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“When the whole universe seems a vast practical joke it breeds a genial desperado philosophy.”
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Wittgenstein’s Lolita

Through a deep blue dusk that fell at the very end of a season of ruin he came up past the landscape of ruin itself. Looming palely out of a coming dark were statuary, birdbaths, Madonnas, unarmed Venuses, capering cherubim, shapeless shapes past all identifying. The yard as it climbed toward the yellowlit house at its summit looked like a dumping ground for sculptors, the repository for misbegotten art that resulted from clumsy hands, hangovers, dementia praecox. A yard sale from the attic of a madhouse.

He climbed the high wooden steps to the porch and knocked at the front door and waited. He turned and looked back down the slope to where myriad concrete figures regarded him like a community of ghosts out of the falling dark. Past the fence the woods were already lost to night and they looked like dull blue smoke.

Hey, a voice said. He turned to face a young woman regarding him from the doorway. She’d only opened the door part way and its edge bisected her face so that he could see half her face, one red braid and one green eye, beyond her the paneled interior of the room, a worktable, a greenlit computer screen. There was a gun cabinet and he studied the cased guns with a kind of focused interest.

Hey, Rideout said. I don’t want to bother you. I just seemed to have misplaced a dog.

Her face was pale and smooth as one of the broken venuses he’d passed and some expression he couldn’t name flickered across it and gone like a hairline crack appearing and vanishing.

Who are you?

My name’s Rideout. We never met but I live back across that field, where you can see the light at night. I thought your husband might be at home. I hear him shooting over here sometimes and I thought he might have seen a dog back in the woods.

Actually this wasn’t what Rideout thought at all: he’d been sitting in a lawn chair at the edge of the field wondering where the dog was when the shot came, a short exclamatory crack suddenly warped and elongated by the echoing woods and he thought, no, he knew: That son of a bitch shot my dog.

She’d stepped backward to permit Rideout entry to the room. The light was better here and he saw her face wasn’t smooth and perfect after all. A fading bruise at the corner of her left eye marred it, cerise where it began and fading to the faintest of blue above her cheek bone and vanishing. As if, he thought, she’d been crying and wiped her eyes and smeared bluegreen tears.

He’s not here, she said. But I guess I could ask a neighbor in and offer him a cup of coffee.

Maybe I shouldn’t, he said, but he was already edging into the room.

It’s all right, the coffee’s already made. I was trying to write a poem. I drink coffee when I’m doing that, but there’s plenty left.

If you were writing a poem I guess that must mean you’re a poet.

Actually it just means I was trying to write a poem.

He sat awkwardly at the kitchen table. The windows had gone opaque with dusk, turned the room in on itself. He saw himself mirrored enigmatic and oblique, faintly sinister, an interloper in this cozy room of warmth and spicy smells. The glass reflected the woman behind him, turning from the counter, a cup of coffee in her hand.

What kind of dog is it? she asked.

Was it, Rideout thought.

Kind of a mixed-up dog, he said. Part pit bull and part bull dog. A gray dog pretty big in the chest and head. He’s harmless though, good with kids.

I haven’t seen your dog. Does it chase cows?

Does it what?

Chase cows. Those cows out in that field, they belong to Lynch or somebody. The man that owns that field and lives in town. He’s talked to my husband about it, about looking out for dogs. There are wild dogs back in those woods. Maybe a pack of coyotes. They’ve killed a couple of calves and Lynch told Albert he’d pay him so much a dog if he’d kill the ones that were running cows.

He doesn’t run cows, Rideout said, sipping his coffee, thinking he should be gone, wishing he’d never come here. He didn’t see many people much anymore and he felt that such social graces as he’d possessed had fallen from him. Conversation was a burden of such weight that he could still pick it up but he couldn’t carry it very far.

I’m such a fool, I never get any company and I don’t know how to act. My name’s Rebekah Faust.

She spelled Rebekah for him. He’d noticed that she kept glancing at the clock on the kitchen wall. She seemed nervous.

We ought to talk more, she said. I don’t have anybody much to talk to and he’s gone most of the time. He works the boats, but he’s in this weekend and it’s about time for him to get in. He may be drinking.

There were worlds implied here that Rideout didn’t want to acknowledge, much less explore. The fading bruise was her own, none of his business. No more his business than the wedding picture that having set his cup aside and crossed the room he stopped momentarily to study. She looked happily unbruised, yet somehow tentative, smiling into the camera the smile you smile when you have flung the dice and are caught in the moment when they are still in motion and you are waiting to count the dots. The man she was clinging to was heavyset, goateed, but instead of tentative he looked satisfied and self-possessed. Judge us by this, the face said. We are happy and we’ve got our good clothes on and there’s going to be a party and nothing bad has happened yet. There were, there are, there will be other moments, but judge us by this one.

He went out feeling oddly as if he’d stolen something, caught her eyes turned elsewhere and slipped part of her life into a side pocket and made off with it.

Crossing the fence beyond the revenantial statuary he could see carlights approaching down the long curving driveway and without knowing quite why he increased his pace into the field toward his house. Still the lights washed him before he was out of sight and he was frozen in their glare like a deer in a spotlight. The lights yawed away, vanished, a car door slammed.

Silence then a voice loud but suddenly muffled by the closing of a door with only the quality of anger or accusation retained and he wondered if there was anything he could or ought to do but he went on like a sneakthief who can only be comforted by distance and darkness.

Like bad news she was sitting on the stone doorstep awaiting him when he cut the truck engine in his front yard.
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