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charged outright, while others sim ply drifted away. There was no
one to care if the work was done, no one to pay them. The half-
finished veranda’s raw wood grayed in the fall, then winter, rains.
The ditches were left fallow and uncovered and half filled with
water. Kudzu crept from the woods. The hollyhocks and oleanders
the doctor’s wife had planted grew entangled and rampant. The
imported windows were stoned by double-dared boys who
whirled and fled. Already this house where a child had vanished
was acquiring an unhealthy, diseased reputation.

The doctor and his wife sat entombed in separate prisons re-
playing real and imagined grievances. The doctor felt that his
wife’s neglect had sent his child into the abstract. The doctor’s
wife drank vodka martinis and watched talk shows where passed
an endless procession of vengeful people who had not had chil-
dren vanish, and felt, perhaps rightly, that the fates had dealt her
from the bottom of the deck, and she prayed with intensity for a
miracle.

Then one day she was just gone. The Mercedes and part of her
clothing and personal possessions were gone too. He idly won-
dered where she was, but he did not search for her.

Sitting in his armchair cradling a great marmalade cat and a
bottle of J&B and observing with bemused detachment the grada-
tions of light at the window, the doctor remembered studying lit-
erature at Princeton. He had particular cause to reconsider the
poetry of William Butler Yeats. For how surely things fell apart,
how surely the center did not hold.

His practice fell into a ruin. His colleagues made sympathetic
allowances for him at first, but there are limits to these things. He
made erroneous diagnoses, prescribed the wrong medicines not
once or twice but as a matter of course.

Just as there is a deepening progression to misfortune, so too
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there is a point beyond which things can only get worse. They did.
A middle-aged woman he was operating on died.

He had made an incision to remove a ruptured appendix and
the incised flesh was clamped aside while he made ready to slice
it out. It was not there. He stared in drunken disbelief. FHe began
to search under things, organs, intestines, a rising tide of blood.
The appendix was not there. It had gone into the abstract, atro
phied, been removed twenty-five years before, he had sliced
through the selfsame scar. He was rummaging through her ab
dominal cavity like an irritated man fumbling through a drawer
for a clean pair of socks, finally bellowing and wringing his hands
in bloody vexation while nurses began to cry out, another surgeon
was brought on the run as a closer, and he was carried from the
operating room.

Came then days of sitting in the armchair while he was be
sieged by contingency lawyers, action news teams, a long line of
process servers. There was nothing he could do. It was out of his
hands and into the hands of the people who are paid to do these
things. He sat cradling the bottle of J&B with the marmalade cat
snuggled against his portly midriff. He would study the window,
where the light drained away in a process he no longer had an un-
derstanding of, and sip the scotch and every now and then stroke
the cat’s head gently. The cat purred against his breast as reassur-
ingly as the hum of an air conditioner.

He left in the middle of the night. He began to load his pos-
sessions into the Lexus. At first he chose items with a great degree
of consideration. The first thing he loaded was a set of custom
made monogrammed golf clubs. Then his stereo receiver, Denon
AC3, $1,750. A copy of This Side of Paradise autographed by
Fitzgerald that he had bought as an investment. By the time the

Lexus was half full he was juse grabbing things at random and

83



WiLrLiaMm Gay

stuffing them into the backseat, a half-eaten pizza, half a case of
cat food, a single brocade house shoe.

He drove west past the hospital, the country club, the city-
limit sign. He was thinking no thoughts at all, and all the desti-
nation he had was the amount of highway the headlights showed

him.

IN THE SLOW RAINS of late fall the doctor’s wife returned to the
unfinished mansion. She used to sit in a camp chair on the ruined
veranda and drink chilled martinis she poured from the pitcher
she carried in a foam ice chest. Dark fell early these November
days. Rain crows husbanding some far cornfield called through the
smoky autumn air. The sound was fiercely evocative, reminding
her of something but she could not have said what.

She went into the room where she had lost the child. The light
was failing. The high corners of the room were in deepening
shadow but she could see the nests of dirt daubers clustered on the
rich flocked wallpaper, a spider swing from a chandelier on a
strand of spun glass. Some animal’s dried blackened stool curled
like a slug against the baseboards. The silence in the room was
enormous.

One day she arrived and was surprised to find the paperhanger
there. He was sitting on a yellow four-wheeler drinking a bottle of
beer. He made to go when he saw her but she waved him back.
Stay and talk with me, she said.

The paperhanger was much changed. His pale locks had been
shorn away in a makeshift haircut as if scissored in the dark or by a
blind barber and his cheeks were covered with a soft curly beard.

You have grown a beard.

Yes,
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You are strange with it.
The paperhanger sipped from his San Miguel. He smiled. |
was strange without it, he said. He arose from the four-wheeler

and came over and sat on the flagstone steps. He stared across the

mutilated yard toward the treeline. The yard was like a funhouse
maze seen from above, its twistings and turnings bereft of mys
tery.

You are working somewhere now?

No. I don’t take so many jobs anymore. There’s only me, and |
don’t need much. What has become of the doctor?

She shrugged. Many things have change, she said. e has
gone. The banks have foreclose. What is that you ride?

An ATV. A four-wheeler.

It goes well in the woods?

It was made for that.

You could take me in the woods. How much would you charge me?

For what?

To go in the woods. You could drive me. I will pay you.

Why?

To search for my child’s body.

I wouldn’t charge anybody anything to search for a child’s
body, the paperhanger said. But she’s not in these woods. Nothing
could have stayed hidden, the way these woods were searched.

Sometimes I think she just kept walking. Perhaps just walk-
ing away from the men looking. Far into the woods.

Into the woods, the paperhanger thought. If she had just kept
walking in a straight line with no time out for eating or sleeping,

where would she be? Kencucky, Algiers, who knew.

I'll take you when the rains stop, he said. But we won't find a
child,
The doctor’s wife shook her head, Tt is a mystery, she said. She
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It is a sacrilege, she said. It is forbidden to disturb the dead.
You have done this.

The paperhanger took a cigarette pack from his pocket and felt
it, but it was empty, and he balled it up and threw it away. The
line between grave robbing and archaeology has always looked a
little blurry to me, he said. I was studying their culture, trying to
get a fix on what their lives were like.

She was watching him with a kind of benumbed horror.
Standing hip-slung and lost like a parody of her former self.
Strange and anomalous in her fashionable but mismatched cloth-
ing, as if she’d put on the first garment that fell to hand. Someday,
he thought, she might rise and wander out into the daylit world
wearing nothing at all, the way she had come into i. With her di-
amond watch and the cocktail glass she carried like a used-up tal-
isman.

You have broken the law, she told him.

I got a government grant, the paperhanger said contemptu-
ously.

Why are we here? We are supposed to be searching for my
child.

If you're looking for a body the first place to look is the grave-
yard, he said. If you want a book don’t you go to the library?

I'am paying you, she said. You are in my employ. I do not want
to be here. I want you to do as I say or carry me to my car if you
will not.

Actually, the paperhanger said, T had a story to tell you. About
my wife.

He paused, as if leaving a space for her comment, but when she
made none he went on. I had a wife. My childhood sweetheart. She
became a nurse, went to work in one of these drug rehab places.

After she was there awhile she gor a faraway look in her eyes, Look
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at me without seeing me. She got in tight with her supervisor.

T'hey started having meetings to go to. Conferences. Sometimes

just the two of them would confer, generally in a motel. The night
| watched them walk into the Holiday Inn in Franklin I decided
to kill her. No impetuous spur-of-the-moment thing. I thought it
all out and it would be the perfect crime.

The doctor’s wife didn’t say anything. She just watched him,

A grave is the best place to dispose of a body, the paperhanger
said. The grave is its normal destination anyway. I could dig up a
prave and then just keep on digging. Save everything carcfully,
Put my body there and fill in part of the earth, and then restore
cverything the way it was. The coffin, if any of it was left. The
bones and such. A good settling rain and the fall leaves and you're
home free. Now that’s eternity for you.

Did you kill someone, she breathed. Her voice was barely au
dible.

Did I or did I not, he said. You decide. You have the powers of
1 god. You can make me a murderer or just a heartbroke guy
whose wife quit him. What do you think? Anyway, I don’t have a
wife. I expect she just walked off into the abstract like that Lang
puy I told you about.

[ want to go, she said. I want to go where my car is.

He was sitting on a gravestone watching her out of his pale
cyes. He might not have heard.

I will walk.

Just whatever suits you, the paperhanger said. Abruptly, he
was standing in front of her. She had not seen him arise from the
headstone or stride across the graves, but like a jerky splice in a
film he was before her, a hand cupping each of her breasts, staring
down into her face.

Under the merciless weight of the sun her face was scunned
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and vacuous. He studied it intently, missing no detail. Fine wrin-
kles crept from the corners of her eyes and mouth like hairline
cracks in porcelain. Grime was impacted in her pores, in the crepe
flesh of her throat. How surely everything had fallen from her:
beauty, wealth, social position, arrogance. Humanity itself, for by
now she seemed scarcely human, beleaguered so by the fates that
she suffered his hands on her breasts as just one more cross to bear,
one more indignity to endure.

How far you've come, the paperhanger said in wonder. I be-
lieve you're about down to my level now, don’t you?

It does not matter, the doctor’s wife said. There is no longer
one thing that matters.

Slowly and with enormous lassitude her body slumped toward
him, and in his exultance it seemed not a motion in itself but sim-
ply the completion of one begun long ago with the fateful weight
of a thigh, a motion that began in one world and completed itself
in another one.

From what seemed a great distance he watched her fall toward
him like an angel descending, wings spread, from an infinite

height, striking the earth gently, tilting, then righting itself.

THE WEIGHT OF MOONLIGHT tracking across the paper-
hanger’s face awoke him from where he took his rest. Filigrees of
light through the gauzy curtains swept across him in stately si-
lence like the translucent ghosts of insects. He stirred, lay still
then for a moment getting his bearings, a fix on where he was.

He was in his bed, lying on his back. He could see a huge or-
ange moon poised beyond the bedroom window, ink-sketch tree
branches that raked its face like claws. He could see his feet book-

ending the San Miguel botele thae his hands clasped erect on his
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abdomen, the amber bottle hard-edged and defined against the
pale window, dark atavistic monolith reared against a harvest
moon.

He could smell her. A musk compounded of stale sweat and al-
cohol, the rank smell of her sex. Dissolution, ruin, loss. He turned
to study her where she lay asleep, her open mouth a dark cavity in
her face. She was naked, legs outflung, pale breasts pooled like
cooling wax. She stirred restively, groaned in her sleep. He could
hear the rasp of her breathing. Her breath was fetid on his face,
corrupt, a graveyard smell. He watched her in disgust, in a dull
self-loathing.

He drank from the bottle, lowered it. Sometimes, he told her
sleeping face, you do things you can’t undo. You break things you
just can’t fix. Before you mean to, before you know you’ve done it.
And you were right, there are things only a miracle can set to
rights.

He sat clasping the bottle. He touched his miscut hair, the soft
down of his beard. He had forgotten what he looked like, he
hadn’t seen his reflection in a mirror for so long. Unbidden,
Zeineb’s face swam into his memory. He remembered the look on
the child’s face when the doctor’s wife had spun on her heel: spite
had crossed it like a flicker of heat lightning. She stuck her tongue
out at him. His hand snaked out like a serpent and closed on her
throat and snapped her neck before he could call it back, sloe eyes
wild and wide, pink tongue caught between tiny seed-pearl teeth

like a bitten-off rosebud. Her hair swung sidewise, her head lolled
onto his clasped hand. The tray of the toolbox was out before he
knew it, he was stuffing her into the toolbox like a rag doll. So
small, so small, hardly there at all.

He arose. Silhouetted naked against the moon-drenched win-

dow, he drained the bottle. He looked about for a place to set it,
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leaned and wedged it between the heavy flesh of her upper thighs.
He stood in silence, watching her. He seemed philosophical, pos-
sessed of some hard-won wisdom. The paperhanger knew so well
that while feware deserving of a miracle, fewer still can make one
come to pass.

He went out of the oom. Doors opened, doors closed. Foot-
seeps softly climbing 4 suitcase, descending. She dreamed on.
When he came back into the room he was cradling a plastic-
wrapped bundle stiffly inhis arms. He placed it gently beside the
drunk woman. He folded the plastic sheeting back like a caul.

What had been a child. What the graveyard earth had spared
the freezer had preserved.lee arystals snared in the hair like windy
snowflakes whirled there, in the lashes. A doll from a madhouse
assembly line.

He took herarm, laidicactoss the child. She pulled away from
the cold. He firmly brought the arm back, arranging them like
mannequins, madonnaand child. He studied this tableau, then
went out of his house for the last time. The door closed gently be-
hind him on its keeper spring.

The papethanger leftin the Mercedes, heading west into the
open country, tracking into wide-open territories he could infect
like 2 malignant spore. Without knowing it, he followed the self-
same route the doctor had taken some eight months earlier, and in
2 world of infinite possibilities where all journeys share a common
end, perhaps they are together, taking the evening air on a ruined
veranda among the hollyhocks and oleanders, the doctor sipping
his scotch and the paperhanger his San Miguel, gentlemen of
eisure discussing the vagries of life and pondering deep into the

night not just the possibility hut the inevitability of miracles.

15




