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1,000 pages. Exhausted by her effort, she at last sent it off to g
lisher, only to be told that it would have to be cut by nearly p,
Though daunted by the work ahead of her, the novelist was encg
aged by the publisher’s interest and spent more than a year ex
ing material. .
But by the time she reached the requested length, the noveljg
found it difficult to stop. In the early days of her editing, she woulg
struggle for hours to remove words from a sentence, only to d :
cover that its paragraph was better off without it. Soon she d
covered that removing sentences from a paragraph was rarely as
fective as cutting entire paragraphs, nor was selectively erasin
paragraphs from a chapter as satisfying as eliminating chapters ens
tirely. After another year, she had whittled the book down into a
short story, which she sent to magazines.
Multiple rejections, however, drove her back to the chopping
block, where she reduced her story to a vignette, the vignette to ai

anecdote, the anecdote to an aphorism, and the aphorism, at las
to this haiku:

Tiny upstate town
Undergoes many changes
Nonetheless endures

Unfortunately, no magazine would publish the haiku. The noy-
elist has printed it on note cards, which she can be found giving.
away to passers-by in our town park, where she is also known some-
times to sleep, except when the police, whose thuggish tactics she
so neatly parodied in her original manuscript, bring her in on:
charges of vagrancy. I have a copy of the haiku pinned above my
desk, its note card grimy and furred along the edges from multiple
profferings, and I read it frequently, sometimes with pity but always.

with awe. A
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HENRY ASKED A QUESTION. He was joking. et
:‘Aq a matter of fact,” the real estate agent snapped, “it m.h
g = - =9 : ¥ “ve

It was not a question she had expected to be asked. i'Sle E’Eirt

Henry a goofy, appeasing smile and yanked at the hem of the s .
o g ) 2 o - r

of hcf” pink linen suit, which seemed as if it might, at any 11101}1&: 2

go rolling up her knees like a window shade. She was younger thai

Henry and sold houses that she couldn’t atforc_i, to buyl. s L

“It's reflected in the asking price, of course, she said. “Like yo
said.” M

Henry stared at her. She blushed. gt = .

“I've never seen anything,” she said. “But ‘thcle are storle‘s. T}o‘i
stories that I know. I just know there are stories. If you believe tha
sort of thing.” L .

“I don’t.” Henrv said. When he looked over to see if Cd}lillefllle

: ; he ti ireplace, as it she were
had heard, she had her head up the tlleq hlE])ldL.L, as i i
trying it on, to see whether it fit. Catherine was sI1X morﬁ.ls p gt
nant. Nothing fit her except for Henry's baseball caps, his swea
pants, his T-shirts. But she liked the fireplace. : ]

Carleton was running up and down the stzurcase,hs»lczqalplpgide;j
' i i ’ is hands lo
heels down hard, keeping his head down and his

: layed.
around the banister. Carleton was serious about how he play

1 ArQ -1 h

Tilly sat on the landing, reading a book, legs poking out thrm;%e

the'railings. Whenever Carleton ran past, he thumped hfil’ on' 2
head, but Tilly never said a word. Carleton would be sorry later an
never even know Wh)-’. ‘ I ) ]

Catherine took her head out of the fireplace. “Guys, she said.
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“Carleton, Tilly. Slow down a minute and tell me what you think,
Think King Spanky will be okay out here?”

“King Spanky is a cat, Mom,” Tilly said. “Maybe we should get a
dog, you know, to help protect us.” She could tell by looking at her
mother that they were going to move. She didn’t know how she felg
about this, except she had plans for the yard. A yard like that
needed a dog.

“I don’t like big dogs,” said Carleton, six years old and small for
his age. “I don’t like this staircase. It’s too big.”

“Carleton,” Henry said. “Come here. I need a hug.”

Carleton came down the stairs. He lay down on his stomach |
on the floor and rolled, noisily, floppily, slowly, over to where
Henry stood with the real estate agent. He curled like a dead snake *
around Henry’s ankles. “I don't like those dogs outside,” he said.

“I know it looks like we’re out in the middle of nothing, but if

you go down through the backyard, cut through that stand of trees, |
there’s this little path. It takes you straight down to the train sta-

tion. Ten-minute bike ride,” the agent said. Nobody ever remem-
bered her name, which was why she had to wear too-tight skirts,

She was, as it happened, writing a romance novel, and she spenta

lot of time making up pseudonyms, just in case she ever finished it.
Ophelia Pink. Matilde Hightower. Lala Treeble. Or maybe she’d
write gothics. Ghost stories. But not about people like these. “An-
other ten minutes on that path and you're in town.”

“What dogs, Carleton?” Henry said.

“I think they're lions, Carleton,” said Catherine. “You mean the

stone ones beside the door? Just like the lions at the library. You
love those lions, Carleton. Patience and Fortitude?”
“I've always thought they were rabbits,” the real estate agent said.

“You know, because of the ears. They have big ears.” She flopped

her hands and then tugged at her skirt, which would not stay down.

“I think they’re pretty valuable. The guy who built the house hada

gallery in New York. He knew a lot of sculptors.”

Henry was struck by that. He didn’t think he knew a single
sculptor.

“T don’t like the rabbits,” Carleton said. “I don’t like the staircase.
I don’t like this room. It's too big. I don’t like Aer.”

“Carleton,” Henry said. He smiled at the real estate agent.

“I don’t like the house,” Carleton said, clinging to Henry's an-
kles. “I don’t like houses. I don’t want to live in a house.”
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“Then we’ll build you a tepee out on the lawn,” Catherine said.
She sat on the stairs beside Tilly, who shifted her weight, almost im-
perceptibly, toward Catherine. Catherine sat as still as possible.
Tilly was in fourth grade and difficult in a way that girls weren’t
supposed to be. Mostly she refuscd to be cuddled or babied. But
she sat there, leaning on Catherine’s arm, emanating saintly fra-
grances: peacefulness, placidness, goodness. I want this house, Cath-
erine said, moving her lips like a silent-movie heroine, to Henry,
so that neither Carleton nor the agent, who had bent over to in-
spect a piece of dust on the floor, could see. “You can live in your
tepee, and we'll invite you to come over for lunch. You like lunch,
don’t you? Peanut butter sandwiches?”

“I don’t,” Carleton said, and sobbed once.

But they bought the house anyway. The real estate agent got her
commission. Tilly rubbed the waxy stone ears of the rabbits on the
way out, pretending that they already belonged to her. They were
as tall as she was, but that wouldn'’t always be true. Carleton had a
peanut butter sandwich.

The rabbits sat on either side of the front door. Two stone animals
sitting on cracked, mossy haunches. They were shapeless, lumpish,
patient in a way that seemed not worn down, but perhaps never re-
ally finished in the first place. There was something about them
that reminded Henry of Stonehenge. Catherine thought of topiary
shapes, The Velveteen Rabbit, soldiers who stand guard in front of pal-
aces and never even twitch their noses. Maybe they could be do-
nated to 2 museum. Or broken up with jackhammers. They didn’t
suit the house at all.

“So what's the house like?” said Henry’s boss. She was carefully
stretching rubber bands around her rubber-band ball. By now the
rubber-band ball was so big, she had to get special extra-large rub-

ber bands from the art department. She claimed it helped her

think. She had tried knitting for a while, but it turned out that knit-
ting was too utilitarian, too feminine. Making an enormous ball out
of rubber bands struck the right note. It was something a man
might do.

It took up half of her desk. Under the fluorescent office lights it
had a peeled red liveliness. You almost expected it to shoot forward
and out the door. The larger it got, the more it looked like some
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kind of eyeless, hairless, legless animal. Maybe a dog. A Carleton-
sized dog, Henry thought, although not a Carleton-sized rubber-
band ball.

Catherine joked sometimes about using the carleton as a mea-
sure of unit.

“Big,” Henry said. “Haunted.”

“Really?” his boss said. “So’s this rubber band.” She aimed a rub-
ber band at Henry and shot him in the elbow. This was meant to
suggest that she and Henry were good friends and just goofing
around, the way good friends did. But what it really meant was that
she was angry at him. “Don’t leave me,” she said.

“I'm only two hours away.” Henry put up his hand to ward off
rubber bands. “Quit it. We talk on the phone, we use e-mail. I come
back to town when you need me in the office.”

“You're sure this is a good idea?” his boss said. She fixed her
reptilian, watery gaze on him. She had problematical tear ducts.
Though she could have had a minor surgical procedure to fix this,
she’d chosen not to. It was a tactical advantage, the way it spooked
people.

It didn’t really matter that Henry remained immune to rubber
bands and crocodile tears. She had backup strategies. She thought
about which would be most effective while Henry pitched his stu-
pid idea all over again.

Henry had the movers’ phone number in his pocket, like a talis-
man. He wanted to take it out, wave it at the Crocodile, say, Look at
this! Instead he said, “For nine years, we've lived in an apartment
next door to a building that smells like urine. Like someone built
an entire building out of bricks made of compressed red pee.
Someone spit on Catherine in the street last week. This old Russian
lady in a fur coat. A kid rang our doorbell the other day and tried
to sell us gas masks. Door-to-door gas-mask salesman. Catherine
bought one. When she told me about it she burst into tears. She
said she couldn’t figure out if she was feeling guilty because she’d
bought a gas mask, or if it was because she hadn’t bought enough
for everyone.”

“Good Chinese food,” his boss said. “Good movies. Good book-
stores. Good dry cleaners. Good conversation.”

“Tree houses,” Henry said. “I had a tree house when I was a
kid.”

i
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“You were never a kid,” his boss said.

“Three bathrooms. Crown moldings. We can’t even see our near-
est neighbor’s house. 1 get up in the morning, have coffee, put
Carleton and Tilly on the bus, and go to work in my pajamas.”

“What about Catherine?” The Crocodile put her head down on
her rubber-band ball. Possibly this was a gesture of defeat.

“There was that thing. Catherine’s whole department is leav-
ing. Like rats deserting a sinking ship. Anyway, Catherine needs a
change. And so do I,” Henry said. “We've got another kid on the
way. We're going to garden. Catherine’ll teach ESL, find a book
group, write her book. Teach the kids how to play bridge. You've
got to start them early.”

He picked a rubber band off the floor and offered it to his boss.
“You should come out and visit some weekend.”

“I never go upstate,” the Crocodile said. She held on to her rub-
ber-band ball. “Too many ghosts.”

“Are you going to miss this? Living here?” Catherine said. She
couldn’t stand the way her stomach poked out. She couldn’t see
past it. She held up her left foot to make sure it was still there and
pulled the sheet off Henry.

“I love the house,” Henry said.

“Me too,” Catherine said. She was biting her fingernails. Henry
could hear her teeth going click, click. Now she had both feet up in
the air. She wiggled them around. Hello, feet.

“What are you doing?”

She put them down again. On the street outside, cars came and
went, pushing smears of light along the ceiling, slow and fast at the
same time. The baby was wriggling around inside her, kicking out
with both feet like it was swimming across the English Channel, the
Pacific. Kicking all the way to China. “Did you buy that story about
the former owners moving to France?”

“I don’t believe in France,” Henry said. “Je ne crois pas en France.”

“Neither do I,” Catherine said. “Henry?”

“What?”

“Do you love the house?”

“I love the house.”

“I love it more than you do,” Catherine said, although Henry
hated it when she said things like that. “What do you love best”
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“That room in the front,” Henry said. “With the windows. Our
bedroom. Those weird rabbit statues.”

“Me too,” Catherine said, although she didn’t. “I love those rab-
bits.”

Then she said, “Do you ever worry about Carleton and Tilly?”

“What do you mean?” Henry said. He looked at the alarm clock:
it was 4:00 A.M. “Why are we awake right now?”

“Sometimes I worry that I love one of them better,” Catherine
said. “Like I might love Tilly better. Because she used to wet the
bed. Because she’s always so angry. Or Carleton, because he was so
sick when he was little.”

“I love them both the same,” Henry said.

He didn’t even know he was lying. Catherine knew, though. She
knew he was lying, and she knew he didn’t even know it. Most of the
time she thought that it was okay. As long as he thought he loved
them both the same and acted as if he did, that was good enough.

“Well, do you ever worry that you love them more than me?” she
said. “Or that I love them more than I love you?”

“Do you?” Henry said.

“Of course,” Catherine said. “I have to. It's my job.”

She found the gas mask in a box of wineglasses, and also six recent
issues of The New Yorker; which she still might get a chance to read
someday. She put the gas mask under the sink and The New Yorkers
in the sink. Why not? It was her sink. She could put anything she
wanted into it. She took the magazines out again and put them into
the refrigerator, just for fun.

Henry came into the kitchen, holding silver candlesticks and a
stuffed armadillo, which someone had made into a purse. It had a
shoulder strap made out of its own skin. You opened its mouth and
put things inside it, lipstick and subway tokens. It had pink gimlet
eyes and smelled strongly of vinegar. It belonged to Tilly, although
how it had come into her possession was unclear, Tilly claimed
she’d won it at school in a contest involving doughnuts. Catherine
thought it more likely Tilly had either stolen it or (slightly prefera-
ble) found it in someone’s trash. Now Tilly kept her most valuable
belongings inside the purse to keep them safe from Carleton, who
was covetous of the previous things — because they were small and
because they belonged to Tilly — but afraid of the armadillo.

“T've already told her she can’t take it to school for at least the
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frst two weeks. Then we'll see.” She took the purse from Henry
and put it under the sink with the gas mask. ‘ ‘ .

“What are they doing?” Henry said. Framed in the kitchen win-
dow, Carleton and Tilly hunched over the lawn. They had a pair of
scissors and a notebook and a stapler. _

“They're collecting grass.” Catherine took dishes out of a‘box,
put the bubble wrap aside for Tilly to stomp, and stowed the dishes
in a cabinet. The baby kicked like it knew all about bubble wrap.
“Whoa, Fireplace,” she said. “We don’t have a dancing license in
there.”

Henry put out his hand, rapped on Catherine’s stomach. Knock,
knock. 1t was Tilly’s joke. Catherine would say, “Who's there?” and
Tilly would say, “Candlestick’s here.” “Fat Man's here.” Box. Ham-
mer. Milkshake. Clarinet. Mousetrap. Fiddlestick. Tilly had a whole
list of names for the baby. The real estate agent would have ap-
proved.

“Where’s King Spanky?” Henry said.

“Under our bed,” Catherine said. “He’s up in the box frame.”

“Have we unpacked the alarm clock?” Henry said.

“Poor King Spanky,” Catherine said. “Nobody to love except an
alarm clock. Come upstairs and let’s see if we can shake him out of
the bed. I've got a present for you.”

The present was in a U-Haul box exactly like all the other boxes
in the bedroom, except that Catherine had written HENRY'S
PRESENT on it instead of LARGE FRONT BEDROOM. Inside the
box were Styrofoam peanuts and then a smaller box from Taka-
shimaya. The Takashimaya box was fastened with a silver ribbon.
The tissue paper inside was dull gold, and inside the tissue papt.zr
was a green silk robe with orange sleeves and heraldic animals in
orange and gold thread. “Lions,” Henry said.

“Rabbits,” Catherine said.

“I didn’t get you anything,” Henry said.

Catherine smiled nobly. She liked giving presents better than
getting presents. She’d never told Henry because it seemed to her
that it must be selfish in some way she’d never bothered to figure
out. Catherine was grateful to be married to Henry, who accepted
all presents as his due; who looked good in the clothes she bought
him: who was vain, in an easygoing way, about his good looks.
Buying clothes for Henry was especially satisfying now, while she
was pregnant and couldn’t buy them for herself.
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She said, “If you don’t like it, then I'll keep it. Look at you, logk
at those sleeves. You look like the emperor of Japan.”

They had already colonized the bedroom, making it full of
things that belonged to them. There was Catherine’s mirror on the
wall, and their mahogany wardrobe, their first real piece of furnj.
ture, a wedding present from Catherine'’s great-aunt. There wag
their serviceable queen-size bed with King Spanky lodged up inside
it, and there was Henry, spinning his arms in the wide orange
sleeves, like an embroidered windmill. Henry could see all of these
things in the mirror, and behind him, their lawn and Tilly and ‘
Carleton, stapling grass into their notebook. He saw all of these
things and he found them good. But he couldn’t see Catherine,
When he turned around, she stood in the doorway, frowning at
him. She had the alarm clock in her hand. :

“Look at you,” she said again. It worried her, the way something,
someone, Henry, could suddenly look like a place she'd never been
before. The alarm began to ring and King Spanky came out from
under the bed, trotting over to Catherine. She bent over, awk-
wardly — ungraceful, ungainly, so clumsy, so fucking awkward; be- '_
ing pregnant was like wearing a fucking suitcase strapped across
your middle — put the alarm clock down on the ground, and King
Spanky hunkered down in front of it, his nose against the ringing
glass face. And that made her laugh again. Henry loved Cathe-
rine’s laugh. Downstairs, their children slammed a door open, ran
through the house, carrying scissors, both Catherine and Henry

e

knew, and slammed another door open and were outside again,
leaving behind the smell of grass. There was a store in New York
where you could buy a perfume that smelled like that.

Catherine and Carleton and Tilly came back from the grocery
store with a tire, a rope to hang it from, and a box of pancake mix
for dinner. Henry was online, looking at a JPEG of a rubber-band -
ball. There was a message, too. The Crocodile needed him to come |

fires, and there was no one smart enough to see how to put them
out except for him. They were his accounts. He had to come in and

sold; she’d checked with their listing agent. So surely it wouldn’t be
impossible, not impossible, only inconvenient. '

‘ L
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He went downstairs to tell Catherine. “That witch,” she said, and
(hen bit her lip. “She called the listing agent? I'm sorry. We talked
about this. Never mind. Just give me a moment. &

Catherine inhaled. Exhaled. Inhaled. If she were Carleton, she
would hold her breath until her face turned red and Henry agreed
{o stay home, but then again, it never worked for Carleton. “We ran
into our new neighbors in the grocery store. She's about tl'%e same
age as me. Liz and Marcus. One kid, older, a girl, um, I tll'.mk her
name was Alison, maybe from a first marriage — potential baby-
sitter, which is really good news. Liz is a lawyer. Gorgeous. Reads
Opmh books. He likes to cook.”

“So do 1,” Henry said.

“You're better looking,” Catherine said. “So do you have to go
pack tonight, or can you take the train in the morning?”

“The morning is fine,” Henry said, wanting to seem agreeable.

Carleton appeared in the kitchen, his arms pinned 3.1‘0111.11'1 King
Spanky’s middle. The cat’s front legs stuck straight out, as if (.Jarlc-
ton were dowsing. King Spanky’s eyes were closed. His whiskers
twitched Morse code. “What are you wearing?” Carleton said.

“My new uniform,” Henry said. “I wear it to work.”

“Where do you workr” Carleton said, testing.

“I work at home,” Henry said. Catherine snorted.

“He looks like the king of rabbits, doesn’t he? The emperor of
Rabbitaly,” she said, no longer sounding particularly pleased about
this.

“He looks like a princess,” Carleton said, now pointing King
Spanky at Henry like a gun.

“Where’s your grass collection?” Henry said. “Can I see it2”

“No,” Carleton said. He put King Spanky on the floor, and the
cat slunk out of the kitchen, heading for the staircase, the bed-
room, the safety of the bedsprings, the beloved alarm clock, the be-
loved. The beloved may be treacherous, greasy-headed, and given
to evil habits, or else it can be a man in his late forties who works
too much, or it can be an alarm clock.

“After dinner,” Henry said, trying again, “we could go out and
find a tree for your tire swing.”

“No,” Carleton said regretfully. He lingered in the kitchen, hop-
ing to be asked a question to which he could say yes.

“Where’s your sister?” Henry said.
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“Watching television,” Carleton said. “I don’t like the television
here.”
“It's too big,” Henry said, but Catherine didn’t laugh.

Henry dreams he is the king of the real estate agents. Henry loves
his job. He tries to sell a house to a young couple wi th twitchy noses
and big dark eyes. Why does he always dream that he’s trying to sell
things?

The couple stare at him nervously. He leans toward them as if
he’s going to whisper something in their silly, expectant ears. It'sa
secret he’s never told anyone before. It's a secret he didn’t even
know that he knew. “Let’s stop fooling,” he says. “You can’t afford
to buy this house. You don’t have any money. You're rabbits.”

“Where do you work?” Carleton said in the morning when Henry
called from Grand Central.

“I work at home,” Henry said. “Home where we live now, where
you are. Eventually. Just not today. Are you getting ready for
school?”

Carleton put the phone down. Henry could hear him saying
something to Catherine. “He says he’s not nervous about school,”
she said. “He’s a brave kid.”

“I kissed you this morning,” Henry said, “but you didn’t wake up.
There were all these rabbits on the lawn. They were huge. King
Spanky-sized. They were just sitting there like they were waiting for
the sun to come up. It was funny, like some kind of art installation.
But it was kind of creepy, too. Think they’d been there all night?”

“Rabbits? Can they have rabies? I saw them this morning when 1
got up,” Catherine said. “Carleton didn’t want to brush his teeth
this morning. He says something’s wrong with his toothbrush.”

“Maybe he dropped it in the toilet, and he doesn’t want to tell
you,” Henry said.

“Maybe you could buy a new toothbrush and bring it home,”
Catherine said. “He doesn’t want one from the drugstore here. He
wanls one from New York.”

“Where's Tilly?” Henry said.

“She says she’s trying to figure out what's wrong with Carleton’s
toothbrush. She’s still in the bathroom,” Catherine said.

“Can I talk to her for a second?” Henry said.

“Tell her she needs to get dressed and eat her Cheerios,”
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Catherine said. “After I drive them to school, Liz is coming over For
coffee. Then we’re going to go out for lunch. I'm not unpacking
another box until you get home. Here’s Tilly.” .

«Hi,” Tilly said. She sounded as if she was asking a question.

Tilly never liked talking to people on the telephone. How were
vou sﬁpposed to know if they were really who they said ‘they were?
And even if they were who they claimed to be, they didn’t know
whether you were who you said you were. You could be someone
clse. They might give away information about you and not even
know it. There were no protocols. No precautions.

She said, “Did you brush your teeth this morning?”

«Good morning, Tilly,” her father (if it was her father) said. “My
toothbrush was fine. Perfectly normal.”

“That's good,” Tilly said. “I let Carleton use mine.”

“That was very generous,” Henry said. ‘

“No problem," Tilly said. Sharing things with Carleton was.n t
like having to share things with other people. It wasn’t really like
sharing things at all. Carleton belonged to her, like the toothbrush.
“Mom savs that when we get home today, we can draw on the walls
in our rc;oms if we want to, while we decide what color we want to

aint them.”

“Sounds like fun,” Henry said. “Can I draw on them, too?”

“Maybe,” Tilly said. She had already said too much. “Gotta go.
Gotta cat breakfast.”

“Don’t be worried about school,” Henry said.

“I'm not worried about school,” Tilly said.
“Ilove you,” Henry said.
“T'm real concerned about this toothbrush,” Tilly said.

He closed his eyes only for a minute. Just for a minute. When he
woke up, it was dark and he didn’t know where he was. He stood up
and went over to the door, almost tripping over something. It sailed
away from him in an exuberant, rollicking sweep.

According to the clock on his desk, it was 4:00 A.M. Why was it al-
ways 4:00 A.M.?> There were four messages on his cell phone, all
from Catherine.

He went online and checked train schedules. Then he sent
Catherine a fast e-mail: “Fell asleep @ midnight? Mssed trains.
Awake now, going to keep on working. Pting out fires. Take the
train home early afternoon? Stll Iv me?” Before he went back to
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work, he kicked the rubber-band ball back down the hall towarg

the Crocodile’s door.

Catherine called him at 8:45.
“I'm sorry,” Henry said.
“I bet you are,” Catherine said.

“I can’t find my razor. I think the Crocodile had some kind of

tantrum and tossed my stuff.”
“Carleton will love that,” Catherine said. “Maybe you should

sneak in the house and shave before dinner. He had a hard dayat |

school yesterday.”

“Maybe I should grow a beard,” Henry said. “He can’t be afraid

of everything all the time. Tell me about the first day of school.”
“We'll talk about it later,” Catherine said. “Liz just drove up. I'm
going to be her guest at the gym. Just make it home for dinner.”

At 6:00 p.M. Henry e-mailed Catherine again. “Srry. Accidentally
startd avalanche while puttng out fires. Wait up for me? How ws sec-
ond day of school?” She didn’t write him back. He called and no
one picked up the phone. She didn’t call.

He took the last train home. By the time they reached the sta-

tion, he was the only one left in his car. He unchained his bicycle
and rode it home in the dark. Rabbits pelted across the footpath in
front of his bike. There were rabbits foraging on his lawn. They
froze as he dismounted and pushed the bicycle across the grass.
The lawn was rumpled; the bike went up and down over invisible
depressions that he supposed were rabbit holes. There were two
short, fat men standing in the dark on either side of the front door,
waiting for him, but when he came closer, he remembered that
they were stone rabbits. “Knock, knock,” he said.

The real rabbits on the lawn tipped their ears at him. The stone
rabbits waited for the punch line, but they were just stone rabbits.
They had nothing better to do.

The front door wasn’t locked. He walked through the downstairs

rooms, putting his hands on the backs and tops of furniture. In the

kitchen, cut-down boxes leaned in stacks against the wall, waiting

to be recycled or remade into cardboard houses and spaceships
and tunnels for Carleton and Tilly.

Catherine had unpacked Carleton’s room. Nightlights in the
shapes of bears and geese and cats were plugged into every floor
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outlet. There were little low-watt table lamps as well — hippo, ro-
pot, gorilla, pirate ship. Everything was soaked in a tender, peace-
able light, translating Carleton’s room into something more than a
bedroom: something luminous, numinous, a cartoony midnight
church of sleep.

Tilly was sleeping in the other bed.

Tilly would never admit that she sleepwalked, the same way that
she would never admit that she sometimes still wet the bed. But she
refused to make friends. Making friends would have meant spend-
ing the night in strange houses. Tomorrow morning she would in-
sist that Henry or Catherine must have carried her from her room,
put her to bed in Carleton’s room for reasons of their own.

Henry knelt down between the two beds and kissed Carleton
on the forehead. He kissed Tilly, smoothed her hair. How could he
not love Tilly better? He'd known her longer. She was so brave, so
angry.

On the walls of Carleton’s bedroom, Henry's children had
drawn a house. A cat nearly as big as the house. There was a crown
on the cat’s head. Trees or flowers with pairs of leaves that pointed
straight up, still bigger, and a stick figure on a stick bicycle, rid-
ing past the trees. When he looked closer, he thought that maybe
the trees were actually rabbits. The wall smelled like Froot Loops.
Someone had written HENRY is A RAT FINK! HA HA! He recog-
nized his wife’s handwriting.

“Scented markers,” Catherine said. She stood in the door, hold-
ing a pillow against her stomach. “I was sleeping downstairs on the
sofa. You walked right past and didn’t see me.”

“The front door was unlocked,” Henry said.

“Liz says nobody ever locks their doors out here,” Catherine said.
“Are you coming to bed, or were you just stopping by to see how we
werer”

“T have to go back in tomorrow,” Henry said. He pulled a tooth-
brush out of his pocket and showed it to her. “There’s a box of
Krispy Kreme doughnuts on the kitchen counter.”

“Delete the doughnuts,” Catherine said. “I'm not that easy.” She
took a step toward him and accidentally kicked King Spanky.
The cat yowled. Carleton woke up. He said, “Who’s there? Who's
there?”

“It’s me,” Henry said. He knelt beside Carleton’s bed in the light
of the Winnie-the-Pooh lamp. “I brought you a new toothbrush.”
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Carleton whimpered.

“What's wrong, spaceman?” Henry said. “It’s just a toothbrush »
He leaned toward Carleton and Carleton scooted back. He began

to scream.

In the other bed, Tilly was dreaming about rabbits. When she’q
come home from school, she and Carleton had seen rabbits sittip
on the lawn as if they had kept watch over the house all the time
that Tilly had been gone. In her dream they were still there. She
dreamed she was creeping up on them. They opened their mouths,
wide enough to reach inside like she was some kind of rabbit den-
tist, and so she did. She put her hand around something small and
cold and hard. Maybe it was a ring, a diamond ring. Or a. Or. It was
a. She couldn’t wait to show Carleton. Her arm was inside the rab-
bit all the way to her shoulder. Someone put their hand around her
wrist and yanked. Somewhere her mother was talking. She said —

“It’s the beard.”

Catherine couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry or scream
like Carleton. That would surprise Carleton, if she started scream-
ing, too. “Shoo! Shoo, Henry — go shave and come back as quick
as you can, or else he’ll never go back to sleep.”

“Carleton, honey,” she was saying as Henry left the room, “it’s
your dad. It’s not Santa Claus. It’s not the big bad wolf. It’s your
dad. Your dad just forgot. Why don’t you tell me a story? Or do you
want to go watch your daddy shave?”

Catherine’s hot-water bottle was draped over the tub. Towels
were heaped on the floor. Henry’s things had been put away be-
hind the mirror. It made him feel tired, thinking of all the other
things that still had to be put away. He washed his hands, then
looked at the bar of soap. It didn’t feel right. He put it back on the
sink, bent over and sniffed it, and then tore off a piece of toilet pa-
per, used the toilet paper to pick up the soap. He threw it in the
trash and unwrapped a new bar of soap. There was nothing wrong
with the new soap. There was nothing wrong with the old soap ei-
ther. He was just tired. He washed his hands and lathered up his
face, shaved off his beard, and watched the little bristles of hair
wash down the sink. When he went to show Carleton his brand-new
face, Catherine was curled up in bed beside Carleton. They were

both asleep. They were still asleep when he left the house at five-
thirty the next morning.
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ayhere are you?” Catherine said. - . -

«'m on my way home. I'm on the train. The train was still in }he
station. They would be leaving any minute. \Th ey had been {cm;ng
any minute for the last hour or so, and before thal tli{,t}-'hi}:_lldb a
. -g{‘.[ off the train twir.e., and then back on arg‘am.‘ lh"q« a } ee1}1
qssured there was nothing to worry about. There was no erln
(hreat. There was no bomb. The delay was f:)nly tempor,a‘r}.} l] u{
people on the train looked at each .Dthel”, trying tg seem as if they
were not looking. Everyone had their cell Plloncs out. ”

«The rabbits are out on the lawn again,” Cathcnm-: s;u(!. Al hE‘I’L
must be at least fifty or sixty. I've never cmchd rabbits before. 'l lll}i
keeps trying to go outside to make [rwudfz with them, but as soon as
she’s outside, they all go bouncing away like heach ball.s. I talked to
a lawn specialist today. He says we need to do'somethmg about it,
which is what Liz was saying. Rabbits can be a big problem out here.
They've probably got tunnels and warrens all Fhrough the ya}'d‘ ?t
could be a problem. Like living on top of a.mnkhole. But Tilly is
never going to forgive us. She knows something’s up. She says she
doesn’t want a dog anymore. It would scare away the rabbits. Do
you think we should get a dog? “ . .

“So what do they do? Put out poison? Dig up the yard? F-Icnry
said. The man in the seat in front of him got up. He took his b'atgs
out of the luggage rack and left the train. Everyone watched him
go, pretending they were not. _ .

“He was telling me they have these devices, kind of like ultra-
sound equipment. They plot out the tunne‘ls, close. them.up:‘ and
then gas the rabbits. It sounds gruesome,” Catherine said. And
this kid, this baby has been kicking the daylights out of me. All da‘}-‘
long it’s kick, kick,jump, kick, like some kind nf: martial art.j.st. He's
going to be an angry kid, Henry. Just like his sister. Her sister. Or
maybe I'm going to give birth to rabbits.” ‘

- “As long as they have your eyes and my chin,” Hel.n'y said.

“I've gotta go,” Catherine said. “I have to pee again. All day long
it's the kid jumping, me peeing, Tilly getting her heart. broken be-
cause she can’t make friends with the rabbits, me worrying becalfsc
she doesn’t want to make friends with other kids, just with rabbits,
Carleton asking if today he has to go to school, does he have to go
to school tomorrow, why am I making him go to school when f:v-
erybody there is bigger than him, why is my stomach so big and fat,
why does his teacher tell him to act like a big boy? Henry, why are



82 KELLY LINg

we doing this again? Why am I pregnant? And where are you? Why
aren’t you here? What about our deal? Don’t you want to be herep”
“I'm sorry,” Henry said. “I'll talk to the Crocodile. We'll work
something out.”
“I thought you wanted this, too, Henry. Don’t you?”
“Of course,” Henry said. “Of course I want this.” )
“I've gotta go,” Catherine said again. “Liz is bringing some

read Fight Club. Her stepdaughter, Alison, is going to look after
Tilly and Carleton for me. I've already talked to Tilly. She promises_}'
she won't bite or hit or make Alison cry.”
“What's the trade? A few hours of bonus TV?”
“No,” Catherine said. “Something’s up with the TV.”
“What’s wrong with the TV?” 4
“I don’t know,” Catherine said. “It's working fine. But the kids
won’t go near it. Isn’t that great? It’s the same thing as the tooth-
brush. You'll see when you get home. I mean, it’s not just the kids. I
was watching the news earlier, and then I had to turn it off. It wasn’t
the news. It was the TV.” '
“So it's the downstairs bathroom and the coffee maker and
Carleton’s toothbrush and now the TV?”
“There’s some other stuff as well, since this morning. Your of-
fice, apparently. Everything in it — your desk, your bookshelves, .'.
your chair, even the paper clips.” .
“That’s probably a good thing, right? T mean, that way they’ll sta]!I
out of there.” :
“I guess,” Catherine said. “The thing is, [ went and stood in therc_‘;-;:
for a while and it gave me the creeps, too. So now I can’t pick up ei;"
mail. And I had to throw out more soap. And King Spanky doesn’t -
love the alarm clock anymore. He won’t come out from under the
bed when I set it off.”
“The alarm clock, too?”
“It does sound different,” Catherine said. “Just a little bit differ-:
ent. Or maybe I'm insane. This morning, Carleton told me that he:

he walks down that little path, he’ll get mugged. I've really got '5:"
go, Henry, or I'm going to wet my pants, and 1 don’t have time tO
change again before everyone gets here.” o

“Tlove you,” Henry said.
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“Then why aren’t you here?” Catherine said victoriously. She
hung up and ran down the hallway toward the downstairs bath-
room. Butwhen she got there, she turned around. She went racing
up the stairs, pulling down her pants as she went, and barely got to
the master bedroom bathroom in time. All day long she’d gone up
and down the stairs, feeling extremely silly. There was nothing
wrong with the downstairs bathroom. It was just the lixtures. When
vou flushed the toilet or ran water in the sink. She didn’t like the
sound the water made.

Several times now, Henry had come home and found Catherine
|Jai1'1ting rooms, which was a problem. The problem was that Henry
kept going away. If he didn't keep going away, he wouldn’t have to
keep coming home. That was Catherine’s point. Henry’s point was
that Catherine wasn’t supposed to be painting rooms while she was
pregnant. Pregnant women were supposed o stay away [rom paint
fumes. Catherine had solved this problem by wearing the gas mask
while she painted. She had known the gas mask would come in
handy. She told Henry she promised to stop painting as soon as
he started working at home, which was the plan. Meanwhile, she
couldn’t decide on colors. She and Carleton and Tilly spent hours
looking at paint strips with colors that had names like Sangria, Peat
Bog, Tulip, Tantrum, Planetarium, Galactica, Tea Leaf, Egg Yolk,
Tinker Toy, Gauguin, Susan, Envy, Aztec, Utopia, Wax Apple, Rice
Bowl, Cry Baby, Fat Lip, Green Banana, Trampoline, Fingernail. It
was a wonderful way to spend time. They went off to school, and
when they got home, the living room would be Harp Seal instead of
Full Moon. They'd spend some time with that color, getting to
know it, ignoring the television, which was haunted (haunfed wasn't
the right word, of course, but Catherine couldn’t think what the
right word was), and then a couple of days later, Catherine would
g0 buy some more primer and start again. Carleton and Tilly loved
this. They begged her to repaint their bedrooms. She did.

She wished she could eat paint. Whenever she opened a can of
Paint, her mouth filled with saliva. When she’d been pregnant with
Cal‘letnn, she hadn’t been able to eat anything except olives and
hearts of palm and dry toast. When she’d been pregnant with Tilly,
she’d eaten dirt once in Central Park. Tilly thought they should
Mame the baby after a paint color — Chalk, or Dilly Dilly, or Keel-
hauled, Lapis Lazulily. Knock, Knock.
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Catherine kept meaning to ask Henry to take the television and
put it in the garage. Nobody ever watched it now. They'd had to
stop using the microwave as well, and a colander, some of the
flatware, and she was keeping an eye on the toaster. She had a pre-
monition, or an intuition. It didn’t feel wrong, not yet, but she had
a feeling about it. There was a gorgeous pair of earrings that Henry
had given her — how was it possible to be spooked by a pair of dia-
mond earrings? — and yet. Carleton wouldn't play with his Lin-
coln Logs, and so they were going to the Salvation Army, and Tilly’s
armadillo purse had disappeared. Tilly hadn’t said anything about
it, and Catherine hadn’t wanted to ask.

Sometimes, if Henry wasn’t coming home, Catherine painted
after Carleton and Tilly went to bed. Sometimes Tilly would walk
into the room where Catherine was working, Tilly’s eyes closed,
her mouth open, a tourist-somnambulist. She'd stand there with
her head cocked toward Catherine. If Catherine spoke to her, she
didn’t answer, and if Catherine took her hand, she would follow
Catherine back to her own bed and lie down again. But sometimes
Catherine let Tilly stand there and keep her company. Tilly was
never so attentive, so firesent, when she was awake. Eventually she
would turn and leave the room and Catherine would listen to her
climb back up the stairs. Then Catherine would be alone again.

Catherine dreams about colors. It turns out her marriage was the
same color she had just painted the foyer. Velveteen Fade. Leonard
Felter, who had had an ongoing affair with two of his graduate
students, several adjuncts, two tenured faculty members, brought
down Catherine’s entire department, and saved Catherine’s mar-
riage, would make a good lipstick or nail polish. Peach Nooky.
There’s the Crocodile, a particularly bilious Eau de Vil, a color that
tastes bad when you say it. Her mother, who had always been disap-
pointed by Catherine’s choices, turned out to have been a beauti-
ful, rich, deep chocolate. Why hadn't Catherine ever seen that be-
fore? Too late, too late. It made her want to cry.

Liz and she are drinking paint, thick and pale as cream. “Have
some more paint,” Catherine says. “Do you want sugar?”

“Yes, lots,” Liz says. “What color are you going to paint the rab-
bits?”

Catherine passes her the sugar. She hasn’t even thought about
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the rabbits, except which rabbits does Liz mean, the stone rabbits
or the real rabbits? How do you make them hold stll?

“I got something for you,” Liz says. She’s got Tilly’s armadillo
purse. It's full of paint strips. Catherine’s mouth fills with water.

Henry dreams he has an appointment with the exterminator.
“You've got to take care of this,” he says. “We have two small chil-
dren. These things could be rabid. They might carry plague.”

“See what I can do,” the exterminator says, sounding glum. He
stands next to Henry. He's an odd-looking, twitchy guy. He has big
cars. They contemplate the skyscrapers that poke out of the grass
like obelisks. The lawn is teeming with skyscrapers. “Never seen
anvthing like this before. Never wanted to see anything like this.
But if you want my opinion, it's the house that’s the real prob-
lem —"

“Never mind about my wife,” Henry says. He squats down beside
a knee-high art deco skyscraper and peers into a window. A little
man looks back at him and shakes his fists, screaming something
obscene. Henry flicks a finger at the window, almost hard enough
to break it. He feels hot all over. He’s never felt this angry before in
his life, not even when Catherine told him that she’d accidentally
slept with Leonard Felter. The little bastard is going to regret what
he just said, whatever it was. He lifts his foot.

The exterminator says, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. You
have to dig them up, get the roots. Otherwise, they just grow back.
Like vour house. Which is really just the tip of the iceberg let-
tuce, 50 to speak. You've probably got seventy, eighty stories under-
ground. You gone down on the elevator yet? Talked to the people
living down there? It's your house, and you're just going to let them
live there rent-free? Mess with your things like that?”

“What?” Henry says, and then he hears helicopters, fighter
planes the size of hummingbirds. “Is this really necessary?” he says
to the exterminator.

The exterminator nods. “You have to catch them off guard.”

“Maybe we're being hasty,” Henry says. He has to yell to be heard
above the noise of the tiny, tinny, furious planes. “Maybe we can set-
te this peacefully.”

“Hemree,” the interrogator says, shaking his head. “You called
me in because I'm the expert, and you knew you needed help.”
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Henry wants to say, “You're saying my name wrong.” But
doesn’t want to hurt the undertaker’s feelings. .
The alligator keeps on talking. “Listen up, Hemreeee, and shug
up about negotiations and such, because if we don’t take care of
this right away, it may be too late. This isn't about home ownership, -
or lawn care, Hemreeecee, this is war. The lives of your children are
at stake. The happiness of your family. Be brave. Be strong. Just.
hang on to your rabbit and fire when you see delight in their eyes,” -

He woke up. “Catherine,” he whispered. “Are you awake? I was hav-.{
ing this dream.” 3
Catherine laughed. “That’s the phone, Liz,” she said. “It’s proba-_'
bly Henry, saying he'll be late.” b
“Catherine,” Henry said. “Who are you talking t0?” ]
“Are you mad at me, Henry?” Catherine said. “Is that why you
won'’t come home?” "
“‘I'm right here,” Henry said. 1
“You take your rabbits and your crocodiles and get out of here,” 1
Catherine said. “And then come straight home again.” 4
She sat up in bed and pointed her finger. “I am sick and tired of 1
being spied on by rabbits!” |
When Henry looked, something stood beside the bed, rocking
back and forth on its heels. He fumbled for the light, got it on,
and saw Tilly, her mouth open, her eyes closed. She looked larger
than she ever did when she was awake. “It’s just Tilly,” he said to
Catherine, but Catherine lay back down again. She put her pillow
over her head. When he picked Tilly up, to carry her back to bed,
she was warm and sweaty, her heart racing as if she had been run-
ning through all the rooms of the house.

He walked through the house. He rapped on walls, testing. He
put his ear against the floor. No elevator. No secret rooms, no hid-
den passageways. '

There wasn’t even a basement.

Tilly has divided the yard in half. Carleton is not allowed in her
half, unless she gives permission. .

From the bottom of her half of the vard, where the trees run
beside the driveway, Tilly can barely see the house. She’s decided
0 name the yard Matilda’s Rabbit Kingdom. Tilly loves naming
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things. When the new baby is born, her mother has prur.niscd that
she can help pick out the real names, although there will only be
wo real names, a first one and a middle. Tilly doesn’t understand
why there can only be two. Oishii means delicious in Japanese. That
woil]d make a good name, either for the baby or for the yard, be-
cause of the grass. She knows the vard isn’t as big as Central Park,
but it’s just as good, even if there aren’t any pagodas. or castles or
carriages or people on roller skates. There's plenty of grass. There
are hundreds of rabbits. They live in an enormous underground
city, maybe a city just like New York. Maybe her dad can stop work-
ing in New York and come work under the lawn instcat.'l. She could
help him, go to work with him. She could be a biologlst, like Jane
Goodall, and go and live underground with the rabbits. Last year
her ambition had been to go and live secretly in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, but someone has already done that, even if it’s only
in a book. Tilly feels sorry for Carleton. Everything he ever does,
she’ll have already been there. She’ll already have done that.

Tilly has left her armadillo purse sticking out of a rabbit hole. First
she made the hole bigger, then she packed the dirt back in around
the armadillo so that only the shiny, peeled snout poked out. Carle-
ton digs it out again with his stick. Maybe Tilly meant him to find it.
Mavbe it was a present for the rabbits, except what is it doing here,
in his half of the vard? When he lived in the apartment, he was
afraid of the armadillo purse, but there are better things to be
afraid of out here. But be careful, Carleton. Might as well be care-
ful. The armadillo purse says don’t touch me. So he doesn’t. He
uses his stick to pry open the snap mouth, dumps out Tilly’s most
valuable things, and with his stick pushes them one by one down
the hole. Then he puts his ear to the rabbit hole so that he can hear
the rabbits say thank you. Saying thank you is polite. But the rabbits
say nothing. They’re holding their breath, waiting for him to go
;1\';';1}-: Carleton waits, too. Tilly’s armadillo, empty and smelly and
haunted, makes his eyes water. _

Someone comes up and stands behind him. “I didn’t do it,” he
says. “They fell.”

But when he turns around, it’s the girl who lives next door.
Alison. The sun is behind her and makes her shine. He squints,
“You can come over to my house if you want to,” she says. “Your
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mom says. She’s going to pay me fifteen bucks an hour, which i
way too much. Are your parents really rich or something? What
that?” '
“It’s Tilly’s,” he says. “But I don’t think she wants it anymore.”
She picks up Tilly’s armadillo. “Pretty cool,” she says. “Maybe I'l
keep it for her.” '
Deep underground, the rabbits stamp their feet in rage.

Catherine loves the house. She loves her new life. She’s never un:
derstood people who get stuck, become unhappy, can’t change,
adapt. So she’s out of a job. So what? She’ll find something else te
do. So Henry can't leave his job yet, won’t leave his job yet. So the
house is haunted. That’s okay. They'll work through it. She buy
some books on gardening. She plants a rosebush and a climbin
vine in a pot. Tilly helps. The rabbits eat off all the leaves. They bite
through the vine,

“Shit,” Catherine says, when she sees what they’'ve done. Sh
shakes her fists at the rabbits on the lawn. The rabbits flick thei
ears at her. They're laughing, she knows it. She’s too big to chasi
after them.

“Henry, wake up. Wake up.”

“I'm awake,” he said, and then he was. Catherine was crying
Noisy, wet, ugly sobs. He put his hand out and touched her face
Her nose was running.

“Stop crying,” he said. “I'm awake. Why are you crying?”

“Because you weren’t here,” she said. “And then I woke up ani
you were here, but when I wake up tomorrow morning you'll b
gone again. I miss you. Don’t you miss me?” 4

“I'm sorry,” he said. “I'm sorry I'm not here. I'm here nov
Come here.” ,

“No,” she said. She stopped crying, but her nose still leaket
“And now the dishwasher is haunted. We have to get a new disk
washer before I have this baby. You can’t have a baby and not have
dishwasher. And you have to live here with us. Because I'm going
need some help this time. Remember Carleton, how fucking hat
that was.”

“He was one cranky baby,” Henry said. When Carleton was
months old, Henry had realized that they'd misunderstood som
thing. Babies weren’t babies, they were land mines, bear traps,
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nests. They were a noise, which was sometimes even not a noise,

they were the heaving, jerky, sticky manifestation of notsleep.
Once Henry had stood and watched Carleton in his crib, sleeping
pea('t‘full)-'. He had not done what he wanted to do. He had not
bent over and yelled in Carleton’s ear. Henry still hadn’t forgiven
Carleton, not yet, not entirely, not for making him feel that way.

“Why do you have to love your job so much?” Catherine said.

“I don’t know,” Henry said. “I don’t love it.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Catherine said.

“I love you better,” Henry said. He does, he does, he does love
Catherine better. He’s already made that decision. But she isn’t
even listening.

“Remember when Carleton was little and you would get up in
the morning and go to work and leave me all alone with them?”
Catherine poked him in the side. “I used to hate you. You'd come
home with takeout, and I'd forget I hated you, but then I'd re-
member again, and I'd hate you even more because it was so easy
for you to trick me, to make things okay again, just because for an
hour I could sit in the bathtub and eat Chinese food and wash my
hair.”

“You used to carry an extra shirt with you, when you went out,”
Henry said. He put his hand down inside her T-shirt, on her fat,
tull breast. “In case you leaked.”

“You can’t touch that breast,” Catherine said. “It’s haunted.” She
blew her nose on the sheets.

Catherine’s friend Lucy owns an online boutique, Nice Clothes for
Fat People. There’s a woman in Tarrytown who knits stretchy, sexy
argyle sweaters exclusively for NCFP, and Lucy has an appointment
with her. She wants to stop off and see Catherine afterward, before
she has to drive back to the city again. Catherine gives her direc-
tions and then begins to clean house, feeling out of sorts. She’s not
sure she wants to see Lucy right now. Carleton has always been
afraid of Lucy, which is embarrassing. And Catherine doesn’t want
to talk about Henry. She doesn’t want to explain about the down-
Stairs bathroom. She had planned to spend the day painting the
wood trim in the dining room, but now she'll have to wait.

The doorbell rings, but when Catherine goes to answer it, no
One is there. Later on, after Tilly and Carleton have come home, it
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rings again, but no one is there. It rings and rings, as if Lucy s
standing outside, pressing the bell over and over again. Finally
Catherine pulls out the wire. She tries calling Lucy’s cell phone b
can’t get through. Then Henry calls. He says that he’s going to b
late.

Liz opens the front door, yells, “Hello, anyone home?! You've g
to see vour rabbits, there must be thousands of them. Catherine,
something wrong with your doorbell?”

Henry’s bike, so far, was okay. He wondered what they’d do if the
Toyota suddenly became haunted. Would Catherine want to sell it?
Would resale value be affected? The car and Catherine and the
kids were gone when he got home, so he put on a pair of work
gloves and went through the house with a cardboard box, collect-
ing all the things that felt haunted. A hairbrush in Tilly’s room, an
old pair of Catherine’s tennis shoes. A pair of Catherine’s under-"
wear that he found at the foot of the bed. When he picked them up ©
he felta sudden shock of longing for Catherine, like he’d been hit.
by some kind of spooky lightning. It hit him in the pit of the stom=
ach, like a cramp. He dropped the underwear in the box.

The silk kimono from Takashimaya. Two of Carleton’s nlght—
lights. He opened the door to his office, put the box inside. All thei:
hair on his arms stood up. He closed the door. i

Then he went downstairs and cleaned paintbrushes. If the paint-
brushes were becoming haunted, if Catherine was throwing them |
out and buying new ones, she wasn’t saying. Maybe he should
check the Visa bill. How much were they spending on paint any-
way? 1

Catherine came into the kitchen and gave him a hug. “I'm glad
you're home,” she said. He pressed his nose into her neck and in-
haled. “1 left the car running — I've got to pee. Would you go pick
up the kids for mez" 1

“Where are they?” Henry said. _

“They're over at Liz's. Alison is babysitting them. Do you have
money on vour” '

“You mean I'll meet some neighbors?”

“Wow, sure,” Catherine said. “If you think you're ready. Are you |
ready? Do you know where they live?”

“They're our neighbors, right?”

Stone Animals g1

“Take a left out of the driveway, go about a quarter of a mile, and
they're the red house with all the trees in front.”

But when he drove up to the red house and went and rang the
doorbell, no one answered. He heard a child come running down
a flight of stairs and then stop and stand in front of the door.
sCarleton? Alison?” he said. “Excuse me, this is Catherine’s hus-
band, Henry. Carleton and Tilly’s dad.” The whispering stopped.
He waited for a bit. When he crouched down and lifted the flap of
the mail slot, he thought he saw someone’s feet, the hem of a coat,
something furry? A dog? Someone standing very still, just to the
right of the door? Carleton, playing games. “I see you,” he said, and
wiggled his fingers through the mail slot. Then he thought maybe
it wasn't Carleton after all. He got up quickly and went back to the
car. He drove into town and bought more soap.

Tilly was standing in the driveway when he got home, her hands
on her hips. “Hi, Dad,” she said. “I'm looking for King Spanky. He
got outside. Look what Alison found.”

She held out a tiny toy bow strung with what looked like dental
floss, an arrow the size of a needle.

“Be careful with that,” Henry said. “It looks sharp. Archery
Barbie, right? So did you guys have a good time with Alison?”

“Alison’s okay,” Tilly said. She belched. “’Scuse me. I don’t feel
very good.”

“What's wrong?” Henry said.

“My stomach is funny,” Tilly said. She looked up at him, frowned,
and then vomited all over his shirt, his pants.

“Tilly!” he said. He yanked off his shirt, used a sleeve to wipe her
mouth. The vomit was foamy and green

“It tastes horrible,” she said. She sounded surprised. “Why does it
always taste so bad when you throw up?”

“So that you won'’t go around doing it for fun,” he said. “Are you
going to do it again?”

“T don’t think s0,” she said, making a face.

“Then I'm going to go wash up and change clothes. What were
you eating, anyway?”

“Grass,” Tilly said.

“Well, no wonder,” Henry said. “I thought you were smarter than
that, Tilly. Don’t do that anymore.”

“I'wasn’t planning to,” Tilly said. She spit in the grass.
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When Henry opened the front door, he could hear Catherine
talking in the kitchen. “The funny thing is,” she said, “none of jt
was true. It was just made up, just like something Carleton would
do. Just to get attention.” '

“Dad,” Carleton said. He was jumping up and down on one foot,
“Want to hear a song?” i

“I was looking for you,” Henry said. “Did Alison bring you home?
Do you need to go to the bathroom:"

“Why aren’t you wearing any clothes?” Carleton said.

Someone in the kitchen laughed, as if they had heard this.

“I had an accident,” Henry said, whispering. “But you're right,’
Carleton, I should go change.” He took a shower, rinsed and wrung
out his shirt, put on clean clothes, but by the time he got down-
stairs, Catherine and Carleton and Tilly were eating Cheerios for
dinner. They were using paper bowls, plastic spoons, as if it was a
picnic. “Liz was here, and Alison, but they were going to a movie,”
Catherine said. “They said they’d meet you some other day. It was
awful — when they came in the door, King Spanky went rushing
outside. He’s been watching the rabbits all day. If he catches one,
Tilly is going to be so upset.” '

“Tilly's been eating grass,” Henry said.

Tilly rolled her eyes. As if. ,_

“Not again!” Catherine said. “Tilly, real people don’t eat grass.
Oh, look, fantastic, there's King Spanky. Who let him in? What's he
got in his mouth?”

King Spanky sits with his back to them. He coughs and som
thing drops to the floor, maybe a frog, or a baby rabbit. It goes
scrabbling across the floor, half-leaping, dragging one leg. King
Spanky just sits there, watching as it disappears under the sofa.
Carleton freaks out. Tilly is shouting, “Bad King Spanky! Bad cat!™
When Henry and Catherine push the sofa back, it’s too late, there’s
just King Spanky and a little blob of sticky blood on the tloor.

Catherine would like to write a novel. She’d like to write a novel
with no children in it. The problem with novels with children in
them is that bad things will happen either to the children or else to
the parents. She wants to write something funny, something ro-
mantic.

It isn’t very comfortable to sit down now that she’s so big. She’
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started writing on the walls. She writes in pencil. She names her
characters after paint colors. She imagines them leading beautiful,
happy, useful lives. No haunted toasters. No mothers no children
no crocodiles no photocopy machines no Leonard Felters. She
writes for two or three hours, and then she paints the walls again
before anyone gets home. That's always the best part.

“I need you next weekend,” the Crocodile said. Her rubber-band
ball sat on the floor beside her desk. She had her feet up on it, in
an attempt to show it who was boss. The rubber-band ball was get-
ting too big for its britches. Someone was going to have to teach ita
lesson, send it a memo.

She looked tired. Henry said, “You don’t need me.”

“I do,” the Crocodile said, yawning. “I do. The clients want to take
you out to dinner at the Four Seasons when they come in to town.
They want to go see musicals with you. Rent. Phantom of the Lion Cab-
aret. They want to go to Coney Island with you and eat hot dogs.
They want to go out to trendy bars and clubs and pick up strippers
and publicists and performance artists. They want to talk about po-
etry, philosophy, sports, politics, their lousy relationships with their
fathers. They want to ask you for advice about their love lives. They
want you to come to the weddings of their children and make
toasts. You're indispensable, honey. | hope you know that.”

“Catherine and I are having some problems with rabbits,” Henry
said. The rabbits were easier to explain than the other thing.
“They’ve taken over the yard. Things are a little crazy.”

“I don’t know anything about rabbits,” the Crocodile said, dig-
ging her pointy heels into the flesh of the rubber-band ball until
she could feel the red rubber blood come running out. She pinned
Henry with her beautiful, watery eyes.

“Henry.” She said his name so quietly that he had to lean for-
ward to hear what she was saying.

She said, “You have the best of both worlds. A wife and children
who adore you, a beautiful house in the country, a secure job at a
company that depends on you, a boss who appreciates your talents,
clients who think you're the shit. You are the shit, Henry, and the
thing is, you're probably thinking that no one deserves to have all
this. You think you have to make a choice. You think you have to
give up something. But you don’t have to give up anything, Henry,
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and anyone who tells you otherwise is a fucking rabbit. Don't listen

to them. You can have it all. You deserve to have it all. You love your 1

job. Do you love your job?” :
“I'love my job,” Henry says. The Crocodile smiles at him tearily.
It’s true. He loves his job.

When Henry came home, it must have been after midnight, be-
cause he never got home before midnight. He found Catherine
standing on a ladder in the kitchen, one foot resting on the sink,
She was wearing her gas mask, a black cotton sports bra, and a pair ':
of black sweatpants rolled down so far that he could see she wasn't
wearing any underwear. Her stomach stuck out so far she had to
hold her arms at a funny angle to run the roller up and down the
wall in front of her. Up and down in a V. Then fill the V in. She had
painted the kitchen ceiling a shade of purple so dark, it almost
looked black. Midnight Eggplant. o

Catherine had recently begun buying paints from a specialty cat-
alogue. All the colors were named after famous books — Madame

Green, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. She was painting the walls
Catch-22, a novel she'd taught over and over again to undergradu-
ates. It had gone over pretty well. The paint color was nice, too. She
couldn’t decide if she missed teaching. The thing about teaching
and having children was that you always ended up treating your""-
children like undergraduates and your undergraduates like chil-
dren. There was a particular tone of voice. She’d even used it on
Henry a few times, just to see if it worked. ""

All the cabinets were fenced around with masking tape, like a
crime scene. The room stank of new paint.

Catherine took off the gas mask and said, “Tilly picked it out. |
What do you think?” Her hands were on her hips. Her stomach
poked out at Henry. The gas mask had left a ring of white and red
around her eyes and chin. '

Henry said, “How was the dinner party?”

“We had fettuccine. Liz and Marcus stayed and helped me do the '
dishes.” i

(“Is something wrong with your dishwasher?” “No. I mean, yes.
We're getting a new one.”) s

She had had a feeling. It had been a feeling like déja vu, or being
drunk, or falling in love. Like teaching. She had imagined an audi=
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ence of rabbits out on the lawn, watching her dinner party. A class-
room of rabbits, watching a documentary. Rabbit television. Her
skin had felt electric.

“So she’s a lawyer?” Henry said.

“You haven’t even met them yet,” Catherine said, suddenly feel-
ing possessive. “But I like them. I really, really like them. They
wanted to know all about us. You. I think they think that either
we're having marriage problems or that you're imaginary. Finally I
took Liz upstairs and showed her your stuff in the closet. I pulled
out the wedding album and showed them photos.”

“Maybe we could invite them over on Sunday? For a cookout?”
Henry said,

“They're away next weekend,” Catherine said. “They're going
up to the mountains on Friday. They have a house up there.
They've invited us. To come along.”

‘I can’t,” Henry said. “I have to take care of some clients next
weekend. Some big shots. We're having some cash-flow problems.
Besides, are you allowed to go away? Did you check with your doc-
tor — what's his name again, Dr. Marks?”

“You mean, did I get my permission slip signed?” Catherine said.
Henry put his hand on her leg and held on. “Dr. Marks said I'm
shipshape. That was his exact word. Or maybe he said tiptop. It was
something alliterative.”

“Well, I guess you ought to go then,” Henry said. He rested his
head against her stomach. She let him. He looked so tired. “Before
Golf Cart shows up. Or what is Tilly calling the baby now?”

“She’s around here somewhere,” Catherine said. “I keep putting
her back in her bed and she keeps getting out again. Maybe she’s
looking for you.”

, “Did you get my e-mail?” Henry said. He was listening to Cathe-
rine’s stomach. He wasn’t going to stop touching her unless she
told him to.

“You know I can’t check e-mail on your computer anymore,”
Catherine said.

. "This is so stupid,” Henry said. “This house isn't haunted. There
1sn’t any such thing as a haunted house.”

“Itisn’t the house,” Catherine said. “It’s the stuff we brought with
us. Except for the downstairs bathroom, and that might just be a
draft, or an electrical problem. The house is fine. I love the house.”

“Our stuff is fine,” Henry said. “I love our stuff.”
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“If you really think our stuff is fine,” Catherine said, “then h
did you buy a new alarm clock? Why do you keep throwing out the
soap?” !

“It’s the move,” Henry said. “It was a hard move.” .

“King Spanky hasn’t eaten his food in three days,” Catherine
said. "At first I thought it was the food, and | bought new food ang
he came down and ate it and I realized it wasn’t the food, it wa
King Spanky. I couldn’t sleep all night, knowing he was up under
the bed. Poor spooky guy. I don’t know what to do. Take him to th 3
vet? What do I say? Excuse me, but I think my cat is haunted? Any=
way, I can’t get him out of the bed. Not even with the old alarm
clock, the haunted one.” E

“T'll try,” Henry said. “Let me try and see if I can get him out,”
But he didn’t move. Catherine tugged at a piece of his hair and he
put up his hand. She gave him her roller. He popped off the cylin-
der and bagged it and put it in the freezer, which was full of paint-
brushes and other rollers. He helped Catherine down from the lad-
der. “I wish you would stop painting.” _

‘I can’t,” she said. “It has to be perfect. If I can just get it right,
then everything will go back to normal and stop being haunted
and the rabbits won't tunnel under the house and make it fall
down, and you’ll come home and stay home, and our neighbors
will finally get to meet you and they’ll like you and you’ll like them,
and Carleton will stop being afraid of everything, and Tilly will fall
asleep in her own bed, and stay there, and —" ,

“Hey,” Henry said. “It’s all going to work out. It’s all good. I really
like this color.” '

‘I don’t know,” Catherine said. She yawned. “You don’t think it
looks too old-fashioned?” 1

They went upstairs and Catherine took a bath while Henry tried
to coax King Spanky out of the bed. But King Spanky wouldn't
come out. When Henry got down on his hands and knees and
stuck the flashlight under the bed, he could see King Spanky’s eyes,
his tail hanging down from the box frame. '

Out on the lawn the rabbits were perfectly still. Then they sprang
up in the air, turning and dropping and landing and then freezing
again. Catherine stood at the window of the bathroom., toweling
her hair. She turned the bathroom light off, so that she could
see them better. The moonlight picked out their shining eyes,
the moon-colored fur, each hair tipped in paint. They were play-
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ing some rabbit game like leapfrog. Or they were dancing the
quadrillc. Fighting a rabbit war. Did rabbits fight wars? Catherine
didn’t know. They ran at each other and then turned and darted
back, jumping and crouching and rising up on their back legs. A
pair of rabbits took off in tandem, like racehorses, sailing through
the air and over a long curled shape in the grass. Then back over
again. She put her face against the window. It was Tilly, stretched
out against the grass, Tilly’s legs and feet bare and white.

“Tilly,” she said, and ran out of the bathroom, wearing only the
towel around her hair.

“What is itz” Henry said as Catherine darted past him and down
the stairs. He ran after her, and by the time she had opened the
front door, was kneeling beside Tilly, the wet grass tickling her
thighs and her belly, Henry was there, too, and he picked up Tilly
and carried her back into the house. They wrapped her in a blan-
ket and put her in her bed, and because neither of them wanted
to sleep in the bed where King Spanky was hiding, they lay down
on the sofa in the family room, curled up against each other.
When they woke up in the morning, Tilly was asleep in a ball at
their feet.

For a minute or two last year, Catherine thought she had it fig-
ured out. She was married to a man whose specialty was solving
problems, salvaging bad situations. If she did something dramatic
enough, if she fucked up badly enough, it would save her marriage.
And it did, except that once the problem was solved and the mar-
riage was saved and the baby was conceived and the house was
bought, then Henry went back to work.

She stands at the window in the bedroom and looks out at all the
trees. For a minute she imagines that Carleton is right, and they are
living in Central Park and Fifth Avenue is just right over there.

Henry's office is just a few blocks away. All those rabbits are Jjust
tourists.

Henry wakes up in the middle of the night. There are people
downstairs. He can hear women talking, laughing, and he realizes
Catherine’s book club must have come over. He gets out of bed. It’s
dark. What time is it anyway? But the alarm clock is haunted again,
He unplugs it. As he comes down the stairs, a voice says, “Well, will
you look at that!” and then “Right under his nose the whole time!”
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Henry walks through the house, turning on lights. Tilly stands in
the middle of the kitchen. “May I ask who's calling?” she says. She’s
got Henry’s cell phone tucked between her shoulder and her face,
She's holding it upside down. Her eyes are open, but she’s asleep.

“Who are you talking tor” Henry says.

“The rabbits,” Tilly says. She tilts her head, listening. Then she-,_
laughs. “Call back later,” she says. “He doesn’t want to talk to you,
Yeah. Okay.” She hands Henry his phone. “They said it’s no one
you know.”

“Are you awaker” Henry says. .

“Yes,” Tilly says, still asleep. He carries her back upstairs. He
makes a bed out of pll]ous in the hall L]()bL[ and lays her down:

mad at Henry. She could have slept mth Leonard Felter The op-
portunity had been there. And he had been magical somehow:

They'd gotten pregnant. She’d been remorseful for something she:
hadn’t done. Henry had forgiven her. Really, she’d saved their mar-.
riage. But it had been the sort of thing you could only do once.

If someone had to save the marriage a second time, it would hz
to be Henry.

Henn went lookmg for hmg Spanl\v They were going to see

hung, motionless, on a hook of air. Henry craned his head, 100 i
up. It was a big bird, a hawk maybe? It circled, once, twice, agai
and then dropped like a stone toward the rabbits. The rabbits
didn’t move. There was something about the way they waited, 8
if this was all a game. The bird cut through the air, folded like &
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knife, and then it jerked, tumbled, fell, the wings loose. The bird
smashed into the grass and feathers flew up. The rabbits moved
closer, as if investigating.

Henry went to see for himself. The rabbits scattered, and the
lawn waS empty. No rabbits, no bird. But there, down in the trees,
beside the bike path, Henry saw something move. King Spanky
swung his tail angrily, slunk into the woods.

When Henry came out of the woods, the rabbits were back
guarding the lawn again and Catherine was calling his name.
“Where were your” she said. She was wearing her gas mask around
her neck, and there was a smear of paint on her arm. Whiskey
Horse. She’d been painting the linen closet.

“King Spanky took off,” Henry said. “I couldn’t catch him. I saw
the weirdest thing — this bird was going after the rabbits, and then
it fell ="

“Marcus came by,” Catherine said. Her cheeks were flushed. He
knew that if he touched her, her skin would be hot. “He stopped by
to see if you wanted to go play golf.”

“Who wants to play golf?” Henry said. “I want to go upstairs with
you. Where are the kids?”

“Alison took them in to town, to see a movie,” Catherine said.
“I'm going to pick them up at three.”

Henry lifted the gas mask off her neck, fitted it around her face.
He unbuttoned her shirt, undid the clasp of her bra. “Better take
this off,” he said. “Better take all your clothes off. I think they’re
haunted.”

“You know what would make a great paint color? Can’t believe
no one has done this yet. Yellow Sticky. What about King Spanky?”
Catherine said. She sounded like Darth Vader, maybe on purpose,
and Henry thought it was sexy: Darth Vader, pregnant with his
child. She put her hand against his chest and shoved. Not too hard,
but harder than she meant to. It turned out that painting had given
her some serious muscle. That will be a good thing when she has
another kid to haul around.

“Yellow Sticky. That's great. Forget King Spanky,” Henry said.
“He's great.”

Catherine was painting Tilly's room Lavender Fist. It was going to
be 4 surprise. But when Tilly saw it, she burst into tears. “Why can’t
You just leave it alone?” she said. “I liked it the way it was.”
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“I thought you liked purple,” Catherine said, astounded. She
took off her gas mask. .
“I hate purple,” Tilly said. “And T hate you. You're so fat. Evep
Carleton thinks so.”
“Tilly!” Catherine said. She laughed. “I'm pregnant, remem.
ber?”

“That’s what you think,” Tilly said. She ran out of the room an

breaking.

“Tilly!” Catherine said.

Tilly stood in the middle of Carleton’s room. All around her
lay broken night-lights, lamps, broken light bulbs. The carpet was
dusted in glass. Tilly’s feet were bare and Catherine looked down,
realized that she wasn’t wearing shoes either. “Don’t move, Tilly,
she said,

“They were haunted,” Tilly said and began to cry.

“So how come your dad’s never home?” Alison said.

“I don’t know,” Carleton said. “Guess what? Tilly broke all
night-lights.”

“Yeah,” Alison said. “You must be pretty mad.”

“No, it’s good that she did,” Carleton said, explaining. “They
were haunted. Tilly didn’t want me to be afraid.”

“But aren’t you afraid of the dark?"” Alison said.

“Tilly said I shouldn’t be,” Carleton said. “She said the rabbits
stay awake all night, that they make sure everything is okay, even:
when it's dark. Tilly slept outside once, and the rabbits protected
her.”

“So you're going to stay with us this weekend,” Alison said.

“Yes,” Carleton said.

“But your dad isn't coming,” Alison said.

“No,” Carleton said. “I don't know.”

“Want to go higher?” Alison said. She pushed the swing and sent
him soaring. :

When Henry puts his hand against the wall in the living room, it
gives a little, as if the wall is pregnant. The paint under the paint i$
wet. He walks around the house, running his hands along the walls.
Catherine has been painting a mural in the foyer. She's painted
trees and trees and trees. Golden trees with brown leaves and green
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Jeaves and red leaves, and reddish trees with purple leaves and yel-
Jow leaves and pink leaves. She’s even painted some leaves on the
wooden floor, as if the trees are dropping them. “Catherine,” he
savs. “You have got to stop painting the damn walls. The rooms are
g{;ttiug smaller.” . .

Nobody says anything back. Catherine and Tilly and Carleton
aren’t home. It’s the first time Henry has spent the night alone in
his house. He can’t sleep. There'’s no television to watch. Henry
throws out all of Catherine’s paintbrushes. But when Catherine
gets home, she’ll just buy new ones.

" He sleeps on the couch, and during the night someone comes
and stands and watches him sleep. Tilly. Then he wakes up and re-
members that Tilly isn’t there.

The rabbits watch the house all night long. It’s their job.

Tilly is talking to the rabbits. It's cold outside, and she’s lost her
gloves. “What's your name?” she says. “Oh, you beauty. You beauty.”
She's on her hands and knees. Carleton watches from his side of
the yard. o

“Can I come over?” he says. “Can I please come over?

Tilly ignores him. She gets down on her hands and knees, mov-
ing even closer to the rabbits. There are three, one of them almost
close enough to touch. If she moves her hand slowly, maybe she
can grab one by the ears. Maybe she can catch one and train it to
live inside. They need a pet rabbit. King Spanky is haunted. He
spends most of his time outside. Her parents keep their bedroom
door shut so that King Spanky can’t get in.

“Good rabbit,” Tilly says. “Just stay still. Stay still.”

The rabbits flick their ears. Carleton begins to sing a song Alison
has taught them, a skipping song. Carleton is such a girl. Tilly puts
out her hand. There's something tangled around the rabbit’s neck,
like a piece of string or a leash. She wiggles closer, holding out her
hand. She stares and stares and can hardly believe her eyes. There’s
a person, a little man, sitting behind the rabbit’s ears, holding on
to the rabbit’s fur and the piece of knotted string with one hand.
His other hand is cocked back, like he's going to throw something.
He's looking right at her — his hand flies forward and something
hits her hand. She pulls her hand back, astounded. “Hey!” she says,
and she falls over on her side and watches the rabbits go springing
away. “Hey, you! Come back!”
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“What?” Carleton yells. He's frantic. “What are you doing? Wh R
won’t you let me come over?” '

1
She closes her eyes, just for a second. Shut up, Carleton. Just shut

up. Her hand is throbbing and she lies down, holds her hand up to
her face. Shut. Up. ‘

Wake up. Wake up. When she wakes up, Carleton is sitting beside -
her. “What are you doing on my side?” she says, and he shrugs.

“What are you doing?” he e He rocks back and forth on l'us

knees. “Why did you fall over?’

“None of your business,” she says. She can’t remember what shc-L

was doing. Everything looks funny. Especially Carleton.
wrong with you?”

“Nothing’s wrong with me,” Carleton says, but something is
wrong. She studies his face and begins to feel sick, as if she's been

eating grass. Those sneaky rabbits! They've been distracting her,
and now, while she wasn’t paying attention, Carleton’s become |

haunted.

“\"\’Th at‘ s ' .:n

“Oh, yes it is,” Tilly says, forgetting to be afraid, forgetting her -;

hand hurts, getting angry instead. She’s not the one to blame. This
is her mother’s fault, her father's fault, and it’s Carleton’s fault,
too. How could he have let this happen? “You just don’t know it’s

wrong. I'm going to tell Mom.”

Haunted Carleton is still a Carleton who can be bassed around.

“Don’t tell,” he begs.

Tilly pretends to think about this, although she’s already made
up her mind. Because what can she say? Either her mother will no-
tice that something’s wrong or else she won’t. Better to wait and

see. “Just stay away from me,” she tells Carleton. “You give me the
creeps.”

Carleton begins to cry, but Tilly is firm. He turns around, walks .

slowly back to his half of the yard, still crying. For the rest of the af-

ternoon, he sits beneath the azalea bush at the edge of his side of '

the yard and cries. It gives Tilly the creeps. Her hand throbs where

something has stung it. The rabbits are all hiding underground.
King Spanky has gone hunting.

“What's up with Carleton?” Henry said, coming downstairs. He
couldn’t stop yawning. It wasn’t that he was tired, although he

was tired. He hadn’t given Carleton a good-night kiss, just in case
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it turned out he was coming down with a cold. He didn’t want
Carleton to catch it. But it looked like Carleton, too, was already
coming down with something.

Catherine shrugged. Paint samples were balanced across her
stomach like she’d been playing solitaire. All weekend long, away
from the house, she'd thought about repainting Henry's office.
She'd never painted a haunted room before. Maybe if you mixed
the paint with a little bit of holy water? She wasn’t sure: what was
holy water anyway? Could you buy it? “Tilly’s being mean to him,”
she said. “I wish they would make some friends out here. He keeps
talking about the new baby, about how he’ll take care of it. He says
it can sleep in his room. I've been trying to explain babies to him,
about how all they do is sleep and eat and cry.”

“And get bigger,” Henry said.

“That, too,” Catherine said. “So did he go to sleep okay?”

“Eventually,” Henry said. “He’s just acting really weird.”
“How is that different from usual?” Catherine said. She yawned.
“Is Tilly finished with her homework?”

‘T don’t know,” Henry said. “You know, just weird. Different
weird. Maybe he's going through a weird spell. Tilly wanted me to
help her with her math, but I couldn’t get it to come out right. So
what's up with my Of’hce“”

“I cleared it out,” Catherine said. “Alison and Liz came over
and helped. I told them we were going to redecorate. Why is it
that we're the only ones who notice everything is fucking haunted
around here?”

“So where'd you put my stuff?” Henry said. “What’s up?”

“You're not working here now,” Catherine pointed out. She
didn’t sound angry, just tired. “Besides, it’s all haunted, right? So I
took your computer in to the shop, so they could have a look atit. I
don’t know, maybe they can unhaunt it.”

“Well,” Henry said. “Okay. Is that what you told them? It’'s
haunted?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Catherine said. She discarded a paint
strip. Too lemony. “So I heard about the bomb scare on the radio.”

“Yeah,” Henry said. “The subways were full of kids with crewcuts
and machine guns. And they evacuated our building for about an
hour. We all went and stood outside, holding on to our laptops like
idiots, just in case. The Crocodile carried out her rubber-band ball,
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which must weigh about thirty pounds. It kind of freaked people
out, even the firemen. I thought the bomb squad was going to blow
it up. So tell me about your weekend.”

“Tell me about yours,” Catherine said. ;

“You know,” Henry said. “Those clients are assholes. But they
don’t know they're assholes, so it's kind of okay. You just have to
feel sorry for them. They don’t get it. You have to explain how to |
have fun, and then they get anxious, so they drink a lot and so you
have to drink, too. Even the Crocodile got drunk. She did this
weird wriggly dance to a Pete Seeger song. So what’s their place
like?”

“It’s nice,” Catherine said. “You know, really nice.”

“So you had a good weekend? Carleton and Tilly had a good
time?” |

“It was really nice,” Catherine said. “No, really, it was great. I had
a fucking great time. So you're sure you can make it home for din-
ner on Thursday.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Carleton looks like he might be coming down with something,”
Henry said. “Here. Do you think I feel hot? Or is it cold in here?”

Catherine said, “You're fine. It’s going to be Liz and Marcus and
some of the women from the book group and their husbands, and
what’s her name, the real estate agent. I invited her, too. Did you
know she’s written a book? I was going to do that! I'm getting the
new dishwasher tomorrow. No more paper plates. And the lawn-
care specialist is coming on Monday to take care of the rabbits. I
thought I'd drop off King Spanky at the vet, take Tilly and Carleton
back to the city, stay with Lucy for two or three days — did you
know she tried to find this place and got lost? She’s supposed to
come up for dinner, too — just in case the poison doesn’t go away
right away, you know, or in case we end up with piles of dead rabbits
on the lawn. Your job is to make sure there are no dead rabbits
when I bring Tilly and Carleton back.”

“I guess I can do that,” Henry said.

“You'd better,” Catherine said. She stood up, with some dif-
ficulty, and came and leaned over his chair. Her stomach bumped
into his shoulder. Her breath was hot. Her hands were full of strips
of color. “Sometimes I wish that instead of working for the Croco-
dile, you were having an affair with her. I mean, that way you'd
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come home when you're supposed to. You wouldn’t want me to be
suspicious.”

“I don’t have any time to have affairs,” Henry said. He sounded
put out. Maybe he was thinking about Leonard Felter. Or maybe he
was picturing the Crocodile naked. The Crocodile wearing stretchy
red rubber sex gear. Catherine imagined telling Henry the truth
about Leonard Felter. I didn’t have an affair. Did not. Is that a
problem?

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Catherine said. “You'd better be
here for dinner. You live here, Henry. You're my husband. I want
you to meet our friends. I want you to be here when I have this
baby. I want you to fix what's wrong with the downstairs bathroom.
[ want you to talk to Tilly. She’s having a rough time. She won’t talk
to me about it.”

“Tilly's fine,” Henry said. “We had a long talk tonight. She said
she’s sorry she broke all of Carleton’s night-lights. I like the trees,
by the way. You're not going to paint over them, are your”

“I had all this leftover paint,” Catherine said. “I was getting tired
of just painting with the rollers. I wanted to do something fancier.”

“You could paint some trees in my office, when you paint my of-
fice.”

“Maybe,” Catherine said. “Ooof, this baby won’t stop kicking
me.” She lay down on the floor in front of Henry and lifted her feet
into his lap. “Rub my feet. I've still got so much fucking paint. But
once your office is done, I'm done with the painting. Tilly told me
to stop it or else. She keeps hiding my gas mask. Will you be here
for dinner?”

“I'll be here for dinner,” Henry said, rubbing her feet. He really
meant it. He was thinking about the exterminator, about rabbit
corpses scattered all across the lawn, like a war zone. Poor rabbits.
What a mess.

After they went to see the therapist, after they went to Disney World
and came home again, Henry said to Catherine, “I don't want to
talk about it anymore. I don’t want to talk about it ever again. Can
we not talk about it?”

“Talk about what?” Catherine said. But she had almost been
sorry. It had been so much work. She’d had to invent so many de-
tails that eventually it began to seem as if she hadn’t made it up af-
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ter all. It was too strange, 00 confusing, to pretend it had never

happened, when, after all, it had never happened.

Catherine is dressing for dinner. When she looks in the mirror,

she’s as big as a cruise ship. A water tower. She doesn’t look llke

herself at all. The baby kicks her right under the ribs. !
“Stop that,” she says. She’s sure the baby is going to be a girl. Tilly

won't be pleased. Tilly has been extra good all day. She helped

make the salad. She set the table. She put on a nice dress.

Tilly is hiding from Carleton under a table in the fover. If Carle-
ton finds her, Tilly will scream. Carleton is haunted, and no- |

body has noticed. Nobody cares except Tilly. Tilly says names for

the baby, under her breath. Dollop. Shampool. Custard. Knock, -
Knock. The rabbits are out on the lawn, and King Spanky has got-

ten into the bed again, and he won't come out, not for a mllllon '
haunted alarm clocks.

Her mother has painted trees all along the wall under the stair-
case. They don’t look like real trees. They aren’t real colors. It

doesn’t look like Central Park at all. In among the trees, her
mother has painted a little door. It isn’t a real door, except that
when Tilly goes over to look at it, it is real. There’s a doorknob, and

when Tilly turns it, the door opens. Underneath the stairs, there’s

another set of stairs, little dirt stairs, going down. On the third stair,

there’s a rabbit sitting there, looking up at Tilly. It hops down, onel !
step, and then another. Then another.
“Rumpelstiltskin!” Tilly says to the rabbit. “L lpsuck"’ ]
Catherine goes to the closet to get out Henry's pink shirt. What's
the name of that real estate agent? Why can’t she ever remember?
She lays the shirt on the bed and then stands there for a moment,
stunned. It's too much. The pink shirt is haunted. She pulls out all
of Henry's suits, his shirts, his ties. All haunted. Every fucking thing
is haunted. Even the fucking shoes. When she pulls out the draw- .
ers, socks, underwear, handkerchiefs, everything, it’s all spoiled.
All haunted. Henry doesn’t have a thing to wear. She goes down-

stairs, gets trash bags, and goes back upstairs again. She begins to

dump clothes into the trash bags. -

She can see Carleton framed in the bedroom window. He's chas-
ing the rabbits with a stick. She hoists open the window, leans |
out, yells, “Stay away from those fucking rabbits, Carleton! Do you &
hear me?”
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She doesn’t recognize her own voice.

Tilly is running around downstairs somewhere. She’s yelling,
too, but her voice gets farther and farther away, fainter and fainter.
She’s yelling, “Hairbrush! Zeppelin! Torpedo! Marmalade!”

The doorbell rings.

The Crocodile started laughing. “Okay, Henry. Calm down.”

He fired off another rubber band. “I mean it,” he said. “I'm late.
I'll be late. She’s going to kill me.”

“Tell her it’s my fault,” the Crocodile said. “So they started din-
ner without you. Big deal.”

“I tried calling,” Henry said. “Nobody answered.” He had an idea
that the phone was haunted now. That's why Catherine wasn’t an-
swering. They'd have to get a new phone. Maybe the lawn specialist
would know a house specialist. Maybe somebody could do some-
thing about this. “I should go home,” he said. “I should go home
right now.” But he didn't get up. “I think we've gotten ourselves
into a mess, me and Catherine. I don’t think things are good right
now.”

“Tell someone who cares,” the Crocodile suggested. She wiped
at her eyes. “Get out of here. Go catch your train. Have a great
weekend. See you on Monday.”

So Henry goes home, he has to go home, but of course he’s late,
it's too late. The train is haunted. The closer they get to his station,
the more haunted the train gets. None of the other passengers
seem to notice. It makes Henry sick to his stomach. And, of course,
his bike turns out to be haunted, too. It’s too much. He can’t ride it
home. He leaves it at the station and he walks home in the dark,
down the bike path. Something follows him home. Maybe it's King
Spanky.

Here’s the yard, and here’s his house. He loves his house, how
it’s all lit up. You can see right through the windows, you can see
the living room, which Catherine has painted Ghost Crab. The
trim is Rat Fink. Catherine has worked so hard. The driveway is full
of cars, and inside, people are eating dinner. They're admiring
Catherine’s trees. They haven't waited for him, and that's fine. His
neighbors: he loves his neighbors. He's going to love them as soon
as he meets them. His wife is going to have a baby any day now. His
daughter will stop walking in her sleep. His son isn’t haunted. The
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moon shines down and paints the world a color he’s never seen be-
fore. Oh, Catherine, wait till you see this. Shining lawn, shining
rabbits, shining world. The rabbits are out on the lawn. They've

been‘ waiting for him, all this time, they’ve been waiting. Here’s his
rabbit, his very own rabbit. Who needs a bike? He sits on his rabbit,

‘lcgs pressed against the warm, silky, shining flanks, one hand hold-
ing on to the rabbit’s fur, the knotted string around its neck. He
has something in his other hand, and when he looks, he sees it's a
spear. All around him, the others are sitting on their rabbits, wait-
ing patiently, quietly. They've been waiting for a long time, but the

waiting is almost over. In a little while, the dinner party will be over

and the war will begin.

NATHANIEL BELLOWS

First Four Measures

FROM THE PARIS REVIEW

IT WAS COLD OUT, AND I wASs EARLY. The door was locked, so |
sat on the front steps of the church, listening to the woman who
took her piano lesson before me. She was good, better than I was,
and the music she played was complicated, flourished. I thought of
my teacher and where he was while the woman played — leaning
back in his chair near the windows or sitting next to her on the
bench with his hand covering her face?

I wondered where Mrs. Spence was — probably at home, rattling
around in the kitchen, waiting for me to get back. My parents had
found her ad in the local newspaper, offering her services as a
house sitter, and had hired her to stay with me while they were
away.

I had tried to tell them that a house sitter normally takes care of
an empty house. But they told me that a single individual — espe-
cially a fourteen-year-old — staying alone in a large house like ours
actually makes the house seem emptier than with no one there
atall.

“It’s an issue of scale,” said my father, who was an architect and
was delighted to find, once again, how his profession informed al-
most every conversation.

“And perspective,” said my mother, who was a medical re-
searcher but had always loved the arts.

A week later, Mrs. Spence arrived carrying an old-looking suit-
case and a hatbox.

“Isn’t that funny?” my mother whispered to me in the front hall,
handing me Mrs. Spence’s coat to hang up.



	link
	link 1
	link 2
	link 3
	link 4
	link 5
	link 6
	link 7
	link 8
	link 8.5
	link 9
	link 10
	link 11
	link 12
	link 13
	link 14
	link 15
	link 16
	link 17
	link 18
	link 19
	link 20

