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GROWING YOUNG

1. Dreams
The upstate college where David had taught for thirty years had assumed he would stay on indefinitely, and were dismayed when he announced he would take “early” retirement at the age of seventy. He was a popular teacher, and something of a celebrity, a National Book Award non-fiction finalist, and a talking head on the evening news whenever the “pacific rim” was being discussed, although his anthropological expertise was tribal life in New Guinea, a far cry from the upheavals of Southeast Asian democracies, or the extension of China’s financial influence over the countries cowering along its expansionist borders. The camera liked his face, a producer told him, and his voice was reassuring but authoritative. At the end of each school year the college conducted a student survey of teachers’ performances. His students had over the years described him as quirky, available, patient, an easy marker, weird, unbending, and sexist. He had rather liked quirky; “eccentric-lite” his friend and colleague Joshua Doberman dubbed it. 

The dean had urged him to go on teaching one course per semester, but as he’d told her, he wanted to make a clean break and make a fresh start after Miriam’s death; undertake new challenges. She countered that the established routine of classroom preparation and correcting papers would ease him over the grief period: if you could see an end to anything so vast as grief, if it at all existed in time, if you had that kind of control over processes. He could not imagine not grieving for Miriam, or not getting on with things. “Why not wait at least another year before retiring,” the dean said. “If you still feel that’s what you want then I’ll support you wholeheartedly.” But that had seemed faintly offensive, as if he were a teenager unskilled in decision-making being advised not to leave home, just yet. At least she’d added, “Of course, if you do decide to retire you’ll richly deserve that professor emeritus the Board has already approved.” So had he been encouraged to stay, or to leave, considered useful or expendable, been embraced or pushed aside?

His daughter Rebecca had sided with retirement; call it a default family position, if rife with fear of idleness or illness; she worried more about the least signs of fatigue, the effects of long-term stress. “You’re looking so tired these days. All you’ve been doing since Mom died is complain about school. It’s become a burden so why not give it up? Of course, you’ll have to keep busy. But you can finally do some of the things you’ve been talking about doing for years.” While there was still time, he supposed she implied, conflating fatigue and aging, as if aging were a form of enervation, the slow or rapid draining away of life. When he’d told his friend Joshua his decision, he’d reacted as if it were a personal criticism. “Maybe it’s time for me to move on too, take that year sailing with Margo and the kids. My God, I should have said ‘grandchildren’! We’ve talked about it for so many years we forgot how many years we’ve been talking about it.” David’s aging, no less retiring, harbored anxieties for others. 

But retirement, a word he loathed, did not palliate Rebecca’s fears. At her house one evening over dinner, some months after he’d stopped teaching, she’d been going on about how restless and adrift he seemed. Idleness was such a trap. What had happened to all those projects he’d told her about, writing that memoir of his field work, finishing that article for that journal; painting the house; dating? “It’s been more than a year since mom died,” There was that operation room nurse she knew at the hospital whose husband had died about the same time. At least he could take her out for dinner, permit himself to think of a companion again before he got too comfortable with living alone. But replace irreplaceable Miriam? Was she really asking that of him? Out of sheer exasperation he’d turned to his eleven-year old grandson. “Well, Henry, what do you think of your ole Grandpa’s being retired?” He thought Henry would say things like, ‘So when are you taking me to the city for that baseball game you promised?’ or ‘How about driving me to little swimming practice. She never has time for anything.’ He often called his mother her or she these days. Henry looked very serious and said, “I don’t know Grandpa, I think maybe you should get a dog.” 

Henry didn’t do explanations; and David didn’t ask for one. It was, after all, an old cliché. But the more he thought about it the more it made a certain innocent sense. Miriam had been a vet. She’d bred rabbits as a hobby; he’d given the last of them away a few weeks after the funeral, and had let the hutches out back go derelict. She’d also been the resident vet for a Golden Labrador Retriever kennel up in the nearby mountains. She had cared for their animals for twenty years or more; they were sold as guide or companion dogs. She’d gone on about them with such admiration for so long that it hardly seemed a choice. So maybe Henry was on to something about grief, or anger, or moving on, on to something about healing and loss. The suggestion rattled around and around, and rankled. He could not let it go. And then it seemed right. He was not sure they’d sell him one, but he phoned anyway. All he had to say was, “This is David Cohen, Miriam’s husband. I was wondering…” And they said yes. They’d had three litters, some ten puppies. They were still too young to leave their mothers but he could come and select one, visit it while he waited through the weaning period. 

He asked Henry to go with him. All but one of the ten fawned over them, licked their hands, barked crazily, or tried to squeeze through the wire mesh of their pen, but one just sat and stared between Henry and him in a rather disconcerting way. David said, “Well, what do you think? Is that the one?” Henry said, “Of course it is.” They drove back every few days for the three weeks they had to wait, wondering if she would act more, well, puppy-like, but when she saw them she would simply waddle over, tail wagging, and stare between them, as if understanding the deal was done and they had to put up with this inconvenience of weaning. 

Once he’d brought her home he half expected Henry would fawn over her as over a secret wish at last fulfilled, make the dog his own without the responsibility, but he was wrong. From the start Henry started talking to Ginger, but not in that blubbering, obsequious way that people have with their pets. David would hear him on their back porch delivering long, complicated explanations and instructions as she sat at his feet staring intently into his eyes, her head shifting side to side, her nose and ears twitching. “You know, Ginger, and mind you I think that’s a terrible name for you, but, well, that’s another story. What I was going to say is, I was coming home from school today and I started thinking what a dangerous road Route 9G is for dogs. That’s just down there on the other side of the field, you know, and those cars don’t care about anyone or anything. So, if you’re ever out and about on your own chasing rabbits, well, you know I really would advise you to stay clear of that road, especially during rush hour. That’s mornings between eight and nine and evenings between five and six our time, just so you get it straight.” Ginger would wait until she was sure Henry was through delivering his little piece of advice and then give him some sign she, what? Understood? Hardly. Acknowledged? Not quite that either. She would put a paw on Henry’s knee. Or if they were standing she would nudge his hand with her cold nose. 

He and Miriam had been going to his daughter’s house regularly one Sunday a month for dinner, or to help with some little chore like cleaning the gutters. She only lived fifteen minutes away but he and Miriam had rarely managed more than once a month, if never less, but now that he’d retired and had Ginger he started going over two or three times a week, and then every day. “No use paying a babysitter when I can easily pop over to watch my own grandson,” he said a little sheepishly; he should have been doing it all along, if he were not quite volunteering and was more like acceding to Henry and Ginger’s wish, although he wouldn’t have told Rebecca that.

He’d been out front deadheading Rebecca’s rosebushes; a long row of them lined her drive; he was raking up the debris. Ginger was lying next to him but she suddenly go up and trotted down to the edge of the lawn. He leaned on the rake like some wry old Upstate farmer. The road was straight at this point. He couldn’t see or hear the school bus, but expected she could. Still it must have been a good ten minutes before it arrived, with a whoosh the door opening, and Henry jumping out. If David had expected Ginger to break into raptures, leaping and barking, or Henry to fawn, well there was just that calm meeting of minds, so to speak. Walking up the drive past him Henry frowned in his direction as if to say, “Well, it took you long enough to figure out Ginger wanted to meet my bus every day,” if he hadn’t been too busy talking to the dog. “You know, Ginger, about those tribes Grandpa wrote about, the ones in New Guinea, well they believe that when there is an eclipse of the sun it means their god is angry and they make a sacrifice so it will stop being angry and give the sun back. Now what I want to tell you is that tomorrow there will be an eclipse of the sun at exactly 10:47 in the morning eastern human time and I don’t want you doing anything foolish like chasing after those pigeons out back like I saw you doing the other day, just so you can get the sun back. Some day we have to have a good talk about them pigeons. They got a right to live without you scaring them half to death.” Henry paused and pointed to the sky mid-horizon. “Anyway, I’ll be at school, but it happens just about there, and I also do not, let me repeat, I do not want you looking at that eclipse either. It is very dangerous for your eyes.” The damned dog was staring not at Henry now, but at the sky. Henry had his knapsack on, heavy with books and school bric-a-brac, and was carrying his gym bag in his right hand. Ginger had been sitting for her little lecture, but now she stood and smoothly slid the strap of the gym bag into her mouth and they both sauntered up to the house just like that, to get a treat for themselves, probably. As Ginger had taken the bag, and Henry had yielded it, Henry’d said, “Good, I’m glad you understand.” 

David drained the last of his morning coffee and took the cup to the sink to wash; duty performed, habit of a working marriage. He’d been taking stock that morning. He took stock a lot these days. Rebecca would have said he did too much of it and should just get on with the things he’s said he would do, and perhaps she was right. For months now he’d been tinkering with getting on if not getting on with the third volume of his New Guinea magnum opus, on the taboo subject of the emotional sexual lives of,  “primitives,” as some idiots called them, a word he loathed and would never use. You studied sex and sexual behavior, you studied sexual rituals and slang, but you did not study the emotions behind the sexual acts. That was to put objectivity, at risk, to engage in an empathy bordering on irresponsibility. 

But it was moot. The third volume hadn’t gone nowhere, nor had his resolution to take more seriously the photographing he’d used for fieldwork. The Leica came out of the closet and went back in, came out and went back in, and stayed there. He did not think he was depressed, which was what Rebecca feared. “You have to be more active, have a project. I’m worried you’re making the same mistake everyone else makes when they retire, letting everything go.” Her theory, of course, was that he was going through an “extended grief period”, not just over Miriam, but also over ending a forty-year in total teaching career. “You and mother were so close, too close I always thought, symbiotic.” It was a far cry from what she had had with navy boy Chuck; she’d thrown him out none too soon Miriam said, suspecting she’d married Petty Officer 2nd Class Charles McClellan to convert him to pacifism, and Miriam was probably right. Henry had come late and Chuck had fled when Henry was one, opting for the US Pacific fleet, not fatherhood. Well, maybe grief was part of not getting on with things, or part of everything these days. Why shouldn’t it be? Miriam and he had been close, if not symbiotic like Rebecca said. No one could replace Miriam, but he would never have wanted to see her suffer and in the last weeks she had suffered. If it was grief, maybe he could feel it wearing off a bit, the last few sleepless nights having to do with some kind of foment, some kind of change he’d inklings of, if not plans, if it was not guilt, guilt and grief and hope all mixed up with letting go and moving on.

Or maybe it wasn’t grief, or aging, or retiring, or raging against death, Miriam’s and his own. Maybe it was rebellion, not raging but rebelling. No sooner was “retirement age” looming on the horizon than all these negative messages began browbeating him about what he should be feeling or experiencing in his body now that old age was creeping up on him at a not so petty a pace, and which, according to the brochures, television ads, and magazine articles would ravage him any second now until he was nothing more than a pulpy, useless mess living at the expense of society, or his loved ones, if he did not take immediate steps today to sign on to one of the hundred or so “care” facility waiting list for just a small down payment; a small fortune would have been more like it. The literature, a misnomer if ever there was one, seemed to have been triggered by his retirement, from “estate planning associations” checking to make sure he had his Last Will and Testament in order, from the local cemetery reminding him his “crypt payment” was due, from retirement pension funds and homes, estate tax consultants, county senior service organizations, and his local liberal Jewish temple sending him a list of volunteer activities; stuffing some days the long metal mailbox at the end of the drive to the gills with masses of wasted paper. 


One of his favorites, the one that had started him building a collection, was the catalogue from the mail order, online drugstore. How they had got his name and address he did not want to ask. Their special offer of the month was a boxed anti-aging kit containing vitamins, minerals, and various herbal remedies such as Ginseng Plus that had been proven by experts “to halt or reverse” the aging process, and “revitalize sexual capacities”. One “testimonial” claimed that orgasm could be better at seventy-five than at twenty, of course only if you took their very, very expensive wonder tonic every day. At least it was an admission that aging could be full of pleasure. He’d had to keep that one. It had rested on the kitchen cabinet for a week or two, and then been joined by another on retirement caravans, caravans no less! and then another on prosthetic knees and hips. The full color illustrations alone would have given him nightmares if he started taken those twinges and aches seriously. One day he knocked over the pile but instead of throwing it all away he’d gone out and bought a folder, now grown several inches thick and needing another. His New Guinea tribe had their ancient shaman they turned to for dream interpretation, for marital and property advice, for mediation of disputes. They trusted his judgment. They listened to him. Shamans had wisdom. The elders of the tribe were not a commodity, or a consumer; they didn’t try to wring as much money out of him in the “little time” he had left as they could. There was so much negativity in this society about aging coming at you from so many directions that it was much harder to contend with than grief, not so much like those swarms of mosquitoes and black gnats at the mountain lake where they spent some summers, as like that cyclone they had seen careening across the plain towards their car that summer driving west. They had veered off onto a country lane to outrun it. Veering was a good strategy.  Maybe he had to veer away from aging, at high speed. Grief could have positive words attached to it too, like compassion and comfort and empathy. But aging, well that earned you stern warnings, or pity, if not the secret wish to see you disappear statistically from those flow charts illustrating the havoc the over sixty-five crowd was causing on the budget. So maybe, just maybe, Henry’s little suggestion about getting Ginger, had a bit of wisdom about it. He suddenly said,  “Henry!” Ginger instantly raised her head on high alert. 

It was getting on towards noon, a Saturday. Rebecca was expecting him. She had “a few things to discuss,” an ominous sign. If he were late, or if he were not, she would phone to make sure he was coming. He phoned her.


She said, “I hope you’re not calling to tell me you can’t come.”


“I was just on my way out the door but thought I’d call to see if you needed anything. I can stop at the store on the way over.”

 “We could use some milk, a desert if you want one. You’re staying for lunch I hope? Have you made any plans for this afternoon?”

“I thought I’d take Henry over to the mall. He likes to play some racing car game or other they have over there.” She had forbidden violent games. He added, “It’s not violent, unless you call virtual crashing violent. He usually doesn’t; crash I mean. I need supplies, ink cartridges, paper; you know, things.”

“Yes, all right. I’ve a lot to do this afternoon anyway, unless he’s made plans with Eddie and that bunch. He’s still sleeping or I’d ask him. If you’re taking him to the mall he could use some new gym shoes. I can give you a blank check.”

“For God’s sake Rebecca I can buy my own grandson sneakers.”

“It’s just that he’s outgrowing them so fast.”

“You mean don’t let him twist me around his little finger as usual and buy him some expensive brand name or other, but something cheap you can give to the secondhand shop a few months from now?”

“You’re snappish today, but yes, something like that. So, you’ll be here at noon? I want to get the lunch started.” 

She hadn’t snapped back; she had laughed, so she must want something big. He said, “Yes, I’ll be there at noon unless the stores are crowded.” 

Walking to the car, he started to say to Ginger, “You know Ginger, there are days when you think things are about to change, or at least they can if you want them to. There’s no explaining it . . .” But he pulled himself up short. He glanced down at her; she was not looking up at him. He opened the car door, and said, “Back seat!” She jumped in. One dog-whisperer in the family was quite enough, he thought. She wasn’t listening anyway.

Henry was eating breakfast when he arrived. Ginger barked. “She wants to play baseball,” he said. “I mean her way. She’s got her own rules.”

“Her way?”

He nodded. Eddie has been over the other day and he’d wanted to show him how smart she was. But she’d gone all dog-like, barking and pretending to miss the ball, dropping it in the bushes and chewing it. Of course, as soon as he left, “She did it her way.”

“Dog-like; her way? I have to see this,” David said.

“Maybe if you watch from the kitchen window she won’t mind. It’s nothing personal you know.”

Rebecca had finished adding the chopped vegetables to the soup. “Henry, leave your grandfather alone. We’ve got things to discuss.” She wiped her hands, said, “I’ve laid everything out on the dining room table.”

Henry said, “I’ve got to see this one. Good luck, Grandpa.” 

“Henry! You promised you wouldn’t say anything.”

“Well, I didn’t exactly say anything, did I?”

“Really, Dad, he’s becoming impossible. Has he started swearing around you? You should hear what comes out of his mouth these days. I talked to the school counselor. He said pubescent boys like to test boundaries but he goes too far. Don’t listen to a word he says.” 

Henry seemed rather pleased with that. “Just remember Rebecca, you owe me big time if I win.” She waved dismissively, and Henry added, “My money is on you Grandpa.”

“He’s calling you Rebecca now? And the two of you are betting on me? Is that for or against?”

“Neither. Don’t pay any attention to him. Count your blessings. At least he isn’t calling you David, yet.” 

She had cleared the dining room table of the cut glass centerpiece she’d received from Chuck’s family as a wedding present. He wondered why she had never smashed it, like the other things of his she threw away, ripped up, and burned. She did not seem to be willing to part with the things she really liked, whether they reminded her of him or not. A long thin roll of paper and two weights were on the table. She unfurled it, weighed the ends, a blueprint. 

“Alan was so generous. It was his idea to do this, free of charge of course. He really threw himself into it. It’s almost a work of art. Why it is, isn’t it?” He did not like her new boyfriend Alan all that much; hoping against hope, if not entirely sure, he had never shown it. Dominating the top in gothic blue script was, “Alan Lightman Architect”. She was saying, “He worked on it for days to get it right.”

David said, “So what am I looking at?”

“You know how much I worry about you all alone over there in that big house. Alan and I were talking about it and I don’t know how the subject came up, but there’s the old garage out back and Alan said what a fine house it would make and how maybe just for the fun of it he’d make some sketches for me. Well, it just sort of grew from there. You could sell the house and with the money easily afford to turn the garage into something really beautiful.” She patted the blueprint. “Alan has made it open plan, but this is just a suggestion. You could have it any way you want. This would be the living room, kitchen area with a conservatory at this end off the kitchen.  And on the second floor there’s this huge master bedroom en suite and a balcony. I’ve always wanted a second story bedroom with a balcony, haven’t you? And this area is a study, much larger than the one you have now, half again as big Alan says.”

“Sell the house?’ 

“Wait, let me finish. Alan’s added an old-fashioned Inglenook fireplace too. You and Mom always loved an open fire. And you wouldn’t have to sacrifice any of her plants. The conservatory is more than big enough for everything. You’d have your privacy, and could come and go without anyone bothering you. You hear that, Henry? No one would bother him, and I mean no one.” 

Henry shrugged.

Sell the family house? It was am ambitious plan. Alan had done a lot of work on it. He said, “You both went to a lot of trouble. But after you put in a drive, add a garden, a house this big would take up most of what you’ve got out back.”

“There’d be a double sized lot left in square footage. Alan measured it.”

“I don’t know Rebecca.  Wouldn’t the better plan be for you to sell this house and build something back home, instead of the garage here use the same plan to do over our old barn? You’d hardly notice it in our ten acres, and it’s farther from the house than your garage is, so you’d have more privacy than me. Why, I bet Alan could turn the barn into something really terrific, glass walls, solar panels and all that. Wasn’t he going on about soar panels the last time we had dinner together?”

“Now you’re turning it around like you always do with things. Me, move back to that old stone house? How could you ask? You know I always felt isolated at the top of the hill down that back road. It was fine for you and Mom. You wanted the peace and quiet because the two of you were workaholics, but for a teenager growing up it was, well depressing.”

“Depressing? That’s the first I’ve ever heard you call home depressing.”

“Well, now I am. There were days on end in the winter when we couldn’t get down the hill because of ice or snow! I couldn’t live like that, not now, not in my position. I have to be on call, able to get to the hospital at a moment’s notice. That house just isn’t practical. You can’t even walk to a store if your car breaks down. At least here there’s the general store and post office out at the corner. I worry about you, last winter especially, worry about you falling on the ice, just lying there with no one around to help. Who would ever know? You have no idea how much I worry about you. We could make it work if you were out back. We could all pitch in and make compromises. Alan said he could see all the renovation work coming to maybe a hundred, a hundred fifty thousand, but you can sell your house for three times that or more with all that land and the mountain views. You’d have more than enough for cost overruns or something bigger, something from scratch if you wanted.”

Days on end they couldn’t get out of the drive? Well, let her have a little rhetorical exaggeration. He said,  “I don’t know, it all sounds a little, well rushed. It’s a lot to take in. Besides, I’ve been thinking of doing some things with Henry around the place, maybe plant a garden; put in a few rabbit hutches; start breeding again. You know.” Miriam had a way with rabbits he never had, but he could give it a go, and you never knew about Henry. They’d talked for years about having an organic garden and never had the time for it, or putting in a pond, having geese. And then, there was the clearing back in the woods. Miriam loved it there. He’d built that cedar bench for her. She loved to go back there and read. He could go there now to read, just to sit. “The way I feel right now I don’t think I could sell.”

Rebecca said, “I wasn’t expecting an answer today. The blueprint is for you to take home, study for a few days or weeks. Take your time. Alan said he’d love to get together with you to throw ideas back and forth, maybe treat you to lunch. If there’re things you don’t like he can easily change them. That’s what’s so exciting about the plan; the two of you can come up with something really wonderful.”

“I don’t know. I’ll just have to think about it.”

Henry was standing in the doorway with his arms folded, that knowing look on his face that most aggravated his mother. “I told you didn’t I? I win that bet, as if there was ever any doubt, Rebecca.” Ginger yawned and stretched. She’d been sleeping by Henry’s feet. “Come on Ginger let’s go practice.” 

David said to his back, “We’re going shopping later?” Henry waved over his shoulder, which he took to mean yes. 

Despondency could wash over Rebecca with less resistance than waves  wash sand. He never could bear her dark moods; he felt responsible for every one of them. On one of his six-month field trips away from home he must have made her feel abandoned and rejected, perhaps in adolescence when she had most needed attention. She was so vulnerable and uncertain, so susceptible to choosing the wrong men, like darling little blue-eyed Chuck, and now pompous Alan, narcissistic males she could idealize, men who liked being adored. Yet she could be so competent, professional, her authority respected. He’d seen that with his own eyes so many times, the latest a year or so ago when he was babysitting Henry and he fell from a tree onto his ankle, a sprain it had turned out. He’d phoned Rebecca at the hospital and thank God she was at her Head Nurse station, said to bring him right in and she would meet them in emergency. She was so efficient, so self-assured. Others jumped when she ordered. Yet she could be so baffled, appear to be so easily defeated, like now, sulking off silently to the kitchen, her shoulders scraping the floor. Miriam said Rebecca was susceptible to melancholy and anxiety; she had called it racial, hadn’t she, but all of us were susceptible, not just Rebecca. 

He helped her with the dishes. The window above the sink was open; he called to let Henry know he was watching him bat grounders to Ginger with a plastic bat and ball. She would catch it on the first bounce, trot up, drop it at his feet, trot down the lawn, turn and wait for him to hit another. In his Ginger voice Henry said, “You’re getting too close again. You got to give me more space.” He did not point or wave. Without taking her eyes off him Ginger backed up until Henry nodded, raised the bat, hit the grounder, and she caught it again on the first bounce, all of it as precise as any ritual; but what ritual? It was not a sport, or dog training, or practice; perhaps cooperation or communication, if not quite that either.

“Henry and that dog.”

Rebecca turned the water off. “What?”

“Henry and Ginger. I was just wondering who was stranger, Henry or the dog.”

“Oh Henry for sure, by miles.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. He knows things I struggled with for years. You should hear how Eddie and him go on all the time about this or that intrigue at school. What Marianne said to Helga about Jason and what Jason said about Lianne to George who…well, you get the idea. I don’t remember sixth grade relationships being that complicated.”

Puberty came earlier these days, but he said, “Of course they were as complicated. You use to spend hours on the phone talking to Margo about boys. We had to get you your own phone number so your mother didn’t miss emergency calls.”

“That’s exactly what I had to do for Henry a few months ago! I guess I thought it would be different for boys.”

“Why?” At Henry’s age boys were worse gossips than girls. In the tribe he’d asked the boys first for the news. They always knew what was going on.

Rebecca was saying, “He’s so ready to give his opinion. I suppose it’s better than having him clam up and streak his hair orange. He hates Alan you know. He manages a surly sort of politeness but that’s about it.”

“Hate? That’s a pretty strong word.”

“Maybe, maybe resent then. Alan doesn’t exactly monopolize all my time but I certainly have less of it for Henry. Of course, he seems to need less, with swimming team practice, his friends. He’s out of the house as much as me, at Eddie’s almost as much as here. It’s practically his second home. Not to mention you. One thing I know for sure, if he doesn’t hate Alan, he certainly doesn’t like him. He’s always passing moral judgments. And don’t tell me that’s also normal.”

“What kind of moral judgments?”

“Let’s see. You know, Mom, Alan always thinks his opinion is the right one, like it’s absolute truth or something. Or, You know Mom, Alan can be really pushy and you really have to be careful of that side of him. Quote, unquote.”

David laughed, “Well, is he right?”

“Please. I can’t go around listening to the opinions of an eleven-year old or I’d really lose it.”

Henry might be right or wrong, but David could certainly see Rebecca’s insecurity pressing to the surface again, like a child’s face to fogged glass. 

They watched Henry bat the ball a while. 

Rebecca said, “Maybe I’ll change my mind. Maybe Ginger is stranger. You know what I noticed? When he talks to her in that creepy way she stares right into his face and her nose twitches all over the place going a mile a minute. It’s positively weird.”

“Creepy. I like that. Your mother told me once that a dog’s sense of smell can be ten million times more sensitive than ours, so maybe that’s how she knows how to respond to him, or knows what he wants, through her nose.”

“So smells and intentions are connected? Come on Dad.”

There was laughter from out back, Henry wrestling with Ginger, rolling around, she licking his face. David said,“ He certainly loves her. And vice versa. Bonding, I suppose, is the current theory.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Mind? Good heavens no. How could you ever think that? If that’s what you thought then you don’t understand me at all. After all, for Ginger Henry is probably an extension of me. I’m not sure she sees the distinction or where I end and he begins or whatever.”

“But not me?”

“Well, apparently not. You feel excluded?”

“Excluded, by a dog? Honestly, Dad, now you’re the one. You must think I’m a total neurotic freak show. Henry has something special with her. He probably needs that right now.”

“And the creepy conversations?”

She laughed. “You know I never could figure out boys.”

“And men?”

She looked startled and he had a moment of panic, that he had gone too far, but she smiled sheepishly. They looked at each other, and started laughing. 

He shook his head. “Rebecca, Rebecca, I don’t know what to say about this plan of yours. It’s not anything I can just say yes or no to, at least not now. This is another category for you.”

“I know that. But I’m giving it a good try, don’t you think?”

“The best.”

“Actually, maybe you should call me a neurotic freak show, but since mom died I worry about you all the time alone over there, that something will happen to you in the middle of the night and I won’t be there. You should see the things I see at the hospital that could have been avoided if they had been caught in time. And Henry. He’s so attached to you. It’s grandpa this, grandpa that.”

People lived alone these days more than ever, and somehow they coped, the elderly he meant, a word he loathed and absolutely refused to use until he was at least eighty-five. He added, “If you’re so worried maybe we can find a way to compensate, install one of those emergency buzzers in my bedroom that rings in yours.” Henry had stopped wrestling. He waved to them. “Besides,” David added, “all I’d have to say to Ginger is ‘Get Henry”, and she be over here in a flash, dragging him back by the seat of his pajamas if need be.” Henry was dusting himself off. David said, “So what did you bet the little finagler? I suppose his bet was I wouldn’t build a house out back.” 

Rebecca nodded. “I get washed dishes for a month if I win, or he gets swimming goggles. Of course, not just any goggles, not Henry, but some sort of professional, brand name, state of the art, competition racing goggles. God alone knows what they cost!”

“Rebecca! Why on earth did you promise that?”

“Well, he would have gotten it out of me one way or the other. So have I won or lost?”

David said, “Isn’t the jury still out? Can’t we leave it at that?”

“I can but I doubt if Mister Instant Gratification will. But of course we can.”

Henry was moody wandering the mall, staying close to him, indifferent to playing the video game, to buying brand name sneakers, to buying anything. He was not hungry; he nodded to friends from school by the game arcade but didn’t want to join them, did not seem angry or tired so much as taciturn and self-absorbed. A huge palm tree under a large glass dome was at the center of the mall, circled by a rock garden and a wooden bench. They sat quietly. David offered him an ice cream; hamburger; fries? 

“You’re pretty quiet today. Something bothering you at school, an argument with Eddie, maybe your mother and Alan?”

“Definitely not them. I just don’t take him that seriously. You know what he did the other day? He came over to help plant the new peach tree out back, and paraded around with his shirt off and it wasn’t that warm out either. I mean, how obvious can you get! Like he doesn’t know the whole world can see he’s showing off. Rebecca’s the worst. She just stood at the kitchen window gawking. I mean, spare me.”

“Since when did you start calling her Rebecca? I don’t know if I heard it before today.”

“For weeks already, since I stopped taking her and Alan seriously.”

“So you don’t hate his guts, or maybe dislike him just a little?”

Henry shrugged. “I figure they won’t last that long. Maybe a few months, maybe until Christmas, or New Years the latest, but that’s about it. She’ll probably get all tragic and weepy but deep down she’s already thrown him out. The other day she was all in a panic because she’d promised to call Alan the day before and forgot. I mean who forgets someone they’re crazy about? When I had that crush on Janine I was like calling her every three seconds, but Rebecca’s way beyond obsessing into like forgetting.”

“I don’t know. Being a nurse is pretty demanding and stressful. Maybe she just really did forget.”

“Well, Alan was pissed as hell. But here’s the weird part. He told her he thought she’d had an accident or something but he never bothered calling her. Maybe I’ll change my mind. Maybe I’ll only give it a few more weeks. You want to bet on it?”

“No thanks. I heard about the goggles.”

“So did I win?”

“We decided the jury’s out.”

“Why? You’ll never build a house out back, not in a million years, not when you have like the family estate or something.”

“If I was out back your house you could drop in any time you wanted.”

“So like I can’t now? I could right now if you bought me that mountain bike from that store over there, you know, like that red thing in the window. I could go straight from our backdoor out through the woods and fields right to your door. I’d only have to cross one road. I bet with one of them mountain bikes I could do it faster that you can drive it because it’s pretty much a straight line through the fields.”

“I don’t know, Henry; expensive goggles, and now a mountain bike. What would your grandmother say? She’d probably call you a dirty little materialist.”

“You missed the point, grandpa, the goggles weren’t that expensive. That bet was like feeling sorry for her. But I guess you’re though, Grandma would have warned me if she seen me going off. I miss her, don’t you grandpa?”

“Yes, of course I do.”

“Of course, she would have loved ginger, but Ginger would have loved her too, don’t you think?” 

“Don’t take my word for it. Why don’t you ask her in that creepy voice you use? You know what I mean.”

Henry blushed. “You noticed?”


“Noticed! And you know what’s creepier? She probably understands everything you’re saying. Wait, I take it back. She does understand everything you’re saying, like the baseball thing. You tell her to back up and she does, without raising your voice or lifting a finger. Of course, I have a theory, that she recognizes certain things in your voice, or smells different things about you and connects them somehow in her brain to commands. Her nose goes a mile a minute when you talk to her in that special voice of yours, and her ears flick around, so that would be my theory.”


David made his voice as flat and monotone as he could and said, “Ginger is a dog disguised as dog pretending to be a dog.” He wiggled his fingers in front of Henry’s face.


Despite himself Henry grinned. “What did you say? Say it again.”


“A dog disguised as a dog? I tried out that voice you use with her. It didn’t work though.”


“You probably don’t have it right. It’s not anything I can show you either.”


“I didn’t think so.”


“I like what you said, Grandpa, a dog disguised as a dog. She really does go around giving the impression she’s a dog until you get to know her. That’s a really good one. Can I tell Eddie? He thinks the thing she and I have going is spooky and it creeps him out so I don’t do it when he’s around. Anyway, when someone’s around she pretends not to understand. So can I use it, please Grandpa?”


“It ain’t copyrighted.” They were silent for a time. David said, “Listen, Henry, something’s bothering you but there’s no law about you telling me or anyone. You can think of me as a grumpy ole worrywart, and keep your mouth shut.”


Henry took his hand. “I don’t think you’re grumpy. It’s just, well, it’s a big secret, so big I haven’t told anyone, not Eddie, not Rebecca; her most of all.”


“That secret?” Henry nodded. David said, “Your grandmother told me secrets. You know what I said to her? Don’t ever tell me secrets because if you tell me secrets and someone tries to get them out of me I’d rather die than break your trust. You know pulling out my fingernails, sticking hot pokers in my eyes, that sort of thing.”


“Were you serious or was it like a metaphor?”


“No, it wasn’t a metaphor.”

“What did she say?”

“She told me her secrets. But don’t ask me what they are or you’d have to pull all my fingernails out to get me to tell, and maybe a few teeth too.”

Henry leaned against him. “I would never do that to you, Grandpa.” They sat quietly for a time. Henry said, “I’ve been having bad dreams. Really bad.”


“Bad?”


He nodded. “If I tell Rebecca she’ll get all weird and cart me off to the school psychologist or a shrink and I don’t want that.”


“Of course you don’t. I could never ask her to send you to a shrink because first I’d have to tell her your secret and you know how I feel about that. But bad? What kind of bad?”


“People dieing. Things too. I see things dieing.”


“Are you scared in the dream, or when you wake up?”


“Not scared. It upsets me. Sometimes I wake up crying.”


“People dieing? People you know?”


“Just people; millions and millions of people.” 

Mornings in the tribe, when people first awoke, they gathered around the common fire to tell their dreams.  The shaman would interpret them. But he was no shaman. “Maybe you call them bad, Henry, because they upset you, but maybe they aren’t. Do you remember any details? I don’t think I can help you figure them out unless I know details.”


“I try to forget them right away. I don’t know if I want to remember them now.”


“If you write them down it might make them seem easier, more neutral, more like stories.” When he lived with the tribe he wrote down his and their dreams every day. The dream books were somewhere in some archive box in some cupboard. He would have to dig them out. A lot were about flying through the jungle with animals, flying through the trees riding; and talking to snakes; they liked to talk to snakes. He’d put some in his books but there were hundreds more. He said, “I have an idea. We could go buy you a moleskin notebook and a fancy pen, and you could start keeping a secret dream book. That way you could write down the next one and read it to me. But only if you want Henry.”


Henry said, “I write things, stories and poems. That’s a secret too, but not like a to-the-death secret or anything, but Rebecca doesn’t know that either. So I guess I could write the dreams down. The problem would be finding a hiding place she couldn’t find. She’s an awful snoop you know.”


David thought it was funny but he tried not to laugh. “You have a lot to live with,” he said.


“So tell me about it.”


Days and days passed. He thought of them later as insignificant, if there is such a thing as an insignificant day, the detritus of everyday affairs meaningless; finding a substitute for the cleaning lady who had suddenly vanished as had the last. She had not mentioned a green card; he had never asked; he supposed some security service witch-hunt had hunted her down and thrown her out; her family in Ecuador was poor; he had an address somewhere and would try to help. It made him angry. The washing machine broke down. He tried to fix it, but it had given up the ghost and he had to shop for another. Miriam would have researched it to death, but he just bought an expensive German brand, hoping they still knew how to build things. There was a decision to be made, to have Ginger spayed or allow a litter. The breeder claimed that “research” indicated dogs were healthier who had at least one litter, but he couldn’t find anything online to corroborate it. He would ask Henry on the weekend what he thought, or have Henry ask Ginger. Well, no, he mustn’t slide so easily into that mentality; that was going too far. Things seemed to glide along on their own steam for a while, effortlessly, although he did not think they ever did. 

He sat bolt upright in bed, said,  “Henry!” sure Henry had called his name. Ginger was whining and walking in circles. Had she awakened him? 7:15 A.M. Henry’s school bus picked him up at 8:00; he would be up by now. Ginger went to the bedroom door, turned and barked. “It’s all right Ginger.” She barked again, nosed the door open and ran downstairs to the backdoor, ran upstairs to get him; barking. “All right, all right, I’m getting up.” His cell phone was on the nightstand. He had given Henry a cell phone for his birthday, for the sake of Rebecca’s anxiety, so she’d always know where he was. He phoned Henry and he answered on the first ring. “Grandpa. Did she phone you? Oh Grandpa.” David said, “Henry, are you all right? Talk to me.” He wasn’t listening. “Grandpa, how did you know?” David was struggling to put on his shirt with one hand. “Is your mother all right? What’s going on?” Henry tried to say, “Grandpa…” but began crying. Ginger jumped up, barked into the phone. Henry said, “Ginger. She knows, doesn’t she?” David said, “Henry, we’re on our way. We’re on our way!” Ginger turned and ran downstairs again. He heard her scratching frantically at the back door. 

He dressed in seconds, phoned Rebecca. “What’s going on? I’m on my way.” Rebecca said, “Oh God Dad, thank God he phoned you. He has his door locked and won’t let me in. Did you say you were coming?” 

“I’m at the door already. We should be there in ten minutes.” 

He grabbed the keys from the table near the door. Ginger bolted for the car. There was no traffic on the country road at that hour. Rebecca met them at the kitchen door, still in her housecoat. She looked a wreck and David said, “I haven’t had any coffee. Go and make some for me will you. Make a pot. It looks like you could use some too.” She started explaining but he stopped her. “Just make coffee. I’m going up to Henry’s room.” 

Ginger had already scurried upstairs to Henry’s room. He heard her scratching, barking, Henry saying her name. David took the stairs two at a time. 

Henry was standing in the middle of his room, hugging himself and looking forlorn; the room smelled of piss. “Oh Grandpa, look what I did. I wet myself. Oh God.” 

Ginger began circling the edges of the room, growling fiercely. She wouldn’t stop when he ordered her. “Let’s get you out of those things.” The bed did not seem wet.  Had he been sleepwalking? But Henry did not sleepwalk. He fetched clean clothes and took him into the bathroom, sat him on the edge of the bathtub as David helped him into clean clothes. 

“It wasn’t a dream Grandpa. I could see it just like I can see you right now.” He had been riding on an eagle, just about the treetops. “Everything was dieing, turning black and dieing. Everything Grandpa, the plants, the birds, the animals, all the people; everything green was just drying up and dieing.” He was shivering and David hugged him. 

Ginger appeared at the bathroom door, barked once, a half-bark really, with a little spring in it.  She went to Henry; licked his face. 

Henry put his arms around her. “She chased them away, Grandpa. She’s telling me she chased them away.”  

