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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.”  

2. The Protest

If converting the barn were not a suggestion too far, Rebecca was also going on about his yearly check-up. “Now that Mom is gone you’ve put on a few pounds and look haggard all the time. I’d hate to see you neglecting yourself.” Haggard was an illusive word, commonplace and seemingly factual, but shaded with sleepless nights and depression; the overworked were haggard; the elderly were haggard; death was haggard.

“All the time?” he said. 

Now that her mother was gone wasn’t Rebecca trying to assert the dominant female tribal role? Miriam gone? Wasn’t that a euphemism? Not that he was encountering her pale form lingering in the upstairs hallway like some restless spirit trapped by unfinished business. Miriam simply could not be dismissed so easily, not someone with so much presence and will, someone so large in spirit. 

At least Rebecca’s harping was transparent and amateurish in comparison to what Miriam had wrested from him over the years with mysterious ease; to give up smoking, which he did; drink less, eat a proper breakfast, not overwork, stop being Mr. Nice Guy to his students and for God’s sake tell them not to call at all hours of the day or night when seized with passing-grade panic; join a gym, take on some of the household chores, well the list went on, didn’t it; aided and abetted by Joshua somewhere just short of enabling. “Well, she has a point there, doesn’t she?” Joshua would usually say; and she did. He missed her having a point. Rebecca didn’t have the subtlety to have points. She’d been the sullen, slamming doors teenager type, skulking off to her room, keeping her mouth shut about her closely guarded feelings, but come a conflict, leaping to her father’s defense. She’d hurl ruthless judgments into her mother’s face, and here she was now, without a thought, throwing on Miriam’s cloak as if she’d secretly coveted it all along and could finally lay claim to being his protector unopposed.  He’d been able to give Miriam as good as he got, but he held his tongue with Rebecca. 

Miriam had her Achilles heel, of course: call it idealism, or Impracticality writ large. She was too soft towards those sensitive youths she hired as assistants and minders, like that boy who only let the boarded dogs out for a run because they looked so sad. He and Joshua had spent a whole night rounding them up in Joshua’s van. Of course, Miriam had never fired him. And if she had, wouldn’t she have gone down in his estimation and didn’t she know that? He’d fussed and fumed over the avalanche of delinquent bills threatening to bury the practice. “The pets of the poor have as much right to treatment as those of the rich,” she said rather grandly. She’d only reluctantly agreed to consult that hotshot accountant recently moved up from the city to be a country gentleman. “Somehow she’s making ends meet,” he said. “I haven’t the faintest idea how, but she is. Needless to say, I can’t take her as a client. I’d only spoil her system, whatever it is.” Afraid of being arrested for fraud was more like it, or whatever it was that he had seen in her ledgers that had made him flee the scene. Her clients knew she was the best vet within a hundred miles and generous to a fault and had tacitly decided to keep her afloat in some grand black economy conspiracy. She didn’t know how she did it either. After the funeral he’d gone over the accounts in order to sell the practice to her partner Jenny Hughes, and there weren’t really any debts. 

“Check-up? What do you think about that?” he asked Ginger as they were walking to the car. “That Rebecca . . . ”

 His last check-up had been a few months after the funeral, Joshua’s suggestion not Rebecca’s, that “it might be a good idea to have a good going over before you make the decision to retire, get a clean bill of health, if for no other reason than reassurance”; Joshua with his high blood pressure, heart arrhythmia and palpitations; his “blackboard blues and campus colic,” as Joshua labeled them; envious of his retiring but not ready to retire. After the funeral he’d confessed to Joshua his night sweats and sleepless nights. Miriam’s sudden death was bound to make you fearful of what might lurk within without signs or symptoms, catch you unawares, as it did unstoppable Miriam; make you feel fragile, about your body, the future, the ‘borrowed time’ the rabbi had gone on about at the service. He’d come through the pokes and prods of that check-up fine: blood pressure, heart, lungs, prostate, liver, kidneys, thyroid working within normal parameters: the perfect robotic metabolism. He had to admit that he had felt reassured, had taken the leap and turned in his resignation; he had moved on, hadn’t he. Hadn’t he?

“So what’s so wrong with a check-up anyway?” he muttered, fishing for his car keys. Was he wary of ceding too much influence to Rebecca, or ceding it too soon, or ready to cede it only in small doses of his own measuring? Hearing him balk at a check-up Miriam would have jumped right in with homeopathy; she’d been trying it on him for years, so maybe now was the time to throw in the allopathic towel and follow her lead: the first vet in the state accredited to practice homeopathy, the first vet in the valley to practice it. She had plied him with those miniscule granules when symptoms flared: hamamelis virginiana, strontium carbonicum, tuberculinum bovum, or her favorite at the onset of the first symptoms of stress, arsenicum album: arsenic, no less! He usually got better, whether from them or not, whether skeptical or not. “Never underestimate the power of a placebo,” he would joke, feeling better. Maybe he could see one of those homeopaths, or acupuncturists, osteopaths, or reflexologists at that alternative medical center in the mountains not far down the road from the Golden Labrador kennel, cut his ties with the establishment, if Nurse Rebecca did not take it as a personal insult. He could take another leap, not just to fulfill some wish of Miriam’s, but to reinforce his openness to new things, new beginnings. “You see, homeopathy suits you,” Miriam had said to punctuate some success or other, that bruised foot she’d healed overnight with arnica, the hemorrhoids gone in a day or so with hamamelis. Of course, she’d meant it more broadly, in the sense of his being “a natural outsider,” supportive of if not quite aiding and abetting his conscientious objection, the decades long tax resistance of withholding the military part of his tax bill, by his reckoning seventy five percent and counting; stashed in the movement’s escrow account for the Internal Revenue Service to seize, which they never had but could, a show of power if ever there was one.

“Service indeed! Degrees of obscenity, Ginger, degrees of obscenity,” he said, unlocking the car door. His knees and hips ached in damp, cold weather. His neck was so stiff the other day he couldn’t turn his head. His right foot ached and swelled if he walked too far. If he glanced quickly at a pastry tray he gained two pounds. He slept alone. His metabolism might be changing but the future held alternatives. 

“Back seat Ginger!” It was her test results today, not his, so why should he feel angry and defiant, confronted by systems and choices, restless and aggrieved? She was not going into heat; he’d had her in the week before so Jenny could run some tests and Jenny had phoned that morning to say he could bring her after hours at 6:30, when the practice was quiet, to go over the results. She certainly looked the picture of canine health; he wasn’t so worried was he; well was he? Not going into heat? She had a mind of her own.

Ginger jumped into the passenger seat turned in a circle and sat. He bent over to look at her. What was she up to now? She knew the routine, but you never could tell with this dog. She glanced sideways, saw him staring, inched forward, licked his face, edged back and sat facing forward. Was she anxious about the test results? Did she sense something amiss? Probably not. The fact was that people did their own thing around him: Rebecca, Henry; his students had too, and now his dog. Was that saying something good or bad about him? With Henry he was sure it said something good, something about grandsons and grandfathers, trust and affection, but he was not so sure about the others. 

He closed the car door, leaned over and hugged her. “Good dog,” he said. 

The practice was not that far; they could have walked it in half an hour or so, if he had been half-willing to break the habit of reaching for his keys to run the closest of errands; if he had formed the habit of walking instead of the habit of promising to form the habit of walking, of slowing his life down until he was thoughtful again; if there was not a dangerous highway in between; if home was not all uphill; if it were not the era of Carmania Americana. Miriam had driven to work every day, but she needed the car in case of emergencies.

 She had used her maiden name in the practice, “Hadas Veterinary Center,” but when Jenny bought it a few months ago for the token sum of $1.00 she had suggested that she keep Miriam’s name and only add her own; “Hadas-Hughes Veterinary Center,” Miriam’s name still first, because of the good will Miriam had built up over the decades. It gave him a start when he drove by on his way into town, as if that dash might transform into an ampersand. He half expected Miriam to wave from the window or come out to greet him as he pulled up in front.

He parked next to a white pick-up truck. They had been installing first a new roof, and now solar panels. It was late but a ladder was still propped at the corner of the building. Ginger put her paws on the bottom rung and barked. A worker hardly more than a boy poked his head over the edge; he had fussed over her the week before, and came down to greet her. She made friends like that here and there; in the mall, at the garden center. He’d been browsing the fiction center of a small used bookshop in one of the mountain villages, and when he went to pay she had her head in the owner’s lap. “I left her outside. She usually stays,” he said embarrassed. “I know,” the elderly man said, “I let her in. She’s from that kennel down the road, isn’t she? My granddaughter is allergic to dogs or I might get one.” Ginger’s friends did not give her treats; they did not harbor tidbits in their pockets, or save scraps to entice her. This boy now, why should he come down the ladder to fawn over her, and why should she seem so glad? She’d been born into a large litter and the kennel had kept several litters in together, so maybe she thought her pack was large and cheerful, communal. Maybe, when his sample was larger, he would start to see a pattern. The boy was actually kissing her. 

Jenny came to the door, probably recognizing Ginger’s sharp, baritone bark. Could Jenny really discern barks? “Good timing,” she said. “We just were finishing up. Come on through.” She held the door open and Ginger scurried in. Jenny laughed, “She certainly owns the place.”

“It must be a smell paradise for her,” he said.

When Jenny had bought the practice, the agreement had included, besides contracts with the majority of horse and dog breeders in the surrounding Valley, the boarding kennels out back. She and Miriam co-owned the building and two acres of land, but for transferring the land deed Jenny was required to pay him a small monthly rent fixed yearly at a rate proportional to income so that it would never threaten the practice. The monthly rental income was transferred automatically into an escrow account for Henry’s college fund. 

When Miriam had mentioned that she had taken on a Jenny Hughes as her new partner, he’d imagined blond hair, blue eyes, someone willowy, Irish day-dreamy and melancholic, not dark and intense. Jenny was small and thin, wiry and determined; her brown eyes were so dark he at first thought they were black; perhaps Black Irish, mingled they said, with Basque or Spanish blood. Miriam complained that Jenny never had a sick day in her life. But why complain? Jenny had responsibilities; her son was disabled; her husband was trying to make a go of a new business so they could cope with medical costs. Her name might also have been Native American, but she wouldn’t have claimed it just for the allure, to add a dash of frontier romance to the bland conformity of modern life, of the exotic to the persona, lay claim to standing out, of being just a little uneasy with the prevailing white male hegemony, that quiet unease you feel lurking just beneath the American surface; Jenny was the opposite of such pretense, and self-assured; “grounded” was Miriam’s word, loyal as that sign, with its dash giving him a start again. But “Miriam has left the building”, he muttered as he entered. 

Of course, Jenny had personalized the practice; the solar panels only the latest touch. Her husband, Bill, owned a nursery. He had landscaped the small front yard and the area around kennels out back. They had planted an acre of evergreens to cull at Christmas for extra income; had added a conservatory at the side to replace the dark waiting room. Call Miriam’s look casual if not tattered, homespun if not gingham. Jenny liked wood and wicker, splashes of color, from the hanging red begonias her husband maintained; the floral upholstery patterns, the flower prints on the walls.

Ginger stared back and forth, back and forth between them as if waiting for an explanation, the results of her tests, perhaps. Jenny had donned surgical gloves to wipe down the stainless steel examination table.

“No Henry today?” 

“Swimming team, His mother was picking him up. I have strict instructions to phone him as soon as I get home.”

“I can well imagine. He seems to have a special bond with her.” At Henry’s name Ginger’s ears had picked up; she pawed at David’s hand.  Jenny laughed. “It’s mutual it seems.”

He hadn’t told her about the thing they did. Jenny kept up with the latest research; she might have an explanation. But as he ran down the roster it sounded fanciful. Waiting for Henry at the bottom of the drive, well, that was something dogs did; there was a lore and literature about it. Their odd little baseball game: Ginger backing up as if she knew exactly what Henry wanted when he merely raised a hand, palm out. Wasn’t that a little strange? And then there was Henry’s dream and Ginger’s reaction. He needn’t tell Jenny about that, about family business. Of course, Henry’s bond with Ginger made sense: an only child with an absent father, and a working mother involved in a dubious affair. Now where did dubious come from? He certainly thought it was. Then there were Henry’s monologues streaming out of him no sooner did he catch sight of Ginger. Were they expressions of a pent up need for intimacy, a longing for connection? 

Did she want to hear the latest? He’d fixed up the spare room for Henry so Henry could feel it was his. They had painted it together, hung some of Henry’s diving posters. Henry called staying over weekends with him,  “a man thing”. Rebecca approved. It gave her time alone with Alan, to “plug a sinking ship instead of abandoning it”, Henry told him he had been on the verge of saying, but had also learned to hold his tongue. 

On one of his first weekends staying over, Henry was lying on the sofa reading some novel or other for a book report; Ginger was sleeping at his feet. Without putting the book down, or changing his voice in any way Henry said, ‘You know Ginger, if you really was as clever as everyone thinks you are—not me mind you, and not Eddie—he thinks you’re creepy—well, that’s mostly your fault because you won’t do that thing around him—but I mean if you were so smart, and mind you I mean if , so don’t go getting no swelled head or nothing, then you’d know my feet were cold and you’d go get my slippers. They’re in my room, you know the old guest room we fixed up so you don’t get confused and go get grandpa’s slippers. Mine are right next to my bed.” 

Jenny laughed. “So what did Ginger do?”

“She yawned, got off the sofa, stretched and went to get his slippers.” 

“Just like that?”

“Yes, just like that.”

“Maybe she recognizes certain words as commands, like slippers, but that’s just a guess.”

He didn’t think it was a particularly good one, or any guess that reduced complex reactions to language to simple answers. “I suppose”, he said.

Jenny removed the surgical gloves she’d been wearing to clean the table, and threw them in a special bin and donned another pair. “Help me get her on the table will you?” Jenny had a bad back. If Miriam were here she would have lifted Ginger in one easy go. Solid Miriam had never deceived him; he’d always known she was fragile. Jenny was saying, “You sound doubtful. Are you sure Henry didn’t use some command like ‘fetch’ or emphasize ‘slippers’, change his inflection at all?”

“Absolutely sure. He didn’t even lower the book. I’m also sure Ginger was sound asleep, you know twitching all over like she was dreaming.”

Jenny seemed nonplussed. “There is some new research that might explain it.” She fetched Ginger’s file from her desk. Did he know the English theory of morphic resonance, and morphic resonance fields; that animals, dogs and cats especially, could bond telepathically, know the wishes of their owners before they were expressed? David had not heard of it but it sounded like the stories most pet owners shared with one another. The researchers had filmed a dog at home waiting for his master, and the owner out at a shop. At exactly the moment the owner decided to return the dog had stirred and gone to the front window to wait. The owner hadn’t even started home, and might have been simply going to another store, but after countless repetitions, the dog always knew when his master was intending to start home and not simply going on another errand. Morphic fields were one possible way of explaining it. She added, “By the way, David, they’ve asked pet owners to get in touch with them via their website and participate in their studies by keeping logs or journals or video records of their dog’s behavior. Ginger would be a perfect subject. Why don’t you do it; keep a journal, write about it; get in touch with them? It could be useful.” 

“Back to field work you mean? I’m not sure I could do that to Ginger. Or Henry. She only does it for him, you know, so it seems something special.” Submit Henry’s life to the rigors of anthropological scrutiny; turn Ginger and Henry into a study? He thought not, and added, “Maybe if I had time but I’ve started drafting a new book I’ve been wanting to write for years, about the convergence of cultures, my tribe moving into the cities when they were still remote only 40 years ago, or the Tibetan Buddhists being forced out of Tibet, out into the world, so to speak.” Actually he had not been drafting it. In fact, the idea had just popped into his head, right here, talking to Jenny, yet he found himself describing it to her as if it were already drafted, titled included, “Convergence : Emerging Oneness in a Divided World”! He had no idea why he was going on like this, and added, “But that’s enough cultural anthropology for one day.”

“But you’re working again! I’m so glad to hear that. And you’re doing all right? I haven’t wanted to ask. Bill and I thought it might have been a little too early to retire.”

“Early? You can’t imagine how glad I am to be out of campus politics.”

“You’re not seeing anyone yet?”

 “Seeing anyone? Well, no, not yet.” Of course he wasn’t seeing anyone. He spent half his day talking to Miriam. There wasn’t time left over for anyone else, to wine and dine and court someone; not enough hours in the day, or days in the week, not enough room to fit in anyone else, what with Miriam and Henry and Ginger, and piles of notes about converging. 

He said, flippantly, “Maybe next month.” But it startled him, because he did not mean it and he liked and respected Jenny more than well enough to be deceitful. He added, “I don’t think I’m ready yet.”

“I didn’t mean to butt in. But you’re an attractive man. I know ten women who would die to go out with you. A friend of my sister-in-law would have you in a minute.”

Have? The turn of the conversation was making him uncomfortable. “Only ten Jenny?”

She said, “All right, I know when to shut up.” She turned her attention to Ginger, waiting patiently on the table. “I want to double-check a few things.”

When lifting her David has been surprised how heavy she was. He said, “She’s putting on weight. If she isn’t pregnant it certainly feels as if she’s carrying six.”

“She isn’t pregnant. The tests were pretty conclusive. It’s normal weight.” Jenny poked and squeezed around her underbelly. There was nothing in the blood work, nothing in the tests.

He felt a little guilty. When he had taken her over to the kennel to breed her they had left her alone with the stud for an hour or two. He’d gone to see how they trained guide dogs and there was a class on that afternoon. When he went to fetch her an hour or two later they were both sleeping and he took it for granted that the deed was done. But he could not say for sure.

Jenny said, “I really wouldn’t worry. She seems the specimen of good health, aren’t you old girl?” she said hugging Ginger. “She has her own mind about a lot of things, maybe about pregnancy too. My best guess is secret heat though.” Some dogs’ early heats might be hidden estrus or concealed ovulation, which had a shorter duration. “By the time you went to the kennel she probably wasn’t in heat.  It’s nothing to worry about, something that usually corrects itself. I’d say wait a bit and try again.”

“Secret heats. Henry will love that one, won’t he Ginger?”

He lowered her to the floor. She shook herself, and yawned nonchalantly.

As he turned up his driveway, he was not surprised to see Henry’s mountain bike lying in the middle of his parking space, and Henry waiting on the porch. Well, all right, he’d gone and bought the mountain bike. So what? If not the expensive one Henry had wanted, with flared chrome handlebars, ergonomic seat and those twenty-four gears that not even a Tour de France champion would have needed, a mountain bike nonetheless. Rebecca, on cue, had thrown a fit; he had stayed calm. “I waited for the sales after all. This one was half the price of the one he wanted. You can’t expect me not to want to see my grandson more now that I’m home. I told you I’d wait for the sales. I thought the issue was settled.” The truth was that Henry’s dreams worried him and he wanted Henry close, around him more, to watch over him, fret over him, secretly if necessary; he wanted Henry to know he could come over at a moment’s notice. The bike was symbolic, which he could not explain to Rebecca without breaking Henry’s confidence, and that he would not do.  There had to be some blind trust in families, if they were going to slide through the years without breaks.

Rebecca had defended her corner; he had not minded that. “You use to be so anti-consumerist. If it was just about wanting him around you could pick him up without showering him with gifts and spoiling him rotten.”

“Really Rebecca, this is hardly showering him with gifts. He can get himself over and back through the woods in ten minutes and it’s probably safer than driving.” Add to the equation Henry’s dislike of Alan; his connection with Ginger; and his need to hang out with older men role models who were not his mother’s lover, the next male in the family line-up, and there were reasons enough. He needn’t go into these with Rebecca. 

He moved the bike off the driveway, said, “How are you today ole man.” He’d been calling Henry that for a while now but Henry hadn’t noticed. 

“I’m okay grandpa. How is Ginger?” She was sitting next to him, looking up into Henry’s face in that curious way she had with him; he was petting her. She was not exactly effusive with Henry, never really lavished herself on him, barked, or jumped all over him. She would head straight to him, or sometimes run first to fetch a stick, bring it for him to throw; most often she would simply nudge his hand, but she would never fawn, not her. Today she nudged his hand. David told him about the secret heats but Henry did not think it was funny, or odd. 

“You staying for dinner?” David asked as they went inside.

“She said if I came over to find out how it went with Ginger that I shouldn’t stay for dinner, that I was becoming too much of a nuisance and was coming over here too much.”

Rebecca’s revenge; the mother striking back. But he said, “I know she told me the same thing. Of course, you aren’t bothering me. I’ll tell her you’re helping me with some computer mess or other if you’re willing to take a look at it with me after supper?” Henry nodded. David added,  “I’ll invite her too.”


“Alan was there when I left. They had some kind of fight yesterday so I suppose he came to patch it up. I told you it wouldn’t last. He’s so full of hot air. You should have heard them go on at each other last night. She called him cold and heartless, which he is by the way. Of course he’d never admit it. He said she didn’t understand male needs.”

“Henry, you’re gloating. Your mother doesn’t have to stay single, you know. You better get use to her dating.”


“Come on now Grandpa that’s not the point. I mean, body beautiful Alan? Give me a break! Maybe I should set up a dating service and have her pay me to find her boy friends for her, you know look into who they really are so she doesn’t go and fix herself up with some kind of serial killer. If they’re out there grandpa she’ll find them. I swear it!”


That was just a little too much anger for comfort. There were issues between Henry and his mother, but when weren’t there issues between sons and mothers, or daughters and fathers for that matter? Cold comfort, as it only added to his concern. 

He said, “It’s called vetting, Henry, like the White House does of candidates and not a bad idea at that. You know, you vet someone first, see who they really are.” David thought about it for a bit, and then added, “She never did let me say a word about her boyfriends you know. When I use to try she’d bite my head off or walk out of the room.” Maybe if he had insisted? What was he saying! Rebecca had plenty of advice over the years. He said, “Your grandmother spent hours talking over this or that date and your grandmother could have a pretty sharp tongue when she wanted. But listen, that isn’t the point. The point is, you’ve got enough on your plate, with the team and school and all, and the last thing you need is taking responsibility for your mother.” Add to the list Henry’s absent father, his anger with his father for having abandoned them; for the once a year token greeting card; the once a year token whopping Christmas check he wasn’t allowed to spend but had to go straight into his college fund; his anger with his mother and father. 

David said, “Anyway, let me tell you everything Jenny said today while you help me start dinner.” He would have Henry around him; he was determined he would. He was no substitute for his father, but he could be there for him. 

After Henry fed Ginger she went straight to the living room to curl up in her chair. When David checked to see how she had weathered the visit to Jenny’s she was sleeping peacefully, a sensible way to handle stress: would that he were as simple. And Henry? Shouldn’t a child’s sleep be protected and safe?

The following Saturday morning David agreed to drive Henry over to the mountains on a school project; he was doing an interview for his school newspaper with a woman who had chained herself to an American Beech tree. The county was planning to build a traffic circle at a dangerous intersection where five country roads converged at odd angles. A hundred-year old tree stood in the way and would have to be cut down. There had been a long, drawn out battle at endless town board meetings and a lawsuit that had dragged on through the courts for the better part of two years. The opponents wanted the beech declared a “state monument”. The state argued that the species was not on the state endangered list and there had been too many fatal accidents at the “blind corner”; the court had decided in favor of “public safety”, or “the developers’ pocketbooks,” as the opponents claimed; by clearing away the tree there would be space for a mall. 

His teacher often suggested projects, wrote a list on the blackboard, or handed out a photocopied sheet, but Henry had come up with the idea himself. He had read about the woman, Caitlin Hennessey, in the local newspaper. In the middle of the night, she and her supporters had set up a vigil around the tree. The next day, when the bulldozer and road crew arrived several of the protesters had wrapped chains around the tree and themselves. On weekdays fifty or so supporters kept vigil, but on weekends the numbers swelled into the hundreds. Henry had contacted the group organizing the protest, Growing Tree Foundation. They encouraged children to become involved, and had a consciousness-raising program in the schools about threats to the environment, so they readily agreed to the interview. Chaining was Caitlin Hennessey’s idea, the “199th means of nonviolent protest”, as GTF’s press release noted, referencing Gene Sharp’s 198 methods. Who was he to discourage Henry’s interest in social protest?


His friend Eddie wanted to go along; his hobby was photography and he would take pictures for the school newspaper but he was not at Henry’s when he pulled into the drive.


“Isn’t Eddie coming?”


Henry raised his eyes. “He’s got a girlfriend. You know, Sandra? She wanted him to spend the day with her.”


He had chaperoned Henry, Eddie and two girls to the movies one Friday night several weeks ago, including blond, blue eyed Sandra, but she had been Henry’s date and he had wondered whether just turned twelve was not a little too early for him to be dating the girl that everyone wanted to date but that he was dating. He said, “I thought you were dating her.”


“Like once. I told Eddie he could have her. She like takes a bite out of every apple, and throws it away. I bet she’s on her third bushel already. Thanks, but no thanks. Not me.”

“And you’re really okay with it?”

“Definitely. You should hear, he calls me seven times a day to moan and groan about how she flirts with Ryan Bassey, you know the big basketball star. So then what does he go and do when I ask him to come along today? He goes and makes a date to spend like the whole day with her! Spare me. Anyway, her record is two weeks. That’s, well today! I suppose I’ll hear all about it later, if not before. He asked me if I’d have my cell phone with me.” He patted his pocket. 


Henry had come by alone with Sandra one afternoon after school, to study together in the kitchen, so he had not been as impervious to her charms as he said. She was intelligent, and a little shy, so he was not so sure whether he was hearing the truth or Henry’s pique with Eddie. A change of topics was in order. 

“So why an interview with this woman? Are you going green? Not that I would mind.” Had he had another dream, was what he wanted to ask, but he didn’t.


Henry took out his wallet and pulled out a newspaper clipping. “See, look at this,” a black and white photo of the beech tree. “It’s amazing.” The article was about Caitlin. He wanted to meet the woman who wanted to save “this amazing tree so bad she like freaking chains herself to it.” 


When Henry was to ride with them Ginger automatically climbed into the back seat in that matter of fact way dogs have of acknowledging hierarchies. Eddie had, at least, lent Henry his digital camera. Henry turned in his seat to take a photo of her, but as he focused she leaned forward and licked the lens.


“Yuk. Now look what she did.”


“She doesn’t like her picture being taken. Didn’t you know that?”


“Don’t say that in front of Rebecca. She already thinks we’re bonkers.”

Rebecca had been “concerned” about taking Henry to the protest, if not reading the riot act Henry had expected. From all that he had read, David had reassured her, it would be a pale shade of the anti-war demonstrations he had attended in New York. Henry thought she probably imagined homemade petrol bombs and police squads in full riot gear responding with teargas. But she had read in the local newspaper that there were rumors that some sort of libertarian group calling itself the Black Banner would show up at the protest site to “disrupt, harass, irritate and provoke”, as they had stated in a manifesto, and her concerns were legitimate. 

“It’s a woman chaining herself to a tree in the Catskill Mountains”, Henry said defensively. The organizers were worried that no one would show up, and if anything didn’t seem right they could always leave. “Right Grandpa?”  


He wouldn’t put Henry in jeopardy, but he acknowledged that yes he might be exposing Henry to risk, minimal risk as he saw it. Children needed adventures and risk, not war zone risk, or riot risk, or the risk he took as a postgraduate student when he went off for the first time for fieldwork in the mountains of New Guinea. As the small two-seater plane banked over the jungle and he viewed ‘his’ village for the first time, hadn’t he felt one of the great thrills of his life? From the air, the vast undulating green mountain terrain stretched in all directions as far as the eye could see with nothing of civilization anywhere in sight, except, of course, the wondrous civilization the little plane was about to set him down in the midst of, skidding to a stop along a dry sward with a horde of children rushing excitedly towards them. 

At the first sign of danger he’d whisk Henry out of there, he promised Rebecca. Ginger could sniff danger a mile away.


“You’re taking her?” She sighed. “You’re taking a dog to a demonstration! I really give up. I really do. At least remember to take your cellphone and at least promise to call or text me when you get there.”


Ahead were the blinking lights of police cars. 

“Text your mother” David said to Henry, keeping his promise by proxy. 

Keeping his promises had always been an issue with Rebecca; his issue, not hers, more like a discipline. When he said he would take her shopping some weekend or other, or to the swimming pool or movies he would keep his word. Joshua would let things interfere with his promise to his twin boys, to attend their little league match let’s say, or take them to the latest action film; his work was his excuse. He and Joshua had words about it, once, the only real argument they had ever had. He had his head bitten off, and had learned his lesson. You didn’t tell a friend how to raise his sons.

Having identical twins was the reason Joshua had changed disciplines, from economics to psychology, had become a psychotherapist.  The twins had raised questions about identity and autonomy. They liked to pretend to be each other, but were secure about themselves. Their school had put them in separate classes because their teachers could not tell them apart. But the boys exchanged clothes and went to each other’s classes and regularly used each other’s names. At home, if one of them broke something or “did something wrong” one would say it was the other, and the other would say it was the other until it was all so confusing that Joshua would have to laugh or throw a temper fit, opting for the former more than the latter. 

What intrigued him was how comfortable it was for them to play being each other, play the governing word.  But Joshua refused to turn them into a study. He discussed with David the idea of keeping a journal around the time they entered grade school, but abandoned it after an entry or two.  He had seen one pattern though; they most often, if not always, seemed to exchange identities to protect each other, and the times this was not the case might have been rehearsals for protecting. 

Now that they were grown, married, and living in different cities, they still had some sort of psychic connection commonly reported with twins. On the same day, on a whim, each would buy the exact same necktie or pair of shoes, or once the very same car down to the same model and color. David wondered if it did not have something to do with those morphic fields Jenny told him about. Maybe Ginger was a twin. He supposed it was possible for dogs to have identical twins, though he’d never heard about it. He would not keep a journal about Ginger, for the same reason as Joshua with his twins, having to do with autonomy and freedom, for the canine world too. 

Ginger barked.

A police cordon blocked the road. A burly policeman in full gear sauntered over, bent over David’s lowered window. 


“You here for the protest?” He peered past David at Henry, and scrutinized Ginger in the back seat.


“My grandson is doing an interview for the school newspaper.”


The policeman nodded. “Dog will have to be kept on a leash. I can let him through, but they might stop you up ahead and say you can’t take him. Maybe you should leave him in the car unless you want to take the chance.”


“She’s well trained. We brought her leash. Are you expecting trouble?”


“It’s pretty quiet. We don’t expect trouble.” There was a radio attached to his belt, crackling and hissing. He held it up, pressed a button. “All clear up there?” A voice came back, “Not much here.” He pressed the button again, “About how many now?” The voice crackled again, “Maybe a hundred, two hundred, tops.” He pressed the button again. “We got a dog here. You letting them through?” The voice said, “So far we are.” He hung the radio from his belt again.

David nodded. “We can’t drive in?”

“There’s roadblocks on all five access roads.”

“Isn’t that a big police presence?”

The policeman shrugged. “We didn’t ask for them to protest, and it’s your taxpayer’s money. Park over there next to that blue van., will yah? You’ll have to walk it from here.”

“How far is it?”

“Half a mile or so. Up that hill, then you’ll see it in the hollow just beyond.” 

The two-lane road twisted and undulated through the rolling countryside. The day was warm with a hint of first frost, apple ripening weather his favorite season. He liked to walk Ginger along his road; a nearby orchard pressed its own cider, a sharp, sweet smell pervading the air. They were alone, but cresting the hill, spread below them was a large crowd ringing a huge tree. Scores of protesters wore tree decorations not precisely costumes, more pagan garb: branches in their hats and hair, or strings of leaves around their necks. He struggled to remember a movie. Wicker Man? But this was more innocent, wasn’t it? Children’s faces were painted with autumnal reds and yellows. There were balloons, streamers, and clowns. More tree-clad figures were emerging from the woods, skirting the police barricades. 

“There’s a crowd already,” Henry said. How was he going to do his interview?  

He had phoned Growing Tree Foundation headquarters and they said he would find Caitlin “at the site” and should ask when he arrived, so long as it was early, before the crowds arrived. It was 10:00 and the crowd was arriving if not quite arrived. David reassured him but had qualms, unsure of whether to continue with Ginger or bring her back to the car. He couldn’t leave Henry alone in the midst of a bunch of pagan tree worshippers. Forward or back? Ginger tugged suddenly at the leash, freed herself from Henry’s grip, and started on down the slope with Henry in pursuit. He lost sight of Henry, caught sight of Henry hunched over scurrying through, lost sight of Henry, and suddenly saw him standing by the tree. He would have to elbow his way. 

A green rope was stretched between poles creating an open space between the tree and demonstrators; Henry and Ginger must simply have slipped under. He was reminded of those Victorian photo tableaus that Rijlander and others had composed. A shining chrome chain wrapped a woman to a beech, his grandson propped on one knee struggling to turn on and hold up a small recorder; Ginger staring between the two of them. Was it Joan of Arc, the tree a stake, if not for burning; Henry on one knee, a worshipper, as in some pious rendition? Caitlin was too sturdy, animated was the better word, to be taken as a passive martyr. Perhaps the chrome chain was a metaphor, of our enchainment to the state, our servility as citizens. Was it theater? Wasn’t all protest theater? Why was the chain chrome? That seemed odd, extravagant.  If Caitlin was referencing sainthood and martyrdom, she was going about it rather casually, dressed in a floppy sweater, jeans, and running shoes. Was she fifty, sixty? Hard to say from a distance; her wild bushy hair was pure white, shimmering around her red, round face. The hand-knit Shetland sweater hid her shape; natural, casual, not the martyr, and attractive. Attractive? Was that the old stirring, or the first time since Miriam’s death more than a year ago? His grief had suppressed it. He looked away. 

The crowd had doubled in the past few minutes, with more arriving at the fringes; more added to the thickening fringe. He wondered if they should stay as he reached a cord separating the crowd from Caitlin and Henry. Ginger trotted over to him as if welcoming him to the scene. 

A man was carrying around a box of Styrofoam cups filled with coffee and tea, and introduced himself as Phil Lister, the director of GTF; athletically trim, intelligent brown eyes behind dark rimmed glasses, a trim black beard, late thirties. David never paid much attention to people’s ages but he had suddenly begun calculating the life span of everyone he met. It must be those damn pamphlets on aging he was still receiving in the overcrowded mailbox at the end of his drive. Henry would bring up stacks to the house on his way home from school, and mutter something or other about trees being cut down.  Phil said, “You’re with Henry? He said his grandfather was right behind him.” David nodded. “I answered when he called last week about interviewing Caitlin. I wondered if Henry Cohen might be David Cohen’s grandson.” He was using Cohen not McClellan! That was new. “Caitlin admires your work. She attended a lecture you gave over at the college a year or two ago and thought it was impressive. I catch you now and again on the evening news.” 

David was a talking head whenever any part of the world within a thousand mile radius of New Guinea came up. The theme of the college lecture had been tribal views of nature and their similarity to deep ecology; the tribe’s ability to read natural signs; the shaman not just hugging trees, but hearing them; messages from the gods transmitted in wind, in the rustling of leaves; energies that murmured. The shaman merged with trees to learn their healing secrets; passing messages from tribe to tribe through trees, warnings of fires and invaders. It might be the first chapter of his new book. Book? About convergence? 

 “I’m sure she’ll want to meet you.” 

What was their connection? “When Henry’s finished. I better not interfere or I’ll have hell to pay later. Do you have children?”

“A boy, eight. My partner and I adopted him. He’s off playing soccer today.”

Ginger whined, nudged his hand, wanting to rejoin Henry no doubt. He glanced down at her, patted her head. “Can she go back to him?” Phil nodded but she would not leave him. There was chanting coming through the forest. She needed to protect them both and could do it better by staying by his side, while keeping Henry in sight, two second’s dash away. 

Caitlin’s hands were in motion, punctuating this or that. He did not see the glint of rings, wedding ring or rings at all, or jewelry for that matter, bracelets, earrings, necklace, pendants, or brooches, save for a wristwatch, which wasn’t jewelry anymore but a necessity. She had pushed her sleeves up as if to get down to real work, like kneading dough. Along her arms there were aging spots and wrinkled skin. Sixties then? How close to his own seventy-two did he want her to be? She must be married. Why must she be married? Was Phil her son?

She had picked up the recorder to hold it while Henry made notes. She leaned over and tapped his notebook now and then, as he wrote furiously. He could imagine her saying, “Yes, write that down. Make sure to use that,” but he could not hear her. The chrome chain was getting in her way. She tried to slip it over her head but could not. They broke the interview so he could help. She must have made a joke because they both laughed. If he could not hear words, he could hear the length and shape of her sentences, sometimes short and punctuated with gestures, as if the thought of some issue might demand control of her anger, other answers long, drawn out and slow; but all of it thorough, it would seem, respectful; treating Henry more like a reporter from one of the big city dailies than from a junior high, eight page spread. Respectful? Wasn’t that judgment too open to correction? Perhaps when he got to know her better . . . Got to know her? Attractive? When she responded to Henry she leaned closer, as if wrapping him in her space, so she must have liked him to take the questions of a junior high student seriously; maybe she had grandchildren. Henry was handsome and enthusiastic. He was conducting himself professionally; he did not run out of questions; David could see he liked what he was doing. 

David leaned down to pat Ginger, to hide a laugh. She whined. Henry caught his eye and motioned him over. He was helping Caitlin to stand, but she did not resume that religious tableau, although she draped the chain around her again. The chanting from the woods had stopped but the crowd had grown larger. Ginger yipped. “Go on then,” he said and she ran to Henry. Caitlin scratched her behind the ear. Would Ginger add another person to her social network, joining those she had already accumulated with no divisions of loyalty as if it were simple to keep everyone straight, especially himself, Jenny, the roofer, and Henry of course, who was in a category all his own, whatever that might be. Maybe he should take Jenny’s suggestion and contact that research program, but he couldn’t bear to think of Ginger as a test subject or a statistic, and he never would thanks to Joshua and the way he treated his twins, each autonomously. 

Phil said with a shrug, “It looks like you’re being summoned.” There was chagrin, annoyance. Did the sphere of his concern extend around Caitlin?

David hesitated. The crowd had thickened enough not to see the fringes. There was stirring among the trees, more groups arriving; a protest song was taken up down one of the side lanes. 

David said, “It looks like there’ll be a big crowd today.”

Phil said, “We expected a couple hundred but it already looks double or triple that.”

“At least,” David said, ducking under the green rope. Henry was putting the tape recorder in his knapsack, but not his notebook. He wanted to ask Phil Lister some questions about the foundation and left David suddenly standing alone with Caitlin. 


Her eyes were light blue. Close up her sixty seemed oddly reassuring, although why, he would have to think through when he had a moment’s peace. Ginger was barking at black costumed figures coming down through the woods chanting something he could not quite hear; Henry had to hold her back. Caitlin shook his hand. Hers was solid and warm.  He was right; she had no rings. She was an inch or two taller than Miriam, but Miriam had been barely over five feet. He liked protecting Miriam. And then he couldn’t. 


“So this marvelous dog is yours?” 

Ginger was not responding to Caitlin’s attentions. She whined and pawed at David’s hand. “She’s over protective of Henry and me. I think she wants us to leave.”

“Dogs know things, don’t they?” 

He said, “Their sense of smell is pretty acute. She seems to be associating something right now with danger, or at least something she doesn’t like coming through those trees over there.” 

“Oh, the Black Banner contingency has arrived. They are bad news, and I don’t need a dog’s nose to smell it.”

David thought that was funny. There was something aggressive about their chanting. He did not need a dog’s nose to sense it either. “My wife told me their sense of smell is ten thousand times greater than ours, It’s hard for us to imagine their abilities, especially in breeds lie Ginger’s, that can be trained as guide dogs,” he said narrowing the length of her leash to keep her close. “She was a vet,” he said, paused and added, “She died a year ago.” Now why had he blurted that out?

And she answered, “I’m sorry. I lost my husband nine years ago now. It’s hard.” She looked embarrassed, “I see you’ve met my son.” She waved to Lister; he relaxed into a smile. “He treats me like your dog does you. He was against my chaining myself and hasn’t let me out of his sight all day. It’s a long story.”

Wasn’t that an invitation to talk again? Ginger barked and strained at the leash. “Danger or no danger I think we’d better be getting back home.”


Caitlin said, “Did Phil ask you for your email address? I’m sure he’ll want to put you on his mailing list, if it’s all right with you.”


Henry had joined them.  “I have theirs Grandpa.” But David gave his to Caitlin. He did not think she was asking for her son.

Henry suddenly did one of his Ginger things in front of Caitlin, so she must have won his trust. Ginger was sitting looking up intently at Henry as if to say, “For God’s sake will you please take me seriously and let me get you out of here.” And Henry said in that low normal, monotone special voice he used with her. “I know. It’s getting to be a big crowd today and maybe you’re right and we better think about leaving before it’s too hard to get you out through the crowd. Not that you wouldn’t find a way out, of course, but the problem is, you see things at your level and we have to go pushing through all these big bodies and stuff. If it were up to me I’d want to stay longer, but you generally know things we don’t know so if you want us to leave I guess we better go along with it.” 

Ginger barked, pulled at her leash, barked again and tried to pull him off to the side. The way she was choosing, David saw, was opposite the one from which the main crowd, and the Black Banner were pouring down the slope. Her way was a path through a grove of birch that looked peaceful and deserted.


Caitlin caught David’s eye. 

In the car going home Henry sat huddled in his own world, taciturn if not sullen; staring out of the window; giving one word replies to his attempts to draw him out. In his old car there was one extended front seat wide enough to accommodate grandchildren and dogs, but in the new one the bucket seats, the seat belts, and the shift between enforced separation. Was it safer? 

He turned on the radio, scrolled through to the local news on the hour. There was talk now of a large crowd. “We have here one of the organizers, Phil Lister. It looks like you’ll get quite a crowd today. Are you expecting any violence?” 

It was odd to hear Lister’s voice when they had been speaking to him not half an hour before. “Our Foundation is dedicated to nonviolent protest. We’ve trained for it and would certainly stop any violence in its tracks if we saw it about to happen.” There was chanting in the background, cheers for some inexplicable reason. 

The reporter asked, “Does your group have any official estimate of the current crowd and how many more we might expect?” Phil said, “We have been trying to get a count although the numbers have been growing minute by minute but we can say with some confidence that there are already about 2000. As for how many more, well, we only expected two or three hundred at best, so this is a big surprise.”

Henry seemed to wake up. “Two thousand! Did you hear that Grandpa?” He turned the radio up. “I told you we should have stayed longer.” The chanting in the background, grown louder, was only one word, “re-vo-lu-tion”. “I bet that’s the Black Banner.” There were sirens, growing louder and louder. Henry moaned. “We’re missing all the action. It would have been a real scoop.”

The radio reporter said, “Mr. Lister, Phil, we’ve just received reports that those are police riot squad vans we hear. They’ve just passed Hollow Road junction. Would you care to comment?”

 Phil said, “As we say in our press release we’re committed to nonviolent, peaceful protest.” 

“And the Black Banner? Would you care to comment about their presence today?”

“The Black Banner has never disavowed violence. We’re against any tactics that don’t unequivocally rule out the use of violence. In our view the Black Banner invites surveillance from the security services under various articles of the anti-terrorism laws, and that in itself is suspect. If the Black Banner wants to join our protest let them make a clear statement against all violence.” 

The reporter drifted off, saying he would try to get through the crowd to interview a Black Banner spokesperson, but police sirens blocked out what he was saying. The station switched to an ad for a local microbrewery, the new thing in the Valley. 


David said, “Maybe you mean we left just in time. Can you see me explaining to your mother how I got you in the middle of a riot and we ended up in jail?”


“Come on, Grandpa, don’t exaggerate. Let’s go back. Can we?”


“I doubt the police barricade would let anyone through anymore today. It looks like you’ve got a scoop though, interviewing one of the organizers on what’s turning into one of the larger demonstrations the Valley has seen since the Vietnam War.”


“I hope they save that tree. I’m going to try to get their petition in the school paper and make everyone sign it.”


“Caitlin would like that.”

Henry snickered. “Caitlin. She likes you, Grandpa. You should hear what she says about you. She heard some talk you gave and thinks your tribe probably knows more about trees than anyone in the Foundation could ever know.”


“You’re not going to put me in the article, I hope.”


“Maybe I won’t. Hey, how about I do an interview with you, if you know so much about trees!” 


“You could do a skype interview with Api instead. He’s the one who knows.”

Shamans were the ones who knew about trees. The shaman’s grandson had been passed the knowledge, an unbroken oral tradition. Talk about sign of the times, Api was a professor now, living in Goroka the provincial capital of the Eastern Highlands and David skyped with him. People of the Highlands had been forced into the towns and cites, but they had brought the ancient nature lore with them. It was an odd time now, as if some deep necessity of the race, of our species, were being asserted to gather all together.

Henry said, “A skype interview? Do you really think he would? I mean that would be a real story, me interviewing a witch doctor.”

“Shaman Henry. There’s a big difference. He’s a professor now. I have a lot of respect for him. His grandfather was my best friend when I was living with the tribe.” On one seemingly normal, hot afternoon that David had witnessed, the forest had become still and the old man went around quietly gathering everyone together to take to cave shelters. He could read the signs of an impending hurricane hours before it hit, and no one was hurt. “I haven’t been in touch with Api for awhile,” David added. 

“You’re changing the subject, grandpa, like you say I do.”

“Which is?”

“Are you going to ask her out? I mean, did you see the way she was looking at you?”


He wasn’t sure his grandson should be his matchmaker. He said, “You mean looking at you, Henry; fawning at your feet and taking all the time in the world to answer your questions. I bet it’s going to be a terrific interview and make you famous. Given the size of the demonstration today it’ll be an important interview too. One thing I don’t understand though.” He glanced quickly at Henry. “What’s this about Henry Cohen and not McClellan?”


“It’s my new pen name, grandpa. Everyone can have a pen name.”


But it was more than that; anger with his father, perhaps, and his mother, feelings of rejection or abandonment, feelings Henry wasn’t voicing, a statement about shifting allegiances to him, a safe and secure haven?

“I’m flattered you want to use my name. Does your mother know about it?” Henry shrugged. “You haven’t told her?” His father’s latest birthday check had been a thousand dollars, but he never emailed or called. There were secrets in that marriage; there are always secrets in marriages, his too. The secrets in Rebecca’s marriage he knew because she told everything to Miriam and Miriam told everything to him. Rebecca knew that he knew, but they never spoke about it. The lines of communication were never a secret. A family link was broken by Miriam’s death. He would have to build this with Rebecca now. 

Henry said, “Anyway, he lives in California and I live here, so I’d rather be Cohen here, if you see what I mean?” 

“I see what you mean but I’m not sure your mother will. You’re just going to spring it on her, just like that? You know read it in the newspaper? ” How much did Henry know about the divorce? Children love picking up the scent of secrets, love to uncover them, flush out the truth. David said, “I’m not sure I agree with not discussing it first with her Henry. Imagine for a minute her opening the school paper and seeing your pen name. It’s a little, well, cruel, don’t you think?”

 Henry fiddled with the radio, and changed the subject. “Would you look at that dog? She’s beat just from a little demonstration. I forget the word you used the other day.”

“Knackered?” David glanced in the rearview mirror. He had laid a blanket for her on the back seat and she was curled up fast asleep, whimpering in dream, her legs twitching.

“I wonder what she’s dreaming,” Henry said.  “I bet your shaman would know.”

He might; he just might. Maybe he would email or phone Api, as good as his grandfather at reading trees, animals, and dreams. 


3. The Garden
When Henry’s interview was published in the school paper he used Henry McClellan for the byline. Maybe he didn’t want to commit patricide, or take on his mother just yet, if David were taking a Freudian moment to reflect on his grandson. Maybe blond Sandra had given him a glimpse of the male-female complexities, and maybe that was why he had so readily ceded her to Eddie, satisfied to “keep his own council”, a phrase that hovered in the air around his own head these days, if he could not expect it of his grandson. Youth could afford the luxury of “generous gestures”, letting your friend date the perfect blond, to preempt competitive, jealous rage from setting in, or not. Of course, we all had to tend to our motives, make sure the positives outweighed the negatives, if you could ever eliminate the negative altogether, but there was some leeway in childhood. When that Tibetan monastery had opened up in the mountains he had gone for some lectures. A visiting lama had said that being a Buddhist practitioner was like taking a PhD in motivation. Weren’t we all primary school?

Henry’s interview filled two pages of the double column eight-page, A3 school paper, erring on the side of inclusiveness, transcribing everything Caitlin had said it seemed. Did any of Henry’s own concerns show through? Henry had asked him for some suggestions, but he had refused, which is not to say that some of the questions were not from Rebecca, Alan, Eddie, some teacher or other, the senior who edited the paper, and indirectly from David. 

Did this page sound like Henry, or was he projecting some of his own anxieties about Henry onto him? 

Henry: “Everyone is saying things are getting worse and worse, like we heard in class; glaciers melting, the rain forests being cut down, tigers and elephants getting killed off, and lots more things about extinction. So would you call yourself an optimist or a pessimist?” 

It sounded like he was reading the question here, but he did not have the tape at hand.

Caitlin: “Well, if that’s the only choice then I’d call myself an optimist.”

Henry had not missed Caitlin’s caveat.  “What other choices are there?” Was he annoyed or dubious? He would definitely ask Henry to play the tape for him. 

Caitlin: “Hope, not despair. A lot of gloom and doom gets onto GTF’s blog page. I have a lot of sympathy for it because people are so frightened right now, so despairing. I like to concentrate on positive things, but it annoys people, and I get accused of hiding my head in the sand, but I don’t think I do. Generally I don’t like labels or opposites and just try to get on with things.”

She was not talking down to him and he liked that.

 Henry: “But if things are getting worse and worse, how can you be positive and get on with things?” 

 Caitlin: “We’re very creative, aren’t we, and people’s creativity is always surprising. I think we have to act as if solutions were possible. I don’t see negative attitudes producing enough positive energy to find solutions.”

 Henry: “So, is what you’re saying, ‘We got ourselves into this mess and now we got to get ourselves out of it and no use moping around?’”

Caitlin: (laughing) “Well yes, but don’t go around saying it just like that Henry or you’ll make a lot of people mad. You’re not moping around, are you? You showed up for the protest on a Saturday when you could have been sleeping in or playing soccer. You’re interviewing me for the school paper. We can all do something.”

On paper it sounded a bit patronizing, but that had not been his impression of her. On the other hand, a twelve-year old setting an example might have been a sincere compliment, although it made David uncomfortable, the shouldering of a social role too early, of children being burdened with the ethics of our survival.

David shook out the paper. “Will you look at this, Ginger? Just look at what your Henry has gone and done.”

She stretched, yawned, came over and laid her head in his lap as if he were the one needing comfort. His love for Henry would boil up sometimes all mixed up with pride and anxiety. “She must have liked him, ole girl,” to take so much time and answer in full. And if Caitlin liked Henry, hadn’t David found her attractive?  “Maybe I should date her,” he said. “What do you think about that?” he rubbed Ginger’s head. “I just might phone her. I just might. She gave me her number you know.” 

My God, he was asking his dog for advice. “Days alone, ole girl.” But they did not seem like days alone. He reached for the phone on the table next to his chair, his hand hovering. He had her number there on the table beside him but could not quite get himself to do it.

He phoned Joshua instead. “I met this woman.”

“You met this woman? It’s been a long time since you said that. Actually I can’t remember your ever saying it. So who is she?”


“Someone I met at a demonstration. Caitlin Hennessey. I was thinking of asking her out to dinner.”


“At a demonstration? And they say old radicals change their spots, become crusty and right wing.”

“I wasn’t in the demonstration. I took Henry on a school project. Actually she was the project.” He explained the interview, promised to send a copy, Henry having delivered a zillion extra copies of the paper “to give to your friends”. “She chained herself to a tree.”

“Chained herself to a tree?” Joshua groaned. “So what am I hearing? Are you after girls now? Thirty-something?”

“More like sixty-something. I don’t know why I’m talking about this; or thinking of taking her out for that matter.”

 “You must have seen something in her. What was her name again?”


“Caitlin Hennessey.” He’d found out from Growing Tree Foundation’s website that she was sixty-four, had studied pottery in Japan, owned a studio in one of the nearby villages, and regularly won prizes at craft fairs. Her work was represented in museums; she maintained her own website. One pot he had liked enough to own, with Japanese letters boldly painted on a grey ground. He’d also learned that Phil Lister had started GTF after selling his software development company; that his “partner” was a famous choreographer.

Joshua was sure he had seen something about the protest “on the news the other night. She seemed interesting, pretty too. Well, well, so that’s who you want to take out. So why are you calling? What are you asking?”


“I don’t know. Am I ready?”

“Ready? You mean, Miriam, moving on, letting go? You and Miriam were pretty damn close.”

“I know. Rebecca calls it symbiotic.”

“Does she? And you let her get away with it?”

“Maybe it was.”

“Maybe it only feels that way now.”

 “Now that she’s gone? Of course it feels that way now. I think about her, talk to her, all the time.”

“So, what do you want from me, to drag out clichés? She’d want you to move on, be happy; she wouldn’t want to see you coping on your own. You were married how long, thirty-seven, thirty-eight years?”


“Forty-one.”


“Forty-one years with Miriam and now you want to date.”


“So what are you saying? Don’t take her out?”


“No, that’s not what I’m saying, but it’s interesting you think it is. It does sound like you still have a ways to go before you can let go of Miriam enough not to have resistance to moving on, but maybe dating will help the process.”


“So, play the dating game?”


“Not if that’s how you see it. But I can see the possibility that it could help you move on if you did.”

“At my age? You should see what crams my mailbox every day.”

“You never much bought into those kinds of social messages. Anyway, remember that aunt I told you about, my mother’s older sister? She’s now got herself a sixty-year old boyfriend and she’s eighty. My whole family is dead set against it, call it a disgrace because she’s got herself a younger man and won’t even discuss getting married to him. I told my mother, leave her alone, let her enjoy herself, but she said it brings disgrace down on the family, her own sister cavorting like that out of wedlock. They won’t let her in temple if it gets around what a disgrace she is.”


“So? The moral of the story?”


“The moral of the story is, I suppose, a question. Are you more worried about what Rebecca would say than asking Caitlin out?”


“Rebecca. Well now, I can’t really see myself taking about it with her, not at least before the fact.”

Seeking approval if not outright permission from Rebecca wasn’t a good idea under any circumstances, except, perhaps, for all things having to do with Henry, although he supposed Joshua meant something different. “Am I worried about her reaction? Is that what you’re getting at?”

Rebecca’s relationship with Miriam had been nigh on schizophrenic; on the one hand Miriam was her confidant and on the other her nemesis. He imagined that Rebecca would be relieved to share her responsibility for him after her mother’s death, if responsibility was behind moving next door to her, on her own property for Christ’s sake! No sense going into all that now with Joshua, so David said, “Rebecca’s in a state of anxiety about everything I do these days, so I don’t suppose dating Caitlin would make any difference.” Joshua did not answer immediately and David thought the line had gone dead. “You still there?”


“Yes, I was just thinking maybe, with this Caitlin, there might be something else going on. You know how I was against your going cold turkey with this retirement thing. They made you a generous offer, teaching one course per semester for as long as you wanted. You could have kept your hand in, but you wouldn’t hear of it. Actually, they’d still have you back. You made a clean break when you didn’t have to, going from a busy schedule to nothing, on top of losing Miriam.”


David was irritated. “So?”


“So, I guess the thing to ask is whether dating is filling empty time, and if you were still busy would you ask her out? I don’t mean would you have the energy. You could always find that if you wanted. What I mean is, what is really motivating you? That’s what I’m not hearing.”


Attraction, companionship, sex sprang to mind. The whole point of retiring was to do anything he wanted when he wanted, or do nothing. When Miriam died he felt like he had to empty everything inside him, not sell the house or throw out Miriam’s clothing, but take everything off the table, step back and wait and see what he wanted to put back on the table, some, all, or none. That phrase about Henry, “keep his own council”, had been buzzing around his head all day. When in doubt, don’t. Wasn’t that also the rule? 

He said to Joshua, “When in doubt, don’t. Isn’t that the rule?”

Joshua mumbled something or other about not rushing, about doing things when the spirit moved him. 

He did not phone Caitlin. He went about his daily routine, force of habit really. He and Miriam had always allowed each other space for their own careers or hobbies, she tending to her rabbits, keeping up with the veterinary journals, in bed there next to him reading some article full of graphs, charts and tables about crossbreeding anomalies, he brushing up on the Melanesian linguistic roots of the tribal dialect, one of more than a thousand regional languages. Now here he was asserting his space with Caitlin without really knowing her, a mad sort of falling back on habit. Should he call the Dean? Go back to teaching that class?

The mail truck stopped at the bottom of the drive, the old motor coughing and sputtering, his box no doubt being crammed full again of aging pornography, his new name for it. He trundled down the drive, and the ghastly fact was that it was crammed full. The latest insult to his physical integrity was a flyer from some vitamin company promising to “spark the late in life love play” with some bright yellow pill that “combined Ginseng with rare Chinese mountain herbs” at a cost that would buy groceries for a week, for two.  A chiropractor had opened a new practice in the same town where Henry went to school, so not that far away, specializing in lower back pain for the “age-challenged.” That really got him going, not to mention the new wave of political propaganda in advance of local elections, every candidate claiming they would serve his interest better than any of the others. Waves of cynicism threatened to wash over him. “Thank God I’m not a cynic,” he said to no one in particular, or rather to Ginger, trotting next to him. Why should it all irritate him so much when he had always gone his own way? “Do you think I’m getting barmy, ole girl?” he asked, wondering if the question weren’t a proof? After all, there he was talking to his dog again, but what was so wrong about talking to his dog? It seemed quite reasonable. If she did not really understand his or Henry’s monologues she made a good pretense of understanding. Half a dozen people had seen it by now. There was no denying it. And there was something from Henry, right at the bottom of the mailbox, at least a brown manila envelope, with “Grandpa” scrawled across, copies of Henry’s interview, no doubt. He must have dropped them off the afternoon before, when he was out shopping or Ginger would have heard him. He held it down for her to sniff.  “From your buddy ole girl. Hope you’re not missing things now?” She barked once, giving a little leap, both front paws leaving the ground. Do dogs clown?

The envelope contained copies of the interview, and Henry’s drawings, so odd that they triggered such a complex reaction from David that he could not focus on one reaction, one thought. They were all of trees, obviously “inspired”, if that were the word, by the protest at the beech tree, but of trees engulfed in fire, trees sinking into the earth, trees denuded of leaves, black and stark, and then, at the bottom of the stack, rows of saplings springing from fresh earth; laden fruit trees, and trees in full flower. If the two moods had coexisted in any of the drawings he might have felt better. What to make of them? Asking Henry questions had usually worked with him, so long as it was something he wanted to talk about all along. He could ask him what they meant, if not in so many words, reserve judgment until he heard Henry out. He almost said “reserve anxiety”, he realized, if he was not making too much of them. Our era was the age of vampires and ghost stories, of violent horror images filling the movie and television screens. These drawings were quite mild in comparison. Yes, that’s it, compare them to other images Henry was exposed to on an almost daily basis and they seemed well, artistic. He might phone Joshua back, or send him scans, but best wait to talk to Henry first. 

He phoned Rebecca, ready to leave a message for her at her nurse’s station, but reached her instead.

“I have to run some errands in town and thought I’d pick up Henry, maybe take him for a pizza, unless you had plans.”

“To tell you the truth it would be a relief. It’s been a hard day here, some particularly difficult cases. I thought I’d take a run when I got home.”

She did not often mention the pressures of her work, the things she might see, and he did not usually ask. He said, “You do sound stressed. I’m a willing ear, you know.” He meant, willing like her mother, not to displace or replace, but because he could.

“I know Dad, but, well, this desk is like Grand Central.”

“We use to take you out, just the three of us, but I haven’t suggested it . . .” It hung in the air for a moment. “I could take you to the Inn some night soon. Just us. You always liked going there.”

“You know, I really would like that. I really would.” She sounded like she meant it too. 

“How about Saturday then? I’ll make a reservation.”

“Yes, that would work for me. Let’s do it.” He was about to hang up when she suddenly intruded, “I almost forgot. Henry has swimming practice this afternoon. It finishes at 5:00. You’ll have to be in front a few minutes before. If he doesn’t see you there, you know Henry, he’ll hitch a ride Eddie’s father without waiting.” 

He had been cleaning gutters; he could certainly finish that tomorrow. He said, “I can be there early.” 

He climbed the ladder carefully, examining the rough, grey stone exterior as he ascended rung by rung. They’d bought the house during a dip in the market, for a pittance, he’d bragged; but it needed constant repairs, “attention” was Miriam’s word for the endless strain on their pocketbook. There were bits and pieces of the original, 18th century mortar, still intact after more than two hundred and fifty years.  Not long ago, replacing insulation in the attic he’d found a nineteenth century newspaper stuck up among the eaves, no doubt for insulation against some particularly cold winter. Old houses had to be maintained, of course, patched and trussed. He’d never much liked Corbusier’s comment that living spaces were machines. The old house seemed too organic for that, not that it grew or reproduced, but it breathed and groaned; it showed signs of stress and wear. In high winds it seemed to stand so solid that you hardly knew there was a gale. Deer sheltered under its eaves in snowstorms. If they were not to go broke they both had to learn a bit of plumbing, roofing and stonework. But the old house needed fewer specialists than he, Miriam, and Rebecca did, a whole ground crew of specialists fussing over them, talking about machines: family doctors, pediatricians, dentists and dental hygienists, physiotherapists, osteopaths, chiropractors, ophthalmologist, podiatrists, and latterly internists, radiologists, and Miriam’s oncologist, surgeon, day and night nurses, and a host of others. Their inefficient machines purred along smoothly for a while, before creaking and groaning their way to another repair. Miriam had not survived her last breakdown. The old stone house was solid; it did not creak in the wind. How could Rebecca think he could ever sell it?

At four he headed out, Ginger perched there up front all eager. The valley had not changed much over the decades; some, of course; here and there a mini-mall or gas station, but less than most other areas. The large estates and farms along the main highway and lesser roads preserved the sense of rural; the noblesse oblige of oligarchies he was more inclined to think. Henry’s two-story, sprawling middle school was relatively new, about as old as Henry. He was just qualifying for the Junior Honor Society. He was “personable and civic minded”, according to the teachers he and Rebecca had spoken with on the last Parent Teacher’s evening, the grandfather as stand-in for the missing father, although Henry seemed to keep him firmly in the grandfather role. Henry managed school life well, but the school had a bullying problem, reported in the local press, resulting in an official enquiry. They had not only mounted a campaign to stamp it out but were also trying to get their campaign to go national. There were a number of prestigious private schools within an hour’s drive, but Henry would not hear of it. The bullies seemed to leave him alone, perhaps because he was one of the best swimmers on the team. He was early to pick him up, but spotted him already outside amid a group of seven or eight standing near the entrance; the universal herd instinct of youth, before the sullen, outsider teen years. Perhaps Henry would be different.

“There’s your Henry, ole girl. He’s not going to be the same as most, now is he?” 

She would whine and become eager whenever she saw Henry. He rolled her window down. Henry waved. Do dogs adore? She put her paws on the window frame and her head on her paws, showing off for Henry’s friends, or, perhaps, wanting to please Henry. The whole group was walking towards them, three boys and four girls, a swarm in tandem. Her tail wagged. The girls would fawn over her, and did. ”Oh, she’s so adorable, Henry! I could just love her to bits… You sweet little thing. I hear she does tricks. Can she come out of the car? Please, Mr. Cohen?” He nodded; they opened the car door; she went straight to Henry. The girls fawned and Henry looked serene, or tired. Their coach “worked them hard” Henry said. Henry told Ginger to sit and she sat. “Okay, Sandra, hold out your hand and she’ll shake.” Sandra? She had cut her hair and he had not recognized her. She had not particularly seemed with Eddie, or anyone. He wouldn’t have to ask. But Henry would tell him. 

Eddie leaned over the window to say hello. He had freckles, not just a scattering, but “more than bees in a beehive,” Henry said once when they were both about five; auburn hair and green eyes; de rigueur braces. As he matured the freckles seemed to be fading, a childhood patina hiding the true face, the true Eddie slowly emerging. Would the adult Eddie be as melancholic as the boy, as burdened by reality? He was an only son with a demanding father who shouted his disapprovals. He would hide away sometimes, in a tree house in the summer, in his bedroom in winter, behind computer games, behind books, hunkered over his desk building model airplanes, shoulders hunched and sheltering. Henry knew when to leave him alone, but he would fret over him. “That Eddie’s in another of his moods.” He’d developed a repertoire for bringing Eddie out of himself, jokes and projects; going places, doing and building things together; sports teams, swimming and biking; last year it was wrestling, this year swimming. They were not competitive, not identifying like Joshua’s twins. Henry watched over Eddie; like Ginger over Henry. Was she learning or acquiring his traits? 

David said, “I thought I’d take Henry for pizza. Do you want to come along?”

“Gosh, thanks Mister Cohen, I gotta phone my mom first.” 

Henry slid in front. “Did you see her showoff Grandpa?” He nodded. “Sandra slobbered all over her.”

“She didn’t seem to be with Eddie.”

Henry looked around nervously. Eddie was still on the phone with his mother, but he whispered, “I’ll tell you later, Grandpa. Eddie tried to grab her tits and she won’t speak to him now.”

“Hormones,” David said. “He can blame it on hormones. You know, he didn’t know what he was doing. They got the best of him because she’s so beautiful.”

“Oh man, why didn’t I think of that?”

Eddie came over to David’s window. “She wants to talk to you Mister Cohen.” 

The usual reassurances: It was not too much trouble; Eddie was always welcome for dinner; just a pizza; of course he could have him home by eight; it would not be putting him out of out of way.

Henry was to stayed over that night, although it was the middle of a school week. He was doing that more and more now despite Rebecca’s protests. “I think our house is haunted, Grandpa.” What he seemed to mean was that being in his bedroom with those recurring dreams frightened him, or that Ginger sleeping on his bed reassured him, in his grandfather’s house; her home was with David. Henry had taken her home once. David did not think Ginger would want to make it permanent and he was right. She whined at Henry’s bedroom door half the night. So he had made over the spare room for Henry, as something more defined, regular, more his.

David had told Rebecca , “Henry seems to need her right now,”, although he knew she would raise her eyes, and she did. He added for good measure,  “One more reason why the better plan is for you to sell your house and for us to convert the old barn out back.”

She called that evening to ask about Henry, but did not hear her baulking about his staying over. Alan had joined David’s bandwagon; converting the old barn was a challenge. It was made of the same grey stone as the house, although the records showed it had been built in the late 1780s, whereas the house was finished in 1747, etched into a cornerstone. They had repaired and renewed some of the barn’s oak roof beams and retiled the roof when Miriam had kept kennels there. It was an imposing building. He’d already gone to the nursery and ordered a row of half-grown cedars and had them planted across the sightline between the house and barn to demonstrate to Rebecca the privacy she would have, and she had at least called it an improvement, not giving away much. Alan, she said now, was asking about drawing up the plans for the barn, so suddenly, he’d found himself holding a lot of winning cards, and Alan an ally. Now all he had to do was decide whether he really wanted Rebecca that close. They had had their problems, after all, but he decided he did, for Henry’s sake. It all should be about Henry. 

“Did she say I could stay over?”

He nodded. “She seems to be coming around to doing up the old barn.”

Henry smirked. “I told Alan it would be his biggest challenge ever and he might win a prize.”

“You never said it was what you wanted.”

Henry thought for a minute or two. “I sort of like having two places, like now, having our guy thing here with that creepy dog, but my own things around me home.”

“You think she’s creepy too?”

“It’s a figure of speech, Grandpa.”

Later, David heard the shower go off. He was in his bedroom sorting clothes, one of the myriad Miriam tasks he had now assumed, “All the eggs in one basket,” he said aloud for some reason. He glanced down the hall. Ginger sat by the bathroom door not just waiting, but guarding; on guard? Henry hugged her for waiting; she trotted after him into his room. He went back to folding clothes. He’d talked to Henry about his drawings, especially the one of a tree engulfed in flames. David had not quite known what to make of it, but Henry was glib. “See, it’s a tree that burns but doesn’t burn. You know, like the burning bush in the Torah.” He was taking lessons.

He could hear him talking to Ginger about mundane things, which pair of underwear he should put on, which pajamas were clean. The other morning when Henry was dressing she had trotted into the kitchen with Henry’s socks in her mouth and had dropped them at David’s feet. Henry shouted: “Grandpa? Do I have any clean socks?”; “They’re here Henry. Ginger brought them.”; “Ginger!” If she looked rather pleased with herself what was she really doing? Presenting Henry to him as if he were one of her puppies, which she still did not seem to want? Did dogs play games? When Henry came downstairs barefoot she licked his feet. 

In the middle of that night, when he did one of his routine bathroom runs at 3:00 A.M. and sneaked a glance into Henry’s bedroom, there was Ginger sitting bolt upright at the foot of Henry’s bed, not sleeping, or hunched, but bolt upright, her eyes fixed on Henry, who seemed to be sleeping peacefully enough. He pulled the blankets around Henry and kissed Ginger on the head. She sighed and stretched out. Was she guarding him, and against what? He left both bedroom doors open.

In the morning Ginger trailed Henry everywhere he went. Maybe Henry was throwing off fear or danger scents, and Ginger was being protective, but how could he know without laboratory equipment. In a way it did not matter. 

“No dreams?” David asked. He’d explained to Henry the tribe’s habit of sharing dreams each morning and Henry had responded well to that. 

“Slept like a log,” he said. But then, as an afterthought added, “I woke up once, and she was sitting at the end of my bed like a statue. I called her but she wouldn’t lie down.”


“I know. I got up around 3:00 and she was sitting there.”


“Eddie says she sees things.”


Eddie was superstitious. He believed in good luck charms; had a rabbit’s foot; a four-leaf clover in a locket; threw salt over his shoulder; had not walked on sidewalk cracks when he was small. 


“Does he say what?”


“I suppose ghosts, or spirits, but he never said.” He thought a bit and said, “Maybe he means moods. She sees moods. You were driving so you didn’t see this yesterday, Grandpa. Eddie was saying how Sandra went on and on about how cute his freckles were and how “cute” was definitely not the in thing to be and how he hated having them. So guess what you-know-who goes and does? She starts licking his face like she’s trying to wash off his freckles.”


“It’s normal for a dog to lick your face. You’re getting as bad as him.”


“I am not. Besides you missed the point.”


“Which is?”


“The timing Grandpa. He’s complaining to me about his freckles and the next thing you know there she is licking his face. I mean come on!”


“Well, all right. At least she didn’t steal your socks today.”


“I made sure to put them in the drawer this time.”


“Let me ask you something Henry. When you woke up and saw her sitting there did you feel uneasy, protected, nothing much?”


“Curious maybe? I don’t know. I mean if she was sitting there like half the night maybe there was a reason? I don’t suppose we can ask her though. Besides, I was only awake at most a few seconds and when I woke up this morning she was lying next to me. What do you think Grandpa? There were dogs in your tribe you told me once.”


Dogs could be embodied spirits, but if he told Henry that and he told Eddie, who knew where it would end. He said instead, “I don’t know what they’d say about Ginger but your grandmother would have said that she had a special bond with you that she may never have with anyone else. She has a bond with me too, of course, but the one with you is special and doesn’t happen that often.”


“So I’m lucky then?”


“I’m not so sure about lucky.” When he had picked up Henry the afternoon before Henry’s first, spontaneous response seeing Ginger sitting there in the passenger seat was love and affection. “Maybe it’s simple. You love her and are loyal. She’d do anything to show her love back.”


“Including licking away Eddie’s freckles?”


David was not going to win that one and said, “Probably.”


Henry went on with his breakfast for a minute or two and then said, “I don’t think love is that simple, Grandpa.”

David was surprised, but did not show it. Ginger had left the kitchen but came trotting in now carrying Henry’s knapsack. Henry wolfed down the rest of his breakfast. 

“Time to go…”


The conversation with Joshua had irritated him: the implication if not the accusation that he was not doing enough, that he should go back to teaching at least one class, date Caitlin, not give in to the inclination to do nothing if nothing were what he was doing or wanted to do, if you could phrase nothing as something you did. 

The truth was he had a million things to do. He had made lists of what needed being done. Making lists was his flavor of the month; it was good to make lists; he now made a list for everything. In fact, he made several lists affixed to the refrigerator with magnets and with bold headings like:  “Driveway Potholes”, “Rent Garden Plow”, “Repair & Paint Gutters”, and subheadings such as “asphalt for driveway”, and “metal gutter supports/gutters clean repair paint”. The gutters alone had taken three days; it was crossed off. “Re-mortar” was also crossed off; as he was replacing the gutters and repairing the struts, he’d found bits and pieces of missing mortar; and “Clear Eaves” of the rotting bird’s nest, that was also crossed off. 

“Garden” was a pride of place list, a list unto itself, a quarter of an acre that he and Henry had turned over with a mini-tractor and plow he had rented from Bill Hughes’ garden center. Once he had started Henry couldn’t stop. “I can’t stop, Grandpa!” Henry shouted as another row of rich brown earth was turned over, unplowed for a century, or two. “This plow has a mind of its own!” he shouted on another pass. Ginger ran after him barking, at the wheels or the thrill that had carried Henry away. 

It was a warm, calm May morning; he stood surveying it, prodding clots of soil with his foot. He was convinced there had been a garden here, long ago. The plot was sheltered by the forest just beyond from the worst of the prevailing winds, but had full sun. The soil had sometime been cared for, loose loom, and not clay like the flowerbeds near the house. He’d taken a sample to Bill and they had decided it still needed this much lime, this much mulch to re-right the balance. Preparing and maintaining the soil correctly were the first principles of organic growing. “Start with the soil,” Bill had said, and he had started with the soil.

He was making a Pest Control list before going to see Bill at the garden center. He was not doing well with pests. The lettuce and cabbage were hardly sprouted and already besieged by an army of slugs. Not wanting to kill them, he had made the mistake of picking one up with his bare hands and the slime had lingered, after repeated washings. The tender carrot shoots had black spots on them; there were aphids, there were beetles; there were the deer who came out of the forest at dusk to have a nibble, or a feast, great elegant creatures, hardly pests. The old farmer who owned the next property just up the hill had laughed at him. “No one round here gardens organically so you run the risk of having every God damn bug in the whole damn Valley overrun you.” And it was an understatement. Yesterday after he had walked through the rows checking things out he found aphids clinging to his shirt and pants. The tomatoes had some kind of creepy green thing gnawing at their stems.

The runner beans, peas and potatoes were up, and the melons and squash down in another field out on the slope. Bill said that melons liked drainage and apparently he was right. He had no idea how much you could produce on one quarter of a football field, organically with Bill Hughes’ help, of course, as he had reassured Joshua, who had never much been into that sort of thing. 

He wrote down on his list “buy secondhand mini-tractor/or/walking tractor-tiller” inclined to buy the tractor, not to make Henry wild again, as he knew it would, but to have help cultivating the rows. He was just far enough from the house. A tractor would be more useful, maybe with a little wagon to carry things back and forth easier than the wheelbarrow he was using now. Of course, the wheelbarrow was better exercise. “Organic pest control/mini-tractor”: the list was taking shape.

Why hadn’t he and Miriam planted a garden? How could he ask that question when they had been working flat out for years? There was never a question of planting a garden, although they had all this land, except for the tomatoes and herbs Miriam grew every year in a sunny spot near the house, and the gooseberries he had wired to the side of the house, still producing buckets full year after year. Her family had kept a victory garden in Brooklyn during the war, so maybe he should call this his victory garden, a victory over the idea of retirement, over being alone in the big old stone house, over stasis and entropy, over morbidity, not dieing but living, to paraphrase and reverse that poem by Stevie Smith he admired. Maybe it was his struggle garden, if not a war a struggle with creatures and the elements. He would drive up to Joshua’s in harvest season and surprise him with a load of chemical free, homegrown tomatoes, potatoes, and squash without putting a dent in the surplus he could use for barter from the looks of what already was sprouting, to get a lamb or two, some chickens and rabbits. Henry thought a rabbits and lambs might bring out Ginger’s maternal instinct; get her pregnant. “Better not get ahead of you,” he said to Ginger as she ran up, her tongue half way to the ground with pleasure and excitement. “Better wait and see what nature exacts, ole girl.” She was in her element in the garden. “You’re in your element,” he said. 

He stood on the slope at the edge of the melon and squash patch. His ten acres was at the crest of a sharp slope that flattened out from his property back down the road about ten miles, a small plateau of sorts. He could look down over his neighbor, Irena’s house, or straight out over to the mountain range beyond. 

Irena bred and raised alpacas, and had bought a border collie to help tend them. The herd was grazing peacefully, fluffy tan and brown, raising their long necks now and then to stare up towards him. If he bred alpaca he and Irena might join fields to give them maximum grazing land, but she was “a bit apart, that one” as Miriam said, and they had never had much to do with her. 

Her dog came around the side of the house and also stared up at them; a wonder, that dog. A few days ago he had watched Irena work him. “Shep! Go out!” The dog raced to the top of the herd. “There!” she shouted, and the dog crouched. “Shep, come by!” The herd was already bunching, fourteen, not twelve as he’d first thought. “There!” Irena shouted, and Shep crouched down again. “Shep, way to me!” Up went the dog, barking at the herd, the herd clicking and snorting its way down towards Irena, Shep skillfully racing side to side to keep them together towards their pen. They all seemed to be enjoying it. When they were content the sound of their humming would drift up the hill.

Ginger had been watching beside him but had suddenly disappeared and he spotted her again in a clearing at the edge of Irena’s field, “Getting a better view of the show, or Shep,” he muttered, amused. When she returned to him he said, “Got a boy friend have you?” Or a prospect? She could not have been in heat. Shep had not been distracted by her, or broken his stride in herding. Just like her to make the choice!

As he was walking back to the house his cellphone vibrated; he hated all the ring options. It was Rebecca, on a coffee break, no doubt, checking in, but he didn’t answer. She hadn’t been all that thrilled with the garden. “I hope you haven’t bitten off more than you can chew. What are you going to do with it all anyway?  At your age you have to think of your heart.” 

At his age! At seventy-three! That wasn’t old these days, but no use telling Nurse Rebecca that.   “I thought I’d start one of those roadside stands down on the highway,” he’d said. “Give Henry a job,” he added, hoping she’d see the humor in it. “Well, I just hope you’re reserving time to do nothing,” she said. Doing nothing was a good thing. Doing nothing was a lost art. She hardly ever did nothing. The phone was silent and then buzzed again; it was Rebecca but he didn’t answer. He’d call her later. 

“Give Henry a job,” he said to Ginger, on the tractor every weekend, if Bill could order and deliver it by then, yes, the tractor and not the mini-tiller, a little tractor with a few of those attachments he’d seen in the catalogue Bill had lent him. “We’re going to the arden center, ole girl. You like going there,” he said. She ran excitedly to the car. Was she understanding phrases now? He patted his pockets but he didn’t have the car keys. “Car keys,” he said to her, and she bolted around the house to enter through the kitchen flap, returning a minute or two later carrying the leather key case. He praised her lavishly. Was she grinning? She looked up at him, and jumped in the back seat this time. She seemed to have reasons for choosing back or front. If they were off to do something routine, such as pick up Henry every afternoon, she would sit in front; but if it was something exciting, she went in the back, curled up and slept until they arrived, as if she needed to build her energy for the time ahead, as she did now. When they pulled into the nursery parking lot twenty minutes later she awoke from her nap. 

He said “slugs” to Bill and Bill said there were 30 different varieties. David had brought a couple in a bottle, common grey garden slugs. They generally liked ponds and marshy environments. His garden was on well-drained land, but it had been an unusually wet spring, and Bill thought their numbers would dwindle as the season wore on. The old farmer up the road said David should put a combination of rough gravel and eggshells along the rows. The body of slugs was sensitive to abrasion and they wouldn’t cross the coarse line, but it hadn’t worked. He’d also read that tin cans with an inch or two of beer set flush with the ground might work. The slugs liked beer and would fall in the cans, but that hadn’t trapped any so far. Bill took him out into one of his garden beds. The paths between the rows were lined with roofing shingles. The slugs liked darkness. They fed at night and would hide under the shingles during the day. He had wooden tongs to pick them up, and put them in plastic sacks. David liked that idea, part of his experiment to live with things and learn their ways, not kill them off. He could walk a few hundred feet into the state forest and dump them near that wetland not all that far from his house. Bill turned over a few shingles, and sure enough there were several. 

“Told you it was a wet spring,” he said. “I’ve got some tongs I can give you, around somewhere.” 

Bill had built a purple martin house out in the middle of one of his fields and they walked out to see if any had arrived. The birds sent out scouts to find habitats, arriving from South America in this part of the state about the beginning of May, but they had not arrived yet. Maybe Henry would help him build a purple martin house; dig a deep hole to plant the pole on which the platform and house sat? It had to be the right dimensions, especially the entrance, to prevent other birds from taking it over.

They went to Bill’s office, to finalize the order of the mini-tractor. When he had visited with Ginger two weeks before to pick up supplies, Bill’s son, Jerry, was there, born with Down’s syndrome and now fifteen. The prenatal screening had detected the condition, but they had decided not to terminate. Jerry was good with his hands, could take apart and put together clocks and radios, attended a special trade school and lived at home. His growth was stunted and his immune system impaired. They had high medical costs. He was sitting on the floor of the office tinkering with an old pocket watch but didn’t look up. Ginger went to him and sat watching. Jerry ignored her. Ginger lifted a paw and touched his arm. He brushed it away. She yawned, and put her paw on his arm again, and he brushed it away again. She nudged his arm. He brushed her away. She sprawled out, and put her head on his leg. He looked down, and put his arm around her. She gave a big sigh, as if the effort had cost her much. Bill was taking photos. He would pin them up on a bulletin board when he had them developed the following week, to show to Jerry.

They might get a dog, he said to David. They’d had dogs around, of course, but not one especially for Jerry.

David said, “I’ve had her over to the kennel, to see about breeding her, but she hasn’t been in heat so far.”

“Jenny mentioned you were concerned and took her by the other day. She told me she wasn’t that worried. Just seems to be something that happens with some dogs.”

“She’s got her own mind about things,” David said. “I saw her eyeing Irena’s border collie this morning.”

“If you breed her, Jenny and I were talking about it, we wondered how you’d feel about our buying one of the pups, for Jerry?”

“Well, done I suppose. But I won’t hear a word about buying.”

“Well, I don’t know about that. We can work out something. Maybe start with those wooden tongs, wherever I put them. I think I’ve got a couple of bundles of shingles left over you can have too. At least, give them a try.”

Later that afternoon, as he was setting out the shingles Bill had given him, Ginger let out one of her friendly, excited barks, and ran across the field to greet Rebecca: turning her side to Rebecca’s leg; lowering her head; wriggling her body, things she did to win Rebecca over, if she never quite won her over. 

Rebecca was carrying a large white envelope and David had the sinking feeling that they might be Alan’s blueprints for converting Rebecca’s porch and garage into his very own granny flat, which they had decided they would not talk about again, but he suspected she would never take as the final word, all for his sake, of course. She certainly looked as if she had things on her mind; those telltale furrows etched into her forehead; that fixed, intense expression Miriam called feline, meaning stalking a prey. Why was he so harsh towards her recently? What was it all about? Did it have to do with Miriam’s sudden illness, her dieing within months, life’s fragility, and any reminder from Rebecca that he might be hastening if not nearing his end? He stood up and brushed off the knees of his khaki work pants.

The May northwest wind still had an edge. Yes, the cold spring might be what was keeping the purple martins away, as Bill had said. With the forest just beyond, the air was fresh here by the garden. Deer would amble out as he hoed, as if waiting for him to leave to have a meal, a nature tax he called it, restraining Ginger from chasing them off. She was learning categories, things she could chase and things she could not. Henry had started it with squirrels, and she seemed content to obey so long as David gave her alternative games to play, a rag doll to fetch instead of live rabbits. She poked at Rebecca’s hand; looked up at her; poked it again; picked up a stick, shook it and dropped it at Rebecca’s feet. Had Rebecca noticed?

 “What on earth were you doing?” she asked. It was her once-a-week free afternoon. “Are those roofing tiles you’re laying down?”

He nodded, patting down a couple with his foot last. “Bill’s idea, to trap slugs. We were there this morning.”

“I can’t believe how much it’s grown up since I saw it a couple of weeks ago. It’s quite amazing actually, although I still think you’ve bitten off more than you could chew.”

“You be glad to know that Bill convinced me a mini-tractor would come in handy. I ordered it today, along with a wagon. He thought he could deliver it Friday.”

“Henry will be over the moon. He’s still going on about your letting him do the plowing.”

He preempted what he thought she might say. “I suppose I’ll never get rid of him now.”

She caught the innuendo and said, “I don’t think he wants you to.” Ginger had taken up her stick again. Craning her neck, she was staring directly into Rebecca’s eyes in that disconcerting way dogs had of fixing you with their wishes. “Or her either,” Rebecca said, not rising to Ginger’s bait. “She almost seems to have Henry hypnotized.”

Ginger dropped the stick practically on Rebecca’s feet, and whoofed.

“She just wants to play.” 

Rebecca took the stick and threw it as far as she could. It was eagerly fetched and dropped at her feet again. 

“There’s no stopping her now.” She could play for hours. He praised her lavishly for fetching and her tail wagged happily. “Guard melons, Ginger, guard!” She spun around and raced off towards the top edge of the garden and disappeared down a slope. “She chases away the rabbits, but I trained her not to harm them.” 

“There’s melons too? When you said garden I didn’t think you meant, well, all this. Alan calls it circling the wagons, you know. That’s why you’d never sell up and move near me.” 

That did not quite let the envelope off the hook, if it was from Alan, and he was certainly not going to ask. “Circling the wagons?” he said.

“Turning the old place into a homestead, making it self-sufficient, giving Henry a role, having him around more. He said were talking about buying more land the other day.”

Reinforcing the center maybe, if not circling the wagons, which did not seem quite right, as if there were some sort of life-threatening enemy at the gate, slugs and pests hardly included. He said,  “I don’t know about wagons. The house is more than two hundred and fifty years old, after all. I’d call it more of a restoration project. And buying the land was actually his idea.” He tried a feeble imitation, “You know Grandpa, I just think with a few more acres here and a few more there you’d have a really serious spread.”

She did laugh, said, “I can hear him saying that. She thought for a moment. “I suppose he thinks all this is about him; the garden, the tractor; they’re about Henry, aren’t they? We’re anxious about him, aren’t we? You’re anxious so you want him around, buying the mountain bike so he can get back and forth, making over the room for him. I’m worried too.”

“Of course you are.”

“No, you don’t know I am. You know in your own way, but not really know. I’m not laying blame. We just haven’t talked about it.”

He had built a garden shed a few feet off the first rows, so he would not have to carry daily tools back and forth to the house. He fetched two folding lawn chairs and set them in the sun. She sat and placed the white envelope in her lap.

“Is that why you came?”

“Yes and no. Mainly it’s about these.” She opened the envelope and handed him a sheaf of drawings, Henry’s drawings, he saw with a sense of dread. They had been done for a class. His teacher had asked Rebecca to come in to discuss them, and she had been there at lunchtime. “Before I came here I stopped by just now to show them to the hospital psychologist and she thought Henry could benefit from a few sessions with someone.” 

That again! The first was actually a close-up photograph of a spider web, taken by Eddie, he saw from the verso, where Eddie had signed it, and the second Henry’s drawing of same, titled “Indra’s Net”. It must have been a school project. All the others in the sheaf were Henry’s drawings, the next three repetitions of the same theme, if each more intricate than the preceding, a net spread over a landscape, a net composed of squares, each corner of which was a pearl, dabs of white at least. Several at the bottom were the ones of concern, Rebecca said. A giant tree dripping blood; the moon, split in two, shedding tears. They bore a resemblance to the covers of science fiction novels, he said. Weren’t he and Eddie into sci-fi? Rebecca insisted they were “disturbing” that they formed “a pattern”.

David said, “Api calls them visions.”

“Calls? Your shaman friend in New Guinea?”

“That’s dismissive. He’s a professor of agronomy, after all.” Doctor Api Jonathan Kepi-Kuno, Lineaus Professor of Natural History and Agronomy, he might have added angrily, if she wanted the full title, but he curbed himself, and added, “We email. We skype. I sent him scans of Henry’s drawings.”

“You’re discussing Henry’s drawings with a stranger but not me?”

It was simple, really. “They looked like visions, like nature dreams the tribe was having.” He sifted through them again. “I thought Api would have a different take on things.”

“Non-psychoanalytic, you mean?”

“I only meant a fresh perspective.”

“A fresh perspective on visions? Whatever that means.”

Api had offered some possibilities: rites of passage, signposts pointing in a certain direction, calling Henry to possibilities, to some role in life. Nature had form, a voice; it could generate images in the unconscious, work within. 

He didn’t think she would find it that helpful and she didn’t, not when “Henry’s welfare was at stake”. She was angry and that did not help. 

“You’re angry because I haven’t discussed it with you, but now we are. Maybe if you told me what you see in them?”

“He wakes up crying, you know, saying bad things are happening, birds and animals dieing everywhere. “ They were things he heard about in class, saw on television, read about in the papers, but he was internalizing it all, feeling it on some visceral level as if he were connected.

He handed the drawings back to her and said,  “There’s cause for alarm? Is that what you’re saying?” His grades were at or near the top of his class. At the last PTA meeting they had heard glowing comments about how cheerful he was, how bright, how garrulous, if sometimes too much. He hadn’t had a falling out with Eddie, or any of his other friends; girls were after him; he had won a trophy at his diving match. He had just conducted that outstanding interview with Caitlin. She had been impressed. Joshua was impressed. Everyone was impressed. Perhaps count their blessings?

 Rebecca said, “And I suppose he hasn’t told you about his problems with the swimming coach and that he wants to quit the team? And that Eddie is furious with him for wanting to quit?”

“Quit the team! Why on earth would he want to do that?”

“You see, that’s my point, he only shows you one side, but there’s another that’s, well, dark and always upset about this or that. At home he broods and locks himself in his room. At dinner he won’t tell me about his day, seems to resent everything I ask him. He gets angry at nothing, at things, like doors, slamming doors, or tearing up his math homework the other night because he couldn’t get some equation. Screaming. He doesn’t show you any of that.” She hadn’t brought just the drawings, there was a letter from his coach too, which she fished out of her handbag and handed to him. 

Ginger was barking madly just out of sight, he hoped not at the skunk that she had tried to herd towards him the other day, until he gave her the command to turn it in another direction as if she had picked up commands from overhearing Irena. It had not sprayed her, so she knew what she was doing, although it was too close a call. He whistled for her to come, and unfolded the letter.

“Dear Mrs. McClellan/ Henry has real promise as a diver and a couple of coaches from the ivy leagues came up to see him in the last match and are keeping tabs on his career . . .” Career was an annoying projection. “. . . I objected when he said he wanted to quit and he used abusive language so I’ve suspended him from the team for two weeks.”

Suspended from the team! He hadn’t known that either. “Did he tell you why he wanted to quit?”

There had been an incident with the coach, well more than one incident. Henry liked competing in relay races, and freestyle. He thought he was best at team efforts, but the coach wanted him to focus exclusively on diving and wanted to bring in someone from the outside to coach him privately three times a week. The coach had already talked to the school, and the school would pay for it, but Henry wouldn’t do it and the coach had berated him in front of his team, said it was obvious to everyone that he had been the weak link in the last relay race, and that his freestyle was chaotic, but that his diving was concentrated and exact, and if Henry didn’t agree to special coaching he sure as hell wasn’t going to be in any relays.

“And you think he shouldn’t be upset by that?” For Christ’s sake where to start? Wounded pride; losing face in front of his peers; powerlessness because he couldn’t possibly argue back; angry because his own wishes, efforts, judgments were being called into question. “Good for Henry is what I say.”

Rebecca said, “Good for him for being insolent to his coach, wanting to quit the team, being angry with everything at home, doing drawings of bleeding trees, bleeding trees, for God’s sake! And nightmares of birds dieing, not just one or two but thousands and thousands, dropping from the sky waking me up shouting? I had him come sleep with me the other night. He hasn’t done that since he was five. Now tell me he shouldn’t be getting some professional counseling.”

She meant, of course, I dare you. He knew Henry’s sentiments about “seeing a shrink”, and so he said, “Rebecca stop. You know if you take him for counseling I’ll support you. I’d never interfere with that. But the question is also Henry, what he wants.”

She nodded. “He said he would rather have a hot poker stuck in his eye than see some shrink and besides all he needed was more fresh air which grandpa could help with by giving him a job in the garden, which I take it you’ve been hinting at already.”

Miriam’s first rule of grandmotherting, which he was perilously close to breaking was, “Don’t interfere” unless it’s necessary to interfere, and you’d better be certain.  He said, “Let me be clear. If you insist on Henry seeing a therapist I’ll support you. As for giving him a job, well, if you agree, I’ll do that too. Working outdoors can’t do him any harm. I could certainly use his help, and we could expand it into something more during the summer.”

“He’s here all the time anyway,” she sniffed. 

“Can we work it out? So you feel supported, and his being here doesn’t interfere with things the two of you want to do together? I think we can.”

“He hates Alan anyway.”

She was laying down a field of eggs for him to walk on. He said, “If it would do Henry good, to be outside, getting his hands dirty, is all I meant; so long as you know where he is, what’s going on. That’s the issue isn’t it? What’s best for Henry? And you knowing? Making sure we keep an eye on him, on things, so long as you and I are talking?”

Ginger came running up from the fields looking pleased, and thank God, not smelling of skunk. Because of the mountains to the west the field was in shadows by late afternoon. They folded the chairs and put them in the shed. A flock of starlings swooped and turned high above them. A few weeks before a long V of migrating geese had flown low over the woods, heading to a river marshland not far beyond. In Hinduism geese were considered messengers of the gods, intermediaries between the heavens and earth, he told Rebecca. “Write it all down,” she said, half joking. He was keeping a journal of the garden. Maybe it would be a book.

“Alan wants to do a book,” she said, as they began the walk back to the house, Ginger running on ahead of them. “The history of the stone houses in the valley. I told him you have some old documents about the previous owners.”

“Your mother tracked down the deeds, back to the 1760s,” although the house was twenty or thirty years older than that. “Everything should be in that green metal footlocker in the attic. We can look for them when we get back to the house.”

“He’s going to illustrate it with his own drawings.”

“Allan is a talented draughtsman. It could make an interesting book. Are you and him doing okay then?”

“We’re doing better than we thought, but we try not to talk about our relationship too much, which is probably a good sign with someone like Alan. Of course, like I said, Henry hates his guts, but that’s another story.”

He didn’t dare tell her about Henry’s threat to use the Cohen pen name and tried to make light of it. “Hormones, Rebecca. Blame it on hormones. The boy is all over the place right now. Giving him some manual labor in the garden might help let off a little steam.”

She took his arm. She had not taken his arm for a while. She said, “You mean Sandra? First he was with her, then Eddie was, but now Sandra is with someone else from his team, and Henry pretends he’s above it all, but of course he isn’t.”

“He told me she dumped them for some other jock because she wanted more from them than they were willing to give.”

She laughed. “That sounds much too virtuous. He told me he didn’t want to be pinned down. When I was his age there was a lot of competition with my girlfriends about going steady, you know, being pinned, I guess we still called it back then. It sounds rather Victoria.”

Maybe history was moving faster now. He said, “I always wondered what you were getting up to, but your mother wouldn’t tell me. The two of you would lock yourself away in your room for hours going on about boy trouble.”

“She never told you?”

“No. Well, now and again a few tidbits so I wouldn’t toss and turn at night from Kierkegaardian angst.”

“I miss her, don’t you?”

“Does the sun set in the West? Anyway, I hope you and Alan make a go of it.”

“You do? You really do?”

“Of course I do.”

 “And you, and this Caitlin?”

“Caitlin? You mean the woman Henry interviewed?”

“He said she was looking at you like some of the girls at school look at the football team, like you were a God.”

 “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.”

“Was she interested?”

He nodded. “Actually yes. Would you be upset if I asked her out?”

“Yes, I think I would, but it doesn’t mean you shouldn’t.”

“Why wouldn’t it stop me?”

“Obviously because I have things to resolve about you and mom; my own issues.”

“I hate the word issues.”

“I know you do, but there are.”

“Do you want to mention one, or leave it hanging?”

“One? Well, the bond between the two of you excluding me, for one. The two of you were so close I felt sometimes there was no room to fit between the two of you. I mean a visceral feeling that there was no room for my body between the two of you, no room to get affection or support.”

“But Rebecca, we talked about you all the time. You were the center of everything we thought or did.”

“You use to tell me that too, ‘Rebecca, you’re the center of our universe’. But it didn’t feel like that emotionally.”

“Joshua says your mother and I were symbiotic. He just reminded me of it a few weeks ago.”

“Yes, Siamese twins. Joined at the soul. Does he think you should date Caitlin?”

“You know how much Joshua hates the should word. He said an interesting thing though, which I’ve been mulling over. If I dated Caitlin it could help me make room, lessen your mother’s hold I suppose he meant.”

“And do you think so?”

“I don’t know. It sounds mechanistic. If I ask Caitlin out, and that’s a big if, it shouldn’t be to move along some psychological process. Most of the time all I think I want is to do is what I’m doing, the garden, teach Ginger something new, have Henry and you around. It seems enough for now.”

As they were entering the house his cell phone was ringing. He had left it on the kitchen table. It was Henry.

“For God’s sake, Grandpa, where were you and why didn’t you have your cell phone with you?”

“What’s up, Henry? I forgot it on the kitchen table.”

“I’ve been trying to call you for the last hour.”

“Are you stranded somewhere? I thought you had practice this afternoon and were going over to Eddie’s afterwards.”

“I’m at Eddie’s now. I wanted to tell you the news. You know what? My teacher said they were going to enter my interview for some kind of social studies prize. If it wins the state prize then it gets sent for the national!”

“Hold on, let me tell your mother. She’s right here.”

“Rebecca? She’s there? Put her on.” 


Later, when she had left, and he was standing by the stove preparing his meal, he suddenly said to Ginger, “Just you and I girl.” She was eating and did not lift her head, but then it had not been a command. When Miriam had died, and he had retired, when he had bought Ginger, and when he had said no to moving house and being nearer to Rebecca, when he had planted the garden, and taken Ginger over to the kennel to breed her, without much success, as far as he could tell, it all seemed as if he were getting on with things, but was he? “I’m getting on with being alone,” he muttered, “talking to my dog, and getting on with things.” She looked up now from her bowl. “Aren’t I?” he said. She whined, as if he were giving a command she did not understand, decided she did not understand it, and went back to finish her meal.

4. Poachers
Of course, Rebecca was right in more ways than he was willing to admit, about his biting off more than he could chew with this garden thing. Yes, he had bought the tractor, but no sooner did he start using it to cultivate a few rows than the sound was so grating that he decided to leave it in the garage, or wait for Saturday and Henry’s help, which was not quite working out smoothly because he had not quit the team and had practice or away matches on weekends. So he had gone back to the old family hoe, and that might have something to do with preferring it. By the time he reached the end of the first row he had aching hands and muscle cramps. Back then to the obtrusive sputtering, not exactly what he wanted out of his “market garden,” as he had taken to describing the abundance of produce it was yielding, willing to concede the term to Rebecca as he began to see how much there really was now that he was beginning to harvest it. He had bought thick gardening gloves but his hands ached. 

As a symbolic gesture to convenience, he had planted different varieties of lettuce in the rows nearest the house, and was bending over a clump, worried about slugs again, burrowing under the shingles with single-minded determination, when Ginger set up a furious barking from the far garden field down by the woods. She ran back to fetch him, barking angrily. Some animal or other, that skunk perhaps, must have raised her indignation.

“Shut up, will you!” he shouted, but she did not. Animals could be indignant about other animals encroaching on their territory. But he found her snuffling around patches of overturned earth. Large chunks of crop had been uprooted, carrots and potatoes mostly from the look of it. Her nose was in a boot print; growling disapproval. There were several other prints of various sizes. He was no tracker but the tracks were too distinct not to be fresh; probably made early that very morning; it was now 9:00. 

“Looks to me like we had visitors. ” From the size of the prints there were two adults and two children. Tops of carrots were twisted off, clumped into a bouquet, and stuck into a scooped out hole, an earth vase of sorts. “Well will you have a look at that,” he said pulling her nose away from the carrot tops. Those prints were certainly child-size; Rebecca at five or six might have made a carrot bouquet; he was more amused than outraged. Helping yourself to vegetables, to food, seemed audacious but not exactly a crime in his personal penal code. The tracks emerged from the woods nearest the edge of the garden and led back into the woods more or less at the same spot.  Ginger rushed into the woods and back to him, whining, but he shushed her. The day was still of human sound; an occasional car far down below; not a plane flying over. If they had been there that morning there was no sign of them now.  


“Well,” he said, “we haven’t tested your tracking skills yet, have we.” He pressed her head down to one of the prints. “Find, Ginger, find!” She barked, ran back and forth along the edge of the garden picking up tracks of coming and going and suddenly bounded off into a grove of birch so quickly he had to call her back. He put down the hoe. If he did encounter anyone he would not want to seem to have a weapon.  “Okay, let’s go now. Find.” He only had to call her back one more time before she knew she had to stop and wait for him. 

The woods was actually a strip of state owned land, half a mile wide by eight long; it backed properties on two roads; it was wild with undergrowth and he rarely went there, except in winter, under snow. A gully with gravelly banks ran almost precisely down the middle making it hazardous. He could cross-country ski the flat bits; put the skis on at his back door and Nordic ski walk, for a mile or two before rock outcroppings stopped him and he had to backtrack. The strip was exactly the length of his country road, but he had never found out why the state retained ownership. Nor had he ever walked the jagged line they were now taking to the other side. There were houses there, he knew, on a parallel road; he’d driven it a few times.

Whoever they were tracking had not tried to hide their tracks; parallel tracks, like a railroad. They seem to have followed a definite line to get to him and a definte line to get back to wherever they were going. He wanted to say “thieves” but restrained himself, or “poachers”, but that also seemed harsh, while “visitors” was ridiculous. He settled on “they”. “Looks like they’re heading straight across to that other road, ole girl.” She had stopped by a tree, where a handful of half eaten carrots and potatoes had been discarded, before rushing on down into the gully. “Easy now, easy.” He slid after her and scrambled up the opposite embankment. She scurried low through sumac and dogwood, but he had to skirt the thick undergrowth. Unwittingly no doubt, the state had ceded a streak of wilderness to him, right out back behind his house, ready to explore, but he never had. If they were traversing a more or less straight line the land still dipped and curved and double-backed, and was confusing. He’d never have found his way across without Ginger; but “they” must have known the way. Ginger rushed ahead again, unharmed through briar; like an old tale. 

He caught her up in a clearing, a dirt roundabout. A vehicle had definitely parked there; candy wrappers, empty plastic bottles and lettuce leaves were strewn about. He knew nothing about tire treads but from their width it might have been a small truck or van. The treads were threadbare, dangerously so from the lack of tread. If it had been muddy that morning they might still be stuck here. He started up the dirt road to the end; he could mark the turn, find it later in his car. The trees broke abruptly a hundred yards or so on. There were no houses visible, from the edge of the dirt road. A large boulder could mark the spot. Gradually lessening dirt tire treads led off down the road to the right, back into the hills, an alternate route through the countryside to the next town, some twelve miles away.  

There was nothing more to see. “Home, girl.” She barked and raced back up the dirt road, stopping every ten or twenty feet to see where he was, before bounding on. She was “in her element”, looked elegant, exuberant, happy. But he wasn’t. They were give-or-take a mile from his land, through tangled woods and on another road, yet it was his garden they had raided. The neighbor below, Irena, did not have a garden, nor did the old man any more just beyond. Farther up near the reservoir a woman kept goats and might have had a garden. He would have to check. But that was a couple of miles. Surely they would have stumbled on his garden by accident, wouldn’t they, and not earmarked it? Were they hunting out of season; camping; hiking? The two sets of small footprints were certainly made by children. 

When he was back at the garden he realized there had been more damage than he had first thought. Tomato plants had been stripped of everything ripe; and cucumbers, and beans, and a whole row of carrots uprooted. Ginger barked further rows further over, barking and jumping back, and when he bent to take a look it smelled of piss; they had pissed on his squash bed. The tracks certainly looked fresh. They must have come very early morning rather than risk evening in that tangle of gullies and undergrowth. He was sure he had never heard a vehicle, or for that matter anyone, in the woods for as long as he had been gardening, and if he had missed someone, Ginger would have barked. And that little bouquet of carrot tops, surely something a child would do, a small girl especially. It seemed like a message of sorts, of thanks, “Thanks, Mister, for your carrots.” Or an apology for their parent’s havoc, “Sorry for pissing on you”? Perhaps it was all a joke and meant nothing; perhaps he was in denial. 

He went back to the house for his car keys. How far would Ginger’s tracking skills go?

It was easy to find the boulder on the next, parallel road. All he had to do was clock the distance from his drive to the main road, and the reverse on the parallel road. The dirt tire treads were still visible. He drove along slowly watching the wide dirt track fade but not turn in anywhere. He speculated that it was probably an old van or camper, not some new four wheel drive expensive thing hunters, in our out of season, would drive, with extra-wide tires and full tread. Most of the houses were set back and some he knew; that woman sculptor who bred horses, and further on from her, those three actors from New York, a ménage a trois he’d been told by Jenny, who took care of their cats. An elderly couple lived in that ranch house; he was a retired stockbroker. He’d spoken with him in his GP’s office one day about “the state of the world economy”. 

He parked in the town parking lot and put Ginger on a leash. It was a warm September day, not officially fall yet. The air up here in the foothills was fresher than below; there was little traffic at this time of morning. He was looking for two children and two adults, he was pretty sure of that. Henry had school. Why weren’t the children in school? The father might have a beard; the mother wearing a tie-dye long dress. “Hippy types” he said to Ginger. “What am I saying?” It was forty years plus since that sort of counter-culture style, wasn’t it? 

He stopped in front of a used bookshop; they had come to his house a few months before to buy some rare 19th century anthropological studies he did not need to own anymore; there were reprints in the college library if he needed the texts. They had paid him a sum twice what he had in mind. A gay couple ran the place, in the window rare books about the Valley, and a Fennimore Cooper first edition. He could ask them if they knew the sort of family he imagined “them” to be, but that seemed ridiculous. The owner looked up from his desk and waved. 

Ginger pulled him suddenly down to a corner and into a side street. She did seem to still have the trail, thanks to that ten million times more sensitive nose of hers. A black van was parked in the middle of the block. Ginger barked, put her paws up on the window frame barking again, her indignation bark. There were half eaten carrots, a canvas bag with potatoes and cucumbers, a handful of tomatoes lying about, his vegetables “God damn it all”. There was no one in sight. 

He noted down the license plate, double-checking it. Should he leave a note on their windshield? “Keep your fucking hands off my garden!” Ginger just as suddenly pulled him down to the next corner, another shopping street, but he pulled her up short. There were a handful of locals about, but no family or anyone meeting his imagined description. Was he playing with fire? 

He returned to inspect the van; Ginger would warn him. It was covered in dust inside and out, but he could make out a ying-yang symbol painted on the sliding door. Several sleeping bags were in the back, a very used, man’s hunting jacket, and wading boots; a worn teddy bear stuffed into the corner of the backseat. There was a Buddha attached to the dashboard, amber prayer beads hanging from the rear view mirror, several books on Tibetan Buddhism on the passenger’s side. A Guide to Tantric Yoga, lay open and face down on the dashboard. Were they members of that Tibetan Buddhist community a couple of towns over? Poaching and mindfulness meditation did not quite compute. It was not quite 10:00. He could wait there until they came back. But what would he say? 

He walked slowly back to his car, paranoid feelings creeping along his back like poison spiders, a feeling that did not dispel when he started on the drive back home, compulsively checking the rearview mirror; half expecting that dirty black van to rush up behind him like something out of a horror film.

As soon as he was in the kitchen he called Joshua. The wall phone had a long cord. He could walk around while talking; make himself a cup of coffee, or sit at the round table in the center of the room. He knew Joshua’s schedule, and Rebecca’s, and Henry’s for that matter, the luxury of being “free”, which he preferred to the “r” word.

Joshua interrupted his “robbers and cops” story, as David had called it to make light of his unease if not anxiety, to voice his own unease.

 “From what you’re saying you think it had to be deliberate? That they somehow earmarked your garden?”

“Well, yes, it seems so.” They might have stumbled on his garden by accident, while hiking with their kids in the woods, weeks before, when things weren’t ripe, waited for a while before coming back, in the early morning when no one would be around. They might have been camping along that dirt road, might know the woods, but it was pretty clear that they had made straight for his garden this morning and that that had intended to raid it.

“I guess the question is does it add up to much more than poaching a little food?” he added. “Maybe I should put up a sign, tell them to take whatever they need.” After all, he was willing to let the animals take their nature tax. The whole thing seemed harmless, didn’t it? 

“Then why did you follow them, in fact, all the way to town? It doesn’t sound like you think it’s nothing. Anyway you’ve got that incredible dog and she’s got their scent now, so I suppose she’ll guard or warn you when you’re out there at the garden.”

There was a slight hint that, despite David’s denials, that he was making more of it, perhaps because he had “too much time” on his hands, but David wasn’t willing to get into the retirement thing again.

“Count on her,” David said. And when he was off the phone, he said to Ginger, “Seems like we got poachers, girl. Poachers!” She was staring raptly in his face and yipped. “I knew you’d understand.” 

Six o’clock two mornings later, he was awakened suddenly from a sound sleep. The house was quiet and nothing seemed out of the ordinary. The nights were still warm enough to sleep with a window open. Anything could have disturbed him. Ginger whined but did not bark, downstairs somewhere; she rarely fussed this early. It must have been her. Was she in heat? She ran up the stairs, poked her head in his doorway, turned, ran downstairs, whined but did not bark. He struggled into slippers, “Okay, okay, I’m coming.” And found her waiting by the front door.

He looked through the window but couldn’t see the fuss; not that skunk that seemed to have adopted their house despite being driven off every time, or some male dog or other waiting its turn. He opened the front door to let her out, and precisely as he opened it the black van drove up to his mailbox, a dirty window rolled down, an arm stretched out putting something in. It roared off hardly having stopped, before Ginger could reach it, barking wildly and chasing after it a hundred yards or so before giving a few last barks, and whirling to rush home. 

“Good girl,” David said, going back in to get some clothes on. 6:05. “Don’t those people ever sleep?” And hadn’t he seen children staring out the back window waving at Ginger as it sped off? 

His road was quiet at this time of morning, no one yet leaving for work, a hazy, soft morning; it would be Indian summer warm today. They had raised the red metal flag indicating there was mail, which the mailman never bothered to do. They had left a small white envelope, and within a white, unlined 3 X 5 index card, a crude black border drawn around the edges with a magic marker, the message written in black ink in pseudo old script:  “The end is nigh.” 

He held it down for Ginger to smell and she wrinkled her nose. “Turning your nose up at evidence, are you?” Evidence? It smelled of incense, of course. Ginger tried to take it in her mouth. “Let’s calm down, shall we?” Was it a general warning or a personal threat?  Not “your end is near,” but biblically, the end is nigh, an announcement, a warning to the world. Who would choose to phrase it that way: a doomsday cultist, millenarian, apocalyptist, catastrophist, but not blackmailer, petty criminal, Mafioso, and there were those in the Valley too, or the rednecks up the road apiece? 


He waited until ten to phone Joshua, already in his office correcting papers.


“There’s been a new twist,” David said. 

But Joshua did not know quite what to make of it. If they had seen him lurking around their van, which was unlikely because Ginger would have warned him, that was a far cry from knowing who David was, and still more where he lived, no less serve as motive to deliver a message. David was sure it was the same van, but neither of them was sure what it meant.

“They might have caught a glimpse of me in town through a shop window, or as I was walking back to my car.” If they’d been inside Ginger would not have spotted or smelled them, and they might have recognized him from his talking head TV appearances on the local news channel, but that was a stretch. Nor did it quite explain the poaching either, or the message for that matter, and what light it shed on anything. “There’s only one farfetched connection I can see,” he added, which was with that Black Banner group at the Growing Tree demonstration.


“Black van, Black Banner?” Joshua thought it more of a stretch than his television appearances. “None of it makes sense so far.”


“So far?”


Joshua paused. “Sorry. It just popped out. But they do seem to have something in mind. At least, Ginger has their scent now. You’re sure she detected them before they put the message in your mailbox?”


David went through it again. She had awakened him, so she had already detected something. It had taken him two or three minutes to wake up, get up, put slippers on, go downstairs, check through the window, open the door to let her out. They had to have been a mile or two away at least when she first detected them, depending on how long it was before she woke him up with her barking and how fast they were going, both of which he’d never know. “She sensed the van, and woke me up because of it, that’s for sure,” he added.

“You’ve both been sensing something,” Joshua said. “Something about stealing your vegetables made you uneasy enough to follow them into town, which is really out of character. To tell you the truth I thought you might be exaggerating a bit when you called a couple of days ago to tell me what happened.”

“And now?”

“Now I’d say, trust your instincts. It’s not such a bad rule of thumb anyway.”

“And hers, trust her instincts; my own early warning system.”

That night David had one of “Henry’s dreams”. He was standing in a large, beautiful garden. Miriam was standing just out of earshot by a large tree, saying something he could not hear. Everything in the garden was speaking simultaneously, flowers, tress, squirrels, rabbits, the birds soaring low over his head; murmurs and mutterings came from all sides. Ginger was next to him talking to everything. But he couldn’t understand any of it. 

 
He sat up straight in bed. Ginger was sleeping at his feet, her new place; yielding now to some of her wishes, if not all; they seemed to have purpose. He lay back down. It was 5:00 A.M., a farmer’s hour to rise, but a garden did not make him a farmer. He’d have to tell Rebecca that. He was wide-awake, but he couldn’t get up. Why couldn’t he get up, with the sun, with the birds? What was wrong with getting up early? That was his new schedule, going to bed early and getting up early, if not quite this early. 

Ginger sensed he was awake. She yawned, whimpered, and crawled up to lay her head in the crook of his arm. He pulled her ears. She shook her head, yawned again. “Come on lazybones. Don’t you know we’re farmers?” A fragment of song buzzed in his head. “Gotta get up, gotta get up…” Maybe being alone was making him a little strange, like Rebecca worried. Ginger wriggled her way higher, to lick his face. What if Miriam’s spirit had leapt into Ginger, or seeped, or poured, or whatever spirits did? Of course, that would have meant that Miriam knew he was going to choose Ginger before she was conceived and if you started speculating backwards there was no end to the possibilities. Jenny used to say that Miriam had a sixth sense about animals. Ginger qua Miriam, or Ginger informed with Miriam’s spirit, which is what Api might have told him, or the current shaman still living with the tribe back in the most remote mountainous terrain imaginable, which he would never see again because of those fucking rare protozoan parasites that had taken up resident in some obscure corner of his bloodstream, waiting for an exposure to trigger them into a fatal assault on his system. Of course, Ginger was Ginger and Miriam was, well, gone. 

He padded down to the kitchen to start the coffee, put out food and water for the dog. There were advantages and disadvantages to routine, to repetitions, patterns he might fall easily into, or cultivate, centered if not lulled. The day was overcast but dry. He took his coffee and went to the front door. The red flag on the mailbox was up. He might have left it up when he retrieved the note yesterday, but he was sure he had not. “I’m not surprised,” he said to Ginger as she scratched at the door to be let out. He had not quite expected it but he was not surprised. 5:45; they would not have come by this early. Late afternoon yesterday he had gone to pick up Henry, and had not paid much attention to the mailbox on the way home. “Damn fools,” he said. Ginger licked his bare foot. “Poachers? What do you think? Poachers?” They had come and gone and she did not seem interested. He’d have to get dressed and go see, wouldn’t he?  “Damn fools, damn bloody fools.” What were those fools up to now? 

What they were up to was an old-fashioned brown manila envelope, and within a hand-printed, one page sheet illustrated with children’s drawings. As the top was an orange sun with yellow rays under an arching rainbow, and along the edges yellow dogs and stick figure children, whether boys or girls wasn’t clear; “Child of the Golden Dawn Manifesto” printed in gold letters, and at the bottom signed, “International Animist Collective”.  Animist? He had written a book about animism in American cult traditions, and its similarities to nature traditions in his tribe and other so-called primitive societies, one more “coincidence” to discuss with Joshua? Maybe they were reaching out in an awkward, mad sort of way? 

He flipped it over.  There was a dedication, of sorts. “To the Child of the Golden Dawn and the Golden Animal Spirit.  We have seen them before we saw them and so when we saw them we knew them. All hail the New Hope! Hail the Senex too!” Senex? That agism thing again? Was the nutcase fringe just as infected? Was it all that bad to be likened to an archetype? Wasn’t senex the origin of senate and senator? Puer and senex; Henry and him? Were they really talking about Henry, about both of them, as some sort of archetypes or avatars, not to mention Ginger? Could he take the slightest notice; could he take the slightest chance? Who were they anyway? 

He brought his coffee to his desk, to search for “International Animist Collective”. They had been involved in a number of environmental protests and a couple of their members had been arrested in sit-ins. Although there was no mention of a connection between them and the Black Banner, it might be a safe assumption that they had at least been part of the Black Banner contingency the day of the protest, among those lingering at the fringe sporting leaves and braches, the Wicker Folk he had dubbed them. They might have noticed Henry doing his interview, kneeling in front of a tree, and Ginger, and him, none of which, of course, made any sense at all. Yesterday he was sure he had seen two children waving from the back window of the van. Maybe they were the children of the Golden Dawn and not Henry, or maybe they were in Henry’s school and knew Henry. He hadn’t said a word about this to Henry, or Rebecca, so far. That was the likeliest explanation: their children were in Henry’s school. They had read Henry’s interview; perhaps taken it home for the parents to read, and for some reason had formed a fixation. If it was just a theory, it only made him more anxious. He searched for “Child of the Golden Dawn”. There were some esoteric cult references from the 1930s but nothing indicating a connection with an animist collective, Tibetan Buddhism, the Black Banner, or poaching. He scanned through the manifesto.

 “Our lives are but a fragile web easily broken by a child’s breath, lives walking on air held aloft by our illusions . . . Our fall will be into dark chaos, groping for survival and a new paradigm, exiles, as war-torn refugees, safe in their ancestral home one day and homeless the next, lost and bereft of freedom . . . The collapse of our so-called civilization is now upon us; nothing is solid. The gossamer illusion of consumption, the true servant of death, has conquered us; the curtain is falling on the illusion of progress . . . Our Downfall is a Revenge, the revenge of Nature scorned, the revolt of Nature against abuse and enslavement. The Revenge of Nature is our reward for alienation, the response to the destruction we inflict on our Natural World, the poison we spread, the fruit of our greed . . . The Hour of Our End is the Hour of our Awakening, the Hour of the New Story, the story of the New Child.”

Ginger put her head in his lap. Their routine was a morning walk, but there he was at his desk. He patted her and said, “Well, ole girl, maybe we better go out and buy . . .” What? An alarm system; hidden camera; a gun?

He went into town, and bought black ribbon. The saleswoman asked if someone had died, and he thanked her for her thoughtfulness. He cut off a short strip, wrote a note, and put in an envelope labeled, “For: IAC ONLY”; he tied the ribbon to the mailbox latch. “Please take as many vegetables as you need, but please don’t do any damage. I could also use some help now and then.” Engaging seemed a less aggressive strategy than skulking around town and leaving a note on their windshield to demonstrate they could be found, as he’d been tempted to do, or asking Joshua to visit, calling out the cavalry so to speak, if not circling the wagons just yet.

If their kids were in Henry’s school should he tell Henry? He and Eddie had decided to stay on the swimming team; something to do with some girls’ remark about their gorgeous bodies, that David had been deliberately allowed to overhear in one of those hush-hush telephone conversations that Henry and Eddie had been having since first grade. They were also working on the school newspaper; Henry was the new Features Editor and Eddie Staff Photographer; David was seeing less not more of him. After today it had better be more. He was alternating picking them up with Rebecca and Eddie’s father, and would offer to pick them up every day, to keep an eye on things. He was retired, after all. It was no bother, he would tell Rebecca. 

The next morning the note and ribbon were gone, and the following morning there was another note if not manifesto. “Piss keeps away deer. We were helping. We picked some cucumbers, but mulched the watermelons.” A child’s hand had drawn smiling faces all over the page.

At least there was a channel of communication, he thought as he trekked back up the stone walk to the front door. He’d laid it himself thirty years before, and not a bad job it was either, just about perfect still, like the low grey stone wall fronting the road, which he’d built without mortar in the old style. Joshua had lent a hand lifting the stones and setting them in place, before Joshua was lured away to the Ivy League. The roses lining the path Miriam had planted twenty years ago, but he tended them lovingly. Well, tended wasn’t actually the best word for the all-out struggle he’d had to wage against the Japanese Beetles, more resourceful opponents than slugs. Who was it that had recommended baby powder, or soapy water for that matter? It couldn’t have been Bill Hughes, because it had so obviously not been effective. The problem was that these beetles were not native to the Northeast and had no natural predators. But Bill had come up with a remedy that did work, a solution and spray made from Eastern Red Cedar. Bill was selling his own version, but David had started making his own last year from a few sawn planks, and it worked. “Told you so,” he said, as he stopped along the row of bushes to see if the beetles were back and they needed another treatment. “All clear,” he said. And the dwarf peach and plum in the yard, they were better than ever; and the old stone house too. Rebecca was a fool not to sell up and renovate the barn. It was one of the most peaceful parts of the whole road, or any road. People left you alone out here, but were there to help if you needed it. Last winter the neighbors had appeared out of nowhere to help get his car out of the snow. 

Maybe what rankled so much today was that he was not being left alone when he wanted to be left alone and get on with the business of life any way he wanted, without being forced into stereotypes about the elderly, and especially not into some sort of ill-fitting Cinderella slipper archetype. But people and things were infringing on him, imposing was the better word, sneaking around the garden at all hours of the day or night, pissing on things. He’d better check the garden this morning. It was frustrating they didn’t just come to the door and ask. “So much for you being a guard dog,” he said to her as she ran up to him panting. “Or maybe you’re telling me I don’t have to be on my guard?” Of course he had to be on his guard. He’d better get out to the garden now and see what they’d really been up to. “Mulching the watermelons”?  He could get on with tying the beans and reinforcing the stakes. Get on with things. 

He’d bought ties yesterday, some new gardening gloves, but the stakes he’d cut and whittled from straight dead branches fallen in his own stretch of woods. Whatever they had taken today, cucumbers, they said, wouldn’t matter; there was enough for him and them, and the roadside stand that had been a joke on Rebecca, with lots left to give to the synagogue’s poor family fund. Miriam gave things. Wouldn’t she have worried that he had taken on too much, and had to watch his back or he’d get the old trouble again? He could hear himself arguing back. Hadn’t he bought equipment? Didn’t he have Henry’s help? He’d retired to retire, he would tell her. But he’d retired to mourn for Miriam at his own pace, with no one looking over the shoulder of his grief, and take ten years doing it if that is what it took. And that was the truth of it. That was what the garden was all about, not exactly about grieving, but about working off the rage from being left like that, for having to get on without her.

Ginger was barking and running on ahead of him to the garden. She must have smelled the poachers, and he hurried after, but the melon patch had not been much disturbed, nor the cucumbers. That child had left a sort of gift again, not carrot tops this time, but a small straw, totem figure strung to the top of a stick planted at the head of a row of runner beans, a makeshift scarecrow perhaps, helping, not destroying. Were these animists, more “primitive” than his tribe? They seemed to be making a conscious effort to be a tribe, while the tribe had gone beyond that into a deeper knowledge that they were now taking out of the New Guinean highlands. “Miriam, Miriam. I suppose you’re seeing it all.”

That night he dreamed that Miriam called out sharply, “David, wake up! Wake up David!” And when he woke up he was still dreaming and she said, “No, David, I mean wake up!” 

5. Stalked

David was going about doing one of his endless house chores, cleaning the furnace air ducts this time, when Ginger set up one of her rackets. It had been several weeks since the first crackpot message had been dropped in his mailbox and something about her bark made him suspect another, but when he went out to check she was standing by the car; ran over to him and back to the car. It was a cold, early October morning. He’d come out without a jacket.  “It’s not time to pick up Henry,” he said. But she ran back and forth again barking. He called her inside. She came reluctantly but a few minutes later she was scratching at the door and when he let her out she ran to the car. Since Jenny had suggested he keep a journal about that morphic field thing, he’d been jotting down some if not all of Ginger’s oddball behavior. Did her barking have something to do with Henry, or was she just being willful? As Jenny had said, “She certainly has her strongest morphic connection with Henry.” And hadn’t he agreed? Did she want to get to Henry now, and why?

Henry was on his lunch break in half an hour, and he worked on the flowerbeds near the house until it was time to phone. 

 “Hi, Grandpa.” 

“You on your lunch break or should I call back?”

“No, we’re on our break. What’s up?”

He sounded normal. That stupid dog was sitting in front of him turning her head side to side as if eavesdropping. He was calling his grandson because his dog was acting up. Was he mad, becoming senile, or being responsible? 

“You still there, Grandpa?”

“Sorry Henry. You know who is pawing at my hand and I practically dropped the phone. I thought I’d do some shopping before picking you up, and was wondering if you wanted something special for dinner.”

“I don’t know, chicken maybe?  You didn’t forget there’s no practice so I’m out at three thirty today?”

“I didn’t forget and I’ll be on time. Everything going okay at school today?”

“Same old, same old. We had a snap math test this morning. I guess I did okay.”

Ginger tried to paw the phone again. “Say something to her, will you.” He held the phone near her ear. He could hear Henry’s voice but not his words. She barked, ran to the car and back again. 

David said, “She’s been driving me crazy. Can you hear her? She’s been waiting half the morning by the car and barking at me. I guess she misses you.” Was the warning too subtle for Henry?

Henry surprised him. “You sure everything’s okay, Grandpa?” 

Shouldn’t that have been his question? David said, “Right as rain, and that’s what we need. Things are getting pretty dry for us farmers.” His efforts at reassurance trailed off, but Henry had laughed. 

He took her up into the garden, plot or patch; he was still not quite sure what he should call all this abundance, half amused, half amazed at the long, neat rows spewing up so much. “Maybe we did overdo it just a bit, ole girl.” He would finish tying the beans today. That patch of garden had more of a rabbit problem than the melons or squash. If she was feeling protective she could chase critters until they left to pick up Henry, if anyone said critters anymore, in this part of the country. Working in the garden made him feel a little nineteenth century now and then, but that wasn’t a bad thing, a bit nostalgic, perhaps at worst. She did seem to forget Henry though, running excitedly up and down the rows, so maybe Henry’s voice had reassured her. Maybe her thing was with Henry’s voice and language; those long drawn out instructions Henry fed her with absolute certainty, and that she immediately executed as if it were all perfectly understood. That didn’t sound much to him like an energy field; more like some idea or other he’d read by Walter Benjamin, one of his intellectual heroes, the notion that language is given to everything; that it is in the nature of everything to communicate. And where was that quote, now? Had he remembered it correctly? What was memory, after all, but a distortion, of Benjamin, of Miriam, of the reality? Somehow or other Henry and Ginger understood each other’s languages, if they did not quite speak them. Now that made more sense to him than that cumbersome, awkward in the mouth morphic field. 

Of course, from a strictly human point of view, Ginger had done a few things that might be called “strange”, if they were strange. A few weeks ago, when he was out front treating the rosebushes against a Japanese beetle infestation she’d come running up from the garden all excited about something and when he followed her back, expecting to find signs of another bit of poaching, there was a fox with its foot caught in tree roots and her leg clearly broken. She was hissing and howling and looked mean. David backed off and phoned Jenny. She said to get a thick blanket and throw it over her, be careful of course not to get bitten, break its leg further, or let it escape the blanket, and bring it in to her. He had an old fish net lying around the garage, and an old blanket he’d used to cover the car one harsh winter spell, but when he went back she was unconscious and he managed to get her foot loose, and the poor thing to Jenny’s without an incident. The leg was broken, but she did all right and they released her back into the woods a few weeks later. He thought Ginger would chase after her, but she stood next to them and watched her run off in a panic. And not two weeks ago she’d found a stray kitten, which she carried back to the house in her mouth and dropped in his lap as he sat on the back porch reading the newspaper and enjoying a particularly warm September day, not just a kitten either but a blue-point Siamese kitten. “Now what have you found?” 

When he picked up Henry that afternoon he said, “You’ll never guess what Ginger found today?” Henry tried another fox; a dead rabbit, a skunk, an animal skull, but when they were home and the kitten came running to the door he said, “Can we keep him Grandpa? He’s really beautiful, except his eyes are crossed, but that’s kind of nice.” The kitten must have been thinking along the same lines as it had immediately crawled into Henry’s arms.

“Stray Siamese kittens don’t just go wandering around the countryside, Henry. We’ll have to call Jenny to see if anyone contacted her, and tack up some notices around, and put an ad in the local newspaper too.” 

But no one had come forward. People dropped off puppies and kittens, dogs and cats along the roadside when they were moving or didn’t want them anymore, according to Miriam, but a purebred, blue point Siamese kitten was worth something. Henry wanted to bring him home and surprisingly Rebecca had said yes, or not so surprisingly as it helped center Henry in her house, which David had no trouble accepting so long as he could keep a close eye on things. Was he being as protective as Ginger? Or was Ginger only picking up on something from him and not Henry?  David said he would keep a litter box and some cat food in the house, “so you can bring him along whenever you want”, a gesture to his own worries rather than Henry’s needs. He’d overheard Henry telling some new girl friend about the kitten, sounding like some little old man, “That Ginger, why you know she’s getting to be a regular canine Saint Francis.” So, what did he really make of all this morphic theory? Who was he ready to believe, Miriam and Jenny, or Walter Benjamin? Ginger had a rather intense personality for a dog, and Henry for a twelve-year old, so there might be a little symbiosis going on, like Joshua or Rebecca said about Miriam and him. 

“The jury is still out,” he said to Ginger, as if that should settle it. And pulled himself up short. “Since Miriam was gone his mind liked to run riot. If he said that to Joshua he was pretty sure he’d say it was grief, that he was still grieving. Joshua might have told him to get a dog, if he hadn’t one already, in spades. 

He checked his watch. “Come here you silly mutt!” She bounded over several rows to his side, her tongue nearly to the ground, looking silly. It was still a little early to pick up Henry, but he’d had enough of Ginger’s fussing and his own thoughts. He went to look for his car keys, which had by now formed the habit of disappearing. He’d put a bowl on the stand next to the front door, but they never made their appearance there.  He’d imagine the keys as malicious fingers walking around the house hiding sadistically from him just as he went to find them. He paused to think where the hell he had left them and remembered he’d had a sneezing fit out by the hay field and had yanked out his handkerchief, and sure enough there they were lying on the ground. That was an easy one to slough off, but yesterday he had found them in his sock drawer. 

“Come on, you win. Let’s go get Henry. And God forbid we’re thirty seconds late.” Henry was having his tyrant phase. “Gets it from his mother,” he muttered. Rebecca had been an arranger, everything just so, her knife, fork and spoon aligned, her blouses and sweaters stacked by color. At the age of twelve her handwriting suddenly took on this prim straight up and down sort of look; she made little circles instead of dots for her “i”s, until a teacher stopped it all. Miriam would raise her eyes and say she had inherited his control-freak gene. What was she making of his neat garden farm all laid out in perfect rows perfectly tended? What was she making of it?

It was not always easy to be on time for Henry, what with swimming, chess club, and meetings of the newspaper staff. Would Henry grow up to be one of those “busy people”? He hoped not. If he had written down Henry’s schedule on an oversized index card, and put in the glove compartment, he would never have remembered it, although Henry had programmed his schedule into David’s smart phone, “So there’s no excuse, Grandpa”. He did not tell Henry that he preferred the index card. Not that he saw himself as one of those old-fogy technophobes who hated or was intimidated by all things digital. In fact, now that he had his new laptop he had all but abandoned television because of the opulence of oddball foreign films on the net. Wrestling his cellphone out of his jacket when he was driving, or scrolling through some program to find Henry’s schedule while parked by the side of the road with cars zooming by blaring their horns just didn’t work for him. We live in the world we enter at birth and we adapt. He had lived with the tribe and had adapted backwards, or leapt forward. 

They left early to pick up Henry but ended up being late. David liked to combine several errands in one trip. Henry was into healthy snacks these days, muesli, bio-peanut butter, raw carrots and celery, and organic chips, if organic chips wasn’t an oxymoron. The nearest health food store was thirty miles, which wasn’t exactly lowering his carbon footprint, so he tried to go only once a week and stock up, but the quantities necessary to keep Henry refueled, not to mention Henry, Eddie, and various friends, rose exponentially week-by-week. Henry seemed to need four square meals a day and was still as thin as a rail. “It’s all going into muscle, Grandpa. At least, that’s what…” Well, fill in the blank with some girl’s name or other; that too seemed to change week to week.  Vicky, wasn’t it this week? 

He’d talked to Rebecca about it. “I don’t remember you eating that much when you were twelve, and he’s small for his age.” 

“That’s because I was anorexic.”

“Rebecca! You were not anorexic.”

“When I was twelve I starved myself because I was so self-conscious about what boys would think. Don’t you remember?”

“What I remember is that you weren’t a fussy eater and never had a weight problem.” Sometimes he thought she was trying to create issues that weren’t there, but if he said so it would have created an issue. He was ready to admit his parenting flaws. God knows there must have been a few, as with his parents, and theirs, unto misty family recesses that could not be traced. Rebecca’s issues had usually been with Miriam, at least those she wanted to talk about. Maybe now he’d be the one to feel the brunt, one more insult added to the injury of Miriam’s death. 

Drive, David, drive. But he was paused at a busy intersection with an interminable stoplight, which finally changed. 

The first few errands went quickly. There were a hundred to do alone, some of which had been shared, drycleaners, library books, gas stations, trips to the post office and bank, but not haircuts, chiropractor, dentist, GP, or car repairs. Had Miriam done more than her share, shielded him in some way that he had not appreciated, spared him mysterious, unnamed things? 

The delay came at the hardware store. The man ahead of him was returning a defective drill and the salesperson had to write up an insurance claim form, but David needed the wire and wire cutters the next morning, to improve protection around the dwarf fruit trees against the deer. At least, that was the plan. So he waited, and waited. 

They were ten minutes late, and ten minutes from the school when Ginger started whining and barking. It was distracting, dangerous. “Stop that! You’re as antsy as Henry.” She did not growl, but her glance was, what, disapproving if not angry? He found himself speeding up, and slowed down. As they turned into the parking lot she tensed as if ready to bolt from the open door, and as he leaned over to open it she did. 

Clumps of school kids were hanging out around the side entrance. He couldn’t see Henry but noticed some of his friends and supposed little shorter than normal Henry was there, somewhere among them. Ginger made a beeline for the group, barking furiously enough to scatter the children, “parting of the waters,” he muttered shaking his head. He had a glimpse of Henry looking surprised, but she ran straight past him around the side of the building. Not a minute later the black van shot out to the main street with Ginger in pursuit. David whistled and called her; she instantly gave up the chase and wheeled to run back to Henry, her tail wagging furiously with excitement and pleasure. 

“Hey, Grandpa! What was that all about? She never chases cars!”

Well, the cat was out of the bag. Ginger was whining and begging Henry’s attention. He bent over her fawningly, not to mention Eddie and some of his classmates. “What happened? Who were those people?” She certainly had a way of getting attention, of making things into her moment. She gave her paw to Eddie to shake, without being commanded, as if she were some sort of Hollywood celebrity.

“Rin Tin Tin to the rescue,” David said.

“What Grandpa?”

“Nothing. I’ll tell you on the way home.”

The easiest explanation, that is, the one least fraught with dangers, crises, and paranoia, was that the poachers really did have children in Henry’s school, as David had suspected, and were there to pick them up, despite Ginger’s fierce barking, which might or might not have implied anything other than her effort to flush them, like quail from brush. That might have made sense, that is, if she hadn’t sensed them hours before, and ten blocks from the school. But on the way home he didn’t tell Henry. He had to tell Rebecca first.

Rebecca had started night shift that Monday, and Henry was staying over weekdays.  After the van incident they stopped by Rebecca’s to pick up some things. Henry had named it Natty because Ginger had found him in the woods, a wood’s creature “like Natty Bumpo”. “Because of something you’re reading in school?” David asked, struck by the longevity of cultural tropes; the Valley was Cooper territory, or nearly so. The kitten ran downstairs to greet them, and Ginger for that matter. The kitten liked to chase her tail or play with her ears. She would lie flat to accommodate it. “Hello you poor little orphan,” Henry said picking him up, trying to impress upon David his moral duty. The ownership signs were still up, and the owner might still surface. The notices had been diligently tacked on trees and telephone poles all over the area, and were just as diligently, if quietly, disappearing, Henry’s doing no doubt, but he let it pass. It snuggled up to Ginger on the back seat. For a Siamese cat it traveled well, or maybe that was just another cat myth.  We don’t know the animals in our midst; Ginger was teaching him that. He saw signs of it all around. People hardly spent any times with their dogs, or cats, but the more time you spent with them the more capacity they had for learning and playing. Maybe the kitten had bonded with Ginger, or more likely Ginger had drawn it into her protective circle.

After dinner Henry went upstairs to do homework. They had an unspoken policy. David never mentioned Rebecca’s laundry list: help with the dishes; do his homework; take a shower; change his underwear; and Henry would do it all without nagging. It had something to do with David’s joking about tribal ways. After a childhood, spent living with the women, adolescent boys lived in long huts with the men learning  “man things”, rites of passage, like hunting and warfare. Skipping a generation, parent to grandparent, might soften the authority role. 

“Race you upstairs,” Henry shouted, scurrying upstairs trailed by his menagerie. “Man, you guys are slowpokes...” His voice trailed off into his room. Talking to your animals wasn’t a sign of senility then, and maybe Walter Benjamin was on to something with that communication business. But he had never heard that Benjamin meant or owned a dog. No, he’d never read that. Why was Henry so at home with his creaky old grandfather, beyond the obvious, that he was loved and David did not make demands, a big obvious, of course, and a few more things he could add like listening without judgment, or giving him treats. Yet Henry seemed insecure, not pubescent insecurity, but something more deeply unsettled than that, something wandering around within him, having difficulty finding its center. When he spoke about Rebecca and Alan, for example, he would feign amusement but David was sure he was angry, at Rebecca’s need for Alan, at the desertion of his sailor father comfortably ensconced in California out of responsibility’s way. Henry had never found a way of expressing that, except for little hints now and again, as last Christmas, when the big check had arrived and Henry had burst out, “What the fucks wrong with this man that he can’t send something real!”

Rebecca tried to gloss it over by correcting his language, adding lamely, “Really, Henry, it’s five hundred dollars after all and he did remember.” Better she had said nothing. 

He sent Joshua a text message about the van, “Poacher’s van stalks school. Will phone later”, and went into his study. Now that the poacher cat was out of the bag, he had better try to track Rebecca down at the hospital and find a time when they could meet to discuss whoever it was, whatever it meant. She would have an anxiety attack and want to call in the cavalry, or at least Bill Hughes’ cop-brother, Warren, which he wasn’t ready to agree to yet. But God forbid he didn’t tell her. He’d never much liked her adolescent rages against Miriam, like gales lashing a window, and which he’d been spared and was going to do his best not to see transferred onto him now; Miriam, his buffer, his brunt; she had borne it well.  He would have to tell Rebecca, and Henry straight afterwards. No secrets in this family, especially with Henry. He would call her now, or maybe after he’d answered email, or scrubbed the kitchen floor, or re-shingled the roof, when his own reactions to the van were clearer. 

The phone rang. It was Joshua.

“Saved by the bell.”

“What?”

“Oh nothing, just something about phoning Rebecca. You saw my text message already?”

“I’m babysitting tonight, heard the ping. What’s this about a van? Is Henry okay?”

David went through it all again, but the devil was in the detail and he took more time with telling Joshua than he might have later with Rebecca. “Here’s the odd part,” he said. “When I let Ginger out of the car I thought she’d make a beeline for Henry, but she didn’t. She ran straight to the corner barking like some mad, rabid beast and scaring the kids half to death. I distinctly remember they had to step aside for her to run by. But here’s the point. I’m certain the van was well around the corner, not at all visible either from where I was parked, or from where the kids were standing. It was completely hidden from view, yet she knew it was there.”

Joshua said, “You’re sure? Her eyesight is infinitely better than ours.”

“I know, but hear me out. When the van shot out from the side street it was already going twenty, thirty miles an hour. In other words, it had a head start and had to be some yards back from the corner for it to have picked up enough speed.”

Joshua said, “So, what then? She smelled it, smelled something in the air?”

“I don’t know, sensed it for sure. From the way she was barking I’d say sensed a threat. I know her barks and believe me this was one angry dog.”

“A threat to Henry, you’re saying?”

“It has to be. Her whole world revolves around Henry.”

“Henry and you. The threat might be to you as well. After all, they’re plundering your garden.”

David laughed. “Does one plunder a few rows of garden? I suppose if it’s grand or grandiose enough, but my little plot?”

Joshua ignored the rebuff. “Aren’t you reading too much into Ginger’s behavior. She might just be territorial, pissed off but not protective.  Why go straight to threat?”

David said, “You think I’m projecting?”

“Maybe.”

“But aren’t you begging the question?”

“Which is?”

David replied, “What the hell was the van doing there at the side of Henry’s school just when he was getting out?”

“Well, when we talked about it the last time you said something about maybe having kids in Henry’s school, so that’s all it might be.”

David said, “That doesn’t account for her acting up already at noon. She sensed something hours before there was something.”

“Okay, so what then?”

“What to do, you mean?”

Joshua said, “Yes, going on your gut instinct, what to do?”

“Rebecca will probably want to call out the cavalry. That’s why I haven’t called her yet.”

“You’re ruling it out?”

“Not entirely.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Gut instinct?”

“Get more information. Maybe talk myself to Jenny’s brother-in-law, Warren.”

“He’s still Chief of Police? He was so incompetent.”

“I know, but I wrote down the van’s license plate number and he could at least run a check so we know who they are. Or I could try to find them again, or leave a note in my mailbox suggesting we meet, but I’m not sure they’ll be showing up around here again after they were chased off this afternoon.”

Joshua hesitated. “Having Warren run a check would get Rebecca off your back, so two birds with one stone, but I don’t know about meeting. It gives them the impression they have access, can rouse you enough to meet. Maybe keep that one in reserve.”

“Then you do think there’s a threat?”

“Only that we can’t be sure. That time they dropped a letter off in the morning, you said Ginger ran down to the car all friendly like, but if I’ve heard you right this time around she gets all furious and protective, so from her point of view something was different today.”

“Now you’re the one basing everything on her behavior!”

“I know, I know. What else have we got to go on? The Manifesto?”

“It was pretty loony, but it didn’t sound threatening.”

“Well…” Joshua said.

“Well what?”

“Just that, I was wondering if it was that innocent; Child of the Golden Dawn and all that; spirit animals.”

“And Henry in real danger?”

“Just that maybe we can’t take them for granted. Of course, after today, they’ll have learned they have a formidable adversary in Ginger. What did you call her in your last email, your own homegrown early warning system? Anyway, phoning Jenny’s brother-in-law seems more and more like the right next step.”

“I agree.”

“So call me back after you talk to him?”

“Of course.”

David was not at all sure either of Warren Hughes’ competence, and in his view had been reelected for decades because he rigidly upheld the law in that black and white way that people found reassuring but drove David mad. Miriam shared his view, or said she did, as long as they never showed their ambivalence to Jenny who had to keep peace with her in-laws. Jenny had enough family problems to contend with. The difficulty would be in reigning in Warren. Talk about cavalry. Joshua was right about two birds with one stone. 

He phoned Warren and he was home. Warren was concerned. Petty theft was one thing, but stalking someone, especially a child was a “whole other level”. David gave him the license plate number, and Warren said he would “run a computer check first thing”, which David took to mean in the morning when he was back at his office, but Warren phoned back in a few minutes, while David was in the kitchen making some tea, and steeling himself to call Rebecca.


Warren said, “I called the office and talked to the guys on night duty and they looked up the plate right away. And here it gets real interesting. It doesn’t exist. I mean it’s not in our database of stolen plates, and not in our lists of forged ones either. Are you sure you took it down right?”


“One hundred percent sure.”


“And it looked like a real plate to you?”


“Absolutely. Two plates in fact, front and back, and they both looked like the real thing.”

“Did they look brand new? Were they scratched?”

“A few scratches, a little rust maybe, like they’d been on the van a while.”

“Well, our data base on stolen and forged plates goes back as far as there’s state records.” If the plate wasn’t registered or stolen, it had to be specially made to escape the system, which was worse not better. Something handmade that existed but did not exist sounded to David like something these people might concoct in their counterculture minds. 

“What next then?” David asked.

Warren said, “We’ll send the details to Homeland Security, but I doubt we’ll hear back for a day or two. Maybe you ought to come in and tell me the whole story, while we wait and see if they can come up with anything. I can also issue a statewide alert for a possible stolen vehicle with a fake license plate and if anyone spots it they can pull it over. Where was it exactly you say it was parked? Give me the street name. And you said something about a religious community? I’ll see if anyone can cruise by there. ” 

They also agreed that David would bring in the note and manifesto so they could fingerprint them, although his were on them, and he had been about to show them to Henry.  David would call him in the morning about going in.

He went to the bottom of the stairs. Henry and the animals were padding around when he should have been studying. 

“Henry! Are you dong homework?  I’m calling your mother. You want to say hello?”

The stairwell fed into the middle of the upstairs hall. The kitten streaked by. Ginger appeared at the top of the stairs with a ball in her mouth. Henry shouted from his room, “I’m finishing my math homework, Grandpa. I only have one more problem. Five minutes maybe.”

David said, “Is that a promise?” 

Henry appeared and nodded.

“All right. I’ll tell her you’re finishing your math, but she might ant to say hello.” Ginger extended her head and dropped the tennis ball. It bounced down the stairs to David. He caught it and said, “You teaching her new games?”

Henry was praising and petting her. “I swear I didn’t. She just invented it.”

David threw it back; she caught it on a bounce and dropped it down the stairs again, this time chased by the kitten. Maybe Walter Benjamin wasn’t quite right, about language and communication, maybe he needed to add the element of play. Play was a mysterious activity. The Hindus had a theory called lila, but there was no sense getting into that tonight.

He went into his study to make a note or two about adding a section on play to his convergence theory book, that play provided a unifying energy, established a certain interdependence, but that was still rather vague. And then he held his breath and called Rebecca, ready for a harsh rebuke for not telling her about the black van the first moment he spotted it, for not taking it seriously before now, for hiding things that might have a bearing on Henry, again. Hell hath no fury; there were a hundred ways to scorn a woman.  Maybe he wouldn’t get into it on the phone, just tell her there were things to talk over. After the night shift she would sleep until late morning. He would ask her to come by for lunch.

The head, station nurse recognized his voice.  Rebecca was in the operating theater until at least midnight, but she would give her the message.  “She works too hard,” David said. The woman at the other end sounded surprised. They all were, if her maybe more than most. “Tell her she’s invited for lunch, say one o’clock. There’s things to discuss.” She would be sure to give her the message. 

He went upstairs to see if Henry had finished his math, armed with a glass of milk and some oatmeal raison cookies, which he was making in such large batches he had half a mind to sell them to the local health food store if Henry and Eddie weren’t finishing off plates of them while they were studying, “the tapeworm twins”, David had labeled them. Miriam had had an old Shaker desk in the sunroom, a family heirloom, and David had brought it upstairs for Henry, 19th century, maple and cherry, with two drawers on either side, the legs with a slight taper. These things should be used, although it was in his will to Henry. He imagined it was worth a bundle, collectors were crazed about authentic American furniture like this and it was quite a beauty, but what good was it not to use it. There was a desk lamp. Henry had put one of his woolen sweaters under it as a warm nest for the kitten, sound asleep. How could they give her back now?

“You’re off the hook. I couldn’t get through to her. Not finished yet?”

Henry threw down his pencil. “I give up!” But he picked up the pencil and bent over the math question again. “I’m nearly there.” David put the milk and cookies down next to him and without a glance Henry reached over and took one. He had bought Henry a new desk chair, and Henry swiveled around. “I’ll never get math. Mom said I can’t be a doctor unless I can do math and sciences.”

So, he was calling her Mom again. No sense drawing attention to it. David said, “Do you want to be a doctor?”

“That’s what she wants.” He mockingly poked his forehead. “That woman has a screw loose.” Ginger snorted, a half-sneeze, perhaps at the swat or perhaps wanting a cookie. “See, she agrees.”

“What do you want then?”

“I’m too young to know my own mind. At least, that’s what she told creepy Alan on the phone the other day when she didn’t think I was listening.”

“So do you know your own mind?”

Henry blushed. “A journalist maybe, doing lots of interviews. I like the fame, you see. Or maybe, well, something else …” 

David sat down on the edge of the bed and Ginger came to him. “So? Don’t worry I won’t tell her. Besides how bad can it be?”

“It’s not her. It’s a kind of a plan I had for the two of us. You remember you said once that old Gus up the road wanted to sell you some of his land? I was thinking maybe with his land and ours we could have a real farm. I could go to Cornell farm school and we could really make something of it. How many acres do you have now?”

“Ten.”

“Ten! I read all you need is four to be self-sufficient! How many would Gus sell you?” 

“He has forty and said the half adjoining us, so twenty at some god-awful price or other, and that was five, six years ago. God alone knows what he wants now.“

“That means thirty acres. I took Ginger out there the other day to walk Gus’s land, and it’s really nice, with big old oak and maple but a lot of open land too. I bet we could do apples, or maybe have sheep, or alpacas like Mrs. Lopez down the road. I stopped and talked to her a couple of weeks back and she knows everything there is to know about it.”

Henry was twelve, nearly thirteen, so that was ten or eleven years before he would graduate university. David would be eighty-two or so. Did that matter? David said, “If that’s the plan we’d better start sooner than later.”

“Rebecca said there’s enough in the garden to feed half the country.”

“So, a good start?”

Henry nodded. The milk was gone, the cookies nearly gone, with a little help from Ginger, small bits held out to the kitten awakened by the smell. “Listen, it’s getting late. But I wanted to talk to you about Ginger chasing that van today. You see, there was a little more to it than her barking. I left a message for you mother, do her to come by for lunch so I can tell her too.”

“So what’s up?” 

Henry wanted to “see the evidence”, and read through the manifesto a couple of time before throwing it aside, not as if it were a hot potato, but dismissively, with bravado. If they had to go sneaking around the school and could be chased off by, well, Ginger, then “they’re a bunch of fucking cowards. They could’ve come right over and talked to me. Those bastards don’t scare me. If they come around again me and Eddie can handle them like we done those bullies last year, kick them in the balls. That’s what I say. I been practicing my moves. I seen a video on the net.” He jumped up and gave a demonstration, with accompanying sound effects. “Bam, bam!”

David heard the anger and fear, the swearing and more. Henry was usually careful around him for some reason he had never figured out because it sounded like he was intimidated and David had never corrected Henry, well, now and then the swearing, but not always that either. Anger was a kind of forgetfulness. He might feel vulnerable, and he had protection. He would tell Henry the full story of Ginger’s reactions from noon on, but no sooner had he started than he saw that it was making Henry more anxious not less so he said, “Anyway, the point is, she’s on high alert 24/7 when it comes to anything having to do with you. I’m also working on it.”

Henry shrugged. “Like you said, she warned you already at noon, so all you got to do is take her more seriously.”

 It sounded like a rebuff. He’d have to mull that one over. He said, “Right Sherlock. Anyway, it’s getting late. You’d better take your shower and get to bed.”

 “My thoughts exactly,” He pulled off his shirt without unbuttoning it. “Did you see her latest trick? Watch this.” He dangled the shirt in front of her nose, and opened the lid of the low, horizontal clothes hamper. “Okay Ginger, you remember what I told you about picking up my clothes so Grandpa don’t think I’m a real slob, and I’ll just bet he wants to see what you and I worked out together so here goes.” 

He whirled the shirt around his head and flung it into the farthest corner. She trotted over, picked it up and dropped it in the hamper; ditto each sock, dutifully picked up and dropped. As he went to the bathroom to shower he threw clothes this way and that, undershirt, trousers, underwear; Ginger picking up each, returning for the next. 

A few minutes later Henry screamed downstairs. “Grandpa! There’s no towel. Can you get me one so I don’t get everything wet?” They found the towel under Henry’s bed, but when Henry said he’d find the little rascal and teach her a lesson, Ginger scurried downstairs and hid. “She does it deliberate like, you know, to play a little joke on me,” Henry said. 

Well, it did seem like this dog at least had a sense of humor. The evidence was mounting.  “Well, David if it isn’t humor then what is it?”  He could just hear Miriam saying that now in that infuriating, knowing voice of hers. So if it wasn’t humor, what was this dragging Henry’s towel off the towel rack and hiding it under the bed: play; competitiveness; hiding a bone from another of your litter to teach them survival techniques; none of the above? Wasn’t it dangerous to read motivation into a dog’s acts, and time to start treating her as a dog again, if they weren’t? 

He remembered some dolphin experiments in the 70s or 80s purporting to prove that dolphins could understand English, proving that we could communicate across species, but it had all gone awry and led to a scandal. The road to hell was paved with wrong interpretations. Any theory had to leave intact the integrity of the animal. His tribe fared better, with their belief that an animal’s spirit could communicate with a person’s spirit; he supposed the loony poachers would agree. On a hunt with the tribe, one of the first he’d been allowed to join, a New Guinean Jaguar, really a terrifying striped Tasmanian devil appeared on a branch high above them, shrieked and disappeared. He would swear to this day that he had not seen it leap. “It is leaving us,” the shaman said, and the tribe that night had mourned the loss of a powerful spirit god. A prophesy of extinction, and that forty years ago or more? Was this animism? Was it such a bad thing to give Ginger a sense of humor? What did we really know? 

As he turned out Henry’s light, Ginger trotted in, games over, ready for sentinel duty. She leapt gracefully onto the bed, with a sigh settling next to him tonight, the kitten close behind, both tucked under Henry’s arm. Call it bonding or love. He was more willing to grant either than morphic fields. Miriam had always called him a die-hard romantic.

Enough was ripe for David to try out the 18 cubic foot wooden-sided cart he’d broken down and bought along with the mini-tractor when he realized with some forethought several weeks before that it would take scores of trips with his small wheelbarrow to get things down to the house, not to mention all the other things he could use it for like mulch. Joshua had sent him a pair of overhauls and a red check flannel shirt for his birthday, not quite a joke, but not quite an apology either for implying that David would retire himself into atrophy. “Males rarely apologize to each other”, Joshua said to him once upon a time and they had resolved to be different. At the last minute he remembered to check the gas. What with Henry driving the thing like hell all over the place it was usually down to its last dregs, and was.  He pulled the overall strap over his shoulder. “A proper farmer,” he said to Ginger, fastening a red bandana around her neck, Henry’s latest little gesture to make her look “cool” around his friends. She stared up at him as if inviting it, one more of her games no doubt. Although she didn’t like riding in the cart, and rather preferred to run along beside it barking excitedly, as they headed to the part of the field that started sloping on down to the fence of the alpaca farm below him. 

The patch he’d chosen for pumpkins, melons, and squash was apart from the main garden on a slope facing south that had good drainage and full sun from midmorning to late afternoon; the line of woods to the west protected the vines from the worst winds. He had planted the seed on the 29th of May to escape the last frosts, and had, when the days were in the 70s, as he noted in his garden diary. This variety of pie pumpkins took up to 120 frost-free days to mature, a little longer than he might have let them lay, he calculated over the puttering engine noise. He had worried about keeping them watered and looked into running an irrigation system from the house but it rained a lot along the foothills here and he’d decided to risk it, holding his breath through a dry spell, long enough to set back the growth some, but not that much. 

He stopped the tractor at the edge of the patch. Planting pumpkins, or anything for that matter, lettuce or cabbage, or semi-dwarf peach and pear trees, was a kind of incitement to war, he’d told Bill, against four line bugs, beetles and aphids, whole battalions and squadrons descending like some insect Pearl Harbor on his harbored plants, not to mention the deer herd that must have been happily watching him plant private delicacies. It looked like he was winning though. The pumpkins were planted in mounds and as he walked around them, did not see any signs of poaching, nor was Ginger warning him of critters human or not. He could see a few they could use for the bakeoff he was going to propose to Henry when he picked him up later that afternoon, with his friends on Saturday, to keep Henry close and circle the wagons. Had Joshua said that, or was it Alan? And had he finally given in?  “Am I quoting Alan now?” he said to Ginger as she ran up to him. It was Tuesday. Things were ripe but he could leave them a little longer until Saturday, wake Henry up early; get him out on the tractor early for harvesting, if Henry didn’t have one of his million activities on the weekend.  How could a twelve-year old be so busy? Had he been when he was twelve?  He was sure he was not.

The land descended steeply to the grazing alpacas. A hawk circled far off over the line of hills at the horizon, too far to tell exactly what kind of hawk it was. They called them mountains, but they were old mountains, smoothed down and worn. How odd to be living in one of the oldest mountain ranges in such a new land, while the Himalayas were young mountains harboring old civilizations. Ginger had come to sit at his side. “Well, are you enjoying the view?” he said to her. “We got work to do, you know.” She whined, looked at him, looked down the hill, but did not move. “Now what?”

Shep, the border collie was literally creeping up the hill towards them. Irena Lopez showed about as much imagination naming him as he had naming Ginger, Henry had complained, doing better perhaps with Natty his kitten. Pet names should inspire affection, David had heard Miriam tell countless clients, and he supposed Irena had. If there was a dog as smart as Ginger then it was Shep, more of a herder though. Ginger was a bit, what? Deliberate? Languorous, she was a languorous sort of dog that took her time and slept a lot but could summon up bursts of energy when she wanted, not to mention this thing with language, which he’d better leave alone for the moment.  “Now what do you think he wants?” he said, and she whined again, took a couple of steps towards him, turned and looked up. “Seems as if he’s interested in you, ole girl?” My God, was she really going into heat after all these months? And high time too, as the second visit to the breeders two had not induced so much as a twinge in her as far as they could tell’ he’d made a point of hanging around to see. Shep was inching forward, his tail wagging in that friendly eager way dogs have of signaling. “Well, you going to make friends or not?” She gave that little whimper of hers and cautiously crept down to him. They circled and sniffed, circled and sniffed. Someone whistled sharply from below, Irena no doubt. Shep turned instantly and raced off. Ginger turned and ran back to him, as if seeking support or advice. A trial run? “Guess we’ll have to look into this,” he said crouching to pet her. It would be just like her to decide who she wanted as father for her puppies, which was of course ludicrous, unless, of course, it wasn’t ludicrous at all. She had her own mind about everything else. Why not about a border collie? 

When he was back down at the house he tried to phone Jenny to get advice about crossbreeding Labradors with Border Collies. There was never a good time to call her. During the day she was at work, and at night she had her family and disabled son. But she always called him back. Good friends, good friends. She called him back in half an hour.

“It seems Ginger might be getting interested,” he said. 

“God, it’s about time. Talk about a late starter. Did you have her over to the breeders again?”

“I took again a few weeks ago but all she did was sleep. They thought I should wait a while longer. Today though, you know Irena’s border collie? Well he came wandering up the hill today when I was out at the garden, and she trotted right on down to him, so I figured she was just waiting to making her own choice.” He forced a defensive laugh, not that Jenny would disagree. 

She said, “Oh God, that dog of yours. You are writing it all down, aren’t you?”

“Yes. But here’s the question.” David needed to know whether there were any problems crossbreeding such intense strains as border collies and Labradors, but Jenny said there was a name for them, “Borador”, combining the best of both; energy, intelligence, loyalty. Shep was a pure bred, as was Ginger, which was more risk free. 

“I know who she bought him from, and they are reputable breeders. He’s in perfect health too, if you’re worried, and Ginger certainly is, late or not late, so she should have healthy puppies.” She paused and added, “I’d be very curious to see what they produce. They’re both exceptional dogs.”

“I thought I’d call Irena now, see what she thinks, but I wanted to check with you first. Can I tell her we spoke?”

“Of course. Oh, listen by the way, now that I have you on the phone, I found a partner to share the practice. We just decided or I would have mentioned it earlier. He’s a lovely man, in his thirties. His partner George is a theater producer and only up on weekends. I had Philip help out a few times and thought he was wonderfully intuitive and knowledgeable.”

David felt a twinge, of Jenny moving on now. Had he? “I’d like to meet him,” he said. 

“I thought I’d invite you to dinner. All he hears about is Miriam would have done it this way, Miriam would have done it that way. Maybe not this weekend, but what about the Saturday after for dinner, come early to get acquainted?”

David agreed. 

As he put the phone down he felt a wave of sorrow, made himself a cup of coffee, checked Henry’s schedule and decided to phone him about Shep. “No use moping around, ole girl,” he said. Usually when they got back home she would curl up in her box, or sprawl next to him on the sofa, but she was following him around the house. “So, you all worked up about this suitor of yours?” He knelt to hug her. “Lunchtime. Shall we check in with Henry?” 

Henry answered on the first ring, but sounded discouraged. Actually, now and then he was a little theatrical, or at least would turn it on when he wanted to communicate something to his grandfather and David did not exactly discourage that.  “You doing okay today? You sound a bit down?”

There was the clicking and clacking of dishware, the hollow roar of a large, crowded room. Henry lowered his voice and said, “Wait a second, let me go outside. There was a long pause, background roar subsiding into occasional traffic. “I been thinking about Rebecca. Have you told her yet, I mean about the nut cases?”

“No. Remember, she and I were going to get together for lunch, half an hour or so.”

“Well, I was thinking, you know her. What if she gets, like all hysterical and shit, maybe wants to keep me out of school, you know to give Warren a chance to look into things. I can’t go missing school or practice, or newspaper meetings just because she has a panic attack.”

“Well, we have to tell her, today in fact. You want me to wait, so you can be there when I tell her, argue your own camp?” 

“I’d rather have a root canal.”

“Look, for what it’s worth, I don’t see any reason for you to stay out of school, which is what I’ll tell your mother. Maybe I can try to reach Warren before seeing her. He might have come up with something already. But at least, if she knows people are on it she’ll probably be reasonable.”

“Like a mad hornet’s nest, but go ahead.”

He was really calling Henry to tell him about Shep, and said,  “Anyway, that’s not why I called. Guess what Ginger’s been up to this morning?”

“Finding another kitten?”

“Better than that, a boyfriend.” 

Henry laughed quietly in a natural sort of way. “It figures, don’t it, she’d make up her own mind? Who’s the lucky guy?” 

“Irena’s border collie. I just talked to Jenny about it and was going to call Irena.” 

There was just time to phone Irena before meeting Rebecca. How could she have any objections? Both dogs ranged free. They agreed they would share the puppies and help each other find homes for them, although he’d already promised one to Bill. They would give them away, although they had both paid handsome prices for theirs.

Irena said, “I’m not surprised, you know. Your grandson came by a couple of weeks ago to talk about raising alpacas and Shep seemed pretty interested.” Henry raising alpacas!  “He’s a sweet boy, pretty bright too. He gave me a copy of his interview. It’s quite sophisticated for someone his age. He said he wants to be a journalist? Ginger stares at him as if her were a god.”

“Did he give you a demonstration of one of his conversations with her?” He could just hear it now, “Well, Ginger, you know you don’t have to shack up with that Shep over there. You can have just about anyone you want.” But he couldn’t say that to Irena, nor to anyone for that matter. He did not know her well, although they had been neighbors for the better part of twenty years. 

Irena said, “Conversation? No, not really, but there’s certainly something special between them. But weren’t you going to breed her over at the kennel? Henry said mentioned it.”

She thought it was funny when David told her he’d taken her a couple of times, that nothing had happened and Jenny suspected hidden estrus. He added, “Maybe I should bring her on down and see how they get along.”

Irena said, “I don’t think you have to do that. Just let them be. They’ll figure it out in their own time.”

A couple of days later, at five o’clock in the morning, she awakened him, pawing at his blankets. “What? Is it Henry?” She ran downstairs to the back door and when he looked out through the glass pane there was Shep sitting on the back stoop. He hadn’t barked, or if he had, it hadn’t awakened him. He let her out. She ran to him and they circled sniffing. David muttered, “Guess I’ll close the door on that one.”

6. Vandals
David awakened, but did not feel awake. He was lying right at the edge of the bed, his left arm dangling over the side. Ginger was licking his hand. He ran it over her head. She leaned forward to lick his face and he pushed her away. What day was it? He felt confused and had trouble focusing. It was Saturday. For the last several nights he had been falling almost immediately into eight hour deep sleeps, one more debunking of the literature of aging, he’d mulled over with Joshua, that myth that you slept less the older you were. He wasn’t use to as much manual labor as the garden demanded, was Joshua’s explanation, but David wondered whether psychic shifts weren’t demanding his energies, from mutual dependence to making it on his own, if not self-sufficiency; letting go of his “better half”, interior adjustments more demanding than planting, or hoeing, or weeding. He never napped, which was probably the real reason for these deep sleeps. He had never napped, the sort of child who kept his face glued to the car window when they went on their vacation trips, interminable drives for most children, from Brooklyn to Maine one summer, or that lake in northern Ontario. What had possessed his father summers to be so far flung with the car? But no one spoke of carbon footprints back then. Ginger nudged his hand. Did she want to be let out, want to be fed? Was she anxious? He wasn’t doing what he usually did. She whined and tried to lick his face again and he pushed her away again. She was becoming annoyingly affectionate, whether pregnant or not. He’d have to drag her along to Jenny’s to get her tested, not to make sure of something so obvious, as to make sure it was going all right. All this hanging around him smothering him with attention had to be a sign of something. 

He shook himself awake and felt more awake, half sat up. Henry was at the far other side, curled up, looking small and vulnerable, his kitten tucked under his arm. Yes, he remembered him crawling in sometime in the middle of the night, barely awakening him, for seconds only. Had he had another bad dream? The last time he had one of his “dreams” or “visions”, depending on whether it was Joshua or Api he was talking to, he’d crawled in with “my Rock of Gibraltar grandpa”, as Henry tried to joke defensively the next morning when he asked him, of an age to feel the need for safety but defensive about needing it, if it was an age thing. All that literature on aging had put him off ageism, permanently he hoped. What on earth would the latest dream be: exploding trees, crying vines, the whole world going to hell in a hand-basket? Why was Henry shouldered with such things? “Atlas sleeping,” he said to Ginger, pushing her away again. He didn’t want that for him. He wanted to take the world off his shoulders.

He swung his legs over the side and rose carefully so as not to awaken him. If Miriam were here, would Henry have been crawling in with him, or Ginger for that matter, not because of Miriam, who would not have minded, but because it did not make Henry feel infantilized to crawl in with his old grandpa? Well, he’d reflected on this before, Henry needed to show him his vulnerabilities right now, so long as David showed no uncertainties, no less anxiety or fear, although hints of grief Henry seemed to accept, of David missing his grandmother because Henry did too. Was any of it about borders though, or needs? Miriam had this way of keeping everyone in their place, like Ginger in her dog bed over there in the corner, which she turned her nose up at ever since David had caved in and let her on the bed, the first time actually. Miriam had kept him in his place too, and Rebecca, but would she have sided with Rebecca about carting Henry off to a psychotherapist for dream therapy? 

Rebecca had said again just the other day, the fifth or sixth time,  “I don’t know why you’re so opposed to sending him to a therapist. It’s just a tool, like a monkey wrench. If you’re so against it it’ll never work even if I do send him.” He had tried to defend himself. “For God’s sake, Rebecca, you know if you send him that I’ll support you. I’d never undermine you.” But was that true? He’d had half a mind to be sarcastic, that, oh yes, monkey wrench was a wonderful metaphor for psychotherapy, something cold, metallic, and mechanical tinkering with Henry’s inner workings. You adjusted a few nuts and bolts and away your precious little machine went.  No, that was too cynical. And angry? What was wrong with him this morning? Maybe he wasn’t awake yet.

Joshua supported Rebecca in this psychotherapy thing, but then he would wouldn’t he? Not that Henry didn’t have his share of problems, the absent father; the workaholic mother with serial dysfunctional boyfriends; Henry could benefit from therapy. Why was he, if not outright opposed, ambivalent? Was he being proprietary, as if Henry were something fragile and special that had been delivered into his hands for guidance and safekeeping? Was it a kind of jealousy? Did every grandparent feel like that? “Henry, Henry, I won’t fail you,” he muttered. “I’m waking up worried. Worried and cynical. Get a grip, David, get a grip.”

He had been standing bare foot at the window, and slipped his feet into his slippers, amazed to find them their. Ginger’s annoying latest was to hide his shoes. Now why was she making an exception of slippers? Had it to do with the smell of bare feet, the smell of socks, or rubber soles? The floors were growing colder mornings, but he’d refused to keep the furnace on nights yet. Ginger raised her head in a huge yawn. “I’m worried about Henry,” he muttered, “Yes, I’m waking up worried.” 

Staring into the bathroom mirror about to shave, he caught a glimpse of Ginger standing in the doorway watching him as if he had been doing something quite fascinating. After all, why would you sheer off your own fur? The razor was poised, but he put it down. “Maybe I’ll grow a beard. What would you think of that ole girl?” Miriam hated beards, so he’d never grown one, but maybe now was the time, to go along with his down East,  homespun, farmer persona, coveralls, flannel shirts, and thick farmer’s shoes if not yet a straw hat. Now why hadn’t she liked beards, or Rebecca either?  Maybe he would let it grow a few days, see what the effect was. He still had a decent head of hair; graying if not white; a moustache and beard would be white though, and might make him look older if not wiser, unless that was a cultural cliché too. “Guess I’ll ask that Henry of yours what he thinks,” he said to the reflected, mirror image of Ginger.

He rinsed his face of shaving cream. He had still used a straight razor for some ungodly reason buried so far in some youthful prejudice he had completely forgotten what it could possibly be all about, so maybe discarding his razor and growing a beard were a retreat to redo something. “I’m going backwards, ole girl,” he said roughing up her ears. She was standing so close to him he had nearly stumbled over her. “You waiting for your breakfast, or is someone waiting for you at the door?” 

They padded down to the kitchen. How was he going to get the new dream out of Henry, if that’s what it was; or maybe not try? Children had nightmares. It was not that unusual. But Henry was beyond the night terrors stage, and weren’t his dreams prophecies, initiation rites, earth revelations, or Jungian transformation processes depending on who you read or listened to? What was an initiation rite anyway in twenty-first century upstate New York, besides baseball, soccer now, or the junior prom? 

She scratched at the kitchen door, and he let her out, but there was no sign of Shep and she stayed near the house. It was a still October morning, the kind he liked best in the valley. The scent of apples drifted up or down the hills on any wind. He padded around the kitchen in his slippers and underwear, putting on the coffee, setting out Henry’s bowl and cereal, washing out Ginger’s bowl. Everyone seemed to need a morning ritual, men, women, dogs, but children especially, the comfort of ordinary things depended upon. 

He’d left the door ajar and Ginger squeezed in, sat next to him as he stood at the counter, looking up, waiting for her breakfast. When she was a puppy she use to challenge him for her food, but now she waited patiently. He patted her reassuringly, not playing the power card. “Good girl,” he said. “So, you pregnant or not?” She had not stayed upstairs with Henry, but the kitten had. He’d definitely take her in to Jenny this coming week. 

He put down her bowl, but when he straightened up he felt dizzy enough to grab the counter. His shoulders ached; his neck ached, probably from that blasted dog sharing his pillow in such a clever way that she didn’t wake him up. “God alone knows what she’ll do when she has puppies,” he muttered at the coffee maker, expecting she’d bring the whole litter into bed with him, muttering, “Literally, David.” He could hear Miriam say, “Stop talking to yourself and wake up.” Yes, wake up. He reached cautiously into the cupboard for his cup and the dizziness had passed. Maybe he would make Henry something special for breakfast, blueberry pancakes, with their own fresh berries. God forbid if he made Henry blueberry pancakes for breakfast! Talk about morning rituals; talk about creature of habit! Henry liked one particular cereal bowl, set dead center on the place mat; he’d actually seen him center it; he’d eaten the same brand of cereal every single morning, morning after morning, week after week for who knows how long, the box always to the right side of the bowl so all Henry had to do without looking was reach out, pour a bowlful, and douse it with milk, the habit of a thousand mornings. “That Henry of yours is a bigger nutcase than his granddad,” he said, but she didn’t look up from her bowl, “Eating for God alone knows how many?” he said.


He was in his study answering email, including Api’s latest, when Henry come downstairs. There was some possibility Api might come to New York for a U.N. environmental conference, but the final list of participants had not yet been announced. He wanted to see Api. There were a hundred things to ask him, especially about dreams. David had sent a letter of reference to the U.N. committee organizing it, recommending him as one of the principal speakers. “We have to get you up here though for a couple of days at least. It’s not that far to drive, only a couple of hours door to door from mid-town Manhattan.” He looked at his watch. It was eleven thirty already. He finished the message, pressed Queue, sent it, and went into the kitchen. 

Henry was feeding Natty before himself, Ginger sniffing at it. “Don’t steal his food you big glutton. Did you feed her?” David nodded. “Maybe she’s eating for two.” 

“Or four, or five.” David said. “Jenny thinks four is usual the first time.”

“Eddie wants one. He already asked his mom and dad and they said he could if you say he can, and they aren’t too expensive”

“Of course he can. I don’t think we’ll be charging though. Irena and I discussed it and decided not to. You know, like old-fashioned hippies doing favors for people with expensive things. Speaking of which what would you think about me growing a beard?”

“A beard beard, or one of those goatee things, you know decoration?”

“Beard beard.”

“I like beards. They remind me of terrorists.” He laughed at his own joke, so whatever the dream might have been it had not been too upsetting. “So can I tell Eddie he can have a puppy?”

“We’re splitting the litter with Irena but I doubt there’s a problem promising one.“

“It doesn’t seem fair going fifty-fifty with Ginger doing all the work.  So if she has four and we get two, can I have the other? I think Ginger would like me having one of her kids stay at home and around all the time.” 

“Why do I feel like I’m being manipulated? Anyway, Bill talked to me about having one for Jimmy. Besides, I can’t imagine what your mother would say.”

“She likes Natty.”

“Let’s see if she’s pregnant first, okay?”

Henry shrugged. 

The kitten jumped on the kitchen table licking his face and paws. If David put him down on the floor he’d jump up again. If he put him down and turned his back he would jump up again. The repetition could go on and on, or he could put him out of the room; or he could leave him alone, which he did. Did animals rule his life, and hadn’t they with Miriam too? Was all this only another clever form of grieving for veterinarian Miriam? But he wasn’t trying to avoid grief. 

He said, “Did you have another dream, or am I not supposed to ask?” 

“What?”

“You were in my bed this morning.”

Henry shook his head, pointing at Ginger with his spoon. “She got me up with her whining. I thought she wanted to go out but she went n your room. She jumped up next to you and when I tried to go back to my room she came and got me again. So you having dreams now?”

There was so much in what Henry said he didn’t know what he should think or say. He said,  “I was sleeping so soundly I didn’t hear any of you come in.”  But he added, “She’s started sniffing around my closet for a nest, you know, so I guess she must be pregnant.” He’d caught her dragging one of his sweaters in there, and for some reason she was not only taking his shoes out of the closet but dropping them randomly around the house and never two together in the same place, as if in disdain. But not his slippers!

Henry said, “I just bet there’s where my swim towels are going.”

David said, “Something of mine, something of yours. That would make sense.”

“She picky. They’re nice soft terry cloth.”

If she was in nesting mode, this might not be about her sensing anything about him in the middle of the night. She might be bringing her brood into his bed, his room now her safe place for gathering and nurturing. Besides the shoe thing she’d started doing other things of late. He’d be sitting reading and she would lay her head in his lap and if he didn’t respond would push the book aside, like one of their cats use to do. David was standing next to Henry’s chair; she was lying next to him, with her paw on his foot; if he were working at his desk her paw would also be on his foot. She needed to have contact, to know he was there, or to know that if he moved she would be awakened from a nap and would be alerted. 

He bent over and scratched her head and said, “We won’t let you down ole girl.” Henry looked up from his cereal in surprise, looked down at Ginger, up at him. Of course, if Ginger were pregnant, and it was about time he found out, it might all be hormones and chemicals, like Henry. 

He was back at his desk doing the monthly accounts, one more task that Miriam had done with greater skill than he ever could muster if with not much more enthusiasm, when Henry annoyingly dangled the tractor keys in front of his face.

“You said I could drive it today.”

“What time are your friends coming for the big junior pie bake-off?”

“I told them three and it’s twelve-thirty already.” Eddie, and Anna would be coming, first Henry, then Eddie’s crush of months ago. Eddie had also broken it off, and then decided about three weeks ago that it had been a mistake to break it off and they were going steady again. David had promised to drive them all home after dinner around nine, Henry too.

Henry dangled the keys again. “So let’s get a move on Methuselah.” 

“They’re coming at three, and it takes what to get up to the field, pick a few things for dinner, and get back to the house, half an hour maybe, three quarters at best?” David had noticed that several of the pumpkins he had started early inside might be ripe enough to pick now. They would only need two or three for baking, but Henry would probably go overboard and want to pick everything ripe, so he could drive around with a full cart. 

“I figured we might want to make a little tour of the family estate, while we’re at it.”

David tried not to laugh. “You mean drive the tractor into the ground? Make sure there’s enough gas then. I don’t want to push the thing back to the barn like last time. I filled the gas can yesterday. After you fill it, you can get it out of the barn and hitch up the wagon too. Then pick me up at the back door. I’ll need at least ten minutes more to finish the bookkeeping.” 

A few minutes later Henry brought the tractor around and David went into the mudroom to get his work shoes, but one was missing. Ginger was barking at the tractor, as usual. She certainly had her annoying sides. He heard the tractor turning in a wide circle so that it would point towards the fields, and Ginger’s bark change to fury. He went to the door, one shoe off, one shoe on. She was in front of the tractor blocking it, snarling and barking. Henry turned it off. She turned and ran forward a few yards, turned and ran back to Henry. He got off the tractor and started following her. David panicked, shouted out the door. “Henry, wait for me!” But he was either out of earshot or didn’t listen. 

David found his other shoe behind the washing machine, and hurried after. They’d gone off towards the pumpkin patch, just over the crest, down on the slope towards Irena. Ginger was still barking. He knew that warning bark, that something was wrong. 

Henry shouted, “Grandpa! Grandpa! Come here!” 

There was not one melon, pumpkin or early squash in sight. He’d planned to barter a handmade wool sweater from Irena, and had just been up the field Thursday to take stock. There had been too much to pick alone; he had phoned Henry to ask him if he could help on the weekend. There had been a plan. They had been excited. It was at least a week since their last encounter with the poachers; he’d heard nothing from Warren. David had hoped they were rid of them. Not only were they not rid of them, but they had also upped the ante, taken not handfuls for their table but bushels full of everything in sight. Plants were damaged; trodden over or uprooted. This time they seemed to show malice. 

He was angry. “God damn it, will you look at that.”

“Gosh Grandpa, they didn’t leave much.” 

If David were angry, Henry was sad. They walked on up the slope the hundred yards or so to the main patch. Everything had been stripped; tomato plants of every ripe tomato, and unripe; cucumbers, and potatoes, but not the rows of peas runner beans, all still intact. There did not seem to be any other logic to it, unless their marauding had been interrupted. If there were another logic, it was locked away in a private narrative and they could never break the code without their private key. Wasn’t a self-reinforcing logic Joshua’s definition of pathology, and all the more alarming? 


Henry said, “Look at that. The fuckers took almost everything up here too!” 


It was too close to his own sentiments to think about correcting Henry.

“Bloody bastards is what they are,” he muttered. 


“What Grandpa?”


“Just adding my two cents.”


“Swearing like troopers, aren’t we?”


“Getting it off our chests, Henry. I haven’t been this angry since, well, I got kicked in the balls during a high school basketball game.”


“I get it, Grandpa, I get it.” Henry’s hand was clammy when he took David’s. “It’s scary. I mean, it’s sort of different now.”

He squeezed Henry’s hand. “Because they took so much this time?”

“Not just what they wanted. They pulled stuff right out of the ground. Oh man, after all our work.” Ginger came running back to them, her tongue out; she barked. “You think she picked up the scent? I bet she did.”

She turned and ran down the slope along the edge of Irena’s property, bordered by the same state forest. Down in the hollow where her house lay nestled against winds, Shep barked. “Maybe she’s calling for reinforcements,” Henry said. They walked on down to the dirt, logging track David had walked before.

“Look”, Henry said, “fresh tire treads.” 

The tire treads were deep and extra wide. David said, “What do you make of them?” Take his mind off of the theft; get him working on explanations and solutions. 

“I bet you a million dollars this wasn’t the black van, more like those beefed-up hot rods those assholes at the mall drive around in. But it looks like they went off that way over to Hollow Road.” 

They walked into the woods as far as the same clearing, now littered with beer cans and used condoms. Every teenager in the county must know about these dirt roads. Neither the tracks nor the litter looked as recent as that morning or the night before. 

Henry said, “Maybe we ought to follow them out to the road.”

Ginger was out of sight ahead of them, but David called her back. 

“I don’t know Henry. It looks like they’re long gone, even if they were here early this morning. I doubt we could track them once we get out to the road. Besides, it’s one thirty. We ought to get over to the market before your friends arrive. We’ll have to buy things now.”

He expected Henry to argue and resist, but he was quiet as they turned and walked back to their own fields. “You okay with all this?”

“It’s weird, is what I think. I can’t figure it.”

“How so, weird?”

“It doesn’t make sense. I mean it doesn’t seem like the same bastards this time, but then it does seem like the same creeps.”

“How do you figure?”

Henry stepped in front of him, turned and held up his hands. “Wait up. Wait up. I’m thinking. Like, out of all the gardens up and down our road they’re stealing from us. Irena has a garden and they ain’t stealing from her. And there’s the Schwenzers up Hollow Road. Ronny’s in my class and they got a big garden, like twice our size. Eddie and me biked over to his house a couple of weeks ago to check out his garden because we were talking about the new tractor and ours, and it was fine, and still is, I bet. I mean I can call him but if something happened I’m pretty sure he would have sounded the alarm like we agreed.”

David said, “That’s just Irena and Ronny’s gardens, two out of the whole road, both roads actually. There must be dozens of gardens up and down these roads, maybe fifty, so you’d have to check them all.”

“I would have heard. You gotta believe me. The other kids would have said something. Don’t you see, that’s what’s so weird. It seems like it’s just us they’re stealing from, but it doesn’t seem like the same crowd, but if it’s us it’s got to be the same crowd.”

“Maybe it’s a coincidence.”

They began walking back again. 

“Oh come on, Grandpa. No way it’s a coincidence.” Ginger didn’t think so either. She had that radar she could turn on and off and had started warning him while he was on the tractor. She was a few yards ahead, rooting around the underbrush. He put his fingers in his mouth and whistled for her. She was barking again and rooting around the squash and melon patch. Henry ran over to see. “Grandpa, look at this! There’s paw prints here. I bet it was Shep chased them away.” When he barked his angry bark he could sound like a mastiff, so David was ready to believe that. 

“Or Ginger.”

“You think so?”

“Well, I’d like to,” David said. “Maybe that’s why they left the rest of the crop.”

When they were back at the house, David phoned Irena about “the vandalism”. She was upset, but if Shep had barked she hadn’t heard it, or a heavy vehicle up by the woods. 

Henry phoned his mother. She would be up by now, sleeping late after her nightshift; Saturday through Monday were her days off but Monday was a school holiday. The plan was to drop Henry off when he took his friends home after dinner; so they could spend “mother-son quality bonding time tomorrow,” Henry said sarcastically. 

Henry was pacing around the kitchen his smart phone glued to his ear telling his mother about the latest. “You should see what they did to all our hard work. I mean, they took every goddamn thing they could carry those sons of bitches. And not only…Listen to me, will you…and not only that, they pulled up some of the fucking plants. Can you believe it? They pulled them right fucking out of the ground…What do you mean, calm down and stop shouting. Who’s shouting? You’re shouting…So the fuck what I’m using the f word. You weren’t here. You didn’t see what they did.”

Henry was getting out of hand. Maybe the onset of puberty was causing some kind of chemical or hormonal hysteria. David got out the car keys and dangled them in front of Henry, to break the spell. But as he listened to Henry rant on, he had the sinking feeling that he was letting Henry down and that his reflexive phoning of his mother was a rebuke. “Am I letting him down?” he muttered out of Henry’s hearing, not to Ginger, maybe to Miriam.

Henry held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

David held his breath and took the phone.

Rebecca was calm, in that irritating way she had of being arrogant and firm when she was angry; he might have preferred wrath. “I take it Warren never called you back?”

“He said he would as soon as he heard from Homeland, but that they took their time.” 

“This has gone too far now, dad. I’m calling Warren myself. And I don’t want any arguments. It’s gotten out of hand.”

“Listen a minute will you,” he said. Every kid in the Valley parked back in those woods. She knew that, as well as he did. “I just heard Henry telling you about the tire tracks. They simply couldn’t have been made by the van. Besides, those people always left a note, but not this time.”

“Are you sure about that? Did you check the mailbox?”

They hadn’t, of course and David said to Henry. “She wants us to check the mailbox in case there’s a note.”

Henry struck his forehead and raced out of the house, and was back in a couple of minutes waving a parcel of junk mail but no note. David was still on the phone.

“Still, I’m calling Warren. I’m calling him right now.”

She had never hung up on him but she hung up on him. David said to Henry, or Ginger, or the air, “She hung up on me.”

 “Talk about calling out the cavalry.  My friends would make more sense. Wait until I tell them when we pick them up. Oh man, I can’t believe this. I mean, maybe they’ll bring out the whole highway patrol and when they come over we can all go up to the field and watch the action. What a great story this is going to make for the school paper. Maybe I better tell Eddie to bring his camera so we can do it proper.”

Henry was rarely manic, but now he was getting manic. He took him firmly by the shoulders. “Just calm down.” He looked up, startled. 

Was Rebecca right? Was it out of hand? Had he not taken the poachers seriously enough, now that the game was raised, call it vandalism. He couldn’t Henry down. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. Besides that one over there, pregnant or not, she won’t let anything happen to us.”

Henry looked confused. The vandalism would trigger a deeper insecurity; it simply had to. He was letting Henry down and Rebecca was angry; he was angry; Henry was confused, manic, sad, but oddly not that angry. 

“Things have gone far enough,” he said to Henry, although he meant Rebecca. 

And at the end of the day, as they left Eddie off at his door, the last one to be dropped off, and they waited for Eddie to reach his front door before backing out of the driveway, Henry pulled out his cell phone no sooner had Eddie closed the car door. 

“Who you calling at this hour?”

Henry held his hand up for David to wait. “Mom? Can I stay over at Grandpa’s tonight? He can drop me off tomorrow after lunch. Eddie wants to come over to Grandpa’s after Mass to rake leaves so we can buy that game app. No, it’s not expensive. It’s like 4.99. Please?” He held out the phone again. 

David said, over her objections, “No, it’s the first I heard of it, and of course he can.“ Henry had his kitten with him, so when they had set off half an hour ago Henry had still been thinking of going home. So what had changed?  Not raking leaves, that had never been mentioned, no less having Eddie come too.

Eddie’s porch light went on. They had been parked there too long. Henry got out and ran up to the door. Eddie’s father waved. David waved back. They’d drop Eddie off after the ten o’clock children’s mass. 

 
“Time to get you home and to bed,” David said, backing the car carefully onto the road. He thought he would get an argument about it being Saturday night and there was some sort of action film on television, but Henry went quietly to bed.

Saturday night David awakened at about three, and went to check on Henry, surrounded by animals and sleeping peacefully, all of them for that matter. He went downstairs to get a glass of water. The house was cold and damp, the old maple out back shaken in a stiff wind, “It’s older than me, come to think of it.” For a second or two he dreaded winter, although “getting out the toboggan and sleds will lift spirits around here.” Why was lifting spirits around here necessary, “as if it isn’t obvious?” It had not been branches shaken against windows that had awakened him, but feelings of anxiety over Henry.

His lower back ached in damp weather. Miriam had rubbed it down with arnica cream. “I need a good woman, Miriam. I just do,” sadness and defiance tinged with some humor.  “Maybe I ought to call that Caitlin,” or one of the many lining up as Jenny had said. “Am I moving on, as we do? Or do we?” he mused aloud.

Henry would make his pocket money raking leaves. Eddie would come to help and both of them would download those “game apps for their smart phones,” something inconceivable as payment for some chore or other when he was growing up in Brooklyn. History was not just progressing. It was rushing forward in leaps and bounds, “missing steps along the way, and nearly bringing us down.” if it hadn’t; the feeling that the here and now had missing steps, or better, breaks in logic, a discontinuity that wasn’t there when he was a child, or college age for that matter. Or was that the inner old man fretting and talking to himself, and not at all the way he really felt? What did he feel? You did what you could where you were with what you had and that was the gist of it. That was really how he felt and what he thought. That felt right.

He let the water run before pouring a glass. It was cold because there had been a frost and the ground was getting colder. Was he really taking those animist poacher devotees of the Tibetan Book of the Dead, those whoever and whatever they were, seriously enough? Was he doing what he could? Rebecca had talked to Warren and Warren had already called him to double-check the license plate information, but David was sure the first time he’d gotten it right, which was the best he could say. He could hardly double-check it now, could he? Or could he? Warren had heard from Homeland Security he said, and they didn’t have any record of stolen or forged plates with that number, or sequence for that matter, so now they were “pretty interested in it”. 

These Black Banner, if that is what they were, could be trying to stay off the radar, appear not to exist or exist only in some shadow way, move around undetected free from surveillance or discovery, except when they wanted to surface and steal things, or leave messages in mailboxes, and then disappear again. It was one more way they were similar to “his” tribe, wasn’t it, or at least to those in the tribe who had split off from Api and his father to disappear further into that impassable mountain jungle terrain. So that was another aspect of convergence; the dark seeped into the light, or back into the night. 

He had never ventured into the more remote wilds, not because of fear, but because he lacked the jungle skills, the ability to read animal spores and signs; the tribe did not live in the most remote areas of their own territory back then. Api’s grandfather called him stupid because he could not read nature and the signs, because he did not know the right thing to do in the jungle, because he had lost touch with the guiding spirit voices. The spirits had told the leaders of the rebel group to go with the people into “the hidden land” away from the ashen people covered in death. Who could blame them for fleeing? Their encounters with  “civilization” had brought disease and greed, had frightened or horrified. He’d seen it with his own eyes, if he hoped against hope that he hadn’t added to the malaise. Some of the tribe withdrew, and some emerged; there was two sides to the coin of convergence.

Api still knew the old ways, the shaman skills. He had been taught them, not in conventional ways, but in rites and ceremonies, in visions and dreams, like Henry’s dreams, which had been Api’s point when he’d talked about Henry’s dreams with him the last time, “The boy will have his vision quest.” The same spirit voices had told Api to bring the nature lore down from the mountains into the world. It was a warning, he said. The world could ill afford to ignore the old connections, the old knowledge. There had to be a gathering of forces, for survival, A Gathering of Nature; it was the title of Api’s book. The spirits had told him to bring nature’s message out of the rainforest. These neo-animists could not be heeding the spirit voice. There was no part of vandalism in the true spirit voice.

So, was he letting Henry down; had he let Henry down? Weren’t the stakes raised now?

When he turned around from the sink to go back to bed, Ginger was standing in the kitchen doorway. He hadn’t heard her come downstairs and for one split second in the pale night light he wondered if she were real. “Did I wake you ole girl?” She totted over to him, turned in a semi-circle and sat beside him facing in the same direction as he. “You’re not just my sentinel, you’re our sentinel, or maybe just a sentinel, aren’t you?” he said, patting her head. She raised her head to stare up at him. “So, you agree?” he said, amused by her coming to find him. “You’re a strange old dog.” He knelt beside her. They were going in on Tuesday to see Jenny, but he was sure she was pregnant, probably two weeks, out of eight, putting it the beginning of December at the latest. Shep had only visited her twice, so far as he had noticed, but it seemed to have been enough.

He went back to bed and slept a few more hours, and when he went downstairs at seven thirty Henry was already up. He was never up before eleven.

“You’re never up before eleven.” 

“We got a big day ahead of us.”

He went to the counter to make coffee, but Henry had already made it for him.

“Thanks. You made coffee for me?”

“We got to get going.”

“We do? Isn’t Eddie coming over after Mass?” He looked out of the window. The morning was bright and clear, but the wind was pulling up whirls of leaves. “You’ll have a fight raking leaves, with this wind.”

Henry put his bowl in the sink, poured water for the animals. “Come on, get dressed,” he said.

“Where are we going?”

“Over to town, to look for the van.”

“Are we?”

“Yes. I thought about it and talked it over with Eddie, and this is what we got to do, go over and talk to them. Like Eddie said, that’s what Ender would do. He’d go right up to them, stare them down, maybe kick ass.” 

“Ender. So you’re Ender now?” He and Eddie were into science fiction these days. Henry had forced the Ender saga on him but he had not been able to get through all the violence. “Well, sounds to me like you’re angry, so I might take some convincing.” They were standing next to each other, David with a cup of coffee in one hand, his other tucked under his armpit, Henry washing out his bowl. “And are you telling me we’re doing this with, or without, your mother knowing?”

Henry shrugged. “That jackass Alan is coming over today to fix her car or some other kind of macho shit so I doubt she’ll call us or care.”

David turned to put his cup in the sink. “Going behind your mother’s back just ain’t gonna happen, Henry, not in a million years.”

“She treats me like I’m about to be the Lindberg baby. Well I’m fucking sick of this shit.”

“Which shit is that: your mother, the poachers, me?”

“Not you, maybe her; mostly the poachers. I doubt any of it has much to do with me, just because of a few words in a manifesto about some kind of golden god-child, probably nothing to do with me, unless all they want is for me to interview them. Did you ever think of that? Anyway, talk to her or not, I’m going over there to look for them, even if I have to use the fucking tractor.” He pulled the keys out of his pocket and dangled them under David’s nose.

 “She’s never going to agree.” 

“So, if she does? You willing to go then?”

Would she be up? It was just past eight. She slept in on Sundays. “You willing to risk waking her up, and her saying no?”

Henry’s cellphone was on the kitchen table. He picked it up and called Rebecca. “Hi, it’s Henry, you know your new age Sun Child son . . . All right, all right, I won’t make jokes about it. Grandpa and I thought we’d go over and try to find the idiots. You want to come?” Long pause with lots of noise at the other end. Henry held the phone away from his ear, then said, “Wait a second, just wait a second, will you! So do you want to come or not?” More noise; he held out the phone to David this time. “She wants to talk to you.” 

David held up both hands. “Keep me out of it.” He might have felt obliged to take her side to keep peace in the family but it would not have kept peace with Henry. He poured himself another cup of coffee; he usually only drank one.

Henry said, “Grandpa wants me to work it out with you . . . So let me tell you, will you? . . . I’m telling you, the way I figure it is the only thing we got to go on is those books Grandpa saw on the backseat of the van, so I was thinking we could go over to that Tibetan place this morning and see if anyone knows who owns a black van . . . Of course I know the way. Remember? We were there in the spring on that school trip. It’s the best we got to go on. . . All right, wait a minute, let me ask him.” He turned to David. “She’s willing to let me go right straight to that monastery and straight back here from there with no detours, if you give your word that’s what we’ll do. And call her when we get there.” 

“Of course I promise. To call also.”

Instead of turning right off his driveway, down the hill to the main road, David turned left, a shortcut back through the countryside and over the reservoir to the small village where the Tibetan monastery and visitor’s center had been built some decades before, one more example of The Convergence of Cultures, now definitely the title of his new book, although he was still arguing the “circling of the wagons” point with Joshua, good guys against the murderous bad guys sort of good old American Wild West theory, the metaphor not quite fitting David’s sense of a gathering of positive forces, not for violent defense but for regeneration, the awakening of true knowledge, convergence as a truth force, a truth discourse. The book was taking shape.

They passed through the town where David had seen the van parked. Henry wanted to “cruise around a little and see if we can spot them”, but that was not part of the deal with his mother, David reminded him without quite insisting, glancing in the rearview mirror at Ginger quietly asleep on the back seat, half expecting her to wake up and raise the alarm as they drove slowly down the main street. But she did not. 

David had never been to the monastery but Henry had been there with a school class in the spring. From the edge of town the road began ascending steeply up Irving Mountain. It was closer to the town than David had expected, feeling foolish for not having pursued his search “the extra mile” that day when Ginger was fresh on the scent. A stupa flashed through the pine and birch trees; the road curved and there was a parking area. A string of brightly colored pennants flapped above them as they entered the gate. The new visitor’s center was painted in Tibetan colors of white, red, and gold. It didn’t look out of place in these old mountains. 


A Tibetan monk wearing a maroon robe, sandals and a large straw hat came around the side of the visitor’s center; he was pushing a wheelbarrow, loaded with a wooden rake and hoe and two large, woven whicker baskets resting on their side. It was still quite early, just 9:00. Henry had been eager to leave the house, and they had not checked the visiting hours.

The monk set down the wheelbarrow, joined his hands in greeting.  “You are early,” he said. “Fortunate. Visitors’ center open one o’clock but today no teachings, open ten.” He bent and patted Ginger; she was sniffing his sandaled foot. These wide-brimmed hats David had seen on South East Asian peasants, on his stopovers to and from New Guinea. The day was cool but the monk’s arms were bare, thin but wiry. He was a head shorter than David, and his age. He looked them over shrewdly as Api’s grandfather had. Shamans needed to assess people on first sight, more than a first impression, to sense problems if not outright threats, an instinct honed for tribal security. And monks?

David said, “Would you mind if we waited until the office opens?”

“Orchard up mountain. You like see?” He extended his hand to both of them; they exchanged names, and could call him Tinley. He pointed to a wooden gate off to the side.

“May I let her off the leash?”

Tinley nodded. When David unclipped her she ran on ahead through the gate.  “She know already,” Tinley said, laughing. He turned suddenly to Henry. “You help with wheelbarrow? We go pick food for meal, bring to cook.”

Henry had been hanging back a bit behind David. He turned shy sometimes, but he took up the handles of the barrow willingly and started babbling as children do when something large and unfamiliar looms. 

“I’ve been here before on a school trip, but we didn’t see the orchard; this past spring, with my school class. We all sat in the big hall and asked questions. There was a monk sitting on a platform, on a chair not the floor.” 

“Maybe Abbot, Rinpoche. He like greet school class. Start children early.” He laughed, “You ask question? You get good answer?”

Henry nodded. They were given a talk about the monastery’s history; the young head of their lineage had taken as his special mission saving the environment, they were told, and Henry had asked how he knew that “the environment was his special mission? Did he just decide on his own? Or did he like have a vision?” 

The Abbot had said that the Karmapa learned it from many things, from observing and listening to the world, from the teachings of the Buddha, and not just from one thing like a vision or dream.

Tinley said, “You look funny. Maybe you not like answer very much?”

“Well no, I don’t.”

The monk laughed, but said sharply, “Why you ask question?’

Henry blushed, concentrated on steering the wheelbarrow over some ruts. 

David asked if he might say and Henry nodded. “He has dreams, of forests and crowds crying for help.”

Henry said, “And things dieing, trees and animals and plants.”

Tinley nodded. “Maybe tell a dream now? If you like. Not force.”

They went through a wooden gate into a well-tended orchard that seemed to run up the hillside for several acres, its long, straight rows planted with an assortment of healthy fruit trees, pears, peaches, applies, plums, and more. The air was full of bees.

Henry said, “I didn’t tell you this one Grandpa.”

“It’s okay.”

A few nights ago, he had seem a vast city. The water was rising rapidly around it and he could hear people screaming. “And a couple of weeks ago, I saw a big desert and it was, like alive, spreading in all directions, and this huge flock of birds, I mean, a million million birds, they started dropping from the sky.”

The monk had his hand on Henry’s shoulder. “It frighten you I think.”

Henry nodded.

“Maybe you come here, be a little monk. Help understand. In Tibet, in India where we go to live, some boys come monastery when six, seven. Maybe you too old!” He clapped Henry’s shoulder. “We make little monk of you. Maybe you work in orchard with me!” He pulled Henry to a stop. “You put barrow down. We leave here. I think better go back to visitor’s center, give you a gft, Karmapa’s book. It explain mission. You read it; you come talk again; discuss book. I give you gift from monastery.”

They had begun to walk back down the slope again. Ginger had been running up and down the rows, having a grand old time, but as they turned she ran on back to them. She looked happy. Henry took David’s hand, again. It was becoming a nice habit. When he was small he liked to walk hand in hand.

Henry said, “I promise I’ll read the book. If I can come back, I mean, maybe when I come back, well, maybe I can interview you?”

“You want interview gardener?”

David said, “He does interviews for his school paper. They’re quite good. One has been nominated for an award.”

The monk said, “I just old man; gardener. Maybe read book first?” 

Ginger nudged the monk’s hand. The monk said, “She need water. Happy dog. Good spirit.” He turned to both of them. “So you come today for teaching, too early?”

David said, “Actually we came for another reason.” They were trying to track down a black van, he explained. The owners were interested in Tibetan religion, and he thought someone here might know them; a black van, with yin-yang symbols painted on the doors.

 “Black van, yin/yang? This sound like Quinns, Josiah Quinn, his wife Hagar. Yes, maybe their van. It black.”

“You know them?”

“Josiah come for teachings, not Hagar, not children. We have program for poor; clothing and food room. They come there too, always need. I not Josiah’s teacher. His teacher Lama Tshering.” He gave David a sly smile. “Why you want them? You tax collector?”

“Well, they’ve been taking fruit and vegetables from our garden and leaving notes in our mailbox.”

Henry said, “They think I’m some kind of like new Sun God-child and Ginger like an animal spirit or something.”

 “Maybe Josiah. Sound like Josiah. He help himself to my fruit, take enough to sell. If it help his children, I look other way.”

Henry said, “Their van was out near my school one day, like maybe they were waiting for me. But maybe one of their kids is in my school?”

“You both worry. I see. Their boy younger than you, maybe ten; girl maybe twelve so maybe your age. Not go to school. I very sure. Taught at home. State trying to stop him. Always in trouble. Always make trouble. We try to help.”

If they had some kind of fixation on Henry then they might have been scouting his school as a possibility for their daughter, David conjectured. 

Henry said, “Wait, I think I get it, Grandpa. I mean, like, if this god-child can go to some stinking old school then their daughter can.” He wanted to know what the daughter looked like, but the description did not fit anyone he recognized, very long blond hair; small for her age; wearing long, ankle-length hand-made skirts.

The monk said to David, “Lama Tshering. I find him now. I think maybe Josiah, Hagar, they want darshan from Henry, get benefit being in presence special soul.” He looked at Henry and gave his cheek a tweak, then laughed uproariously. “That is my darshan for you. Don’t know what Josiah see. I see boy. Now dog! She special. Maybe pay her darshan.” But he bent and pulled her ear. She shook her head.

David said, a bit sheepishly, “We were concerned whether they were dangerous or not, which is why we came today.”

Henry said, “Like, you know, my mother thinks they want to kidnap me or something.”

“Maybe Josiah put you on throne, worship you. Make you offering. Fruit from our orchard! Not harm you.” He thought for a moment before adding, “They build yurt back in mountains. Lama Tshering go there one day. Almost sure. I ask now. You wait.” The monk turned to David. “Josiah think maybe boy reincarnation. Not know how he know this. I know I not like this. Yes,  speak now with Tshering. But Rinpoche in India. Discuss with Rinpoche when back from India. Maybe next week, week after.” He turned to Henry. “I tell Tshering, Rinpoche your dreams? Rinpoche good on dream, okay?” 

Henry agreed.

They went inside. The shop was off the main entrance and the Karmapa’s book on prominent display. The monk handed it to Henry. “You read Good Heart, write down questions. Then maybe we talk, maybe interview?  Lowly monk. I need permission.”

7. Awake
He was staring at the ceiling; something was wrong. Ginger’s head lay on his chest; she whined and moved closer. It was not his bedroom ceiling. He turned his head, but there was a sharp pain. He was lying on the kitchen floor. His neck felt wet. There was blood. 

A cold house had awakened him and he had come downstairs to check the furnace, but the thermostat was working and the house was not cold; he’d felt cold. He’d gone into the kitchen for a glass of water. He’d felt dizzy; he had gripped the edge of the sink; he must have fallen over backwards. 

He felt dizzy now, tried to lift on an elbow but lay back again. There was a lump at the back of his head. He looked at his watch. It was seven, his usual time to awaken and oddly reassuring. He must have struck the side of the kitchen table when he fell. He used the chair to stand; felt his neck again. There was not too much blood, a deep scratch from the feel, not a gash or an open wound. He went to the sink and used a paper towel to pat it clean. There was no new blood. “That’s a reprieve,” he said, not the word he meant to say. What had he meant to say? He laughed. “That’s a relief,” he said. 

Ginger nudged his hand; anxious perhaps; wanting reassurance. He was a bit wobbly but he managed to open a can of food and spoon it into her bowl; managed to let her out the back door; managed to put the coffee on. He had never fainted before, ever. In the grips of his worst bouts of malaria he had remained lucid; some doctor commented on it. He’d better not be asked that doctor’s name now, which was not a relief. 

He went over it again: awakening feeling cold, standing at the sink letting the water run before pouring a glass of water; pouring the glass of water, turning off the faucet, drinking some water, putting the glass down on the counter to the right side of the sink where it still sat; it was all that he could remember.  

He held onto the sink until the coffee was ready, and took it to the living room sofa, afraid of the stairs. He could call his doctor at eight, or call the hospital now, but if he called the hospital now they would call Rebecca to the phone, or at home. Was she still working nights? Days or night? The coffee helped. Ginger came into the living room, wanting to crawl onto the sofa with him, too big for that now; he made her sit; she had only been gone a couple of minutes.  “I’m feeling better ole girl. Intimations of mortality, you know.” We all had them, her too it seemed, of his.

He preferred to call Bronstein at eight. He’d been the family doctor for twenty,  thirty years? He had home-delivered Henry. They had all home-delivered Henry, it felt like, whether he and Miriam were in the room or not. Chuck was there though if not here now, probably happy out there in California with some man or other, never met, never spoken about. Why didn’t he have anything to do with Henry: sweet, beautiful, intelligent, sensitive Henry? Was it Rebecca’s fault, her tendency to control flaring out of control whenever there was mention of Henry? Was it simpler for Chuck to live apart, was he terrified of responsibility, or was he afraid his pubescent son would not accept him, would disapprove, when David knew full well that Henry would thrive on the challenge of contact with his father? He was staying out of it. He had always stayed out of it, but now he did not think he would stay out of it. He would have words with Rebecca.  Or not. Having words with Rebecca was never a winning strategy. He would bide his time and ask Henry how he felt about getting in touch with Captain Chuck, or whatever he was now. Come to think of it, it was Rebecca who had insisted on home-delivery. She was a nurse already. She’d seen too much. And Miriam had gone along with it, and Bronstein; or was it Miriam who had encouraged her or Miriam who was convinced her daughter was mad. “Miriam, Miriam, you’re the one who called her controlling,” that Miriam, waiting there beyond the beyond for him to join her, or not. “Morbid old man,” he said. “Or not.” His mind was spinning into diatribe. “I’m on automatic”, he said, petting Ginger, to comfort himself.

Bronstein’s nurse answered.  Yes, he thought he could manage to get there on his own, and could be there in half an hour; ten minutes to dress, and ten minutes’ drive. He managed it. 

His blood pressure was too low, 90 over 70, “the simplest explanation for fainting”, Bronstein said. They’d “run some tests” to get to the bottom of it. David was sitting up on the examination table, and Bronstein was dabbing at the cut on his neck with a piece of cotton saturated in something that felt cold. 

“Low blood pressure? I’ve never had that before.” He steeled himself for the list of probable causes. Bronstein was fond of rattling off probable causes, like some smart-ass police detective, the TV cameras trained on his earnest face. Bronstein was trying to help. Why was he on his case? Case: that was a good one. “I’m still feeling a bit dizzy,” he said.

“Your heart sounds strong. Your color is good, your eyes. You’re probably just a bit run down. Have you been sleeping properly?”


“More or less the same as usual.” Which was not exactly an outright lie, the shadows around Henry having crept into the dark corners of his room. Now Henry, that was another story.


Bronstein nodded. “And meals? You’re eating properly?”


Now that he was alone? Now that he did not have Miriam around to make sure organic nourishing food passed his lips every meal? He took care of himself, now that she was gone. Henry came over and cooked. They taught cooking at his school, something to do with gender equality and feminist lobbies, insisting that a boy’s education include home tasks. Henry liked to cook. He said most of the top chefs were men. He wanted to be a journalist. Hadn’t Henry said that?


David said,  “My garden this year has produced enough for half the county. I should have brought you some squash. I wasn’t thinking. All organic, of course, thanks to Bill Hughes.”

His nurse came in. They had a machine in the office that measured the blood for anemia. She had taken it when he arrived but he wasn’t anemic. If not that, then what? He might as well ask Bronstein for his laundry list and Bronstein readily complied: B-12 deficiency, allergic reaction (in the middle of the night?); heart valve malfunction, (discounted by a stethoscope); endocrinal imbalance, parathyroid malfunction. The words sparked from Bronstein’s tongue like exploding darts. 

 “Intimations of mortality,” David muttered, when he could get a word in.

“What?” Bronstein asked. “Sit still one more minute. I want to put a stitch in the wound just to be certain.” He went to a white enamel cabinet and took out some sterile needles and thread. “You won’t feel a thing.”

He did but he said, “Didn’t feel a thing.” 

 “Okay, you can get down now. Sit there, at my desk.” Bronstein typed something into his computer. “You’ll have to go to the hospital for the blood work. I’ll give you a form.” He pulled it out of the middle desk drawer. 

David muttered, “Some things aren’t digitalized.” 

“What?” 

“Oh, nothing. Just talking to myself.”

Bronstein looked at him over his glasses. “You do that much since Miriam passed away?”

 “Much? No, not much.”

“I think you told me you were seeing the Rabbi for grief counseling. How is that going?”

“Oh, I only went two or three times. He was very sympathetic, but it’s all about time, isn’t it? I’m doing okay though.”

“You’re doing okay?”

“You think I’m not?”

“I’m asking, not diagnosing.”

“You sound like Rebecca. I suppose she’d tell you another story.”

“How would that story go?”

“Her story?” Bronstein nodded and David said, “That I should sell the house and with the money build a small addition onto hers, a granny flat or something. My negotiating position is that she should sell her house and we should convert the barn into a house for her. The big house goes to her anyway, and then Henry could get the barn, when he’s grown of course. She won’t do it, but I’m still working on her.”

Bronstein said, “She gets more your way.”

“Sway her with pure economics? I’m not sure that would work. She’s too attached to her little house. At least, that’s what she says. Besides, it’s all about control, isn’t it? Her having more if I’m under her wing, her roof?”

Bronstein said,  “Tell me about it. My daughter’s sixteen. She tells me what I can and can’t eat, mostly can’t, and what kind of car I can and can’t drive, mostly the one I’m not driving, or which brand of those energy saving light bulbs to buy, how green I have to be because I’m a doctor and have to set an example, and aren’t setting an example. Our dinner table is an ethical battlefield.”

David said, “I’m glad to hear that, if you don’t mind my saying. She’s sixteen? My commiserations. I remember her being born. We came over to see her when she was a week old. How long have you had this practice then?”

“Let’s see, twenty two years in a couple of months.”

“Enough time to see us in, or out.”

“You’re in a funny mood today,” Bronstein said, tapping a few things into his computer. He stood and fetched a stainless steel object from a cabinet, to peer in David’s ears. He took his pulse again, seemed satisfied, sat at his computer again. The monitor was turned away from David. “Let me fill in a few more details.”

“The Grand Inquisitor,” David mumbled. 

“I caught that one,” Bronstein said, grinning. 

“Fire away.”

“You’re sleeping okay you say, but do you wake up feeling rested or tired?” 

“Maybe hung over if I oversleep, and ditto if I don’t sleep enough. If I lay down for ten, fifteen minutes I feel fine and can get on with my day.”

“You take naps?”

“Good Lord no. I never did.”

Bronstein frowned. “It’s not such a bad idea, you know.”

“You mean at my age?” Was Bronstein in the ageist camp, like that inexcusable, irresponsible outpouring of paper products that still glutted his mailbox, not periodically as they should, but daily? The latest, at least, was from the Live Forever Society.

Bronstein said, “For anyone who’s active. Taking breaks, just sitting in the sun, can reduce stress, and help your immune response. There’s hardly a downside. You’re what? Seventy-two?  That’s not that old anymore.” He tapped annoyingly at the keys again, as if he were arraigning someone on charges, or arranging someone’s constitution, like an article of clothing, straightening a tie, maybe, like Miriam used to do.  “I see here you haven’t had a full checkup since you retired.” That word again, meant to haunt him like some troubled ghost hovering around the house looking for closure. The college pension fund had required a check-up, something to do with their health plan, he mumbled. Bronstein added, “Let’s see, we can schedule one a week today. We’ll have the test results back by then too. You’ll have to bring in some samples.” He reached in another drawer, handed David an instruction sheet. 

You go to the doctor because you faint and he hands you a list; you go to the hospital to have a blood test, and that’s a list too, never ending lists of categorical complexities, each item on the list leading to another list of options. He took the check-up instruction sheet. “My daughter will be pleased,” he said. “She holds the Damocles sword of health over my head,” he said.

Bronstein laughed, “She’s very highly regarded at the hospital you know.”

David nodded. “She’s well organized.”

“She’s dedicated, and she wears her authority lightly; steady and confidant. She’s impressive.”

“Miriam was like that so I suppose she gets it from her.”

“And not you?”

David shrugged. “Henry has some of it.”

“How is he?” Bronstein turned back to his computer. “I haven’t seen him for, let’s see, a couple of years. I suppose Rebecca home treats him for most things. She told me about that interview. I hear it’s been nominated for a prize? She said she’d send it but never did. Busy I expect. Didn’t I hear you were dating that woman? What was her name?” 

“Caitlin Hennessey?” Now where had he heard that? Not from Henry, although boys at his age loved to gossip, and probably not from Rebecca either. Rebecca? There was no knowing with Rebecca. The Valley was one big backyard. He added, “It’s news to me.”

Bronstein said, “You’re still young. You deserve a sexual life.”

Deserve was an odd word, like a punishment, or a piece of cake. “So maybe that’s what’s wrong with me? I’m sexually deprived?” Deserve certainly wasn’t the right word, but he was feeling too quarrelsome today; restrained himself from arguing and said, “It’s not the sex, it’s the affection I miss.” The last months before she died, there hadn’t been a lot of sex, what with her cancer, and all the medication. But there was more affection, rubbing her back, holding hands. “We started holding hands wherever we went, walking hand in hand through the mall. She liked that. Sitting together on the sofa watching a movie my arm around her. I miss that. We were never closer.” He wanted to leave this office. He didn’t want to bet here anymore. But Bronstein was rattling on, insensitively. Yes, insensitive was the right word. 

“She’d want you to date, to have all that again.”

“Yes, I know.

Bronstein turned to his screen again. “I don’t think I’ll prescribe anything for you today. I’m not seeing any signs of anything alarming. I’d rather wait until we get some test results and have more to go on.”

“So I ‘m not dieing?” David said, surprised by his own statement because it sounded sarcastic and he didn’t feel particularly sarcastic today, especially around Bronstein.

“You’re afraid of dieing?” 

 “Well, no, I don’t suppose I am. Miriam said she was, when she first heard she couldn’t be cured, had only months, weeks as it turned out, but I was never convinced she was because after the shock of hearing she never showed any signs of being afraid. And in the last weeks she was so peaceful. Her death was so peaceful.”

 “She was leaving you with a gift. You know, so you could get on.”

That was a strange thing to say, and David said, “That’s a strange thing to say, but I think you’re right. I think she did.”

“So why this low blood pressure?”

“You’re asking me? You’re the doctor.”

“What I’m asking is, why am I seeing so many signs of stress? Which is probably what it is.”

“Are you?”

“Your breath is tight; you’re nervous; worried. You’ve been wringing your hands since you arrived.”

“Have I?”

“When I mentioned stress right now you tensed up. I could prescribe you something but that’s never a solution.”

Henry. He was worried about Henry, worried about those dreams, those strange people hovering around him behaving so stupidly, saying dangerous things that could put Henry at risk; Henry and his dreams.  And he was worried about himself, about his letting Henry down.

David said, “I worry about Henry sometimes,”

Bronstein said, “Henry? I’ve always thought he was a pretty solid kid. Maybe a little too much like you sometimes, you know, an Atlas with the world on his shoulders.”

“Am I like that? I don’t think I take enough on my shoulders; that I’m hiding in my garden with my dog.”

“Your dog? I heard about her from Rebecca. She said Henry thinks your dog’s some kind of Native American spirit.”

“His friend Eddie thinks she’s spooky, so spirit is definitely better. Probably I inflicted too much anthropology on my family. My tribe would have agreed with Henry so maybe Henry is agreeing with what I tell him the tribe feels. Kids are natural animists anyway.”

“When my kids were small I wondered whether they were our species, they were so magic-think and superstitious, but I’d only forgotten how much I was.” Bronstein got up to see David out. “Speaking of your tribe, that’s another thing I asked them to check in your blood work today, whether the malaria isn’t showing signs of flaring up again. You contracted a pretty virulent strain back them. It’s a miracle you survived and it could explain the symptoms today. In any case take it easy for the next few days until we get the lab work back.”

David did not go to the hospital for the blood test. He sat in the car for such a long time that Bronstein’s assistant came to the window to make sure he was all right. He waved his cellphone at her, as good a ruse as any, and it worked. She laughed and disappeared. He had returned to the car; he had let Ginger out for a few minutes; she had not wanted to stay out long and had jumped in the back seat again, curling up on the thick wool blanket he had laid there for her when he knew she was pregnant and which she now accepted as a favor done; he had placed the key in the ignition, but he had not turned it. 

Was he avoiding Rebecca? Regressing to some sort of childhood fear about hospital wards, left as a child to have his tonsils out? As soon as he walked in they would notify her, if she were not in surgery, and she would rush down demanding to know all; if she were free and would rush down. He might like her fussing, but would feign annoyance. No, it was not Rebecca he was sitting there for.

Maybe it was the medical system? Maybe he was afraid of putting himself in the system, the self same system that Miriam had not survived, afraid of putting the first step on that path without at least giving some of those alternative medical practices a try, one of those homeopaths and homeopathic remedies Miriam was always going on about. Just last week Jenny had plied Ginger with something or other. “She’s an anxious mother,” Jenny had said; it would keep her calm, which it seemed to do from the sounds of sighs from the backseat. Was she an anxious mother or was Jenny? And wasn’t he supposed to take her over to Jenny’s today? Or was that tomorrow?

 “I’m not feeling too bad,” he muttered. Wasn’t he? He reached for the key and withdrew his hand, as if touching the key when he could not put his finger on what was bothering him was a tangible joke. “Maybe the jokes on me,” he said. What was bothering him? He half hoped that Miriam’s face would hover before the windshield with an answer, or Ginger would finally start using the language he knew full well she understood. 

If it wasn’t Rebecca and it wasn’t Ginger it had to be Henry. He was sitting there for Henry? What did that mean? If he mentioned his name right now that thing sleeping back there, whatever kind of creature it really was, would wake right up out of a sound sleep, and in a split second be on full alert. She knew Henry was bothering him. Or rather, she knew that there were things about or around Henry that she had to be on the alert about, uncertain things, things you could not pin down and say were actual threats, like dreams, or crackpots hovering at the edges of their lives, abnormal things, things you couldn’t take for granted. She would know this. “An odd dog delivered into an odd family?” He couldn’t get the thought out of his head since waking up on the kitchen floor. “Kitchen floor?” he muttered, still fiddling with the key. Was he talking to himself, or listening to himself? 

He picked up his cellphone, again, to make a call or to make a show of making a call, to have a reason for still staying put, so they wouldn’t rush out to the car with a medical kit. 

Ginger signed wearily as if to say they’d been there long enough and had better get on with things. He glanced in the mirror and she was fine. If Henry and Eddie sat with her in the backseat she’d sprawl across them; flow over them was more like it. Eddie had said a few days ago, “Hey, I think I can feel my puppy moving around.” He and Henry were taking bets on how many she’d have. Henry’s theory was that she knew she would have to share them around evenly so she would have four, because she had always been a sensible dog, and Eddie said she’d have five because she wouldn’t know one way or the other and if she did she’d probably want one for herself. 

“Which are you betting on, Grandpa?” 

And he’d said, “Well, she’s heard you say you want one, and Eddie one, which means that Irena would get two, so my bet is four.” But why on earth would he have said that, as if she had any control over the number of pups? Weren’t Eddie and Henry playing a game? A game where it was normal to bet on your dog being sensible? If he took her over to Jenny’s right now she could tell him how many she was carrying. She had not had time the last visit, and if she had, would he have declined, for some obscure reason of his own?


He thought he saw the curtain stir and he put the phone to his ear; the curtain had not stirred but maybe he would make some calls. When he woke up on the floor he thought about calling Joshua, just lying there with the sound of a voice made long familiar through decades of friendship flowing reassuringly into his ear, a breath of reassurance. The reassurance of someone loyal, steadfast, and familiar, wasn’t it? Joshua would take his twins away when he felt they were troubled or drifting from him. They had a cabin up in the Adirondacks and more than once had gone for a week or two with one or the other or both to open the house early, “to bond” Joshua would say in that embarrassed way of his. When Miriam died Joshua just got in the car and drove down. He was there two hours later at the door, as if he had a bag packed already. And maybe he had. He was so distraught he’d never thanked him. Maybe he would sit here and call Joshua, like cashing in a bond at the right moment, when it was most needed. He would sit here and call Joshua and ask him if he could take Henry up to the cabin in the mountains, just the two of them, take him away in November to a wintry place where they could build a fire. “I’m not sitting here to phone Joshua,” he said so loud that Ginger stirred again and wanted to go out. “Your bladder acting up again?” he said, starting the car and not letting her out. He didn’t want to be there anymore.


Jenny’s was only three or four miles from Bronstein’s, in the opposite direction from the hospital. He parked at the far side of the parking area so she would not think there was an emergency.  A huge trailer truck roared past. “What am I doing here?” he said, as he pressed the remote to lock the doors, irritated by the noise no doubt designed specifically to irritate. 

Ginger bolted around back as soon as he opened the door; “escaped out back” was more like it. If it weren’t for his malaria he had half a mind to return to the tribe, but in a sense maybe he was always in the state of mind of returning to the tribe. “You’ve never left the tribe,” Joshua had said, as if he had trouble adjusting to the western world; he wouldn’t mind being in the village right now; the tribe’s view of aging was so much more sensible, aging as an accumulation of lore and wisdom, as a store of information essential for security; and death as a celebration, a reunion with the ancestors. It was just plain uncomfortable aging in this culture, or worse, morbid from the looks of the literature. What if he wanted to be a useful old man? Not exactly live forever, like that new society that had contacted him, The Live Forever Society, but just be useful.

A smaller, rasping and no less irritating truck went by. He hadn’t remembered this much traffic racing by the practice, but there it went. Maybe low blood pressure put your nerves on edge. He’d woken up in a strange mood, on the floor, needless to say. Maybe he was here at Miriam’s office to remember something he could not quite remember, which was no excuse for not having gone yet to the hospital for the blood test.

The cold damp air did seem to be reviving him, slowly emerging from one of those morning mists that hung over the valley in fall. “We needed some fresh air,” he muttered, hurrying after Ginger around the side of the building to the large backyard where there were empty hutches now, soon to be full of breeding rabbits again, Holland Lops, “funny looking things with floppy ears,” Jenny told him. He had not been back here since Gardener Bill had fixed it all up “planned and proper”, not the bit of a wild mess that Miriam had tolerated, although “secretly liked” was probably more like it. “Some day I’ll get a gardener in to do it properly.” Miriam had said and Jenny had done. Was he bitter at the change, the order? 

He walked down a neat stone path, between neat beds lined with low carefully trimmed shrubs. Bill and Jenny had planted a grove of Christmas trees out back; not just a grove, a forest, a thousand or so in neat rows, “for a little extra income” Jenny said, to help pay the costs of their handicapped son’s care. 

Ginger liked it back here. He had taken her here a number of times. “In your element,” he said to her as she ran up to him; and back down to the line of pines and back again, back and forth, smelling, smelling. “Having a field day?” he said, wondering why everything was so literal today. Was it a side effect of whatever it was that was causing whatever it was?  

His phone vibrated in his breast pocket; it was Rebecca; a high blood pressure moment if ever there was one. Bronstein couldn’t or wouldn’t have phoned her already. In the course of the day, during a break, she checked in, so it might be routine. 

He turned it off. “No thanks dear, not just now.” Of course, if he took her phone call it might raise his blood pressure a notch or two, like some home-brewed homeopathic remedy. Others might too in varying degrees, that boyfriend of hers, Allan, Bronstein, Warren, but not Jenny, Joshua, Api, or that monk at the Tibetan monastery, Tinley. Henry, of course was in a category all his own. 

He could almost prioritize those who raised it. Alan did not bother him that much, so he was low on the raise scale. The visit to Bronstein was probably too fleeting to have any lasting effect; he would put it somewhere in the middle. Of course, if and when he went for the blood test, the hospital would be high on the raise the blood pressure scale, especially if there was a diagnosis. Diagnoses were definitely high on the raise scale.

He had walked down the yard and was near the pines. Maybe that was what he was trying to remember, that smell of synthetic pine, acerbic, nauseating, from Warren’s office the other day. Surely the visit to Warren had to be over the top of the raise scale. The puzzle was why his blood pressure was low in the first place when it should have been somewhere in the stratosphere.

“Warren for sure,” he said to Ginger as she ran over to him again, touching base. Ginger touched base when she ran around, her home plate. “I’m your home plate and I hate police stations, ole girl,” he muttered to her. Didn’t everyone?  She looked intensely into his face, scrutinizing his words no doubt, before turning and running off again towards the bushes this time, on the scent of some rabbit, her favorite chase, back and forth, back and forth, like a player touching bases with a cricket bat, as he remembered from his Fulbright year at Oxford. 

“The smell of real pine.” The police station corridors smelled of synthetic pine. They were painted a dirty yellow that looked old when it was fresh. His footsteps had a sharp, hollow sound. Warren’s office was too well lit by florescent ceiling lights, not one but a bank of three for a room not more than ten feet square. “Neo-Stasi” was how he had described it to Joshua when he’d talked it over with him the night before. The fresh smell of real pine made the smell of synthetic pine, “painful”, he said aloud.

Warren had stood when David entered, held out his hand over his grey metal desk.  “Hey, Dave. Right on time I see. As I said on the phone we got a bit more information about that van.”

 Miriam had called him David. When Rebecca introduced him she would say, “This is my father, David Cohen.” Joshua called him David. Come to think of it Jenny and her husband Bill called him David. But Bill’s policeman brother Warren Hughes called him Dave, one of those who did or one of those who didn’t; another binary opposite; Warren was Warren to everyone, but David was Dave to Warren, which might be about power. He wanted to ask him, “If you’re only Warren, how come I’m Dave and not David?” But he did not.

He said, “Thanks for making time for me, Warren. What’s this about new information?” Information was good; he had needed more information from Warren.

Ginger was barking and he called her over, glancing back at the low building to see if Jenny or her assistant had spotted them but they had not.

Warren had said, “Have a seat there, have a seat. You want some coffee? I’ll ask Maggie.”

“I’m fine Warren.”

“You’re looking good, Dave. I hear you’ve been doing some gardening. Seems to have done you a world of good, being out there in the fresh air I mean. I should take up something like that, something that gets me outdoors on a regular basis. Of course, Bill and I, we still do those fishing trips every year, since we were kids you know, but that’s not the same.” Maybe names were all about intimacy and familiarity. Maybe Warren had been deprived of something.

He’d said, “You and Bill have always been close.”

“Me and Bill? We always been close, me being the older and such. I guess I think I got to look after him, but he’s done pretty well by himself. That Jenny, she’s really worth her weight in gold, that girl.”

Miriam certainly felt the same about Jenny; right from the first moment she met her. Had Warren needed reassurance? “You did well too, Warren. I mean, chief of highway patrol for the whole area up here. You’re respected in the community.”

“Thanks for saying that Dave. It means something coming from you.”

“So you wanted to see me?” 

“It was about that license plate number you gave us. You said on the phone you had a good look at it and were sure you copied it down correctly, and that it didn’t look tampered with in any way? I mean, it didn’t look like anyone painted over a number or anything, let’s say to turn a three into an eight, or something like that?” 

He had been tapping on his desk with a ballpoint pen and David had wanted to tell him to stop it, but he said,  “No, the plate was pretty clean, not muddy or anything, and I would have noticed. I had a pretty good look; checked it twice when I wrote it down. It looked like a real plate to me.”

“That’s what I was afraid of, but I had to make sure.”

“What’s this about?”

“Well, you see, when we checked the number it gets real interesting.” They had a pretty good database of stolen stickers and plates, forged too, but that plate wasn’t in anyone’s database. “Not ours, not Homeland’s. We only saw this a few times before with the worst sort trying to stay under the radar.” Forged plates or stickers were costly to make, needing experts and equipment. Usually plates were simply stolen from one vehicle and attached to another. Gangs had the resources to forge, but they usually made series; so did splinter groups, especially those who were part of a network, like the International Anarchist Coalition, the coordinating group for the Black Banner chapter that was operating in the Valley. But the Black Banner vehicles were registered properly under their name; none of them were vans, black or not.


Warren had added, “Homeland asked me to kick the file over to them, so it looks like you might have stumbled into something real interesting. We’ll have to wait and see what they come up with, of course, but to tell you the truth, Dave, this worries me. I think we better keep our eyes wide open about this one, don’t you?”


Warren had meant Henry, of course, and there could be no disputing anything to do with keeping his eyes open about Henry. Ginger barked again and he called her over. Surely that conversation would have sent his blood pressure to 200, like a thermometer plunged into boiling water, and if there was a direct line between the conversation with Warren, and his waking up on the kitchen floor this morning, he wouldn’t be at all surprised, except that his blood pressure was low. Was it really only this morning? Days seem to have passed.

 “My blood pressure is low but it ought to be sky high,” he told Ginger. He bent to give her some affection, and she licked his face.


The back door of the office opened and Jenny called. She had spotted him, or heard Ginger’s yipping, as he hoped she wouldn’t. Before he could answer, Ginger had run over and squeezed past her inside, and Jenny had disappeared, probably to make sure Ginger didn’t get into any chemicals by accident. She’d left the door open. He found her wiping down the stainless steel table and Ginger drinking water from a stainless steel bowl.

David said, “I was doing some errands nearby and she had to go. You were the first safe place to let her out. I didn’t want to disturb you though.”

It was lunchtime. She had just finished the morning appointments.  

Is she pissing a lot? Maybe I better check her?” 

“Every few hours; once every two or three.”


“In the middle of the night too?”


“Not always.”


“Help me lift her. We wouldn’t want her getting an infection.”


“You’re sure you have time? She likes your backyard, something about the pines back there I never figured out.” 


“I know she does. No, I have a few minutes.”

She poked and squeezed underneath Ginger, tolerant of Jenny’s care. “Everything feels normal. I think I’ll give her another remedy though, just to make sure she doesn’t get a bladder infection on us. You now she feels like she’s more advanced than we thought. We usually do an ultrasound around the sixth week, but I think we might risk it today. You wanted to know how many puppies there were, didn’t you? Did we do that last time?” She rolled the ultrasound table over. If she was going to have her pups in his closet, he said, then it was better knowing how many, to make sure no complications were arising and they knew the last was last. 

There were four. They were evenly spaced and she could see each heartbeat. “I don’t see any complications, although she’s definitely close to her or in her sixth week. You’re sure Shep is the father?”

“The last time I had her to the breeders must have been at least nine or ten weeks ago.” He’d have to check his calendar when he got home. Had she been sneaking off to Shep before Shep showed up in the field that day? “I wouldn’t put it past her,” David muttered and Jenny did not quite understand. 

They put her back on the floor, and Jenny went to fetch a new book about a border collie that she’d just read, and that could recognize not only more than a thousand words, such as toys or people, but phrases and sentences. The trainer had made learning language into games such as retrieval, which seemed to give the dog the most incentive to learn. Jenny read a passage, “She seems to have an infinite capacity for play, and once I tied her capacity to play with learning words off she went.” 

It was no surprise. David had been thinking that all along. Of course, Ginger responded to language because of her bond with Henry. David said. She would do anything for Henry, but that didn’t explain how she could understand whole paragraphs, but apparently she could. 

What with Irena’s incredibly intelligent dog and Ginger’s abilities “God alone knows what the two of them will produce,” Jenny said. She bent to hug Ginger. “So, did you choose your mate?” Jenny looked up at David. “I wouldn’t put it past her, you know.”

“She certainly has her own ways.” 

“More than the rest of us,” Jenny added.

He stopped for coffee; he stopped for gas. It was mid-afternoon by the time he got to the hospital for the blood test. Procrastination must also come to an end. They took his blood pressure again. It was higher than at Bronstein’s, if not normal, so this morning might have been an aberration or a viral one-off, according to the intern, favoring him with information they might have been reluctant to share with someone else, because of Rebecca, of course. He expected her to appear at the lab door at any moment, but she did not. They would know more when the lab results came back in a couple of days. “Or not” David was tempted to say, holding his tongue. 

It was nearly four by the time he returned home, the days shortening; the house dark and quiet. The kitchen felt like a frozen frame in a film he had stopped and could now continue. He turned on the heat; made himself some soothing herbal tea.

Was Rebecca right? Was it time to sell the house and think of some radical alternative, building next to her, or downscaling to some condominium in town? He’d turned his phone off; he had not called her back. If he called her now and told her the whole story of the whole day she would hound him to death for weeks about being alone and vulnerable. She had probably left five more messages by now, never quite having managed to draw that fine line between anxiety and caring, or wanting to draw the line, as if drawing the line were a betrayal. He turned the phone on again; only four text messages, two from Rebecca, an ad from his provider, and one from Henry. “Left message,” which he took to mean on his answering machine, which somehow seemed old-fashioned. “Grandpa, don’t forget you’re coming at five to talk to my swim coach.” He had forgotten, in the hurly-burly of doctors’ offices and hospitals; slipped his mind was more like it, not at all the same thing. This week Henry again wanted to leave the team, if last week he hadn’t, to work more on the school newspaper. David didn’t see anything wrong with that, but the coach had always been aggressive about his staying on. “He has real talent. Could make a really first rate diver. Maybe only a couple like him in all my twenty years of coaching. He could make a career of it if he wanted.” But that was what Henry did not want, not the pressure of being driven, of performance expectations, of high octane competition, not at the age of twelve almost thirteen, hopefully not ever.


Late afternoon: where was Henry now?  He called and Henry answered immediately. 


 “Grandpa, where have you been all day? I tried calling you a few times. Wait a minute.” He heard other voices, Henry saying that it was his grandfather and now he could ask him, that he would be right back. “Grandpa? You still there?”


“I’m still here. I haven’t forgotten your coach. I’ll be there on time.”


“That’s not why I was calling all day. We’re having a newspaper meeting right now and I had this idea I wanted to run by everyone, if you think it’s a good idea I mean.”


“And?”

“I thought maybe you could ask Api if I could do a skype interview with him? What do you think?”


“I can email and ask. You’d record it you mean?”


“Yes, like Caitlin.” He had put a lot of work into recording, transcribing and editing. No wonder it had been nominated for an award, the winner announced in January. “So, you think it’s a good idea?”


“Sure it is. I’m sure Api will do it.” He was set to come in March for the UN environmental conference. “I’ve invited him up here, you know. Maybe he could talk to your class. First you make him famous, and then you get him to speak.”


“That’s great, Grandpa! I got to go but I’ll let you know what the rest think when I see you later. Okay?”


“Sure Henry. And Henry?” He was going to tell him how many puppies there were but decided not to, and said instead, “I’ll email Api right now. We might have an answer by the time we get back home for dinner.”


“And please, please, please tell the coach to get off my case.”


“I’ll do my best Henry.”


The water for his tea was hot; he poured a cup, chamomile. Henry was doing too much, that would be his argument with the coach; up early, classes all day, newspaper meeting at three-thirty, rushing to swimming and diving practice at four-thirty, finished, only to have homework in the evening. They were concerned. Where was his childhood in all this? 


“Henry,” he muttered, setting the cup down on the kitchen table. Ginger was circling in her bed by the radiator, but paused to look at him. “Henry!” he said. She put a paw outside the bed. “Ready to go, are you?” She whined and sat. “Good dog.”

He was not letting Henry down; he was taking seriously all the signs of disturbance inner and outer. He didn’t have to stop letting him down because he was not letting him down. “Not letting him down, are we?” he said to Ginger and she came over to within two feet of him, yawned and sat. He leaned back against the kitchen table. “You’re a weird ole thing.” Maybe all dogs were. She cocked her head. “What? You want me to try that voice on you. I thought it only worked for Henry?” She sneezed, shook her head downwards. A yes? “You having puppies and all, and me, today, well the floor and all. Still, we need to keep our eyes and ears open about that Henry of ours, you know, not take things for granted, just because we got our own things. Okay?” She gave a little quarter bark, shook her head. “Good. I’m glad you agree. So, here’s what we’re going to do. When I say ‘Henry alert!’ you got that? That means you have to do that morph radar thing, or whatever it is you do, do a scan and check out how he is and let me know if you sense anything. Okay?” She was staring intently into his face, her neck craned, seeming as if she might leap into his words. “Right. So let’s try it, shall we?” he paused, looked into her eyes and said, “Henry alert!” She looked up at him, barked once, went to the door, turned, looked at him, barked, and went to her bed. Not yet?

By midmorning of the following day the Rebecca shoe had not yet fallen, although David couldn’t quite believe that they would dare slip up at the hospital that long, and not inform her he’d been in there for that blood test. What was the name of that intern? Why, he’d have him up on a malpractice suit. Of course, he probably had at best a few hours more before the ax descended, he reckoned, before she would be on the phone, or better, at the door, with her concerns: his getting older; his being alone; his taking on too much; his not dating that doctor who had lost her husband two years ago and now and then asked about him. She was sixty-five, in very good health; played tennis twice a week; had grandchildren Henry’s age. They had so much in common. In fact, David did recall seeing her, and she was quite attractive, but he wouldn’t have dated her. Why wouldn’t he have dated her? Why had he dismissed it out of hand? Why was it that everything that Rebecca suggested he dismissed out of hand? That wasn’t that fair, was it? When left alone he was open to a relationship. 

Like Caitlin, whom he’d done nothing about? She was interesting and attractive; his type too, if there is such a thing, or if there is if it is really static, not subject to the winds of change like everything else. He liked Caitlin’s Irish blue grey eyes, an attraction of opposites; Miriam’s eyes were flashing dark brown, full of fire when riled. He had glimpsed Caitlin’s eyes fill with intensity when she was being interviewed. As with everything Joshua had a theory about Caitlin, that in David’s mourning process Miriam was so much loved that any other woman in David’s life, including Rebecca, might feel unloved or jealous. Part of mourning was to redress the balance, begin to see Miriam with all her flaws and failings. Few of Joshua’s theories made any sense to him. His own theory was that not dating, and taking retirement, had to do with narrowing the focus because grieving could absorb so many resources, so much energy. 

Of course that did not mitigate Rebecca’s latest rebuke about that female doctor. “What are you waiting for? You’re not getting any younger.” The clock was clicking down to doomsday, according to her. If he hung around the house long enough she would have thought up something else when she called. Ginger was sleeping. She slept a lot more now. But when he put on his coat she woke up and went with him down to the mailbox. The day was cold but still and clear. As he was walking back up the drive with a parcel and a bundle of bills and advertisements, Ginger whimpered at a deer buck over on the far field but did not give chase. He could never sell this house. Memories were like trees, so deeply planted that you could not pull them up without risking life itself.

If waiting for Rebecca’s Damocles sword to fall was not bad enough the parcel was a review copy of some latest book on the “science of living forever”. His publisher had sent it, with a note she probably thought was kind but was officious, saying it was arranged with a certain leading magazine to publish his review, should he have the time to take it on, and why didn’t he think of writing something similar? He made the mistake of taking it to the living room sofa but browsing through new nonsense page after page, if not the same old, about “vitamin therapy”; “hormone treatments” and a chapter titled “Life, the Great Enemy“ made him so angry he would have thrown it in the garbage if he had not needed it to write a polite refusal to his agent. She was trying to preserve his “name recognition” he supposed and had his interests at heart. 

He had half an hour or so before he had to leave to meet Henry’s coach. He would phone Irena. He’d seen Jenny today. She had done an echo scan. All four puppies were fine, Ginger too. “But she thinks she’s further along than we thought.” Actually he was really calling about something else.

“Maybe three, four years ago you said you said something about maybe selling some land in the future, and you’d give me first refusal. I was wondering if you were still thinking about it?”

“I guess I put it out of mind but Catherine is still going on about my spending more time in the city with her.” It would mean “phasing out” the alpacas, and concentrating on her catering business. Catherine taught creative writing at Barnard, and found catering jobs for Irena in the city, so she would be kept busy. We make sacrifices to keep stable relationships. But there were the animals. She could not leave them. 


“What were you thinking?” she added.

“I’m not sure yet. In fact, I thought I would ask you how many more acres you thought I’d need if I wanted to keep animals.”

“How much do you have now?”

“Ten.” But more than half was woods or thick undergrowth. Discounting the acre or so around the house and barn, the garden and melon patches, there was probably four or so left over for grazing. David added, “I also thought I’d talk to old man Wilson about buying some of his land, if he’s still not asking twice the market value like he was a few years ago.”

“Well, I wouldn’t do that to you.” 

 “How would you feel about getting together to talk about it?”

“Catherine would be over the moon. When did you have in mind?”

“Maybe Sunday early afternoon, so Henry could be there, if that works for you?”

“It’s a little rushed. I’d like to talk it over first with Catherine. She’ll be here on Friday. Mull it over a bit. How would the Sunday after work for you?”

David did not have to check his calendar. It worked for him. 

He left a message for Rebecca, “Ready to face the music,” he told Ginger, but Rebecca did not phone until late that evening. She didn’t mention his visit to the hospital and he did not bring it up. It was ten but she was having a “lunch break”. Friday would end this stretch of night duty. She was taking a long weekend before starting days. 

“Can you talk now? We saw the coach and I wanted to fill you in.”

“We? I thought he wanted to see you alone?”

“You know Henry. He was waiting for me outside the office, and, well it’s his life.”

“I’ll bet that went down well.” 

“Not very. He went on about how talented Henry was, and what a great career he could have if he wanted it, but Henry wouldn’t have any of it, so I don’t see the point.”

The issue seemed more the coach’s ego than Henry’s career. The coach had said, “You mean you’d throw away a career just like that?” And Henry had answered,   “Two trophies do not a career make, Coach.” The coach shot back,  “You got it in you if you want it. You could go all the way.” But Henry would have none of it. 

David added, “I’m afraid I might have made it worse.” Before meeting with the coach David had mentioned possibly buying some of Irena’s land, and Henry had said to the coach, “Besides, Grandpa is going to need me on the farm.” David had hesitated announcing his latest plan to Rebecca, however obliquely, but she found Henry’s comment funny. Although she didn’t quite let it pass either.

“Buying more land? Of course, go right ahead. Take on more when you’ve already taken on too much.”

Henry had come up with the bright idea of opening one of their existing fields to Irena’s alpaca herd, by simply moving a fence or two, share the herd with her so she didn’t have to sell them off if she wanted to be in the city more, sort of them phase them out into their land. His theory was that Shep would teach Ginger how to herd, if she didn’t know how to already, or maybe Irena could be convinced that he keep one of the Borador puppies and train it, because there was no way Eddie was not going to get one now, and Jenny and Bill another. Irena could teach him everything they needed to know about alpacas, so he could take care of the flock, maybe join 4-H. Some of friends belonged already and they could help. Henry had been full of plans today, but why weren’t they about running away and having an adventure, if not running away altogether? “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” David had said to him. And when he related it back to Rebecca he said, “I told him not to get ahead of himself.” He added, “Actually, I did think I might call Alan and see if he could draw up a plan for the barn, see what it would take if we really wanted to keep animals. I’ll pay him for a feasibility study, of course.”


“Calling him right now is not very good timing. We’re having a rough patch.”


Henry had given it to Christmas, and he blurted out, “A rough patch or breaking up?”


Rebecca was sitting in the hospital staff lounge having her sandwich, not the most private of places. She lowered her voice.  “I can’t go into it now. I have off Monday and Tuesday before I start my new schedule. We could have lunch together. Maybe go across the river to the Inn again? I’ll treat you this time. I’ll even pick you up so you don’t have to drive.” 

8.  Allies
David woke up full of resolve. That monk, Tinley, had never called back, and David had neglected to follow up on it. He’d drive over this morning, if he could reach him first, and he was free. The day was cold and overcast but dry.


Ginger’s head lay on his chest. It was six, early for him to awaken, but he felt full of energy. The house was cold; he had pulled the comforter around him and didn’t feel much like moving. Was it really necessary to turn the heat off nights to save on fuel? “Penny wise, pound foolish,” was one of his mother’s ironic sayings; she was not at all thrifty. All his friends’ mothers were thrifty, but not his. It still surprised him; the expensive steak meals she would put down on the table when times were at their worst; the television set in the wooden cabinet, which they could ill afford but she insisted they have “for the three of us to enjoy”, when he was already a teenager and drawing away. Her extravagance came in bursts, followed by equally short-lived gestures of thrift, like not buying hairnets or darning the socks with any colored thread. The thrift bursts had to do with crises, with gestures to hold things together at home, him too. Was turning off the heat at night being practical, or was it a small nod of acceptance to his mother’s eccentricities? Or was saving on the heating bill some other category altogether, a moral and ethical category having to do with sustainability, carbon emissions, and survival, modern categories no one could have thought of in their wildest imagination when he was a child?  “The discourse has changed,” Joshua said, when they had discussed the environment last week. Henry was living in a new collective consciousness. Rebecca said for the umpteenth time that he was taking on too much and now he wanted to take on more land, more garden, but maybe he was leaving her and Henry a legacy, a recognition of difficult times ahead when self-sufficiency and land would mean a hundred times more than now?  Get up, David, and don’t be gloomy, he could hear Miriam say. 

Ginger whined and licked his face. Ginger. Ginger and Henry. She’d been eyeing his closet, if not yet making a nest, so he had made a nest for her; lined with an old blanket, an old sweater of his and one of Henry’s sweatshirts; smells of her support system. She might have only a week more to go, if Jenny’s latest guess was right, with the caveat that large dogs often delivered late, especially their first litter. Jenny said he could start taking her temperature every day and when it was around 100F she would be close, but he wasn’t doing that, although he supposed she was close. She was certainly eating twice as much. Huge bags of food and cartons full of canned food he seemed to be loading into the car every other day. She burrowed her head under his arm. The closer she was to having pups the more affection she gave and received, from him, from Henry. 

Henry. Ginger and Henry. Henry had given her one of his little talks a few nights ago while they were waiting for Rebecca to join them for dinner. He was sitting on the floor brushing her. She would sit still for his attentions, her head raised regally, now and then licking Henry’s face, to reward or encourage.

“Now listen up, Ginger,” Henry said in that soft special voice he reserved for her ears only, “I want you to promise me that you will not, and mind you I’m saying that you will not under any circumstances, have those puppies unless I’m home to help out, do you hear? This is a very important event not just for you but for me and I mean very important, not because any bet is riding on you or anything like that but because I just have to be there when it happens, you know, making sure and all, so don’t go taking it into your head to go it alone just because you’re the one having the puppies, you know, like having them when I’m miles and miles away at school and no way I’m going to be able to get home because Grandpa won’t be able to leave you and come pick me up. So, it’s got to be when I’m here, see? Well, you see? And furthermore I give you permission to have them in the middle of the night if you want, sort of between five in the afternoon and, let’s say, six o’clock in the morning, so I’m home already, or not rushing off to meet the school bus out at Beecher’s Corner.” Henry had put the brush down and hugged her, and when he was finished with the brushing she’d stretched out in her box by the stove exposing her swollen side to the world with a great sigh. 

There were grey skies and flurries in the mountains. Ginger ran to Tinley and he crouched to pet her. “She is seven, maybe eight days more,” he said, taking David’s hand in both his. It seemed rather precise, but David saw concern,  and Tinley’s tone was factual, not showing off. Why couldn’t monks show off a little? Didn’t Tinley, didn’t he? Yet that was not what he saw, other qualities perhaps, curiosity, and knowing. Yes, knowing the same things he had seen in the eyes of the shaman when telling him what some green bird or other had said. Revelation and trust too, revealing to David that knowing some things about animals, about dogs, was something he could discern, if Tinley let on to few how much he knew.  Connectedness too, Tinley was connecting, hiding or revealing at will. Then where were they going? They were walking across the yard, but David had no idea where they were going. He thought first, to the garden, but they passed the gate and went on towards the parking area.


Tinley said, “I have map, Lama Tshering draw for us. I go with him before. Bring food to Quinns. Not very far. Maybe ten miles back in mountains. Maybe find without map, but map very handy.” 

He explained along the way that he hadn’t phoned David before David phoned him because there had been nothing to tell. They had not seen Josiah or his family for weeks; Josiah had said something about taking the family to California for the winter, so they supposed they were gone. Was there an implied rebuke, that if David was anxious he might have called? David did not think he was being rebuked. If they had driven to the West Coast, when had they left? And if they had taken the black van why had Homeland not run them down by now? He would have heard.


“When do you think they left?”


It was mid-November now. The last class Josiah had attended would have been in early to mid October, Tinley thought, around the time, that is, of the last raid on the garden. Perhaps they were stocking up for the cross-country trip. It might explain the amount they pilfered. Hadn’t Warren contacted Homeland around then? He would have to double-check the dates in his calendar. 


“Do you think they drove?”


“With children I think they drive. No money for plane. Have friends in sangha, Might go with friends. Stay with sangha here, there. Maybe we learn something from land, if they not there.”


The road was barely two-lane. Flurries burst into squalls. Patches of blue sky and sun broke through. It was a typical mountain November day. The forests to either side were pine, cedar, and spruce, with groves of stark white birch vivid against dark green, a patina of snow just beginning to spread. A wide barren swathe rushed up a hillside, lumbered recently all the way to a jagged peak, as if someone had taken an electric razor through a swathe of his rather nice by now beard.

The mountains could not be like Tibet, David said. 

“Four times higher,” Tinley replied. Was theirs a convergence or an exile, and what was the distinction? Wasn’t Api, teaching in the city now, an exile from the natural world that had grounded his ancestors? What had Tinley left behind in Tibet? Was America the land of convergence, where people gathered; were to gather? The monks had found a home; they had a following. When he was sixteen Tinley said, he and ten other monks had walked from their monastery in eastern Tibet into India. It had taken them fifteen days. If the Chinese border patrols had spotted them they would have been arrested or shot. He used the word “slaughtered”, laughing, but with no sense of comedy.  He was sixty-four, he said, so it was nearly fifty years ago. He had been in the Catskills for twenty. “In the Catskills.” It sounded natural for him to say it, and why shouldn’t it sound natural? For centuries it seemed people had been converging here.

“Maybe now I more American than Tibetan!” Tinley said, laughing so loud Ginger woke up and gave a snort. “She mad I wake her. She need rest for puppies. Your grandson? He have special connection with dog, special gift. He is in school today? Not come.”


“He has a quiz this morning. I told him I was coming, of course. I’ve been instructed to tell you that he read the Karmapa’s book and really wants to do the interview with you. God forbid I forget to tell you.” 


Tinley nodded. “Now you tell him you tell me. Difficult book for boy to understand. I like to know if he understand. If message clear for child.”

“He certainly went on and on about it for weeks.”

Tinley nodded. “I already discuss interview with abbot. Must have his permission. He say it is a good idea, get youth involved, then we have good future. So Henry read all Noble Heart? Really all of it?”


Henry being Henry he would have, now, wouldn’t he? But David did not say that. He said,  “He sent you a question I’m supposed to deliver that today too on pain of death.” David risked fishing in his shirt pocket while driving, and handed over a crumpled slip of paper. 


Tinley read it aloud. “’If we have to change the world from the inside out, like the book says, how does the outside look when it is changed?’” Tinley laughed. “That is more like Zen koan.” But he added seriously, “Good question. Tell Henry we get good answer for him. I think about it, for interview, ask Lama Tshering, others, how they answer.” He studied the paper again, folded it carefully and slipped it into a jacket pocket. He said, “You know, I also ask abbot about Henry’s dreams. Henry give me permission. You remember this? Abbot thinks, not precise to call dreams. Not precise call visions. These English words too simple.” What would they call them? David was curious. Tinley said, “Dreams maybe same as Henry does with funny dog.” David thought he might mean communicate, as had been his own Walter Benjamin train of thought. Tinley said, “Henry and dreams talk together on other level.” Did he mean, “reveal”? But he seemed to mean “have a dialogue”, or “a connection”. Tinley added,  “He make connection”. 

“About what? “

Tinley said, “State of being now. That is what we think.” 

They were drawing near the Quinn’s road, Tinley warned. He said, “If Henry Tibetan boy, maybe Henry reincarnated lama, but I not think that Josiah Quinn right to say this. Very complicated process, find Tibetan reincarnation. Here! You go slow now. Turn hard to see. Their road just past big sign there. Yes, I remember now. Little more.” 


They turned onto a dirt track, hardened by cold nights. Tracks veered off to left and right, but they continued on straight a couple of hundred yards further to a black mailbox. Of course, a black mailbox. Their drive was rutted; the thick, still forest now dusted with snow. David slowed to a crawl, and drew into a parking area.

The site was bare, except for the black van. The tires had been removed and it was set up on blocks. So it was Josiah all along. “I see it was them,” David said. He felt relieved; then questioned the relief. He might feel relieved to have tracked them down, but they were not there and things were unresolved. The site had been stripped of everything as far as he could see, except the van. He had tracked them this far. Wouldn’t they return for the van? Too many loose ends were left hanging. 


“Is same car then?” Tinley asked.


“Yes.”


Ginger barked in agreement, and when David opened his door she squeezed out and ran over to it, her paws up on the window frame, glancing back at him, rushing around to the other side, and back again. The doors were locked but the windows had not been covered over. It was chockfull, and clearly being used for storage, which came as a relief. “They’ve left a lot here,” he said. They must be planning on returning. He peered in the back window, or rather he and Ginger peered in the back window, crammed with cardboard boxes, an old World War I green army locker with a large padlock, old clothes stuffed here and there, rolled black flags, and a scattering of anti-nuclear posters and buttons. When he was in his twenties David had been arrested in Seattle at an anti-nuclear sit-in. Enough of his biography was available on the web, on the college’s site, on the site of the Tax Resisters’ League, to offer the simplest of explanations why Josiah might have singled him out, although he was tempted to use the word “target”.  

He went around to the driver’s side window; Tinley was there looking in. “I think maybe they have my garden tools, but maybe quick to judge.” Clothes, books, tins of food were stacked to the roof, hammers, a screwdriver, an electric drill, but no garden tools. David told him to extend his hand to Ginger, He did and David said, “Find Ginger, find.” She barked excitedly at the new game and began to rush around the campsite and in a few seconds was digging madly in an area under trees with stakes still remaining in the ground that might have anchored a round structure. She unearthed an old shirt. It was Tinley’s, but there were no tools. 

“I should call the police and report the campsite,” David said, well imagining hordes of state police or Homeland Security agents descending on the van, breaking it open, going through the trunks to find clues, enough to track them down in California, perhaps arrest them, For what? Keeping an unregistered vehicle up on blocks? He walked around to the back again. They had removed the plates.  Was the van stolen? Warren hadn’t mentioned that if it was. The image of black SUVs racing into the peaceful clearing to ransack a black van did not sit well. Was turning the police loose on the Quinn’s in Henry’s best, long-term interest? Wouldn’t Rebecca think so?

“You call police then?” Tinley asked.

“I don’t know. I’m not sure.”

“If you call police then they talk to us about Quinns. What have they done?” 

They had stolen some vegetables. They had trampled some plants. They had borrowed some tools. They had left notes about Henry’s divinity. Rebecca feared what they might do. 

“It’s my daughter, Henry’s mother you see.”

“She want to protect him?”

“Yes.”

“This business with Henry, we not like one bit either. Tshering want to talk to Josiah about this.”

“He’s willing to do that?”

“Josiah is his pupil. Lama Tshering Josiah’s teacher.”

“Goes with the turf?”

“Question of responsibility. Important for Josiah’s practice. Henry come for interview, maybe meet Tshering same day. Maybe he want to interview whole monastery and not just lowly gardener!” He laughed again his Tibetan laugh.

Henry needed allies; allies were good. It was not a bad strategy to have allies, form alliances, although convincing Rebecca would be another matter. Henry had a powerful ally in Tinley; that was another way of looking at it, and an even more powerful one in the monastery.  David said, “I’m still not sure his mother won’t reach for the phone and call in the National Guard. I suppose I could always bring her here.”

“Good idea. We have woman monks. Maybe make her a monk.” 

They would have to work out a strategy, David said, if he had half a hope in hell of convincing Rebecca. If they heard from Josiah, if he returned in the spring, would Tinley let him know? 

Tinley said it was simpler than David thought. “Henry come do interview. I take him to Lama Tshering, to abbot. Matter of protocol to meet abbot. To test sincerity of visitor. I already vouch. Good impression that day. Good spirit. Henry do interview with me, maybe with Tshering. We answer questions about Karmapa’s book, maybe ask Henry questions. Henry hang around, become friend of monastery. We put him under our protection. Very powerful.” 

If Josiah continued his practice when he was away then he would also have to contact Tshering for new lessons. If he continued with Tshering when he returned, they could talk to him then. If they did not see him in spring, they could drive over to the campsite. The Quinns were poor. It looked like they had stored enough things in the back of the van to suggest they were intending to return. 

“You see, situation open; many possibilities. Sneaky Tibetan logic tell this.“ He laughed again, as did David. 

“It might just work”, David muttered. It just might.


“Your daughter another matter. Good luck with woman.” Tinley said.

Henry was shaking him. “Wake up, grandpa! Wake up!” Henry pulled at the covers. 


“Henry? What time is it?”


“It’s five-thirty Grandpa. I think she’s getting ready. You better get up.”


“All right Henry I’m coming.”


He could hear Ginger whimpering downstairs.


“I put coffee on for you. I know you like it strong. I needed some too.”


He passed the stairwell; a smell of strong coffee; Ginger at the bottom pacing in circles looking confused, whining, sitting, looking around, pacing again in a tight circle. 


“I’m coming ole girl.”

He splashed water on his face, threw on some clothes; went downstairs to the kitchen.


“Are you sure she’s all right? Maybe we should call Jenny.”


“She’s okay.” Her cervix was dilating. It could cause confusion. 

He poured himself a mug of coffee. She had made a bed in David’s closet but she followed him into the kitchen, pawed at his hand, wandered to the corner; whimpering. 

David said, “Seems she changed her mind Henry. We better get her bed down here.” Hardly were the words out of his mouth, than Henry was up the stairs and down, with the bundle of old sweaters, towels and blankets taken from the back of the closet, which they arranged now in her bed between the stove and radiator. She tried to nudge in before they were finished. 

“Guess that’s what she wanted, Henry. I’ll make us some breakfast.” 

But Henry seemed as oblivious as Ginger. He had knelt beside her and was saying “ . . . now, don’t you worry just because you’re going to have a few little puppies. Me and Grandpa, or David if that’s what you might be calling him today, because I don’t think I ever asked you, are right here and aren’t going anywhere until all . . .” He turned to David, and David nodded. “Until all four of your pups are born and in fact we ain’t going anywhere for the whole day just to make sure you’re fine, and not only that but by the way thanks for four because now I win that bet with Eddie, which I’m sure you know all about and are doing me a favor, like two birds with one stone, so you just relax there and let those four happen cause we’re right here making sure everything’s going all right and nobody but nobody would ever let you down, not in a blue moon, or until the cows come home, or, well you get the picture, so guess you better get it all started and the show on the road, ole girl, cause, like I said, we’re right here watching over you. Just don’t go getting lazy either and sort of forget there are four, and in case you do, I better tell you right now I’ll be right here reminding you.”


She licked his face, lay back with a sigh, raised her head to look at him, lowered her head, whined, raised a leg and strained. A few minutes later the first pup appeared easily. She did the right thing, licking off the sack so it could breath. It squeaked. “Oh God, look at that Grandpa. She knows what to do. And it sure looks like it’s Shep’s all right.”



David wasn’t so sure. But then he was sure. All along she had been running the show.
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