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1

IT WAS THE END OF HER SHIFT and the rain was falling. In the half dark, Alden switched on her desk lamp. A silhouette from its finial loop cast a noose across the ceiling. She unscrewed the dreary ornament and got rid of it. She enjoyed hearing it clang in the metal wastebasket at her feet.

Her moods often pounced on her at quitting time, and she hurried to finish last minute items. She had been having some trouble with a married man she had met in her office at the National Seashore Visitor Center on Cape Cod. He was scouting locations for an Internet travel agency that booked “wilderness tours” and “nature vacations” and had come to collect information about the outer peninsula. He showed up when Alden was surrounded by schoolchildren as she monitored a stranded sea turtle, a creature about the size and shape of a pressure-cooker lid. The turtle had been found on First Encounter Beach, stunned by a sudden drop in the water temperature. During their autumn migration, these stragglers sometimes washed ashore, numbed by the cold. The New England Aquarium retrieved the endangered turtles for observation and eventual release into warmer Florida waters, but the research truck had been late to collect this one.

He had tried to make small talk about the turtle and other wildlife attractions within the National Seashore, but Alden said that she was just the “bookstore manager” and he should try to find the director at the other end of the corridor. The man went away but soon returned to her bookstall. He wasn’t fazed by her initial brush-off and he asked her about her perfume, seeming quite pleased by it. He was surprised, he told her, that “a book clerk” would bother wearing scent, but he was handing it right back to her.

“This perfume?” she said, tugging her cuff to extend her wrist. But she withdrew her arm before he could have a closer inspection. The French scent was a subversive incorporation of musks and spicy florals, bergamot spitballs and gingers. “Like a hothouse on fire,” her husband had once told her in his typical ridicule. But her husband was out of the picture.

The travel agent told her his name was Mr. Ison. She thought “Ison” had a clear, ringing note, like the name of a steep mountain or a famous skyscraper building. The Prudential, the Chrysler, the Hancock, the Ison. She kept busy, charting the sea turtle’s progress. It had not yet reached room temperature. Ison lingered with the children, pretending to be interested in the stranded animal. He had recognized something about Alden, a willingness or desperation that made her seem receptive.

Alden sometimes looked unraveled, a little akimbo, like a sticky door that needs planing, or a window propped open by a book when its sash weights are broken. She was still trying to regain her footing after her husband had disappeared two years ago.

Alden thought she saw her husband everywhere.

She sometimes saw Monty coming out of the automatic doors at the supermarket just as she entered with an opposite river of shoppers. She turned around in an instant and tried to follow him back outside, but the electronic sensors were slow to signal the mechanism, and the door didn’t sweep open until after he was gone. Once, she drove past an alley and saw Monty standing beside some garbage cans. She turned the car into the private lane to confront him, but it was just an apparition—a bicycle had been left standing vertical on its handlebars.

Or it was a rake propped in a barrel with a blue jean jacket draped on its tines. Another time, it was a pair of bibbed overalls luffing on a clothesline. Never Monty.

After Monty disappeared, she visited a therapist a few times. The MSW had told Alden that there is the “imagination of hope” and the “imagination of fear.” Imagined fears accelerate to a finite disaster scenario. The building burns. The bridge collapses. The 737 nose-dives. The lover cheats on his beloved. Fear eventually climaxes, thank goodness, but hope just escalates. Hope is an ascending fever; hope is the one-and-the-same unfounded expectation that spikes hotter and hotter.

The therapist slapped Alden’s hand to get her to stop twisting a loop of hair around her index finger. The woman told her, “Uncontrolled anxiety can eat you up.”

He’d been less than a perfect husband, but Alden still hoped Monty would turn up. When she filed a missing-persons report, the police officers looked at her as if she was crazy. They were certain that the schoolteacher had jilted her. If only her husband had remained in town with his new conquest, Alden might have got over him. When she pestered the officers too often, they nicknamed her “Miss Bride Interrupted.”

Left on her own, Alden had opened her door to suitors, but they were just “filler” until Monty returned. She sometimes believed that she brought out the predatory and, even worse, the scavenging instinct in these men. Men would gladly pick over her bones, feeling no responsibility for what had befallen her. That was her husband’s fault.

ALDEN HAD YET TO TRANSCRIBE MESSAGES from the Audubon hotline, 349-WING, a duty she saved until the end of her day before locking up. She sat at her desk with a pad of paper and pressed the play button on the answering machine. She listened to the tape rewind, a lisping shiver of magnetic plastic that promised a long list of reported sightings. There were a couple of national counts in progress, and Alden logged these notations in different registers that required she keep running tallies. The callers were often regulars, and Alden recognized their voices. A familiar oldster reported a Townsend’s solitaire at the old railroad bed at Corn Hill; and three Lapland longspurs were spotted in the wrack line off First Encounter Beach. About seventy northern gannets were plunge-diving just off the beach in front of the Watermark Inn in Provincetown. A flock of eighteen common redpolls. One sharp-shinned hawk. Two marbled godwits. Nine whimbrels. Two more Kemp’s ridley sea turtles were seen paddling sluggishly between moorings in Wellfleet Harbor. They should be picked up before they were too numb to swim. She penciled in each sighting, noting its numbers and exact location. She added up any repetitions to get the final counts for migrating waterfowl and songbirds.

Then it was Sarah Calhoon, a fiftyish retiree who often visited the National Seashore bookstore. She wasn’t calling to report a sighting, but said, “Alden, did that order of ladybug thumbtacks come in?” Ladybug thumbtacks. Arachnid cocktail napkins. Killer whale shot glasses. These items had come to represent the “good life” for some people. Alden couldn’t find solace in animal figurines and trinkets, although she tried to match the enthusiasm of the knee-jerk naturalists and tree-hugger types who came into the bookstore to buy badges. Real naturalists don’t have to wear it on their sleeves. But her favorite regulars assembled the way farmers mobilize at the local Feed-and-Grain just to rest their dogs and shoot the breeze. Alden sold them wildlife coffee mugs and tote bags, ladybug thumbtacks in plastic tubs.

Alden reset the tape machine, locked her cash drawer, and left her desk at twilight. A minor storm hit the coast in a typical Cape Cod “sea squall makes landfall” hissy fit. The rain stopped as soon as it started, but a Stephen King-caliber fog rolled across from Chatham Bars. The wind was clammy and the short walk to her car was like fighting through a shower stall of wet Hanes and panties. She got into her Jeep but could hardly see the road. Landmarks disappeared.

The outer peninsula had a chaotic, fiddlehead topography of dunes and swales that curled around in a spiral. Sometimes, when Alden stood on the breakwater at Land’s End, she lost her sense of direction entirely. What was supposed to be due west was actually looking south, and northward could be east. Living at the inverted tip, a person needed a heightened kinesthesia or a cartographer’s intuition, especially in sea mists.

But the whiteout made her nervous. She tried to remember what the Weather Channel announcer had said: “Fog is just harmless cloud.” Mothering cloud that sinks down on its clan to enfold and nourish, the way a white pullet sits on her brood. Its white banks swept across the windshield, closing around her. Alden couldn’t see six feet in front of her. No backward, no forward, just the instant interior.

After hours, Alden worked with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, which had started a project to exterminate an overpopulation of seagulls. The herring gulls bred on Monomoy, a barrier beach sanctuary two miles offshore. At first, the extermination project seemed to be working; the gulls were eating the poisoned bait. Heaps of sliced table bread were sprayed with Avitrol and systematically deposited across the sand dunes. The plan backfired when, in their death throes, the gulls flew inland and dropped like flies into the densely populated vacation resorts of Chatham and East Orleans. At the height of the summer season, gulls were falling onto people’s decks as men in barbecue aprons grilled swordfish and burgers. Gulls were going belly-up in motel swimming pools. It was Alden’s job to collect the carcasses.

Just the other week, Alden was in Snow’s Library on Main Street when a crazed gull crashed through the skylight, somersaulted to the carpet, then took wing again. It flew out through the same jagged starburst.

“I guess he’s not a bibliophile,” a senior told Alden. Together they watched a steel blue flight feather that the gull had lost in its crash test flutter down and stab the carpet. The woman seized it, twisted the feather before Alden’s face, and said, “I think it’s criminal, what you’re doing to those poor birds.”

Alden had always thought that seagulls were the rats of the sky, but she told the Audubon crone, “The project will help endangered piping plovers reclaim their nesting grounds. We need to increase the plovers to at least ninety nesting pairs in the next five years.” Alden often saw these baby plovers, tiny birds of speckled fluff racing in tight zigzags across the tidal flats. They pecked the foam necklace at the wrack line, chicks hardly bigger than the tufts on a chenille bedspread, searching for immature sand shrimp and beach fleas. It’s a baby-eat-baby kind of thing. These wildlife babies tweaked her heartstrings. She told the senior, “But I’m not in charge of this gull project. I just work at the bookstore.”

“Plovers. Seagulls. Let nature decide who’s king of the mountain,” the woman said.

“Like I said, don’t blame me. I’m not the mastermind.”

As a National Seashore employee, Alden had been enlisted to help collect the scruffy seagull corpses after the fact. She was given a canvas rucksack for toting the poisoned shorebirds to the transfer station, where she put them in a predesignated Dumpster stamped with the peculiar, postmodern toxic-waste cartouche. Next to the gull bin was the recycled milk jug bin with the missing children’s faces lined up in forlorn rows just like in a Romanian nursery. It wasn’t her idea of a posh moonlighting gig.

She was assigned to the Orleans rotary at dusk to patrol its traffic island for any sick or dying birds. Alden parked her car on a service road and crossed against traffic. She entered the tangled moat of underbrush, briar and scrub pine, careful to skirt hummocks of poison ivy. Alden was highly allergic to the pesky vine and just had to look at it for her skin to erupt in seeping welts. She had a fresh lesion where the noxious plant had twanged her bare leg and left a flaming check mark.

On her patrol, she didn’t find any stricken birds, but she disturbed a red fox bitch. She watched the startled fox weave across the busy rotary traffic and disappear into a deep belt of spartina growing along Cove Road. She fretted that the fox would get hit, leaving its little kits motherless.

She imagined rescuing these kits.

But fox litters usually come in the spring. Audubon do-gooders might move in on dens, thinking the kits were orphaned, when the mother was probably just out hunting rabbits. These naturemongers and wildlife collectors look for their opportunities wherever they might claim one.

Alden sympathized with the fox’s denning ritual. She imagined the secret bliss of retreating to a dark parlor with such glorious offspring. Her aunt had had a fox collar jacket, its fur pelt a soft velvet choker. She imagined snuggling in bed with a whole row of these fox collars. Alden often examined her feelings about the maternal ethos—how it can be nurtured or shattered in an instant. She had recently submitted an application to the Department of Social Services for a foster-care license, but she hadn’t received word that she had been approved. They told her to send proof of her current residence and employment status and a copy of her marriage license. She had bristled at the suggestion that her marital status remained unconfirmed without the live item or the appropriate paperwork. Single women could often adopt babies; why was she being scrutinized?

Finding no seagulls, she waited on the island for the traffic to thin out so she could get back to her Jeep. Cars cruised nonstop past the big topiary clock that greeted tourists at the Route 6 rotary in Orleans, a mock timepiece carved from a circle of ornamental hedges planted on an incline. All twelve emerald digits were sheared across the top and sides and checked with a spirit level. The clock’s green hands were set, in perpetuity, to five o’clock.

Five o’clock. Quitting time.

Outsiders driving onto the outer peninsula passed the clock at the rotary circle, and from there they entered the circus of leisure and R & R, retirement and recreation, of life without work. Even locals who held regular jobs at the fish piers, resort hotels, antique shops, and souvenir outlets found some reassurance in the “Quitting Time Clock” as their workday began. They’d have their respite, too, in just eight hours.

Cars rolled past the landmark and entered the rotary counterclockwise, as if in a prideful attempt to reverse time. Alden would be glad to go forward or backward just to lose the stigma that had clung to her since her husband ran off. She tried not to think of anything but her daily routine, the here and now, no matter how monotonous it was. When summer people crossed the Cape Cod Canal at Sagamore, they could plead instant amnesia, but year-rounders couldn’t claim the same privilege.

At the canal bridge, the beloved steel-tied arch had a new suicide fence, tall metal tines hooked inward at the top. The fence had been built to enforce the familiar billboard sign “Desperate? Call the Samaritans,” which for decades had greeted all traffic funneled into a bottleneck at the arch. When people moved to Cape Cod as a last resort, the geographical cure sometimes wasn’t enough. She would read about these suicides in local newspapers. The Cape Codder sometimes reprinted excerpts from suicide notes, hasty scraps found tucked under windshield wipers on parked cars left on one side of the canal or the other. Alden was especially struck by the brevity of these notes. One victim had written the two words “Pain everywhere,” and another jumper had complained that his life was just too much to bear, that it was “Everything—all at once.”

These messages, “Pain everywhere” and “Everything—all at once,” echoed in her head when she least expected. Bridge deaths seemed like blatant flag-waving from the damned, or perhaps these unhappy victims had gone too far in their bratty role play, enacting “Pierre, I Don’t Care” syndrome with fatal consequences. Once, Alden saw an extension ladder left propped against the new suicide fence. She rationalized that perhaps bridge painters had forgotten to stow it. But the ladder was a mocking invitation to lost souls, and Alden tried not to think that someone had brought his own ladder to the site.

Each time she crossed the narrow span, she tried to empty her mind. The canal had even earned the nickname the River of Forgetfulness, like Lethe. On Cape Cod, the two poles of linear time lost definition. The Quitting Time Clock was disconnected.

Tonight the clock face was unreadable behind a fog screen of wet gypsum. Traffic was a smear of motion, with no distinction between vehicles. Alden watched inexperienced drivers enter the rotary and ride their brakes or freeze, using too much intellectual forethought and caution as they edged into the whirling gear. Old hands merged seamlessly, holistically, and rolled around the circle without decelerating. Natives just plowed through. The final destination: P-town, home to long-term nonprogressors, a majority now, since most everyone does well at first with the cocktail. Less-fortunate advanced cases also came back to die off one by one, at the same beloved seaport where they were infected. At the town line, there was a new HIV-positive billboard greeting. It was a large neon plus sign with the words “Welcome to Provincetown. Tolerance in the New Millennium.” The PC sign was already weathered and bleached from the sun.

Alden wiped a monster mosquito off her cheek, bursting its rich sac under her fingertips. The wet weather had invigorated the dwindling swarms for a final feast before the first hard freeze. She rubbed the blood from her face. She had entered their environment at their dining hour. The swarm was famished.

Seeing an opening in the traffic, she ran across the pavement, only to be sandwiched between a grid of swollen high beams and the rosy daubs of taillights. Brakes screeched. She froze in her tracks as a pickup rear-ended a little Nissan. The tiny subcompact shot forward in Newton’s “conservation of momentum” and plowed into the thick green band of hedge, into the town’s beloved Quitting Time Clock. A wake of air tugged Alden’s hair off her shoulders; she was that close to the impact.

The dense topiary treasure was damaged at the number seven. Its thick, sculpted branches were crushed, and the splintered stumps instantly emitted a sharp juniper musk. Traffic halted behind the pileup. Alden trotted up to the crumpled Nissan to hear the radio still chugging a Janet Jackson single. A girl had been thrown out of the driver’s seat. Her torso was flopped forward at the waist in a supple tai chi ritual or yoga prayer, her blond ponytail splashed over her head. Alden had never seen a girl like this.

Her nostrils glittered with gold soot.

Just then, a can of Krylon spray paint fell off the rocker panel and rolled across the berm and onto the blacktop, where it kept going. It was hard to tell if the girl was undone from the Krylon or from the shock of the collision, but she couldn’t get up off her hands and knees. Her shirt was bunched above her bra strap, exposing a gaudy tattoo. It was the familiar image used so often on coffee mugs, posters, and tote bags: the girl had Edvard Munch’s The Scream on the small of her back.

Alden looked at the young woman bent in half. The details thwarted all pity, but Alden felt pity for the girl anyway.

Rubberneckers got out of their cars and fanned out around the wreck. A truth seeker, dressed in soccer shin guards, joined the others. “Is it bad? Is she all right?”

The girl pushed herself up and sat back on her heels. She pawed her hair out of her face and squinted at the crowd. “Who hit me?”

The circle stepped backward as if her breath might ignite.

Then a baby wailed from the back seat of the wreck. Alden bent down to see a toddler drumming his heels, still locked into a safety seat. The car seat was secured upright in a lap belt, and the little boy seemed to be all right. A laundry basket of snowy white restaurant towels had spilled everywhere—perhaps the victim was a laundress for one of the big hotels.

Alden and the girl caused a ripple of hot feelings among the patrolmen and rescue teams arriving at the scene. The officers knew the accident victim and wouldn’t have pampered her those other times if they had known she was still sniffing paint. Her name was Layla Cox, and Alden listened to the police rattle through some of Layla’s little “off- season incidents.”

She was piss and vinegar, one said. She was trash on fire. Layla had worked different jobs, including a modeling job at Princie’s Peephole, a real-time, interactive porn site on the Internet. That was legal work, but the blister burst when the baby’s father and Layla’s boyfriend, Brooks McCarthy, was sent to the penitentiary at MCI-Plymouth. The couple had been running a meth kitchen in Layla’s basement apartment at the Cape Breeze Motel. Police had found open containers of antifreeze, hydrochloric acid, red phosphorus, and lantern fuel lined up on the kitchen counter right beside bottles of baby formula. Boxes of Mini-Thins, the nonprescription ephedrine tablets used in the recipe, were left tossed around where the toddler could have swallowed them. Officer Francisconi said that Brooks could have killed Baby Hendrick. These meth kitchens sometimes even blew up.

And the gymkhana of law enforcement also knew Alden. Some had known her since childhood, others had seen her at the Seashore Visitor Center, but they’d all heard about her husband, the missing schoolteacher. The case for foul play was insubstantial, or it had been grossly mishandled from the get-go. Most of them believed it was more likely that Monty had run off with a skirt. Alden was high-strung, unhinged since her husband had disappeared, and few on the force had much sympathy for Miss Bride Interrupted.

It had been two years since she lost her husband. He was really, truly lost for good.

Monty had vanished from an authorized bus stop in Eastham, where he had worked as a bus monitor on a middle school route. At first Alden thought he might have gone on an impromptu “weekender” field study with Penelope Griffin, a woman he had met at the Xerces Society, a national group of butterfly enthusiasts. But to Alden’s surprise, Miss Griffin herself turned up in a huff at the police station, claiming to know nothing. The two women were forced to meet for the first time in embarrassed solidarity. It seems that they’d both been ditched for a third ketty. The detectives couldn’t erase their smirks.

Alden hated to be a victim.

She informed the officers that she had known about Miss Griffin all along. Monty and Miss Griffin had written environmental impact statements and had designed butterfly gardens for public parks and traffic islands. They worked together to identify inviting host plants that would attract the most specimens. “Mallow, buddleia, milkweed, glasswort, and amaranth. Fritillary butterflies like only violets,” Alden told the officers. The detectives listened to her litany of shrubs and wildflowers. They recognized that Alden didn’t want to imagine what else Monty and Miss Griffin might have accomplished after hours, one to one.

Neither woman had any knowledge of a different rival.

Alden gave Miss Griffin the once-over, trying to see what her husband had seen in her. Her inspection was arrested when she locked eyes with Miss Griffin, who was checking her over. She wanted to tell Miss Griffin, “Let’s remember who was wife and who was mistress,” but then she realized hers was the weaker station, after all.

Penelope Griffin explained to investigators that she and Monty had once gone on a working vacation together to a Caribbean island to collect exotic butterflies. Monty had told Alden all about his fruitful expedition with Miss Griffin and about the many unexpected discoveries they had made. Miss Griffin was especially interested in the glasswing butterfly, a glorious specimen with transparent wing segments. “Like tiny windowpanes,” Monty had told Alden.

Of course, Miss Griffin’s work as a lepidopterist was only part of her bond with Monty. Miss Griffin told the detectives that she had dated Monty for a year, almost as long as he had been married to Alden. Soon after meeting Miss Griffin at the police station, Alden learned that her rival had left town on a research junket. Alden was certain (since a bug fanatic in a push-up bra can’t be trusted) that the tall drink of water had gone to join Monty somewhere in the tropics. Alden pictured her husband and Miss Griffin sitting in bamboo lounge chairs, a field guide spread before them, and in their hands they were holding frozen cocktails garnished with serrated paper umbrellas.

When police had found Monty’s butterfly diorama on the shoulder of the road, Alden wanted it back, but it was tagged and stored away as evidence. “Evidence of what?” she had badgered the officers. Her husband’s geeky pastime?

During her marriage, Alden had tried to learn butterfly lore to please her husband, but Monty didn’t seem to want her to adopt his hobby. Two years after his disappearance, she still kept some of his pin-splayed insect specimens mounted on velveteen trays. She had saved the pocket notebooks that he took into the field, two pairs of his 7235 binoculars, his widemouthed jars with panty hose lids, and the blunt-tipped tweezers he had used to safely pluck a butterfly from its host plant, careful to pinch only its forewings. She saved all his butterfly paraphernalia, fearful that Monty might yet be coming back. He would want his stuff.

“HEY, LET ME GO. GET OFF ME—” The girl with the gold-leaf kisser wouldn’t cooperate when medics tried to make her recline on a backboard.

Alden saw that the policemen were upset. The girl was one of their little pets. Law enforcement professionals are exposed to the fallout from everyone’s love troubles. An officer might be indifferent or have a predisposition for the said same. They scolded her or they clammed up to cover their own hurt and disappointment.

The girl tried to wipe a clump of hair out of her face, but it kept swinging down. Then she flopped back on the stretcher, happy to give up the fight.

Alden wondered if Layla was named for the mournful Eric Clapton classic. Her name alone tweaked things toward the melancholy for those nostalgic boomer officers who were close to retirement age. They made up half the force. Yes, “Layla” was a stamp of a bygone generation, but Alden thought that the appellation “Baby Hendrick” couldn’t be more cunning.

During all the ballyhoo, Alden reached into the back of the car and unsnapped the belt on the little boy’s safety seat. She lifted the squirming toddler in her arms and greeted him eye to eye. His smoke blond hair was kinked, but his skin was white as Elmer’s. He could have been a white baby, or maybe he was half and half, Alden wasn’t sure. His huge eyes drilled her with a point-blank look of unbridled, expectant innocence that she found instantly absorbing. The toddler held a rubber doll, a leprechaun figurine or gruesome troll. The toy was filled with sand particles in an elastic skin that stretched in every direction as the little boy worried it and pulled its limbs. She saw it was stamped “Mr. Squishy” by its manufacturer.

“Mr. Squishy? Is that your doll’s name?” She sweet-talked the baby in a sugary singsong and marched the rubber figure in the air before the baby’s face. Her moment of rapture came out of nowhere, and Alden didn’t temper the game until a policeman eyed her.

She rested the boy on the waffled fender of the Nissan, taking the liberty to try to unhook his tiny nose ring. But the gold loop adorning the baby’s nostril was seamless. It would have to be snipped.

Officer Francisconi walked up to her. “Miss?”

Alden remembered a children’s story her mother had read to her about girls named Miss Bee Gotten, Miss Take, Miss Fortune, Miss Terry.

The officer waited for her to tell him Miss what? Miss who?

“Alden Warren,” she said. “You know me.”

“Yeah. Miss Warren? Warren—add a t to that and you’ve got yourself a ‘Warrant,’” he teased her.

“Oh. That’s good. I guess you’re the wordsmith on the force?”

He didn’t seem to enjoy his own joke or its aftermath. “Miss Warren, you say that you were jaywalking from the traffic island right as this happened?”

“I didn’t say I was jaywalking. Shite.”

“There’s no legal access to that traffic island. There’s no crosswalk—from here. To there.” He scrolled his arm back and forth across the rotary intersection, jabbing opposing pindots on the accident-scene mural with his pointer finger.

For the first time she recognized that perhaps the officer believed that she had caused the wreck when she ran across the rotary traffic. She told him, “People drive too fast in this fog.”

“They land 747s at Logan in this kind of fog. Fog doesn’t kill people,” he said. “People—”

“—kill people. I know,” she said. “Jesus H.”

The officer gave her his scalding once-over, eyeing the National Seashore ID patch on her jacket, an emblem that afforded her a bit of protection even as it stigmatized her. Local fuzz had a long-standing thing against the Seashore’s Teflon coating. The officer might have been thinking, She’s one of those crazies who volunteers for the Seashore. He said, “You were first on the scene, right? We’ll need to get your phone number. You donate hours at the Seashore?”

“I’m a paid employee,” she said.

“Oh, that’s right. You get paid to count seagulls.” The police officer was showing his mean streak. It was the end of the summer season and the beginning of the winter lull. He had had it with summer, but he wasn’t looking forward to the dead months.

Another cop plucked the hotel towels off the car floor and searched through the back seat. “Layla’s got Krylon and an open container in here. Shit. She’ll be going to County tonight after she’s checked out at the hospital.”

Alden jiggled the toddler on her hip. “Are you arresting her? What happens to the baby?” Her own voice surprised her. It was at once cheerful and defiant, like when a child says, “Finders, keepers.”

“What happens to the baby?” Francisconi repeated her question in an unreadable inflection.

Alden said, “I mean, since his mom’s having a lost weekend, and she’s getting arrested? You say his dad is in jail? I thought maybe I could help out,” Alden said.

The police officer tipped his face to look at her. “You want to help with the baby?”

“I could bring him home with me. I mean for the in-between. I’ve got my application at DSS. I’m getting the license—”

“Are you on their hotline list? To be on that list you have to have an extra bed ready at any hour, any day of the week. You got an extra bed?”

Alden told him that she had the extra bed. She said, “DSS has all my forms at the Yarmouth office. They’re just waiting for a CORI report and fingerprint clearance, all that red tape.”

“Yeah, it’s a lot of steps,” the officer said.

“I attend meetings, the open houses. Those get-acquainted carnivals and birthday parties where I can meet these babies getting placed out. But I wonder what will happen to this one.”

“Well, it’s the typical story, I guess. It’s always a mess until it’s worked out. But nothing so bad as that Cuban kid in Miami, you always hope.” Francisconi took out a pad of paper and wrote down a phone number. “This is for Hester Pierson, the DSS home finder. Call her in the morning to see if Baby Hendrick is on her list.”

“Yeah, I know her. She’s working on my file.” Alden maneuvered the toddler onto her opposite hip and shoved the paper snip deep into her pocket. She felt a strange wave of heat rise through her center of gravity, through her diaphragm, and into her larynx. Next she heard herself cooing baby talk in a voice she hardly recognized as her own, the result of a knee-jerk maternal mechanism. She rubbed noses with Baby Hendrick, happy to accept whatever twist of fate had brought them face-to-face.

Another team rolled up in a sparkling white truck still dripping with soapsuds. The pickup driver who had rear-ended the Nissan refused to be transported to the hospital in Hyannis, but he agreed to wear a foam collar and stood still as a medic snapped its wide cuff around his neck. He was going scot-free because Layla was caught red-handed with the gold inhalant.

Alden bounced the toddler on her hip. The baby looked at the scene but didn’t seem to recognize his mom without the typical spark of life. The gold pollen on his mother’s upper lip gave her the appearance of a Tutankhamen treasure as she lay passed out on a gurney, mummified on Krylon.

A medic asked Alden, “You took the little boy from the car? You should have waited for Rescue. Has that baby been examined?”

“This baby?” She leaned back to study his adorable face, his dimples and pudges.

“That baby was a passenger in the Nissan, right?”

Alden looked at the accordioned sedan. Its trunk was crumpled and its fenders were gashed. The little car was a junker to begin with. That’s when she saw the popular bumper sticker “Chatham: A Quaint Little Drinking Village with a Fishing Problem”—a tongue-in-cheek acknowledgment of the Lower Cape’s number one doomed industry and its alcoholic aftermath.

Baby Hendrick began to fuss, and she rocked her pelvis in tight circles to soothe the toddler on her hip. She loved his compact weight; it had the comfortable heft of a flour sack or a canvas bag of loose silver. She was meant to have a baby of her own—maybe it was this one.

The medic said, “He needs to go with Rescue to Hyannis to get checked out.”

Alden still didn’t hand the child to the paramedic. The patrolmen and rescue teams watched her.

Alden was embarrassed that local law enforcement personnel thought of her merely as a wife who had been left behind. She wanted them to know that her husband’s disappearance was a mystery beyond her control, just like those dramatizations on television shows that investigate paranormal events, shows that gave FBI profiles of weirdos, gigolos, and killers. Some of these stories were based on fact, but most were urban legends and contemporary rumors. Yet when her husband had disappeared, no scientists or FBI professionals had converged on the scene to speculate about whether it was a hoax, like those crop circles, or whether a flying saucer or an occult hand had reached down and snatched him.

The police seemed certain that Monty had disappeared of his own free will, and they had found nothing to suggest otherwise except for one small detail. Officers had discovered a shoebox diorama abandoned on the shoulder of the road at the stop where Monty usually got off the bus. Monty had often constructed insect dioramas with his students. The item was assembled with real monarchs, swallowtails, and sulphurs arranged in a diminutive kick-line and glued to a piece of two-by-eight. The papery creatures were pierced by toothpicks that held tiny protest signs saying “Butterflies on Strike!” Alden had told investigators that Monty would never have left the diorama behind, but the police didn’t see much value in the item and shoved it in a storage closet.

The patrolmen all seemed to know about Alden’s husband, and one officer recalled having recently stopped Alden. “Weren’t you in that MVA at the stoplight last month?”

“No, but I think you stopped me once, remember? You gave me a warning citation.”

Something on her dashboard had pulsed sun glare that blinded oncoming traffic. A carrot-sized prism shivered from her rearview mirror. The trinket had been a gift from her husband. At first she had displayed the ornament in a sunny kitchen window to see it shoot blurry rainbow daubs across the walls and ceiling. But one time Monty had tried to use the glass phallus to initiate their love act. He warmed the beveled rod under the tap, but Alden refused. Whether it was chandelier baubles or mail-order items, Monty had often tried to introduce foreign probes and gimmickry into their bedroom routine, and his requests had created some tension between them.

The officer had told Alden to remove the New Age trinket from her dash. He didn’t like vehicles to have distracting bric-a-brac or bumper stickers. The toddler was beginning to unravel now, aware of new faces and the nervous landscape of blinkers, a throbbing cherry orchard with chirping radios scissoring on and off. He dropped his rubber doll when a paramedic took him from Alden. The toddler cried out, drumming his heels and arching his back. Alden tried not to imagine that the baby called to her as he was brisked away.

But without Baby Hendrick to hold, Alden’s forearms felt weak and tingly, as if specific, involuntary nerve synapses had been primed and then abruptly disconnected.

One ambulance drove off with Layla Cox, and a second one took away the baby. Alden saw the Mr. Squishy doll on the pavement. She picked it up. She examined its weird mass in her hands. It had a sandy interior that migrated under the pressure of her thumbs. She stretched its putty arms and released them. The exaggerated limbs slowly re-tracted.

She would save it for Baby Hendrick.

ALDEN DROVE TO HER PLACE on the pristine back shore, a beautiful aquarelle wilderness. Her tiny house was perched on the Atlantic waterfront at High Head, where the glacial shelf abruptly ended. It was the last perch of solid land before the Provincelands, fifteen wind-torn miles of parabolic sand dunes that looked like the moon. Beneath her doorstep, the surf crashed forward or sluiced backward, a constant hydrorespiration that Alden liked hearing, even in violent weather. But to get home she had to navigate the sand ruts, skirting hillocks of shadbush and chokeberry; wide swatches of cordgrass scraped paint off the fenders of her used Jeep Wagoneer. Dune residents keep their car tires almost flat for traction, and Alden never bothered getting air unless she planned to drive up cape and off the peninsula.

Last summer she had entered her name in a drawing held for Seashore employees to compete for the few dune shacks secured for year-round occupancy on the National Seashore. She had won the privilege to rent the tiny but much-prized Victorian shack named Sea Call. Other dune shacks were named for different states of secular ecstasy and transformation—Euphoria, Transcendence, Simplicity, Reliance—and one was called Halcyon, named after the fabled kingfisher that was said to have the power to calm winter storms.

Her tiny Victorian shack was newly insulated against the pounding nor’easters she could expect all season. She had running water, a new well with a four-inch pump, and enough pressure to squirt water forty feet from a hose. The shack had a propane gas generator for her compact fridge, electric heat, and lighting. A high-tech composting toilet cleansed “gray water” before releasing it back into deep sand. She had purchased a mini-satellite dish and got permission from the park service to have it installed inconspicuously beneath her west-facing eaves.

When she got home, Alden dialed the number of the DSS home finder on her cellular phone. She left her name and number on the social worker’s voice mail. “What’s happening with my application?” Alden said, picturing Baby Hendrick’s face. For the first time since Monty had gone, she felt connected to someone.

She buttered a piece of bread and ate it at the kitchen sink. She drank the last of the cranberry juice. Before climbing into bed, she placed the Mr. Squishy doll on top of the Panasonic portable. The stiff-armed homunculus cast an oversize shadow against the wallpaper, already working its juju.

Alden got under the covers and pointed the clicker at the satellite receiver box on her TV. The screen bloomed at the foot of her bed. A rerun of the mystery series Unfinished Business was just starting. She listened to the show’s edgy signature music, a halting pizzicato that Alden liked. Next she heard the host’s urgent voice-over as he introduced cherished segments from the series’ archives: “Lost Loves.” “Missing.” “Haunted.” “The Unexplained.”

HE WAITED IN THE DARK until Alden came home. He imagined she must have been out on a date, but he cut away from that visualization. He didn’t like to meet up with his challengers, not even in his imagination. Tonight she was alone in the dune shack. He watched her step out of her skirt and peel off her sweater as she walked back and forth before two narrow Victorian windows. One window had an oilskin shade drawn down, a buttery filter for her striptease; the other was unobstructed.

He stood just beyond the gold plank that fell across the sand. He watched as she nibbled a heel of bread and sipped a glass of deep red juice, After the Fall cranberry or cranberry apple, he noted adoringly. He felt sheepish, but he coveted every speck of secret information, even her modest shopping lists. Once, he’d found a tiny white envelope beside her trash bin. In three languages the envelope said “Extra Buttons. Boutons Supplementaires. Botones Extras.” His mother used to keep odd buttons in a candy dish on her bedroom dresser; replacements were sometimes sewn inside the hem of a new sweater, or they came in a packet like this. Alden’s button was a thin shell disk with four holes in a tiny grid. He put it in his pocket.

He followed her profile as she drank her juice. He admired her long porcelain throat as she emptied her glass in a succession of tiny sips, tipping her head back. He watched her tiny Adam’s apple tug and contract. She rinsed the glass, swirling the water counterclockwise before dumping it out, and that, too, he admired. She completed her charming bedtime chores with blithe authority, and he adored every small movement she made.

Once more, she walked out of his view, maybe to brush her teeth. She returned, in full frame again, dabbing her knee with a cotton ball drenched in calamine lotion. Pink trickles ran down her leg, and she mopped them with a Kleenex. She picked up her alarm clock, tugged its lever, then set it down on her bed stand. Next, she lifted a stubby candle or rubber thing—he was jolted to see it was a sex toy she was inspecting. But it wasn’t what he had thought, just a funny little doll, a frog prince or troll. She centered the figurine on her TV.

He moved closer to the sill to see her climb into bed.

He watched her fold the hem of her sheet under one elbow as she opened a book and pulled it up to her chin. He usually waited until she clicked off her lamp, but the November night was increasingly bitter. November is the jaded month. Nothing sprouts but rime and frost flowers. He turned away from her shack and walked across the dunes, following the rutted car tracks. On the Outer Cape there was nothing to stop the east wind except the north wind. They often worked together to earn their fame, braiding their fluid fingers into one icy wallop. A storm was coming in. Whether it was a real nor’easter or not, he wasn’t dressed for it. His quilted mac was a cheap item right off the discount rack and it didn’t have the layer of Thinsulate he wanted. It was only a mile to where he’d left his car, but the loose pack was difficult to navigate on foot. The Provincelands wilderness was an all-in-one nightmare of repetitive landmarks. Back dunes sloped gradually westward, but the toe of the dune is a steep seaward cliff. He retraced his steps, following interdune swales, sunken forests, hummocks of snarled cedar, and scrub oak barrens. Even without a real moon, the track shimmered like a tin sheet. The sandplain glittered with magic pinpricks—quartz, feldspar, garnet.
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LUX DAVIS STOOD IN A TEN-ACRE FIELD at Bay State Nurseries, where his supervisor had called a meeting. Tight rows of neophyte evergreen shrubs fanned out in a dizzying starburst until the optical effect challenged his posture, his balance, and his clear head. Lux preferred to work alone, edging green animals or in his pleaching arbor where he trained two lines of poplars into a tunneling hedgerow. He bound lateral twiglets with twist ties and braided opposing branches until their arms grafted together in seamless green arches and crowns. By late autumn, the bare knots looked like Jesus’ thorns. A selectman had recently asked Lux to estimate the damage to the rotary clock. Lux inspected the scrambled topiary and suggested that the mascot clock needed new plantings and maybe some tricky grafts to save broken limbs where that Nissan ate up a section.

He rested his boot on his spade and leaned into its long birch handle as Mr. Nickerson explained the new project at Seacrest. It was the doomsday scenario Lux had imagined for two years. The teacher’s “guide yellow” parka flashed in his mind; sometimes it was just the Nike swoosh that burned across like a fireball.

Nickerson had brought a cardboard tray of Starbucks coffees into the field to hand out to the crew. Lux accepted a cup, sloshing some coffee on his caked gloves. Panic caused a Novocain effect, and his lips felt numb as he tried to take a sip. It wasn’t the usual dishwater java from the nearby Donut Den, and the premium dark roast was supposed to be a righteous little boost to the four men, who’d been transferring young shrubs into two-gallon containers. These buckets were going on a flatbed truck for a sale at the Pilgrim Mall. His boss halted that chore.

Nickerson told them, “Here’s the job. You know that new Seacrest development on Bearse Point? They’ve ordered a hundred and sixty trees.” He motioned to the west side fields. Those lines of hemlocks and cedars were not supposed to be touched for another five years. The trees had originally been reserved for a landscape contractor in Yarmouth who had wanted mature plants later on. Seacrest had bettered his bid. His boss said that they would start working those rows next week. It was a rush order, maybe involving some overtime pay. Nancy had a sign-up sheet in the office if they wanted the extra hours.

Lux snapped his quilted mac against the oncoming chill and said, “Wait a minute. Aren’t we doing the clock first? That’s high profile. It’s a brainless PR project. It’s advertising, right?”

Nickerson eyed Lux. He said, “Change of plans, Mr. Davis. Is that all right with you?”

“I’m just saying I think we should repair the landmark before doing anything. It’s got visibility.”

“The town has to vote on that before they plunk new money into it. We don’t do any work yet. That is, we don’t scratch our ass without cash up front. We wait till town meeting, and you know about that circus, so there’s plenty of time to move these trees out for delivery to that Seacrest project—”

“But if I’m remembering—I’m remembering that those trees are already sold,” Lux said. He wanted the whole argument. An argument can lead to a modification, a retraction, a forfeit. He rattled off his reasons for second-guessing his boss’s instructions. Nickerson walked off toward his 4x4 truck, and Lux was talking to the thin air. But Lux had heard right. The cedars on rows 77 through 82 were coming out.

The crew watched Lux.

He tipped his face to follow a Cape Air puddle jumper that buzzed overhead at a low altitude, making its landing approach with a minimum ceiling. He watched it disappear into a wall of fluff. Lux knew that the men stared at him, so he waited stone-still just for its antieffect. Standing erect and frozen, his secret preoccupations and unconscionable impulses surfaced against his will. Stirred up like this, his eyes narrowed in a startling Windex blue squint. Women often fell for the vision, at first. It was his alarming eyes coupled with his lanky physique, like buff runway models in Calvin Klein ads, boys stripped to the waist for that day-laborer look, agented beauties in boxer shorts that never saw a lick of real work.

But Lux did his share of monotonous digging. The men were used to his oddness but grew impatient with Lux’s annoying requests. Just that morning, Lux had made them hike around an acre of rose canes to avoid disturbing a glossy ibis he had found sunning there. Whether Lux was a nature lover or just superstitious about the strange, prehistoric-looking shorebird, they couldn’t be sure. They obeyed Lux’s wacky entreaties just to avoid his edgy aftermaths.

Marty Stokes was first to trim his wick and told him, “Look, man, we dig up trees every day. Trees over here, trees over there—that’s the fuckass job. If we start these rows or if we go to work on that goofy green clock, what’s the difference?”

Lux said, “I’m just saying, ‘Where’s my bee, where’s my honey? Where’s my God, where’s my money?’”

“Shit. Leave off with the poetry, for our benefit, okay?”

“That’s song lyrics, actually.”

“Keep it up, we’ll leave you here to sort that baling wire.”

“I’m just saying, you ever see Nickerson get his hands dirty? He can’t wrap one fucking root ball. See his fingernails? No tar, not a speck of dirt, just the grime that rubs off his cash after taxes.”

Marty Stokes recognized Lux’s familiar serf-versus-master complaint. Lux didn’t like taking orders. It was more than an attitude problem; they all had that, but Marty Stokes remembered that Lux had had a neuropathological affliction since childhood. His classmates had learned to live with it back then, and now Lux usually had it under control. The men beside him in the field saw he worked harder than most of them, but he could get touchy. It was something called “freezing” and “false paralysis.” As a kid he’d stand stone-still in left field during a tense inning and let a simple fly ball land at his feet. In math class or history, he’d turn into a statue and wouldn’t answer when the teacher asked him a question. In his attempt to break free of his frozen spell his face would contort like a gargoyle. He was trapped on some sort of neurological flip side, as if the needle couldn’t drop onto the right band on the brain platter. Sometimes he wouldn’t talk for days; then his mutism would evaporate and he’d talk a blue streak, reading road signs and miscellany backward and forward. He would read multisyllabic phrases back to front and invent palindromes. He could turn any word inside out in an instantaneous, knee-jerk reaction.
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