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Gardening Without Gloves
During the winter she had moved into the house on the corner, about three blocks down the street. In the spring he saw her for the first time. He saw her almost every morning on his way to work. He walked to work most of the time, and it was then that he saw her. He would walk along the street, close to the curb, breathing the crisp morning air and see her from nearly two blocks away. The mornings were crisp and clean and often he would see her in her front yard, in the garden. Mostly she wore shorts and a tank top. Sometimes she wore Levis and a loose blouse. He saw her bent over at times. At times he saw her kneeling. Once he saw her hunkering like a child. She rocked back on her toes, hunkering amid the thicket of tea roses, doing something tender with her ungloved fingers, something tender and beyond compassion to the soft loam of her rose garden. He looked forward to seeing her. He liked to see her and watch her every morning as he strolled by on his way to work. He would see her first from nearly two blocks away, and as he watched her she would grow bigger in his sight and more real as he approached. She was tall, nearly five-nine, he guessed. She was slender, too, with nice breasts, girlish hips, and long auburn hair. Her hair hung straight, or in wisps about her shoulders and neck, and sometimes beneath her hair he could see a patch of her neck, the back of her neck, and how white the skin of her neck, and it was almost as if he could have reached out and touched her, right there on the white patch of her neck, where the hair parted, even though they were divided by a space of lawn.

Once in a while she would look up and smile at him. She had a nice smile. A pleasant smile, he thought. A smile that bespoke friendliness. But it always seemed so far away, the smile, while the white patch of her neck seemed so close. He often wondered if the smile was for him or for the world. He liked her eyes, too.

She lived alone. He lived alone, except for his teenage children. She was perhaps thirty or thirty-five. He was almost forty.

A friend, walking home for lunch, once saw her sunbathing in her little fenced backyard. He saw her lying back on her chaise longue, sunbathing without her top. The gate was half open and the friend had simply glanced this way instead of that and gotten a pleasant surprise.

“I turned around and walked back and forth three or four times.”

“I’ll bet you did.”

“She had sun glasses on, with her neck crooked toward the open gate, but I guess she was sleeping or she would have seen me. Her eyes must have been closed. I walked back and forth two or three times and she was always in the same position, her left knee raised a little. Little beads of perspiration glistened on her throat and on her stomach. She wasn’t even getting red.”

“Sunscreen, perhaps.”

“I couldn’t believe it. You really ought to take her out. She’s got a pretty nice face. And figure. Not bad at all.” He smiled and the smile betrayed him.

He imagined his friend walking back and forth in front of the half-open gate, stealing a furtive glance. He imagined her lying back on her chaise lonuge—he had seen the lounge—with her knee raised a little and the perspiration glistening at her throat. He could see, without closing his eyes, the open gate, the perspiration, the delineation of her hip and thigh, the sunlight hot upon her untanned breasts, her skin white as the white patch of her neck. He could see her easily, absorbed and unbruised by the sun. Asleep, of course.

One morning, not long after his friend told him the story, he introduced himself. He veered from the sidewalk to her lawn and called out. She had her back to him and didn’t hear him at first. She had a spade in her hand, and the back of her hand and her fingers seemed very naked.

He called, “Hello!”

She stood up and smiled and stepped toward him, meeting him half way, like a good neighbor, in the middle of her lawn. She smiled and squinted and brushed a sprig of hair from her forehead with the back of her hand. The gesture left a smudge on her temple. It could have been a birthmark or a bruise and she would have been no less vulnerable from either.

“Excuse me,” he said.

He hesitated, but when she didn’t pull back, he brushed the dirt away, and they both laughed uncomfortably.

“Maybe we could go out sometime,” he said.

“Sure.” She smiled. “I suppose you’re not married.”

They laughed again, uncomfortably. She had little pockmarks on her forehead, from Chicken Pox in childhood, he supposed. Her nose was not exactly straight, but it was becoming. She had a becoming nose. Her eyes were actually prettier than he had seen from the distance, and her mouth was almost sensual. She had fine, straight teeth, with one sexy lateral. He enjoyed looking at her, and her face didn’t tire him. It was a nice acquaintance, and she offered her hand when they said goodbye.

“I’ll call you,” he said. He knew that she could tell it was a promise. She smiled and squinted against the sun, looking at him, smiled so that parentheses formed around the corners of her mouth, cocked her head just enough to be extremely “cute,” and sort of nodded in acquiescence. Even affirmation, he thought.

He imagined that she watched him as he strolled down the street. But he didn’t look back. He didn’t look back until he was nearly a block and a half away, and then he looked. He walked and glanced quickly across his shoulder. But she was gone. She was neither in the front yard nor in her garden. There was a shadow on the porch so that he could not tell whether the door was open or closed.

It was nearly a week before he called her. He had been busy in the office, extracting wisdom teeth and fitting gold crowns. But that wasn’t why he hadn’t called her sooner. He didn’t really know why he hadn’t called her. He hadn’t really thought about it much, calling her, though he had often thought about her. He thought about where he might take her and the things they might say and what he might discover when they were in a moment of conversational intimacy. He wondered if he would ever actually kiss her or go to bed with her or, perhaps, marry her. He wondered if she liked to ski, wander old art galleries, antique shops. He wondered if she liked the French Impressionists, folk music, seafood. A little voice at the back of his head whispered: “Suppose she even likes dogs?”

Nothing ventured, nothing gained, as the philosopher once said. As he thought of her, tenderly laying the drill against the decay of a bicuspid, two things impressed him: How cowgirlish she seemed, and though it had been a while since he’d been in the saddle, how much of a cowboy, a Westerner, your desperado—make that folk hero—he was at heart.

That evening, he realized it had been nearly a week since he spoke to her. “Perhaps she’s married by now, or in love,” said the little voice. “Things happen, you know.” Yes, things happen, like a whisper at the edge of memory, fading. One day it will be too late. And he thought: What if we’d met ten years ago or ten years from today? Might we strike a relationship as a result of timing or our mutual affection for dogs? Fantasy keeps the soul alive. It’s just possible, he wanted to say to her, that we could strike a mutual chord. It’s worth pursuing, I suppose. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

He picked up the telephone and the beating of his heart rose to his throat. But her voice put him almost immediately at ease. They decided on dinner. He said something amusing before they hung up because he wanted to hear the sound of her laughter. It was a nice, open, uninhibited laugh. Breathy. The sound of her voice and her laugh was still in his ears when he showered and went to bed, both watery and warm, and the memory of it left him damp and fiery, relishing his dreams in the night.

Driving to pick her up, he imagined even more completely who she might be. Someone new, without fault. At least she would be clean; certainly, her hair would be clean. He would smell her perfume, the whole inside of her house would be redolent with her smells. And neat. Things everywhere in place. Clean swept, vacuumed, odoriferous, and neat. Her hair would, perhaps, be up, off the back of her neck. She would be redolent and clean and tirelessly constructed for him. Perhaps she thought of him while taking her shower. Some women bathed, but she took showers. He would bet on it. It was an important, troubling point he refused to resist, perhaps since his first wife often lounged for hours in the bath—her weary bones. Perhaps she (not his ex) closed her eyes and put her face against the steamy spray and smoothed back her hair with her hands as the water splashed upon her and thought of the clean, invigorating spray of water against her face and throat and breasts as though it were his breath. He couldn’t decide if her legs would be naked or nyloned. But her hair would shine like copper, or bronze, in the light from a lamp and her green eyes would shine. She was musical, he knew it, a pianist, or classical guitarist. He had seen it in her fingers, the long slender nakedness of musical perfection. Cowgirlish and musical. No, no. Her hands had been too rough. When she had given him her hand in goodbye after their meeting on her front lawn, he had felt and remembered the roughness, the red cuticles and nails split. Inwardly, at least, she was musical.

“And what of her family?” queried the voice. Her family? Her family would be far away, her parents deceased, a husband, if there had ever been one, remarried, living in France or Spain, or a sonofabitch who had abused her and been killed in the forest by a falling tree or lightning, perhaps. She hadn’t a thing to drag her back.

He could see her silhouette behind the closed curtains of the bedroom window. He was early, but not much. He watched her silhouette bob and weave behind the curtains. She was looking forward to his arrival, expecting him. He was on her mind. There was an image of him, be it specific or vague, somewhere inside her head. And the thought of him made her comfortable. There was security in being a dentist, he thought. Security for himself and for others. The thought of his vocation made her feel secure. He was almost certain it did.

He took the little bouquet of flowers from the seat, wondering if it was a foolish gesture, and got out of the car. It was almost dark and the light from her bedroom window shone upon her garden and stretched across the lawn in a serrated patch of irregular dimension. Traversing the lawn, he stepped into the patch of light and stood there briefly, but he could not feel her presence. He stepped onto the porch and rang the bell. The porch was dark, and even when she answered the door, she did not turn on the light.

When she answered the door, he knew she was beautiful. An aroma came through the screen and caressed him. Cinnamon, sandalwood, a touch of vanilla, perhaps. She was not fully dressed, but she invited him in. Her aroma caressed him and he breathed deeply, holding her inside him, as she allowed him to enter. It didn’t even matter that her hair wasn’t up. It fell across her shoulders and emphasized the strength of her cheekbones. Her smile invited him, the flaw in that tooth, and her touch made him weak.

“For me?”

“I’m a romantic at heart.”

She took the flowers and he was sure they made her blush. She took the flowers and breathed their essence and blushed with irrepressible delight. She breathed their essence and led him from the little foyer into a poorly lighted room full of wicker and cushions. She held the flowers and carried them to the mantel behind a woodburning stove and gently stabbed them into a waterless vase.

“You look so nice.”

“Thank you. Here,” she said. “Please, could you fasten these?”

She poured into the palm of his hand a single strand of pearls, turned her back to him and lifted the hair from her shoulders and neck. He roped his arms about her and laid the pearls against her throat, roped them about the warm pulse of her throat, and became for the moment nothing but thumbs.

“Thanks.”

His fingers brushed the white open field of her neck, and he detected something musty in her hair. She excused herself, but turned and looked at him with a gladness in her eyes and kind of skipped, then sashayed backward down the hallway, leaving him in the poorly lighted room full of wicker and cushions.

An upright piano stood against the far wall. Baskets of ivy and ferns hung from the ceiling and, in the corner, next to a window overlooking the little back yard, stood a blooming Schefflera plant. A street lamp illuminated the yard and he could see on the patio a gas grill and the corner of the chaise longue. Along the trellised fence a budding rose thistle clambered for space. Cinnamon, he breathed. Ballet posters and etchings of Victorian houses covered an entire wall. Something damp touched his hand. A damp towel had been thrown across the back of an oak rocking chair. The chair had a woven cane seat, and the wood had been stressed, but it was not an antique. It looked like an antique, until you looked closely and then you could see that it was only a replica. Cinnamon, he thought. A single shoe, a belt, and he couldn’t quite tell—a scarf—lay carelessly on the shag rug beneath the coffee table. The scarf sort of draped a leg of the coffee table in billows and folds and he could see it just parachuting down so softly from a raised and distracted hand. On the coffee table itself lay a volume of lithographs by Degas. Beside the ashtray a single piece of orange peel and a shred of paper. Oranges and vanilla. Cinnamon, he supposed. Sandalwood and spice. The light in the room was low, but he could make out the cartoon panels of a signed “Calvin and Hobbes.” On the bookshelf, he could see the spines of Remembrance of Things Past, The Unbearable Lightness of Being, and a biography of Beryl Markham titled Straight on Till Morning. He looked for West With the Night but couldn’t find it. He couldn’t believe she had read Beryl Markham.

“So you play the piano,” he called into the other room.

“Not really. Listen.” She was standing almost in the living room, haloed by light from the hallway. “I can’t decide whether to wear nylons with this skirt. What do you think?” She sort of kicked her leg toward him and did a little half turn like a platform model, knee stiff. “What do you think?” Before he could open his mouth, she decided. “I guess not. No. Unless you want me to. I will if you want me to, if you think it would be dressier. Or maybe you like nylons,” she said. “Whatever you say. What do you think?”

“You have really nice legs,” he said, meeting the challenge. “Forget the nylons.”

She blushed. “That’s not what I meant,” she explained. “I mean, I didn’t really....” She laughed and twirled on her heel so that her skirt made an A-line flare. She started back down the hall to the bedroom. “Anything else you’d like me to leave off?”

“Now that I think of it...so you’ve read Beryl Markham?”

“I love her. I loved West With the Night. You’ve read it?” The hall light went out. “She was a real bitch, though, wasn’t she? Remarkable and still such a bitch...at times. Have you read the biography? I’ll just be a minute. Don’t make yourself too comfortable.”

He stepped between the wicker couch and coffee table and started to sit down, then stood up and examined more closely the African mask on the wall next to the bookshelves. There was a peculiar picture of children gathered around a clown who was sitting on an elephant drum, pulling the string of a marionette. The children and the clown were all laughing. It was a happy but slightly unsettling picture, an old promotional poster for Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus combined shows, captioned beneath: “The Children’s Favorite Clown.”

The telephone rang and she picked it up in the other room. “Excuse me,” she yelled to him from down the hall. “I’ll just be a minute. There’s a drink in the fridge, if you want.” He didn’t go into the kitchen. He could hear her on the telephone. She spoke loudly at first and then lowered her voice. As she spoke, she closed the door to the bedroom part way, so that just a wedge of light fell across the hardwood floor of the hall. She had lowered her voice but he could still hear her side of the conversation quite distinctly. He knew those words, their substance, every word an ache. She said, “I don’t care,” and then she repeated it, emphatically, and said with emotion, even desperation, he thought, “I want him now.” Something muffled. A curse? She called the other by name. “Do you hear me? This weekend.” She said she didn’t care, she didn’t care what he thought. “He’s my baby,” she said, “...I want my baby. This weekend!” She told him he could think what he liked about her. “You,” she said, “and that slut.” She said she wasn’t sick anymore, that she was better now, that she was well. “Don’t just think you can,” she said, “and I don’t mean maybe.” She told him he’d see. “You’ll see.” She didn’t have to listen to that kind of stuff. “I don’t have to listen to anything you say anymore.” A long, listening pause. She tried to say, then said, “Just you wait...you...that’s it...that’s it...by this weekend...I said this weekend. Hear?” She slammed the phone in its cradle and closed the door completely, so that there was only darkness at the end of the hall. He listened. He was sure he could hear her crying.

He wondered if he should say something, if he should go to the end of the hall and tap lightly on her bedroom door. He wondered if he should go to her. If he should speak to her through the door. If she wanted him to. And then he realized that the image she held in her head of him had been replaced by another, and he wasn’t sure how to put it back. How to put himself back inside her head.

“Well,” she said, coming out of the darkness of the hallway. “No nylons.” She kicked out a leg for him to see. “Let’s go.” He looked at her closely, but he could not tell if she had been crying or not.

“Do you want the porch light on?” he asked.

“No. I want it off.”

As they walked toward the car, the smell of her perfume went to his head, and she put her arm through his, and they walked toward the car, arm in arm, just like a couple that might have been in love.

A valet parked the car, and she said how ritzy she thought the restaurant was. The word “ritzy” seemed peculiar in her mouth. 

They read the menu and chatted about nothing. She ordered “Crab au Vin Blanc.” He ordered “Lobster and Filet Mignon” with béarnaise sauce. They chatted until their salads were served. Neither of them could remember what was said. Things about gardening and green thumbs, cavities and fluoride. Waitressing afternoons at the Blue Gum. Collecting antiques and rare books. They quipped about politics and religion, but nothing heavy or inextricable in their tones. It was pleasant, stressless banter. He was relieved. She had the house dressing and said it was “super.” He had Ranch.

“This is really good,” she said. “I haven’t eaten here before. I like the atmosphere, too.” And then she said: “So who divorced who? How’s your salad? Or maybe you don’t want to talk about that. Maybe we shouldn’t. I don’t know. What do you think? Tell me about your kids. Here, let me show you my little boy.”

He could see the moisture in her eyes as she showed him the photograph.

He said, “There are times when life is simply gritting your teeth and waiting for the pain to end.”

“Well put for a dentist,” she said. She tried to laugh, putting the photo away, and said, “But hope persists beyond reason.”

He said, “Fantasy keeps the soul alive.”

She said, “Doesn’t it though. What if we were to fall in love?”

“We’d get married, of course.”

“I don’t know. I don’t know whether that’s the thing to do.”

“You didn’t know whether or not to wear nylons.”

“Now don’t be rude. You don’t know me that well at all. Not at all.” And then she added, “Yet.”

“Do you think we ever know one another?” His tones were deepening.

She flipped her hair behind an ear and leaned toward her plate, bringing the fork to her mouth. As she twisted her head downward and to the side, he could see the hard delicate lobe of her ear, an object strange and perfect, as if wrought, like an artifact, by cautious, astonishing skill. He could see the lobe of her ear and the gold stud that pierced it. She wore little jewelry, just earstuds and a single strand of pearls. She chewed and swallowed.

“And how grows the brier,” she said, “amid longing and want?” She sipped from her water glass. “If we’re being philosophical, I mean.” She raised a corner of the serviette to dab at her mouth. “But don’t misunderstand me,” she added. “I miss the intimacy. Not just the conversation and communication, but you know, the physical thing. That’s probably why I didn’t wear nylons.” She blushed at her presumption, and he could see it even in the dim light. He could see, too, the little pockmarks that blemished her forehead beneath her bangs. “I suppose you know me a little better now,” she said, and giggled. “He called me a gob in the yeast of life.”

“She called me a walking hormone factory.”

“Oooo. I like that.”

“An albatross around her neck.”

“?”

“!”

“He was a philanderer.”

“She was the author of confusion.”

“I knew him inside out.”

“She didn’t know me at all.”

“It’s true. I wasn’t perfect.”

“Nor I.”

“We all make mistakes.”

“But none that can’t be fixed.”

They talked feverishly in a great effort to avoid saying something. Mutual commiseration seemed to fail. The little voice inside his head whispered, “Enough.”

When they had finished the main course, she stood up to go to the bathroom. An immediate sense of loss splashed inside him. She smelled of vanilla and musk.

“Wait a minute,” he said, and he took her by the wrist.

“What is it?”

“I have to know,” he said. “I have a friend who walks home for lunch. He passes your house.”

“I know who he is. When I sunbathe, I hardly ever sleep.”

“And after you’ve been lying in the sun and you’re all covered with perspiration—” 

She shifted her weight so that her hip swung toward him and took his hand from her wrist and held his hand, just the tips of his fingers. She shut and opened her eyes, sleepily. “I like the smell of you,” she said, “your cologne.” She touched his face.

“—when you go inside the house—”

“I don’t know whether I could be the mother of teenagers or not.”

“—do you shower,” he said, half embarrassed but craving an answer, at the same time puzzling the worry in his voice, “or bathe?”

“We might enjoy one another, though.”

“I mean actually take a bath,” he insisted, as though the question had importance beyond itself. “Or do you shower instead?”

“You tell me.” She leaned toward him a little and spoke softly, without offense. “You tell me.” Her voice was soft and breathy and he could feel the pressure of her breath. She let loose his fingers so that his hand fell in a natural sort of way upon her hip. It was so natural that he held her there, swaying a little toward him, with both hands on her hips. The material of her skirt was like silk, caressing her. He moved his hands against the stuff of her skirt almost imperceptibly. He moved his hands and she swayed toward him. She was looking down at him and her hair fell forward, eclipsing her face at the cheekbone. Her eyes appeared sleepy and her mouth was relaxed in a pouty sort of way. He loved the way that tooth overlapped. He moved his hands ever so slightly against the still warm breeze of her skirt. He moved his hands and could feel her beneath, her breath sotto voce. “How do you prefer me, up there in your head...inside your noggin? Such fantasy and desire.” Her breath was nearly a whisper and she tapped his forehead with a finger, playing along. “Do you see me in the shower? Or...” she sighed, “...lounging in the tub?”

“It’s just that some women bathe,” he explained miserably, needlessly, with humiliation, but thinking of one. “Some women bathe and others...other women shower.”

“And you see me in the shower.”

“That’s right. I have this...this heart-stopping image of you raising your arms and rinsing your hair, your back to the spray.”

“Um,” she said. “Nice.” There was a sudden lilt in her voice. “I’ll be right back and you can tell me more. In the meantime, order some of that raspberry watchyamacallit.” She turned so that her hips slid out of his hands. She turned and threw back a glance. “That ice cream stuff. I like raspberries.”

Their table smelled of raspberries, raspberries and vanilla. He could smell the raspberries on her breath. She leaned toward him and her scent was raspberries and musk. She had green, green eyes, in the orange light, a becoming nose, and parentheses at the corners of her mouth. She had nearly emerald eyes, a nose slightly askew, and raspberry breath. Her cheekbones were rouged and one side of her hair fell behind an ear, a most delicately crafted artifact, painfully wrought, it seemed, by superior, attentive design, the ridges and lobe of her ear, the thin gold stud.

He was weary with fantasy and desire and his own sense of loss, and the weariness was reflected in her green liquid eyes. She had taken his hand in an absent, oblivious sort of way and was playing with his hand. She was playing with his fingers and hand, sort of fiddling with the tips of his fingers and the hair on the back of his hand. She was bending the knuckles of his fingers and watching how the knuckles bent and pinching and smoothing the hair on the back of his hand. She was thinking and talking and carelessly attending the palm of his hand.

The little voice whispered unintelligibly at the back of his head, something about interdependence and premature intimacy, something about the intoxicating nature of infatuation and the insensible...inscrutable...insatiable—he wasn’t quite sure—grumblings of love.

He wondered if he would kiss her, if she would invite him in, if he would have the strength to resist his own adoration. Would they marry? Have a child between them? Live happily ever after? He wondered about doom.

“Tell me,” she said, “how else you think of me. Inside your head. Such fantasy.”

“How men think of women.”

“In a familiar, intimate way, you mean?”

“Sometimes.”

“I think of you like that,” she admitted. “Sometimes. Women do, you know. Fantasize. But in other ways, too.”

“Macho?”

“I hate that word. And the image. No. Not that.”

“But you like to be thought of as feminine.”

“Of course. Sometimes, at least.”

“And equal?”

“No. Because we’re not. You know it. Feminists know it. Not the same, or equal. Interdependent, maybe. Not weird...women who want to be like men, or men like women. Not queer. Interdependent. Complementary. Different. Complete. You have nice hands. Sensitive. Do you like my hair?”

He stilled her hand. Her hair eclipsed her face, the left side of her face, his right, eclipsed her face in shadow and light from the candle between them, eclipsed her face at the cheekbone. He felt the roughness of the fingers of her hand. She had no polish on her nails. Her cuticles were rough and hard and split.

“What comes,” she observed with a shrug, “from gardening without gloves.”

He laced with his own the fingers of her hand as she dreamily closed and opened her eyes. Softly she pressed his hand and wearily shut her eyes, smiling parentheses across the table, across the light of the candle between them, parentheses at the corners of her nearly sensual mouth, smiled gladly at him. It made him touch her hair with his hand and she moved the contour of her face, her jaw, into the palm of his hand.

He could lose himself in her face and never be tired. The little voice whispered: “So this is your undoing.”

Undo the back of my dress.
They left the restaurant along with an essence of themselves and entered the warm bright night. She was holding his hand. They stood upon the curb waiting for the valet to bring the car. He felt like laughing. She laughed without purpose. How like lovers they were, he thought. How like husband and wife so very much in love. If only now the world would end, whimper or bang, if only now the end.

“Your children,” she said in the car, sitting appropriately close.

“Purpose,” he agreed. “And direction. They allow the sun to rise.”

Her parents were old, living in a city three hours north. They had each other and the absence in their retiring years of the notion of death. “They don’t even think about it.”

He understood. They had each other and reason. Reason and the balance of faith.

“What do I want out of life?” She didn’t have to think for an instant. “Love.” She said also how she longed for her child and desired the absence of fear of rejection.

The moon passed behind a cloud, the lining of clouds luminous with tertiary light, bathing silver the otherwise unsilver night.

“Soft as poetry,” she sighed.

“Wait a minute and I’ll get the door.”

Touch your hand to my breast.
“Watch out for that dog,” she said. She wouldn’t get out of the car. “Make it go away. Git. Git. Don’t get bit now.”

“It’s a friendly dog,” he assured her, clucking his tongue. “Just curious. See? Curiosity killed the dog. Here, boy. Come on.” He made a kissing sound with his lips. “Come on. Shy, too.”

“Make it go away or I won’t get out.” She laughed bravely. “We’ll be here all night long.”

“Suits me.”

But the dog trotted off, swallowed by the night.

“It’s okay,” she explained. “I just got bitten once. Stitches and all. Allergies, too.”

A little piece of him came undone but there was enough left between them that he let it go without remorse. Some invalidate. Some malign. Some demean. He forgave.

Come inside. Undo the back of my dress and touch your hand to my breast.

I will make you in the morning

A cup of homemade coffee.

I will sweeten it with honey and with cream.

When you sleep, do you have dreams?

He shook the refrain from his head and helped her from the car. “Mythical Kings and Iguanas,” he said.

“I know that album. Yada yada,” she said. “Yada yada yada ya-a-a-da-a.”

“Dory Previn.”

“That’s right. Good grief. Dory Previn. Do you remember ‘The Hollywood Sign’?”

“Mary C. Brown—”

“—and the Hollywood Sign.”

“A Stone for Bessie Smith.”

“Lemon Haired Ladies.”

He couldn’t see her clearly, but he could feel her and her laughter made him grateful for small mercies and remarkable things. He could feel her next to him and hear her and smell the cinnamon in her hair. The porch was dark and he was grateful for that. They were inside one another’s heads and her heart must have pounded as painfully as his.

When they stood upon her doorstep, she didn’t invite him in, but she put her face up and he kissed her gently upon the lips, in the warm shadows of the porch, breathing cinnamon and musk, softly upon the mouth. She looked at him and he could see in her eyes remnants of the unfinished kiss. They kissed again, longer this time, deeper, and she opened her mouth so that he could feel the moisture and warmth and taste raspberries. She pressed her body warmly into his as they kissed and there was as much in the warmth of their bodies as there was in the kiss.

“When your friend passed, I didn’t have my top on.” She licked her lips with the tip of her tongue. “The top of my suit.”

“I know.”

“He walked back and forth half a dozen times.”

“I know.”

“Do you want to come in,” she said.

“No.”

“That’s good,” she said. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” he said. And then he said: “You understand that I do but I don’t.”

“I know. That’s good,” she said. “Me too.”

Life comes back around. He looked upward at the luminous clouds to see his lucky stars. Was she as grateful as he? The door closed softly behind him and the porch light came on.

He didn’t last a day before calling her. She was in his head when he slept, when he got up in the morning and made breakfast for his children, when he looked into the broken-toothed mouth of a high school soccer star. She was in his ears, on the back of his tongue, and behind his eyes. She answered the telephone on the first ring and he regarded it an omen.

They went to the campus theater, saw Hedda Gabler. She was puzzled by it, couldn’t decide. He told her about Ibsen, The Master Builder, Ghosts, A Doll’s House, but she wasn’t sure, just couldn’t decide.

She liked to dance, overcame his complaints, and told him he was a quick learner, couldn’t believe his ex hadn’t encouraged him. They danced at the Blue Gum, and she seemed to know everyone. She seemed to enjoy being with him at the Blue Gum, dancing and befriending and introducing him to those she knew. Sometimes she called him Doctor and sometimes by his first name. They always returned to a darkened porch.

And then one evening, she had an idea. She had this recipe for popcorn and clam dip. They rented movies and watched them on her DVD. They watched Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion with Joan Fontaine and Cary Grant. She liked the name “Joan.” Made her think of Joan of Arc. When he used the bathroom, the tub was still wet and the towel was damp with an odor of mildew. The damp towel had been folded neatly across the side of the tub, drops of water spattering the bottom and puddled near the drain of the tub, and encircling the interior of the porcelain about midway up, a light, almost indiscernible ring. He refolded the towel and hung it on the towel rack. He pressed his face into the towel, refolded it, and hung it on the rack. The shower curtain hung on the outside of the tub. He liked her clam dip, nevertheless, and her choice of movies wasn’t bad.

“I suppose it’s time for you to leave,” she said. She was going to court the following week to fight for her child.

He was campaigning to smear the disease of divorce from the minds of his children. They were teenagers. They were doomed, in the end, hopefully, saved by a prayer.

“You could stay,” she said. “The porch light is on.”

Stay awhile and save my life.

Her hair was up, braided, and the sight of her ears made him believe that miracles occurred, her neck so white, and the pod of her throat.

“You could stay,” she said. “Till sunrise, anyway. Here,” she said. “Unfasten my braid. Now the back of my dress.”

Life is filled with contradictions. And there is an angle of wantonness that brings to bear the shameless nature of antithetical design. He knew these things even if he didn’t understand them. This was the question: Would she insist on a diamond or be content with a gold band? It was their first real argument. Diamonds are a girl’s best friend but gold suited her best. She couldn’t decide and decided on a whim to visit her parents for the weekend, made it a point not to invite him. Still, he saw her off. Carried her baggage from the house to the trunk of her car—would have carried it anywhere for that matter.

“You’ll be back?”

“Of course. What did you expect? Although nothing in this life is for certain.”

“Except, of course—”

“—that nothing in this life is for certain.”

The day she was to return, her father had a stroke and everything got so confused. Paradox and discoveries. Something strange and unpredictable had gotten into her. He could hear it long distance, in the tone of her voice. “Mercurial” fit. He was dependable as gravity. Was it the trauma of love? Or the lack of an absence of the fear of rejection by others? “He’s doing better,” she told him. “Just one more day.” He worried and kept chart by the stars, called her each night before the moon was up. “Just one more day,” she promised, but he worried she’d found purpose of another sort. Following her divorce, she’d had a nervous breakdown and been hospitalized for nearly three months. It was nothing, to hear her explain it. Except for the child. And sanity. He himself, he allowed her to discover, wanted to live an unencumbered life still desperate for love.

She was away for nearly a month. Perhaps it was for the best. Except for the infrangibility of souls. Hope persists beyond reason (hadn’t she said?) and good sense, occasionally, prevails. She had time to reflect, he to plot a course. He remembered the dinners, the picnic, the movies. A barbecue in her little backyard and sunbathing. Intimate conversation. Enfolding her on the couch, she seemed so small at times, her legs up, body like an S, leaning into him, the smell of her, so clean and slippery inside her shift. He remembered the fantasies, the indiscretions, the horrors that so outraged his children. She had even taken the dogs. Moved three thousand miles away and was living with who knew whom. A manic-depressive, of sorts. Schizoid, given to lounging for hours in a hot, steamy bath. He had given his all, and she had forsaken her children and taken the dogs. He remembered pouring himself into her heart and the intimate conversations with her about his hopes, his fears. “Tomorrow,” she promised, said. He spoke of missing her smell, her eyes, her mouth. Her little boy was such a good fellow, she told him so. It was all a matter of sacrifice and concern—if you could do it—an unwillingness to malign and deceive. Trust. That was it. Honesty, unselfishness, and trust. His children, surely, would understand. It was simply a matter of commitment and trust.

“I don’t know,” he said to her at the appropriate time, “what do you think? Maybe we could have a small dog, non-shedding, of course.”

Next thing he knew, the house on the corner was vacant, a FOR RENT sign in the window. He saw it on his way to work in the mornings and when he returned for lunch and in the evenings as well. “Be grateful,” said the little voice, and he looked upward at night for an explanatory star. “Be not dismayed.”

True. The security of a dentist had meant nothing to her, only the distance between them, that and the dogs. He could have been a lumberjack, a stevedore. She, on the other hand, called him doctor, then spoke volumes in a sneeze. He mentioned the dog, and she called him doctor and broke out in hives and started to sneeze. But “my crooked tooth,” she urged, and he agreed to fix it, heedless of tampering with fate, willing to alter the appearance of things. He told her this, and when they made love it was like jewels, unfastening a single strand of pearls clasped about her throat. He could not tell from the shower whether or not she wept, her undulant breath the shudder of a weeping child, her spasms a sorrow or joy. It was all commitment and love, he told himself, honesty, unselfishness, and trust, what matter the dog, what matter her teeth; it was the betrayal of intimacy that so enraged him.
He remembered, then, in the dim light of desire, the night he popped the question. He remembered how silly the unfocused alarm over diamonds or gold, how stupid the bonds of heartache and disgrace. He remembered that night and the very night that she, in spite of whim and caprice, in spite of the unhappy goblins of divorce, the demons of distrust, in spite, it seemed, of some indomitable urge to shake her head from side to side, said “Yes,” the very night, one and the same, standing on the porch beneath the light, oblivious to the world beyond her porch, oblivious to light and dark, to shadows and truth, still reeling from the unequivocal, debilitating “Yes,” he had looked at her then looked away to conceal a rising dread.

Now, sharing the same bed, it was, he knew, something in the way she put her hand to his face, the gesture of wiping the corners of her mouth with her index finger and thumb while making her mouth an O. He looked at her in the dim bedroom light, and in that simple gesture, he saw, had seen, with alarm, in spite of affirmation, enigma, and delight, saw all the foibles and deceptions of his ex-wife. But as he had her, he could forgive this creature, too. He could. He knew it. Already had. Dependable as gravity, had. Forgiveness was easy for him as was unconditional love. The only question, he realized with sudden inexpressible horror even as they embraced, was, unlike the mother of his children, would she forgive him?

