gray, and he was full of life and vigor. Creases stretched from the corners of eyes that had seen a lot and still smiled at the world. He had dimples in each cheek, like a little boy.

				I was on the covered porch, but the wind was shooting rain against my back. A porch swing was madly swaying, as if the ghosts of a hundred lovers were all pushing it at once. Lightning cracked and thunder peeled, right near by.

				The man gave me a once-over and said, “I expect you had better step inside.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-FOUR –

				 “My name is Eli Schuman and I’m a teacher up in Cleveland”—as if that meant anything. I stood there dripping onto his hard-scrubbed pine floor, not sure how to say what I needed to say.

				He waited patiently.

				“Sir,” I said, “I’m sorry to bother you with a strange question.”

				“What might that be?” he asked.

				The certainty in his voice, combined with the way he patiently waited, telegraphed to me that he wasn’t easily intimidated or impressed, that he didn’t have time to bother with suspicion, and, yes, that was it, I knew he had been a teacher himself.

				I asked him if he had ever taught.

				He raised one eyebrow and broke into a smile.

				“Takes one to know one,” I said stupidly, but he nodded his head in agreement.

				A more serious and patient look descended back onto his face like he knew I hadn’t come to discuss our shared careers.

				Spit it out, I thought.

				I said, “This is going to sound strange … but an old man told me he saw Marilyn Monroe here in the late 1960s.”

				He kept watching me, neither alarmed, amused, nor surprised.

				“I believe that would be after she died.”

				“Well, yes sir, it would be.” Where do you go from that? Sir, I’m with nasa and we’ve had reports of flying saucers in your neighborhood ... Any five-legged horses or sheep brothels? “I know it doesn’t make sense but when this man told me his story, I was convinced it might be true.”

				This time he seemed amused and I was starting to feel foolish.

				“That bring you all the way from Cleveland?”

				“Yeah, I guess it did.”

				“What subject do you teach?”

				“English.”

				“And yet you traipse through the countryside saying, ‘Yeah’?” A smile flickered across his face as if he enjoyed being crotchety from time to time. But again, his face turned somber just as the hallway ignited with another flash of lightning and the air split with a crack of thunder.

				He said, “We usually get one or two of these doozies each summer.” Then, “Why are you trying to find this out?”

				I started babbling at the pink flowers on the blue papered walls, at the door rattling in the tremendous storm, and at the kitchen shining brightly at the end of the hall. Everywhere but at him. “It started as a dare from my students”—I looked at the front door—“when I had them doing a writing assignment”—I looked into the living room—“but, I don’t know, I started feeling I really needed to find out.” Then he caught my eyes in the midst of one of my shifty moves. It stopped me in my tracks. Without a conscious thought, I knew this: If by some bizarre journey, Marilyn Monroe had ended up in this house, whether she were now alive or dead, if he had wanted to talk about it he would already have done so. If it were a secret, it hadn’t helped me to announce I was going to tell anyone about it, which in no time would be an invitation to every journalist in the world to camp out on his front lawn for the rest of his life.

				I also realized this: I had spent the summer rooting and cheering for Marilyn Monroe. No, not even MM, but for the person she actually was trying to become. I had detested the women and men who had used her for their own ends, who got rich off of her, who had thought only about themselves, who had assumed she couldn’t do what was best for herself, and who had made her become what they needed without any consideration for what she needed.

				I must have appeared disconcerted—I could see it on his face as he watched me. Solemnly, without giving it a moment’s thought, I said, “If you say, ‘Yes, she was here,’ I promise I will never tell a living soul unless you tell me it’s okay.”

				He did not hesitate.

				“I think you best slip off those wet shoes and come and rest yourself in the kitchen.”

				 The large kitchen had a modern electric stove and a potbellied woodstove. A new bread machine perched on a counter under old wooden cabinets, their doors thick with paint. The kitchen table had chrome trim and a grayish-pink linoleum surface; a small lamp sat in its middle. There was only one place setting. The wind was shaking the windowpanes and the lightning and thunder kept exploding outside.

				He stuck out his hand and introduced himself with a simple: “My name is Jack. Friends call me Doc.”

				“Doc?”

				“I was a vet, looked after horses and cows most of my life.”

				“I thought you were a teacher.”

				“Sunday school. I taught Sunday school for the past fifty-eight years. That’s a lot of the Lord, if you know what I mean.”

				Jack prepared a couple of glasses of iced tea while I peaked around the room. There was a sideboard with china inside the glass-fronted lower cabinets and a collection of framed photographs displayed on top. As I stepped toward them, he caught my movement and said, “That was my wife,” which I took as a tacit invitation to have a look.

				It had to be Marilyn Monroe. The black-and-white photo that grabbed my attention was of a woman likely in her forties and probably with brown hair. It had to be her. I gasped and reached over to the back of the nearby chair as if dizziness might overcome me: seeing her picture was as physical a sensation as if I had stepped into this room and she had been sitting here, in her late thirties or forties like I always imagined her, reading Dostoevsky with her legs tucked up under her.

				Just about all these pictures, most of them black-and-white, some in color, showed her in what I guessed were her forties and fifties.

				Jack was standing next to me holding two aluminum tumblers filled to the brim with iced tea. I hadn’t seen glasses like those in years. One was maroon, the other was green. The metal had a cold and frosty look. “Here, you take one of these now.”

				The ice thunked against the aluminum, which was cool to the touch.

				“That’s Betty. She passed on in 1986.”

				There were no pictures of him alone but several of them together. It was his shrine to the woman he loved and, I felt certain, had loved him.

				In one picture they are in front of their house—this house in which I was drinking iced tea on a stormy afternoon. Jack is in his late forties or fifties. He is sitting on a wide swing suspended from a limb of the oak tree. She is standing behind him and seems to have just planted a kiss on his neck. In his eyes I saw surprise, contentment, and a gentle peace that told me that he had everything a person could ever ask for. I saw in those eyes the stuff of everyday happiness. It may or may not have been Marilyn Monroe—and in this picture it didn’t look anything like her and I had to study it before I concluded it was the same woman as in the other photographs—but I knew this man was feeling he had everything he could ever hope for in life.

				Sadness and loneliness surged through me. I tumbled under a tremendous wave of lost opportunities. One of my own photographs swam in front of my eyes: back at home, in an album I hadn’t opened in years, was a picture of me with Raveena and the kids at a playground. I knew it could have been, it should have been this photograph. I don’t mean I deserved what Jack had. I mean I once had what Jack had. I always had it, right there, not even for the taking, since I had it. I mean I had it right there for the realization and celebration.

				The wave pounded over me and I was tumbling hopelessly. This whole summer had nothing to do with finding Marilyn Monroe. It wasn’t she who had been lost.

				And as if glimpsing the surface, as if swimming up toward the light for the first time in decades, as I were taking a great gulp of air, I felt such certainty about where I had gone wrong and what I needed to do that it practically made me panic .

				“Your phone. Can I use your phone?”

				I dialed zero and gave the operator Alexandra’s number and my phone credit card number. I waited for the connection. The line was full of static, as if the storm was jangling the wires all over the place.

				Alex’s number was busy.

				The clock on the wall said 6:05.

				Lightning blasted, twigs and debris hurled against the windowpanes.

				Jack said, “Why don’t we sit here, you don’t mind? I’m not much for standing too long these days.” He caught my worried glance at the phone. “It’s not going anywhere. You can try again in a jif.”

				We sat at the table, he at the place that was already set for dinner.

				“Am I keeping you from …”

				He told me he wasn’t particularly hungry.

				“Will you tell me about her?”

				“I would like that.” He took a slow draw from the iced tea as if he had reached an age when every pleasure, even the slightest, deserved to be savored. He smiled and shook his head as if this taste could not be beat.

				“I met Betty in 1963. It wasn’t the usual way to meet your future wife, not then, not now. I was in town picking up some groceries and stopped in for lunch at the five-and-dime soda counter. Remember them?”

				I nodded.

				“This gal was sitting a couple seats down. I had never laid eyes on her before, so she couldn’t have been from around here. Back in those days it wasn’t a criminal offence to strike up a conversation with a lady you didn’t know. She had a little suitcase on the floor next to her and you could tell she was just passing through. She sure didn’t talk like she was from these parts.

				“She was searching for a place to stay. I asked if she had checked the hotel. She said it was all full that night. So I said, ‘I don’t want to molest you, but I have plenty of room and I’d be happy to give you a place for the night or even two if you want.’ Those words seemed to transform her, I don’t know why, but they did. She came and stayed. She never did leave until the day she died.”

				“Was it … was she really Marilyn Monroe?”

				“You want to try that call again?”

				I did and still it was busy.

				He kept talking about his wife, this and that, everything but the principle thing I wanted to know. “She stayed a night and asked if she could rent the room until she got her bearings. I said that would be nice, particularly if she didn’t mind helping out around the house.”

				I was feeling impatient with him, but mainly was getting more anxious by the second about reaching Alexandra.

				“Betty had been with me for a week and still nothing romantic had happened between us, although you could tell we both had it on our minds.” Jack’s smile poked his dimples even deeper into his cheeks. “And she said to me, ‘You don’t recognize me, by any chance?’ I laughed and said, ‘Aren’t you the lady that’s staying up in my guest room?’ She laughed back and I didn’t hear that question again for another few months. By that time we were well on the way to getting hitched. Then one day—”

				Lightning struck and thunder crashed. The lights blanked out, but the lightning had been so explosive that it took my eyes a second to register it was now dark. It wasn’t yet 6:30—still an hour and a half from sunset—but the thick clouds and rain turned the room as black as night.

				“How about that?” he said. “You stay put.” I could see his vague shape, but I followed him more by sound: the scrap of his chair pushing back, tentative footsteps across the floor, soft slapping sounds on the counter, a sticky drawer wiggling open, the scrape and hiss of a stick match coming to light, dark again, scrambling noises of his fumbling in the drawer, another match, and then light from a candle. “I’ll just take a minute here,” he said as he lit several candles and lamps.

				He picked up the phone and pressed it to his ear.

				“Dead.”

				 “I wouldn’t be going out there if I were you.”

				He had barely said the word dead when I shot to the front hall. I had barely slipped into my second running shoe and, as I moved to the front door, I was stomping and straining to force down my heel.

				“Turn back if you have problems.”

				“Jack, listen, thanks.” I called behind me, “Thanks,” as I raced into the downpour and he yelled back, “I thought you wanted to find out about Marilyn Monroe.”

				In the short dash to the car, the rain soaked through my shirt, while mud and water filled my running shoes. The car door was locked—stupid urban habits die hard—and as I finally got in, another blast of lightning lit up the surrounding fields and trees with a phosphorescent glow.

				The dirt road was a gully of water careening down to the river behind me. The windshield wipers pumped at full blast. The headlights were on high beam. I hunched forward like an old man, but I could barely see ten feet ahead. My shirt stuck against my back and arms, sharp folds of wet pant legs dug into my skin, and the windows were quickly fogging up with moisture.

				Up ahead there seemed to be some sparks of light, but if there hadn’t been another blast of lightning, I wouldn’t have seen it in time. Splayed across the road was a tree, burst into gargantuan pieces, and with it, electrical poles and wires that had been pulled down when the tree fell.

				I skidded to a stop. Pounding rain and berserk windshield wipers drowned out the engine. Sparks shot spectacularly into the air. All I could think of, though, was Alex sitting at home fuming that I hadn’t called her on her last night in Cleveland; angrily stuffing clothes into her suitcases; phoning the airport limo because I obviously wasn’t going to be driving her; and wondering why the hell she had gotten involved with me in the first place. I had to find a way to get to her—God, how could I have been so stupid as to come out here?—but it was clear this was not going to be the way.

				I backed up a hundred feet and cut the lights. I tried to wipe the fog from the windows. All around me it was dark, as if other wires had gone down or as if this had disrupted the whole area. I wasn’t sure how these electrical grids and telephone wires worked, but what was obvious was that I wasn’t about to drive past the obstruction, nor could I cross the river in the other direction where the road dead-ended. Nor could I even be assured that if I made it around this mess and walked for an hour, I would find a house with a working phone.

				The wind was picking up. Torn-off branches and leaves were slapping against the windshield and the sides of the car. I didn’t have a raincoat and the umbrella in the trunk would be useless in this wind. But I had to try making it across a field and to the next farmhouse or the next.

				A half-hour later I was back in the car, soaked to the bone, shivering, an ankle twisted, my arms scratched, feeling stupid that I had been trying to cross a swampy little patch of woods and then a soybean field in a lightning storm even if, by now, the lightning seemed to have moved on. The rain was still pelting down and I felt dumb to even be out here when I should have been in Cleveland eating dinner with the woman I loved.

				 “I thought I might see you again.”

				Jack gave me a towel and dry clothes and said he was sorry but with no electricity there was nothing to pump water to the hot water tank or the shower. Once I had changed, I went down to the candlelit kitchen where Jack handed me a glass of brandy. He said I’d be welcome to put up for the night and assured me that a crew would be out there and the road would be cleared by midmorning, noon at the latest.

				“There’s no way I can get out of here?”

				He shook his head.

				“What about getting a message back home?”

				“Only if you could get to a neighbor who still had their phone.”

				“I already tried that. None of the other farmhouses are lit up.”

				“Let’s see what happens when this storm dies down … This about your wife or kids?”

				“Girlfriend. I want to marry her.”

				“That’s good.”

				“She’s leaving for California in the late morning.”

				“If she knows you love her, she’ll be back.”

				“That’s the problem.”

				We ate cheese-and-lettuce sandwiches and drank iced tea and brandy.

				“Could you,” I said, “could you tell me more?” I felt like a child asking his grandfather to tell him another story about the old days.

				“Let me see, then …” He recapitulated part of the tale and then said, “Betty came into my life like the first day of spring. Years earlier, before the war, I married a girl I met at veterinary college. But I changed or she changed or things changed by the time I returned from overseas. It all fell apart. When I met Betty, I was one of those perpetual bachelors you hear about. The men, they all saw me as happy-go-lucky. Now those church ladies, though, they tsked, and gossiped, and cooked up matches for me. The truth was they were both right. I was happy, but I knew I was missing a lot. That first morning when Betty came down for breakfast wearing a simple skirt and a pullover sweater, I knew I wanted to see her every last morning of my life.

				“She was a marvelous creature. Beautiful, well, you can see that from those photographs. Smart like you wouldn’t believe. I had my education, but, let’s face it, I was a country boy. I got to the pictures once in a blue moon, but in those days I sure preferred to be chewing the fat with friends or reading a veterinary magazine than reading a book. But Betty, she was always telling me what she had seen on her travels. She’d get a book from the public library and plunk it right down on my lap. Said I had to read it.” He laughed to himself and shook his head at the memory. “Almost every Friday night she read me poetry, some weeks a play. She wasn’t much of a cook, but was learning and, anyway, I was pretty good in the kitchen, although we didn’t breathe a word to the neighbors about us sharing the cooking.

				“The only thing was she wouldn’t tell me a jot about her past other than some of the places she traveled to. As the months unfolded, she only said she left behind a life she wanted to forget.” He glanced down at his sandwich. “I should just finish this up. You tell me a bit about yourself, why don’t you.” Jack picked up the remaining half of his cheese sandwich and chewed slowly on it. And while he did, I told him I had two kids who lived most of their time with their mother and I knew I had made one of the biggest mistakes of my life when I gave them up. He said, “It’s never too late to try.” I said you can’t turn back the clock and he said, “No, you can’t, but don’t forget, the hands on a clock move best in the forward direction.” I told him I loved teaching and knew it was a thing I did well. I said I had just lost my mother and he set down his sandwich and said, “That’s a terrible thing.”

				I started talking about Alexandra, but I stopped short, caught on my next words, and we fell back into silence.

				“I suppose you’re ready for me to continue, then,” he said. “I was telling you that Betty wouldn’t tell me about her past. That wasn’t entirely true. A month or two after we met, the time came for me to propose to her. She said, ‘I can’t marry you.’ It was like she took a hammer to my head. Those were the most awful words I have ever heard. But she quickly said, ‘I mean, not that I don’t want to be with you. I can’t legally marry you. I don’t have any papers, my birth certificate or anything.’ I said, ‘That shouldn’t be too hard to get our hands on,’ but she replied that she couldn’t do that because she had changed her own name. She said, almost as if pleading to me, that I had to trust her. Well, a few weeks later we—” He stopped short and gave me a stare that started hard then softened. And then he continued. “Well, we pretended to elope and told everyone we had gotten married. There was no way we could breathe a word of it in this community in those days. Not even to my best friends. And my folks? Well, they were getting on and I didn’t want to disappoint them, even though they were mighty disappointed not to be invited to the wedding. But we had a huge party and my parents came and Betty told everyone that her parents died in a fire when she was young and she didn’t have any relatives or friends she was close to any longer. Years later we probably could have said something. But then she died and I didn’t want to besmirch her reputation. Or have our friends think we had duped them, so …” He held out his open hands in a shrug and then cracked a big smile as if willing the good memories to resurface. “But that Betty! She was full of zest ’til the day she died. Only one thing got her sad. She wasn’t able to have children herself. That made me sad too, ’though it wasn’t anything I had thought about before I met her.”

				“But what about …?”

				“Was she Marilyn Monroe, you mean?”

				“Well, yes,” I said anxiously.

				“She said she was.”

				Dumbfounded, I couldn’t find words right away. “You mean … I mean … you’re saying you were married to Marilyn Monroe.”

				“No, that’s not what I said. What happened was that in the week we were preparing to elope—or at least to leave town and pretend to elope—she became frightfully agitated. She said to me, a thousand times, ‘Are you sure you love me?’ Or she’d say, ‘We really love each other, don’t we?’ I would laugh and tell her, ‘You know I do,’ or I’d say, ‘I do.’ But it troubled me to see her sudden insecurity.

				“She drew serious for two days, pulled right away from me. I figured she had changed her mind, until finally, one night right after dinner, she announced she needed to tell me something. It was serious, she said. She screwed up her courage like she was a weightlifter preparing for the big barbells. She said, ‘You sure you’ve never recognized me?” I repeated that I hadn’t, although I thought she was prettier than Marilyn Monroe. I already told you that I didn’t get out to many pictures and I didn’t have a television set back in those days. But Marilyn Monroe’s photos had been everywhere in the previous few years and I couldn’t help but notice that Betty looked a lot like her.

				“And so when I spoke that name, Marilyn Monroe, her face looked like it was about to explode with a dozen different expressions all at once. Like she was pleased I had noticed but that she was deeply troubled all the same. ‘Jack, this may be the oddest thing you’ve ever heard’—she paused there for the longest time—‘but that’s exactly who I was before I met you.’”

				“I said to her, ‘What do you mean?’ She said, ‘That’s what I mean. I used to be Marilyn Monroe.’ And like that, she stood up, right here in this kitchen. She strode across to that sink.” Jack pointed and I looked across the room. “When she turned and walked back to me, it was the most incredible thing I had ever seen. There was a different lady in this kitchen. Even with her brown hair and all, there was no mistaking who she looked like.

				“Tell you the truth, I didn’t know what to say. I truly thought she was crazy. I asked her how that could be true. She just said it would hurt too many people to tell how it happened and, anyway, it wasn’t anything she wanted to think about any longer … That rain’s stopped now, hasn’t it?” Jack stood up and opened the back door leading from the kitchen into the yard.

				Indeed, the storm had ended and there was no more wind, just the sound of water trickling off the roof and splashing and popping onto the ground.

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-FIVE –

				 Two beams swaying from our flashlights were all that lit the road. Cones of light spread along the muddy surface, poking now and then up at a tree or over at the edge of a field. Down the road and over a rise came an orange flashing light and what I assumed were headlights. It was as black as I’d ever seen a night. It was now eleven o’clock, and although the rain had stopped hours ago and the lightning and thunder had faded from sight and sound, the clouds must still have been thick overhead.

				“I’m not saying it made any sense,” I said. “I just couldn’t picture myself with her.”

				“You mean you didn’t really want to be with her?”

				“Nope, that’s not it. What I’m saying is that I could feel I wanted to be with her. I just couldn’t picture it. I’d see these pictures of us out in public and I’d feel embarrassed. Things like that.”

				Jack said nothing.

				I said, “You never would have had that problem, would you?” I realized I must have sounded bitter.

				“What do you mean?”

				“Well, she was every guy’s dream.”

				“Who?”

				“Marilyn Monroe.”

				“I married Betty.”

				“Isn’t that the same—”

				“Hell no, it’s not the same.” I hadn’t heard him sound so animated all evening. “I married Betty Duncan. That’s who I fell in love with. That’s who I married. Wasn’t that the whole point? Even if she was who she said she was, she wanted to put her past behind.”

				“So in the end you believed her?”

				He let out a monumental sigh. “I’ve had a long time to think about that one. In the end, I decided it didn’t matter. For a week, then two, I found excuses not to elope: a horse was about to foal, that type of thing. But the real reason was that I doubted everything I felt about her. I thought I was going to get stuck with a crazy woman. In the end I conceded to myself that the simple truth was that I loved her. I knew she had lived through her share of difficulties. I hoped one day she’d be able to tell me about them. But in the meantime, it didn’t matter one hoot whether she called those problems “Marilyn Monroe” or “childhood traumas” or “a bad first marriage” or I don’t know what. You see, as long as she could put it behind her and we could live our lives together, well, that was enough for me.”

				But how, I thought, could she live her life free of a past she couldn’t even face? Aren’t we, as wise people and psychotherapists and priests have always told us, prisoners of any past we fail to confront? Aren’t we condemned to live in the dark places we have created or others have created for us? Aren’t we condemned to prowl the same endless corridors until we, ourselves, find the open door?

				Jack didn’t exactly read my thoughts, but he wasn’t a fool.

				“I’m not saying she didn’t have her problems. Good Lord, we all have our scars. For some, like your woman friend, they’re on the surface, staring you right in the face. For most of us, they’re tucked away underneath. Sure, my Betty was hard to be with at times. I dare say you and I are too! She’d go through periods when she’d ask me, I mean for days on end she’d ask me, if I truly loved her. I don’t even think she heard me when I said yes. She would get into fits of trying to please me, until I’d just have to tell her to stop whatever the hell she was doing, that it wasn’t necessary because I loved her and that was that.

				“It would pass, those flare-ups of insecurity, and she’d be herself for months or for a year. Then it’d return again. But, you see, it never returned with the same force. Each time, she spent some of its power, and, after some years had gone by, it seemed like a thunderstorm fading into the distance and just petering out. I didn’t know if we’d each live long enough to see the end of it, but by the time she passed away, it was only a distant echo.”

				We came to a stop. On the other side of the debris a truck from the electrical company was flashing its emergency lights and pointing its big headlights at the mess blocking the road. Jack called to them over the obstruction and they yelled something back that we couldn’t make out over the distance and the diesel-chugging of the truck and the thump of a generator. I pointed at my watch and pantomimed driving out of there. A gloved hand counted out one, two, three, four, five hours. Five a.m.? Five hours from now?

				All the way back to the house Jack found different ways to tell me there was nothing I could do about it: He told me to relax. Think good thoughts. Make sure I knew what I was going to tell her and be ready to take off like a jackkrabbit as soon as it grew light.

				“What time does her plane leave?”

				“About twelve.”

				“What time will she head for the airport?”

				“Ten, I guess.”

				“Let’s say they get it clear by four, no, better make that five.”

				“I could be at her place by six, six-thirty at the latest.”

				“Would she mind if you woke her up?”

				“I think she’d want to strangle me.”

				“And then?”

				I said nothing.

				“Well, we better get you back to my place so you can shut your eyes for a spell.”

				We continued down the road until we arrived at the house with the lavender door.

				“Don’t usually get to see it so dark out here. Usually lights are streaming from my house, and pockets of light scatter across the countryside wherever there’s a farm. You don’t mind switching off your flashlight, do you?

				Way off to the east was the glow of Cleveland. But when I faced the house again, all was black.

				It sounded like his voice was turned upward toward the sky when he said, “It’s hard to discover what we’re looking for. Maybe that’s always been the case, but more so for you younger people. You have endless opportunities, or that’s what you’re told. You can live anywhere, do anything, be anything. And there’s no tradition or religion or whatever to hold you back.”

				“Is that so bad?”

				“Bad, yes. Good, yes. It isn’t morally right to have arbitrary things hold you back. But I believe those things, for better or for worse, once gave people a framework to live by. We don’t have that any longer.” With his next words I could tell he was facing me again. “You’re religious?”

				“I’m Jewish,” I said defensively.

				“That’s not what I asked you, but I figured that anyhow.”

				“You did?” His comment made me feel exposed, tense, and on guard, like I was about to be challenged or attacked.

				“I asked if you were religious.”

				“Not really. Just the main holidays, the ones that mean something to me.”

				“Which?”

				“Well, Passover, that’s in the spring—”

				“I know when it is,” he said grouchily.

				“I like it. It’s a festival of liberation. We remember our escape from slavery and celebrate the liberation of others, at least that’s the way my family has always done it—” and I instantly felt a gaping wound because, next seder, my mother would not be there.

				“You alright?”

				“I just remembered that my mother won’t be at our next Passover dinner.” I took his silence for support and there in the dark knew that my mother’s spirit would always be with me, if I wanted, when the lights went out or when my family gathered together.

				I cleared my throat. “There is one part of the seder when we talk about Nachshon, the first Jew who steps into the Red Sea. In doing so, he became a free man and only then did the sea divide.”

				“Now that’s a nice way to tell that one.”

				“I’ve always wondered if I could be that man.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Take the really hard steps. I don’t mean be a hero. I just mean break from my own past if, at some moment, I needed to do so.”

				We stood quietly.

				“I think that’s exactly where I’ve been failing. I failed Alexandra and I failed myself.”

				Jack didn’t say anything to comfort me, but his voice finally broke the silence. “You see, that’s what Betty was doing. I don’t care who she had been, but when she became Betty Duncan, she was taking the first step toward her own freedom. She was inventing herself, free of the people who had hurt her.”

				Jack stopped for a moment and then continued. “If Betty was, or imagined she was, Marilyn Monroe, well, why not? From what I know that’s all Marilyn Monroe was in the first place. A name a whole bunch of people imagined this girl to be. I figured that my Betty was her own version, a woman she imagined, or maybe not. What was so real about Marilyn Monroe in the first place?”

				Like a collective hallucination, I thought. Like we had all taken the same drug and were walking around thinking we all knew her. Who she was. What made her tick. All the while, we were only projecting our own fantasies, our own needs, and our own hates onto one woman who couldn’t bear the whole burden for us all. She died under the burden of our desires.

				Jack continued the conversation in his own direction. I wanted desperately to follow him wherever he was going. “Past a certain point, you see, when we finally get away from our parents and school and set off on our own, we all need to create ourselves. Sure we’re shaped and scarred from all that’s happened before. But we’ve got to decide who we’re going to be. How we’re going to treat others. How we expect to be treated. What’s important and what is not.

				“The hard part,” he continued, “is that you can’t do it on your own, no matter what guff anyone gives you. All that heroic individual nonsense is for the birds. You make yourself with people. I don’t care if it’s a marriage, or a friendship, or even the folks you work with. Of course, what happens to us early on is much more important. Back in our families, we were almost a blank sheet of paper. What we made of ourselves and made of the world early on sure did set down a lasting impression. That’s why it takes forever to really get past your childhood. But luckily there’s always new people and new situations to hand us bits of paper we can write on. You know what I mean?”

				“Okay,” I said. “But the world is screaming at us about what we should want, who is desirable and who is not.” Alisa and Pamela, but not Raveena or Alexandra.

				“There’s all that, I grant you. But what I’m saying is others continue to shape us. I’m not saying this quite right, but you get what I’m saying?”

				“I think so.”

				“You see, that’s why it’s important who you end up with. We make ourselves in the context of love.” He let out a self-deprecating laugh. “You don’t mind me going on like this, do you? I don’t get much chance to talk about these things.”

				“No,” I replied truthfully.

				“That’s all I wanted to say.”

				I laughed.

				“What?”

				“Nothing. I just thought you were going to say more.”

				For a time we stood in darkness before I said, “That must be where dreams come in? Dreaming who we want to be. Who we really are.”

				He thought about it before he answered. “Well, I expect dreams are like tradition. They can hem you in or they can be your salvation. I wouldn’t want to prejudge any single one of them.”

				“Don’t you think you have to balance dreams and reality?”

				“Of course you do. But that’s not saying much, is it? Who’s going to decide which ones are silly dreams and which ones can become part of reality?”

				“Trial and error?”

				“Sure. But sometimes it’s more about seeing what’s really there. Maybe your dreams are really out there. Your girlfriend, what did you say her name was?”

				“Alexandra.”

				“Pretty name … It seems to me from what you said that she’s an awfully good match.”

				“Not in every way.”

				“Nope,” he said, “they don’t come that way. And if they do, you’ll wake up one morning and things will change and the match won’t seem as perfect. You like her shape but it changes once she’s had her babies or she gets older. You like how she makes her living and she gets fired. You like strolling together and she gets in an accident and her strolling days are gone. All that business is important, but that’s not what the dream is all about. Not when it comes to love.”

				“What is?”

				“You think you need me to tell you?”

				We returned to the cover of silence. The darkness pressed in around me. I thought I could hear the river.

				It was a long time before Jack spoke again. When he did, his words came slowly and carefully. “I’ll grant you that. There are days when it’s hard to see what we’re looking for, especially when it comes to love. Too much gets in the way. It’s hard to see that our dreams might be sitting there. Right there in front of our eyes.”

				I sensed him turning away from me and, in the end, he spoke to the sky. “Just because there are clouds up there,” he said, “doesn’t mean the heavens aren’t full of stars on the other side.”

			

		

	
		
			
				– TWENTY-SIX –

				 Many sights came to me in my dreams that night, during my short hours of sleep in Jack’s extra bedroom. Many people scampered through, some lingering, visiting me for a spell, others popping in, laughing or shrieking before they fled into the darkness.

				I dreamed that Alexandra and I were walking down the hallway of my old junior high and someone yelled, “Hey look, the Jew with his cripple.”

				I dreamed of my mother in a bed in a vacant wing of the hospital, tucked under her covers. I asked if she were feeling okay and she smiled and said she had felt better, thank you. I told her I had married Alexandra and she smiled and said, “Now I feel better.” I told her I didn’t do it to make her feel better. She smiled and said, “I know, but that doesn’t stop me, boychick.”

				I dreamed of Doug Wade in Grade Six who invited me across the street to get beat up after school and of my fear and humiliation when I failed to show up.

				I dreamed of my father pounding his drums like a madman in Severance Hall and an ecstatic audience giving him a standing ovation.

				I dreamed that Daniel whispered into my ear, “Dad, I’m back!” and a proud Sarah, packing her bags for college, saying, “Dad, I’m on my way.”

				I dreamed Alexandra and I were in my junior high and a handsome guy with his arm around Alisa yelled, “Hey look, the Jew with his cripple,” and Alexandra lashed out at him. “He’s twice as good as you’ll ever be,” she said. And in a flash I had a brace on my leg in solidarity with Alex and she had a yarmulke on her head in solidarity with me.

				I dreamed of Raveena—it had been years since I last dreamt of her—and we were in a hot tub together. We wore all our clothes. She said, “Odd, isn’t it, to wear clothes in a hot tub when we were once naked together all the time?” I said, “I realize I should have said this years ago, but I’m sorry, Raveena, I shouldn’t have insisted we put these clothes on. I made a mistake. We loved each other. We liked each other. We were secure. That should have been enough.” She said, “I’ve waited a long time to hear you say that, but now …” “Yes?” “… but now it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m glad you’ve figured it out, but I’m sad that it’s too late.”

				I dreamed of electrical wires crackling in the midnight air, and foxes and Mr. Yoder from Amish country peering out of the darkness to see what was all the commotion.

				I dreamed of a porpoise swimming alongside me in a country stream.

				I dreamed that a young Marilyn Monroe was perched against plump pillows in my bed. Light from a reading lamp spilled onto her small paperback, and she was running a finger down a column of words. It was the type of dictionary couples use to find names for their children.

				“I am searching for my true name,” she said.

				I asked, “Why not go back to Norma Jean?”

				“That was the name of a girl who no one wanted.”

				She was naked and I asked, “Do you mind my looking at you this way?”

				“No, I wouldn’t be here with you if I minded.”

				“Why not stick with Marilyn Monroe?”

				She answered, “Why, that was the name of a woman who only existed in other people’s dreams.” She studied the book some more. “Oh!” she said with a perfect Marilyn Monroe sense of surprise “I think I’ve found it!” and as she said this her image faded away.

				I dreamt of my sister, Anne, talking to me in our mother’s womb. “Just you wait,” she said. “For what?” “Until we get out of here.” “What then?” “You’ll see!” “No. Tell me.”

				I dreamt that Alexandra and I were rollerblading along Coventry Avenue, past the neon crowds waiting for the next show at the cinema. Her bad arm flapped against her side, but the other one jutted back and forth, her fist clenched like a racer. With each stride her hip made a popping sound by which we kept beat. Her leg brace showed she meant business. Her dark hair flew wild in the wind. She screamed with delight: “Eli, I didn’t know you could skate like that!”

				I dreamt a seventy-year-old Marilyn Monroe was fixing me a cup of tea in her kitchen and was fussing around to find the cookies she had made. Her hair was white, but now with age. I realized I was also her age, that my hair had thinned and was now gray or white like hers.

				She asked me, “When did you find love?”

				“When I was very young. With Raveena. With so many others, at least the promise of love.” I frowned and felt the soft creases of age spread across my face.

				“What’s the matter?”

				“I was in my late forties before I understood this.” She knew exactly what I meant: That love isn’t discovered, prepackaged in perfection, but is made. That a life together is where two people have already been and not what lays in store. That the future is but a commitment not to be consumed by fears that someone better might come along.

				I shook my head forlornly.

				“But you understand now.”

				I grinned like a five-year-old who had just been told he was the most wonderful boy in the world.

				I dreamed I strode into a classroom at my elementary school, my junior high, my high school, my college, my classroom at Cleveland Heights High, and in the desk-chair combinations sat all the girls and women I had ever loved or thought I had loved, everyone I had dated, everyone I had rejected or who had rejected me, every beautiful actress and model I had ever seen in a magazine or in a movie. All of them, every last one. In the front row, in the places of honor, were Raveena and Pamela, Alisa and the girl from kindergarten with beautiful hands whose name I could not remember.

				I said, “I have something to say.”

				Some of them yawned. Some waited patiently.

				“I finally got it right.”

				A few of them cheered. A few of them jeered. Some of them shrugged, and one or two beamed with joy.

				“I’m sorry I had to put you through all that … the ones of you I put through anything, that is. But here she is.”

				I panicked, for I didn’t know which was the right door.

				A crowd of boys started cheering as if they were the audience on a TV game show: “The lavender door! Choose the lavender door!”

				But I stopped them with a shout. “No! I’ll make my own choice.”

				And with that, I could see the correct door. I wondered why I hadn’t noticed it before. I stepped forward and, as I did, I heard a door creak open. Even in my dream I knew it was a real door, not the door in front of me. I reached toward the handle just as someone from outside my dream shook my arm. I fought to ignore it—one last fight—but Jack’s voice said, “You best be getting up.” My eyes slid open onto a still-darkened room. I closed them. The voice said, “You best be going. You still have a ways to go.”

				I knew the voice was right and in that moment, as I slipped backwards and forwards between sleep and the unlit dawn, I knew that the dark was only the darkness of early morning, not the darkness of insecurity and fear. And so I allowed myself to drift for a moment back into the dream for in it I was remaking myself.

				And in that dream I finally opened the door, and I didn’t know if it was too late, if I had missed my chance, but I wished more than anything that Alexandra would still be there.

				I stepped back, waiting in the darkness of early morning, knowing that love had come to me even when I hadn’t welcomed it, knowing there is always the possibility that love will do just that.

				Quietly, without fear, I waited.

				Quietly. Without fear.

				And through that door she came.

				

				—
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