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Praise for Somebody’s Fool


‘Russo’s version of the good old-fashioned comic novel is the gold standard, full of heart and dexterous storytelling’


Kirkus Reviews (starred review)


‘[Russo] brings depths of pathos and wisdom to this Everyman microcosm by challenging its citizens in unlikely ways, only to have them emerge whole and even heroic. There have never been fools in Russo’s world, just lovely, relatable people navigating foolish situations’


Booklist (starred review)


‘[Delivers] the generous humour, keen ear for dialogue, and deep appreciation for humanity’s foibles that have endeared the author to his readers for decades. Though Sully is gone, his world is alive and well’


Publishers Weekly
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Inheritance


THE CHANGES WOULD BE gradual, or that was how the idea had been sold all along. But no sooner did North Bath’s annexation to Schuyler Springs become official than rumors began circulating about “next steps.” North Bath High, the Beryl Peoples Middle School, and one of the town’s two elementary schools would close at the end of the school year, just a few months away. In the fall their students would be bused to schools in Schuyler. Okay, none of this was unexpected. The whole point of consolidation was to eliminate redundancies, so education, the most expensive of these, would naturally be at the top of that list. Still, those pushing for annexation had argued that such changes would be incremental, the result of natural attrition. Teachers wouldn’t be fired, merely encouraged, by means of incentives, to retire. Younger staff would apply for positions in the Schuyler Unified school district, which would make every effort to accommodate them. The school buildings themselves would be converted into county offices. Same deal with the police. The low-slung brick building that housed the police department and the jail would be repurposed, and Doug Raymer, who’d been making noises about retiring as chief of police for years, could probably get repurposed as well. His half-dozen or so officers could apply for positions within the Schuyler PD. Hell, they’d probably even keep their old uniforms; the left sleeve would just bear a different patch. Sure, other redundancies would follow. There’d be no further need for a town council (there being no town) or for a mayor (which in Bath wasn’t even a full-time position). The town already purchased its water from Schuyler Springs, whose sanitation department would now collect its trash, which everybody agreed was a significant upgrade. At present Bath citizens were responsible for hauling their crap to the dump, or hiring the Squeers Brothers and letting their fleet of decrepit dump trucks do it for them.


Naturally, not everyone had been in favor of this quantum shift. Some maintained there was really only one genuine redundancy that annexation would eliminate, and that was North Bath itself. By allowing itself to be subsumed by Schuyler Springs, its age-old rival, the town was basically committing suicide, voting for nonexistence over existence, and who in their right mind did that? This melodramatic argument was met with considerable derision. Was it even possible for an intubated patient on a ventilator to commit suicide? For the last decade about the only thing Bath had any control over was its morphine drip, because its debt had become so crushing that the town budget allowed for little beyond its interest payment.


How had all this come to pass? Well, the recession the whole damn country was still in the middle of was partly to blame, but many argued that the town had been circling the drain long before that. Most people blamed Gus Moynihan and the damned Democrats, who, when they took power, just spent and spent and spent. Before that, Bath had been a model of fiscal restraint, its unofficial motto being: No spending. Ever. On anything. For any purpose. If there was a pothole in the middle of the street, drive around the fucking thing. It wasn’t like potholes were invisible. The wider and deeper they grew, the easier they were to spot. Hell, it wasn’t that long ago that the streets weren’t paved at all. No, the fiscal crisis was due to a curious combination of hubris and self-loathing, the anti-annexers maintained, the inevitable result of Bath’s attempts to emulate its rich neighbor. The Democrats, being Democrats, figured that if the town spent money like Schuyler Springs did, maybe it could have everything Schuyler had. You had to spend money to make money, right? Okay, sure, Republicans countered, but what the Democrats were conveniently ignoring was that Schuyler Springs, a lucky town if there ever was one, had money to burn. The city was flush. It was full of fancy restaurants and coffee shops and museums and art galleries. It had a thoroughbred racetrack, a performing arts center and writers’ colony and snooty liberal arts college, all of which generated a veritable shitstorm of revenue. How was Bath supposed to compete with all that? Moreover, why would they even want to? After all, there were other ways of measuring wealth, other sources of civic pride. Schuyler might be lucky—its mineral springs still percolating up out of the ground more than a century after Bath’s ran dry—but the historic drivers of its economy were gambling and horseracing and prostitution (a claim advanced by North Bath fundamentalist churches, though the only whorehouse of historical note had actually been located on their own outskirts), all of which explained why Schuyler was full of rich assholes and latte-drinking homosexuals and one-God-at-most Unitarian churches, a town where morally upright, God-fearing, hardworking people couldn’t afford to live. That it hadn’t gotten its comeuppance yet didn’t mean there wasn’t one coming. If potholes and second-rate schools kept taxes low and degenerates, atheists and Starbucks out, then let’s hear it for potholes.


That was the other thing: taxes. If Bath was subsumed by Schuyler, how much longer would they remain low? Those in favor of annexation conceded that, yes, eventually, if Schuyler Springs assumed North Bath’s debt, at some point all town property would have to be reassessed. Taxes might conceivably go up. Language like eventually and at some point and might conceivably had the intended effect of rendering these outcomes as remote and possible, as opposed to immediate and inevitable. Now, though, word on the street was that this reassessment of both residential and commercial properties would commence next week. Just that quickly eventually had become a synonym for tomorrow. So, yes, North Bath teachers and cops and other public servants could apply for their old jobs in Schuyler schools and the Schuyler PD, but if their property taxes doubled, how many of them could afford to keep living there? Sure, residents with the nicest houses in the better neighborhoods would make a killing and move away, but what about everybody else? Wouldn’t they just end up in some other town like Bath that couldn’t afford services like trash removal, except with a longer commute?


Birdie, who was the principal owner of Bath’s venerable roadhouse, the White Horse Tavern, had followed the civic debate with interest, despite not really having a dog in the fight. The way she saw it, she was pretty much screwed either way. If the tavern was reassessed and her taxes doubled, then she’d probably lose not just the business but her home, since she lived in the apartment upstairs. Theoretically the property would be worth more, but that would also make it even harder to sell. While the tavern wasn’t technically on the market, it was common knowledge that Birdie had been looking for an off-ramp for a while now. She’d recently turned sixty-three, and most mornings, including this one, she woke up feeling like she’d been rode hard and put up wet. She couldn’t afford to retire, but how many more years of hard labor did she have in her? A decade ago the bar had kept her afloat during the winter, but not anymore. Summers were still busy, of course. She opened the main dining room around Memorial Day, hired seasonal waitstaff and cooks who pushed steaks and prime rib out of the crowded kitchen and into the expansive dining room, but all of that went away after Labor Day. She kept the kitchen open as a service, but mostly for burgers and pizza. The whole place needed a good sprucing up, and not just a fresh coat of paint, either. Every stick of furniture in the joint needed replacing, and she’d been putting off purchasing new point-of-sales equipment for years. She wanted to update her software, too, something her ancient computer wouldn’t support. Face it. The Horse was, like the town itself, on a respirator. Maybe it was time to pull the plug. Put a merciful end to her misery. Before the recession she’d been hoping for—praying for, really—somebody from away to wander into the tavern and be both charmed by its historic vibe and blind to its present decrepitude. Someone capable of closing their eyes and seeing in the resulting darkness a bright future. A romantic fool, in other words. Unfortunately, people like that were more likely to invest in bookstores and B and Bs than roadhouse taverns.


Still, you never knew, which was why Birdie was paying particular attention to another rumor that was currently making the rounds: the one about the Sans Souci—the old hotel that sat in the middle of a large, wooded estate situated between Bath and Schuyler Springs. Of course the place had always been a rumor mill. Every few years there’d be talk that some downstate investor was interested, that the old hotel would be renovated yet again, a celebrity chef brought up from Manhattan to run its high-end restaurant, the extensive grounds converted into a golf course or maybe a music venue to rival Schuyler’s performing arts center. Others believed that the state of New York would eventually step in, purchase the land and make a public park out of it. This new scuttlebutt was strikingly different: somebody already had bought the Sans Souci, and not some downstater, but a West Coast billionaire and movie studio owner who meant to tear the hotel down and build a soundstage in its place. That was last week’s scenario. This week’s purchaser was a Silicon Valley tech firm looking for an East Coast presence by replacing the Sans Souci with an entire campus built from the ground up, which would mean hundreds, if not thousands, of employees. Overnight the whole area would be flooded with new people, all of them looking not just for housing but for places to eat and drink. Could it be that for once in her life Birdie was actually in the right place at the right time? She never had been before, but where was it written that her luck couldn’t change? Her old friend Sully had been as unlucky as anybody she knew until one day his luck turned with a vengeance. Why not her?


Birdie was contemplating this rosy possibility when she heard Peter Sullivan, Sully’s son and one of her two minority business partners, letting himself in via the tavern’s delivery entrance, as he did every Saturday morning without fail. Peter seemed to believe he was a very different breed of cat than his father, which always made Birdie smile, though in some respects she supposed it might be true. College educated, he was white collar where Sully had been faded blue, and Peter was both well dressed and articulate. In other respects, however, he was his old man all over again. If you ever needed to know where Sully was, all you had to do was glance at your watch. At seven he’d be at Hattie’s for his morning coffee. Eight-thirty would find him at Tip Top Construction, where Carl Roebuck, its owner, would let him know what disgusting job he’d lined up for him that day, one even Sully couldn’t fuck up. Over the noon hour he’d drop by the OTB, where he’d bet his 1-2-3 exacta and shoot the shit with the other regulars there. Six o’clock or thereabouts would find him back home, in the shower, scrubbing off the day’s grime (though he’d sometimes skip going home if the job ran long). By seven he’d be on his favorite barstool here at the Horse, where there was always cold beer and The People’s Court or a ball game on the wall-mounted TV, not to mention the regular bar crowd—Wirf, Jocko, Carl and the others, all gone now, dead or moved away or drinking elsewhere—whose balls he enjoyed breaking. And there he’d stay, until midnight on weekdays, or last call on weekends, after which, if a poker game broke out in the back room, so much the better. He’d kept to that schedule pretty much right up to the end, even when the knee he’d injured years before got so stiff and painful that the few people who didn’t know him assumed he had a prosthesis.


Peter seemed to believe that because he drank coffee at the Horse on Saturday mornings instead of beer there every night of the week and because he read the New York Times instead of watching The People’s Court, he’d won some sort of victory over genetics. Birdie had her doubts. With each passing day he looked more like his old man, and while she wasn’t privy to the details of his day, she knew its broad strokes—teaching at the community college during the week, on Saturdays slow-walking the ongoing renovations to the house on Upper Main Street that his father had left him, playing racquetball (whatever that was) or tennis at a fitness club in Schuyler on Sundays. Evenings? Every now and then he’d stop by the Horse for a martini (Birdie stocked his favorite high-end vodka), but he usually drank at that hipster bar in Schuyler, the kind of place where a glass of wine went for twelve bucks and you weren’t supposed to mind the short pour. Peter’s routines, in other words, were every bit as ingrained and regimented as Sully’s had been, which was why Birdie foresaw that the DNA contest Peter imagined he was winning would end in ignominious defeat.


And how different he already was from the young fellow who’d arrived in North Bath back in the late eighties, his marriage in tatters, his family splintering. Shaken by having just lost his university teaching position but still encased in a protective layer of irony, he managed to convey to everyone that his life was a game he was playing under protest, one he expected to be upheld when his case was finally heard. Sure, he was stuck in Bath for the time being, but he’d made it clear that he wouldn’t be staying a moment longer than necessary. A few years at most. Once Will graduated from high school, it was adios amigos. But then he began inheriting things. First, his mother’s house, a modest, three-bedroom ranch in a once solidly middle-class neighborhood that was now in decline. Vera had been an iron-willed, congenitally unhappy woman who worshipped her father, a Yale Ph.D. who’d chaired the Classics Department at Edison College over in Schuyler. As far as Vera was concerned, the man could do no wrong, and consequently none of the subsequent men in her life ever measured up. Sully certainly hadn’t, though what possessed her to imagine he would was a mystery. Enter Peter’s step-dad, Ralph, a kind, good-hearted doofus and Sully’s polar opposite. The poor man’s heroic efforts to make his wife happy, or at least less unhappy, elicited quiet contempt on a good day and wild-eyed rage on a bad one. And face it, Peter had ended up disappointing her, too. Yes, he’d become a scholar like his grandfather, but Vera could see his heart wasn’t in it, and when he failed to get tenure at an undistinguished state university, she let it be known that he’d disappointed both her and his grandfather. Her only other demand had been that he forever bear a grudge against his own father for walking out on them, but it turned out he couldn’t even manage that. Instead of moving back into his childhood home and finding respectable work when his marriage broke up, Peter had instead gone to work with (no, for!) Sully, and after a year or two in a rented apartment with his son Will, he’d actually moved into the house Sully had by then inherited from old Beryl Peoples. He hadn’t meant that to be a slap in the face, Peter assured her, but really how else was she supposed to interpret it? Still, he was an only child. In the end, who else was she going to leave her house to?


Since Peter had no intention of living in his childhood home, his first thought was to sell the place for whatever it would bring. Later, when Will went off to college, Peter could use the money to facilitate his own escape. The problem was that the house, always neat and tidy when he was a boy, now needed a ton of work, both inside and out. After Ralph, his stepfather, retired, there hadn’t been much money, and when he fell ill, keeping the place up had fallen to Peter, who’d done, he had to admit, the bare minimum. Yes, he’d taken care of the seasonal chores: mowing the lawn in the summer, raking leaves and shoveling snow in fall and winter. If an appliance fritzed or a pipe burst, he came over and fixed it. Otherwise, though, he steered clear, because of his mother. Vera’s grip on sanity had always been relaxed, but over time her behavior was increasingly batshit. She viewed her son’s continued presence in Bath as a betrayal, and the mere sight of him was often enough to send her over the edge. In her mind’s eye she continued to see her son dressed like the college professor he’d once been—in chinos, a button-down oxford shirt and a tweed sport coat and loafers, whereas now when he showed up to mow the lawn or fix the burst pipe he was invariably dressed in work boots, faded jeans, a coarse denim shirt and, if you could believe it, a feed-company bill cap, as if he were announcing to the whole neighborhood that despite her efforts to make a cultured man of him, he’d chosen instead to be a common laborer like his father. “Take it off!” she shrieked at him one day when he came inside for a glass of water. “I can’t bear it!” What she couldn’t bear, it turned out, was the sight of him wearing a tool belt, a hammer dangling from its iron loop. When he appeared unexpectedly, she would usually make a show of going into her bedroom, closing the door and remaining there until he was gone. Other times she’d come busting out, wild eyed, and launch into one of her melodramatic tirades about how she’d much prefer that the sidewalks go unshoveled, the grass unmowed, than to see him looking like this. Let the burst pipe gush water. What did she care? Let her drown. Couldn’t he see she’d been drowning for years? Let the whole house fall down on her. Just go ahead and finish her. Didn’t he know that this was what she prayed for each and every night?


Well, if that’s what she’d been praying for, by the time he inherited the house, it appeared to Peter that at least some of those prayers had been answered. Every window in the house needed replacing, as did the roof. The brickwork needed repointing. Inside, everything—appliances, countertops, kitchen cabinets—was dated. There was faded wallpaper everywhere. When it rained, the basement flooded. “Fix the place up yourself,” Sully had advised. “It’s not like you don’t know how.” Which was true. Working with his father, Peter had learned basic construction skills. He could frame and roof and throw up drywall and use a circular saw. He could also handle basic plumbing and even a little electrical. Better yet, he was, unlike Sully, patient. He could read a schematic and knew to measure twice so that he’d only have to cut once. (His father tended to measure once, incorrectly, and cut a half-dozen times, all the while muttering, “You motherfucker,” when the board that had been too long a moment ago was now inexplicably too short.)


Perhaps because renovating Vera’s house had been his father’s idea, Peter was slow to warm to it. (He was more his mother’s son than she knew; indeed it would’ve cheered her to know how deep his lingering resentment of his father ran and how often it flared up.) Not long after her death he’d gotten a part-time position teaching composition at Edison College, which gave him more than enough to do, and while his adjunct professor salary was meager, he had relatively few expenses. The rent his father charged him and Will was well below market, and there was just the two of them. Charlotte, his ex-wife, had remarried a couple years after their divorce, which meant an end to his alimony payments, and the small loans he’d taken out to help pay for college and grad school were by then paid off. But Sully was right. If he did the necessary work on his mother’s house himself, it would bring a better price, and his Saturdays were mostly free. Why not spend them fixing the place up? If it took him a year to get it shipshape, so what? At least get started. If it turned out the work bored him, he could always hire others to finish up.


Except the work hadn’t bored him. Quite the opposite, in fact. After grading papers all week, he found himself actually looking forward to Saturdays, to strapping on the tool belt that had so shamed and infuriated his mother. Sully, who was by now mostly retired, had offered to lend a hand, but Peter had told him thanks anyway. For one thing, his mother would turn over in her grave if she knew Sully was tromping around in there with his muddy boots muttering the word cocksucker under his breath, but it wasn’t really that. In the end what it came down to was that with help, even Sully’s, he’d finish sooner, and he didn’t want to. Nor was it just that work was pleasurable after a week of lecturing and paper grading. Something else was going on that Peter was having a hard time wrapping his head around. Maybe his hadn’t been what you’d call a happy childhood—his mother’s various neuroses had seen to that—but it hadn’t been an unhappy one either, thanks in large part to his stepfather, who’d treated Peter like his own flesh and blood. Surely Ralph deserved to have that kindness repaid. Also, not long after his mother’s death, Peter had begun to imagine her suffering, something he’d never been able to do when she was alive. Okay, she’d always been crazy, and that made her mean, especially to Ralph, but Peter also suspected that she had never in her life been truly happy. He’d always believed she brought that unhappiness on herself, and maybe that was true, but what if it wasn’t? Did she consider herself a disappointment to her adored father? What if, for her, happiness simply hadn’t been in the cards? In the beginning the work Peter was doing in his mother’s house felt almost vengeful, like he was paying her back for her undisguised disappointment in him. But gradually the renovations took on a different meaning entirely. Recalling her taste, her favorite colors and styles, as well as her many aversions, he began to take pleasure in doing things in the house that might’ve pleased her. What the hell was that about? Was he offering some sort of belated apology? He couldn’t say for sure, but whatever the reason, he found he wasn’t anxious for the work to end, and when it finally did, he was surprised to feel a powerful sense of loss. Whatever those Saturdays had been about, it apparently wasn’t money, and when the place went on the market and sold for far more than he’d expected, he couldn’t help feeling as if some sort of debt he hadn’t even known he owed had been paid.


Turned out, Vera’s house was only the beginning, because in due course Peter came to inherit his father’s house as well. And when that happened, he was once again of two minds. Miss Beryl’s old Victorian, which was how his father always thought of it, was a fine property in one of North Bath’s best neighborhoods and, thanks largely to Will, who loved attending to whatever needed doing there, was much better maintained, so it was worth a lot more than Vera’s house. On the other hand, Peter was superstitious about the place. He’d always seen it as tethering him to Bath, which he meant to flee as soon as his son went off to college, lest he end up his father’s keeper. Will had certainly done his part. After applying to universities on both coasts, he was offered free rides everywhere (here, too late, was somebody Vera would’ve been proud of), and when he finally settled on Penn, Peter’s own exit strategy came into sharper focus. Once Will was settled at Philly, Peter himself would look for an apartment in New York, only an hour away by train, but far enough that he wouldn’t cramp his son’s style. Better yet, New York area colleges and universities were all hungry for adjunct professors who could be hired cheaply. He could teach a course here, a course there, and maybe, over time, wangle something a bit more permanent. He’d never be eligible for promotion or tenure or even health care, but thanks to the sale of his mother’s house he now had a financial cushion. For a while, he could make it work. At the very least he’d be out of upstate New York.


Okay, not completely. The clean getaway he preferred would require an additional four years because Will loved both his grandfather and the Upper Main Street house, and he was especially looking forward to spending vacations in Bath. He’d have no trouble finding a summer job and he could continue helping Sully out with house maintenance that required climbing ladders or going up and down stairs. For his part Peter would have preferred to remain in the city, but he had to admit that returning to North Bath for June, July and August made sense, for both of them, really. There would be fewer teaching opportunities in the summer, and New York would be a sauna. Also, he’d learned by renovating his mother’s house how much he enjoyed physical labor. The other old Victorian homes on Upper Main were all getting snapped up, and their new owners were clamoring for carpenters and plumbers and others in the construction trade. He could probably make as much money there in three months as he made as an adjunct professor in the city the other nine, and the hard work would help keep him trim, which lately had become an issue. The clean getaway that he craved—from Bath and, yes, from Sully himself—would just have to wait.


Except that April, three weeks before Will was set to graduate from Penn, Peter had gotten the call from Ruth, his father’s longtime paramour, that he’d been dreading. His father had been in an accident, she informed him. No, he wasn’t injured, but he’d totaled his truck and—surprise, surprise—alcohol had been involved. And because this was his third accident in two years (Wait, what? There’d been two others?) his license was being revoked, which meant he could no longer make his usual rounds (to Hattie’s, the donut shop, the OTB, the Horse).


“You’re telling me he needs a keeper?” Peter said.


No surprise, Ruth had bristled at that. “I’m telling you he needs his son.”


“Yeah, well,” Peter said, also bristling, “there were times as a kid when I needed him, and where was he?” Hearing himself say this, it occurred to him that somewhere his mother was smiling her cruel, vindictive smile.


“Two words,” Ruth told him. “Grow up.”


Though this crisp advice—if that’s what it was—had stung, it wasn’t exactly unexpected. How many times over the years had he watched this same woman turn both barrels on his father and pull the trigger? Anyway, what would be the point of getting pissed off at her? It wasn’t Ruth’s fault he’d waited too long to fly the coop. And if he was honest, he probably wouldn’t have lasted that much longer in New York anyway. Rising rents were quickly making the itinerant adjunct life, which had been crappy to begin with, unsustainable. And while it was true that his father hadn’t been around much when he was growing up, it was Sully who’d thrown him a rope that long-ago Thanksgiving when he’d slunk back into town, his marriage in tatters, and no idea what to do next. Worse, after grabbing that rope, he’d unjustly resented Sully for the loss of the academic life he himself had so royally messed up. So, he called Ruth back the next morning and told her he’d wrap things up in the city as soon as he could and return to Bath. “Do me a favor, though? Don’t tell him I’m coming?”


“Okay,” she agreed. “Mind telling me why?”


“I do, actually.” Because, for one thing, returning to North Bath would have a lot of moving parts—finishing his classes, turning in grades, severing ties with the various institutions where he’d been teaching, renting a van to transport the stuff he accumulated in the city, saying his goodbyes. Who knew how long that would take? More importantly, he was going to need time to come to terms with his decision. He didn’t want to arrive back in Bath nursing a sense of grievance, resentful of the choice he was freely making.


To his surprise, things had gone more smoothly than he would’ve predicted, and it was less than a month later when he sauntered into Hattie’s and slid onto the empty stool at the counter next to his father, who, absorbed in the newspaper’s sports page, didn’t immediately notice him. It hadn’t been that long ago—only since Christmas—that Peter had seen him, but in the intervening months it seemed that the man had segued into advanced old age, his hair and wiry stubble mostly gray, his eyes rheumy.


Finally noticing who now occupied the adjacent stool, Sully folded the newspaper, set it on the counter and said, “You’re just in time. You can give me a lift out to Rub’s place.”


If this hadn’t been his father he was talking to, Peter might well have concluded that Ruth had broken her promise and alerted Sully that his son’s arrival was imminent, but no, this was just his father’s way. One of the many maddening things about Sully was that he seemed not to fully believe in the world outside Schuyler County. Despite Peter’s absence, he didn’t truly accept that his son had moved away and now lived in New York. Somehow he’d been right here the whole time and they just hadn’t crossed paths. And now here he was, which proved him right. Therefore, no hello. No long-time-no-see. Just, Here you are. Good. I’ve got a job for you.


“You remember his wife, Bootsie?” Sully was saying. “She died last week. Did you hear?”


“I don’t think it made the New York papers, Dad.”


“She had a coronary getting out of the bathtub.”


Peter remembered her. An enormous woman. Three hundred pounds, at least.


His father read his thought. “I know. How’d she get into the tub to begin with?”


“That’s not what I was thinking,” Peter lied.


“Sure, it was,” Sully said. “You know what else you were thinking?”


“No, what?”


“That she must’ve made a hell of a racket when she went down.”


Which was true. Peter had been thinking exactly that. Sully was now putting some bills down on top of the check so they could leave.


“You mind if I have a cup of coffee first?” Janey, Ruth’s daughter, who now owned the place, had seen him come in and was already pouring him one.


“Look who’s here,” Sully instructed her, finally displaying muted surprise at Peter’s unexpectedly materializing on the stool next to him.


Janey set down a steaming cup of coffee and nodded. “My personal favorite of all your children,” she said, deadpan.


Doctoring the coffee, Peter said, “Has the funeral happened?”


“Yesterday.”


“Poor Rub,” Peter said. He’d always felt bad for the man, hapless as he was, the defenseless target of Sully’s relentless ribbing. “How’s he doing?”


His father shrugged. “How would you be doing?”


Again Peter pictured the woman in question, and again his father read his thought. “She was actually pretty nice when you got to know her,” he offered.


“I don’t doubt it.”


“And being married to Rub can’t have been easy,” Sully added.


“You would know,” Peter grinned. Because if Rub had been married to anybody these last thirty years, it was to Sully. Most nights he went home to Bootsie only when Sully told him to.


Sully was studying him now, apparently ready, finally, to address the fact of his presence. “Okay,” he said, “what gives?”


“As in?”


“As in, why are you here?”


Peter took a sip of coffee. He was, he realized, enjoying this. “I live here.”


“Since when?”


“Not long. A couple days. And not here, exactly. I rented an apartment in Schuyler.”


Sully scratched his stubble thoughtfully. “Why?”


“I like it there? There’s more going on? I might want to go to a movie or hear some live music.” He lowered his voice. “Get a decent cup of coffee.”


“Yeah, but you could live at Miss Beryl’s for free,” his father pointed out. Which never failed to make Peter smile. His father had owned the house for two decades.


“Compared to Brooklyn,” Peter explained, “the place I rented is practically free.”


“Suit yourself,” Sully conceded. “I’m just saying. There’s nobody in the upstairs flat. It’s yours if you want it. Or, if you wanted the downstairs, I could move back there. Makes no difference to me.”


Except it did matter, Peter knew. He’d moved downstairs reluctantly because the stairs had become too much for him.


“No, I’ll be fine in Schuyler,” Peter assured him. “Besides, I already signed the lease.”


Sully nodded at him, suspicious now. “What changed your mind? I just seem to recall you saying that after Will went off to grad school you were all done with this place.”


“I was. But then I heard you might need a chauffeur.”


“Right,” he said. “Somebody told you about my little accident?”


“I heard you had one. What happened?”


Sully paused, contemplating, Peter suspected, how best to make something that would happen only to him seem like it could happen to anybody. “You know how the parking lot out back of the Horse slopes down into the woods?”


Peter pictured this in his mind’s eye. “Come on. There are concrete barriers.”


“They tell me I went over one of those.”


“You didn’t see it?”


“I was facing the other direction.”


Peter tried to make this work in his head. “That . . . would mean the vehicle was in reverse?”


“That’s how I figure it,” Sully admitted. “It would explain why the ass end of the truck was what hit the tree.”


Peter massaged his temples. “Jesus.”


“What? You’ve never made a mistake?”


How about right now? he wanted to say. Coming back here? Letting myself get sucked back into Sully World? Would these qualify as mistakes?


“Okay, so you’re here,” Sully continued. “What are you planning to do for work?”


“Teach.”


“Where?”


“SCCC.” He’d heard about the just-posted opening when he’d called a friend at Edison College to see if there was any chance of getting his old job back. This other position at the community college, being full-time and providing benefits, was better. “I’m the new chair of the English Department, actually.”


“That would’ve pleased your mother.”


“No,” Peter replied. “Being named chair of the English department at Yale would’ve pleased my mother.”


“How come you didn’t tell me about all this?”


“How come you didn’t tell me about the accident?”


Having no ready answer, Sully took out a couple additional dollars for Peter’s coffee and tossed them on top of his check. Janey came back down the counter. “Two Sullivans now?” she said. “God help us.”


Sully slid off his stool. “Tell your mother I’m going to want a word with her. Specifically about that big mouth of hers.”


“I’ll tell her, but I don’t see it ending well for you,” she said. She raised a questioning eyebrow at Peter, who agreed with her wholeheartedly.


Out front, Sully scanned the cars parked at the curb for one that might belong to his son. “This one here,” Peter told him, electronically unlocking the Audi A6 he’d paid too much for at a used-car lot in Schuyler a couple days earlier.


His father got in, surveyed the car’s interior, moved the passenger seat back so he could stretch out his bum knee. “I went to war with Germany, you know,” he said.


“Yeah?” Peter said, turning his key in the ignition. “Who won?”


“I did,” his father told him as the Audi’s engine sprung to throaty life. “It was nip and tuck there for a while, though.”


Eighteen months. Neither knew it, of course, but that was the amount of time remaining to them. Eighteen months before Peter would walk into Hattie’s one morning and Janey would inform him Sully had gotten tired of waiting for him and limped up the street to the OTB to bet his daily trifecta. Peter found him sitting on the bench outside, studying the racing form. Or that’s what he’d apparently been doing when his heart quit.


Eighteen months. Barely long enough for Sully to help Peter understand that it wasn’t just Miss Beryl’s house and his father’s savings account he would be inheriting.









Owning It


SO, HOW DOES IT FEEL?” said Dr. Qadry, fixing Raymer with her pale blue eyes. “Yesterday was your last day, right?”


Right. In fact, his photo had made the front page of the paper, its headline reading: “The End of an Era.” He was pictured at his desk, surrounded by cardboard boxes. Behind him on the wall was a framed quotation that was, unfortunately, readable: WE’RE NOT HAPPY, IT SAID, UNTIL YOU’RE NOT HAPPY. Attribution? Douglas Raymer, North Bath Chief of Police, 1989.


The stated sentiment, of course, had been the exact opposite of what he meant. He’d been told by Mayor Gus Moynihan that he needed a campaign slogan, something pithy and short enough to fit on a business card, and We’re not happy until you’re happy was the best he could come up with. He still had no idea where that extra not came from. The printer swore that what they put on the card was exactly what he’d written. It was his responsibility to say what he meant, not theirs to figure it out. That had been his eighth-grade English teacher’s position as well. (He’d been a well-intentioned but disorganized thinker and careless writer, a shortcoming that didn’t seem to bother his other teachers but did bother Beryl Peoples. Say what you mean! she wrote in his margins. Mean what you say! Don’t assume! Proofread!) As to the latter, the printer had given him the opportunity, though apparently he’d not taken full advantage. He remembered pausing briefly at the word you’re and thinking, Should it be your? But no, you’re was correct. (Miss Beryl again, correcting him over and over until he finally understood. You’re means You are. The apostrophe tells you that.) Somehow, he just hadn’t seen the extra not. Neither, alas, did the first fifty or so voters he’d handed cards to, but eventually someone did, and overnight, he was famous. People stopped him on the street, left messages on his home phone. There’d even been a small item about his gaffe on the editorial page of the paper. “Finally,” said the snarky columnist, “an honest cop.” Nor did people forget. Dr. Qadry herself remembered the incident a decade later when he started seeing her, and it was she who first suggested he get the quotation framed and hang it on his office wall. That way, she reasoned, he’d be owning it.


Dr. Qadry was big on “owning” things, actually. The word came up again and again in their sporadic therapy sessions. Everybody makes mistakes, she liked to say, but aren’t you better off owning them? Owning a mistake effectively neutralized it, she claimed, taking away its power to wound. Moreover, he’d be telling the whole world he could laugh at himself, thereby short-circuiting other people’s mockery. To Raymer’s way of thinking, there were several flaws in this reasoning. First, not everyone did make mistakes. Take Dr. Qadry herself. In the decade or so Raymer had been coming to see her, he’d never known her to do or say anything remotely foolish. She seemed to have the ability to proofread even spoken words before they left her mouth. Second, was it really true that laughing at yourself dissuaded other people from having fun at your expense? Certainly not in Raymer’s experience, which was considerable. Not that he’d ever do it, but if you really wanted people to stop laughing at you, wouldn’t you be better off punching them in the face? That they’d remember.


Still, what did he know? Maybe Dr. Qadry was right. She was definitely a smart woman, and he knew she meant well. It was hard to say why he almost never took her advice, if advice was even what she was offering him. (She never said, Here’s what you should do, or Try this.) Her suggestions were often highly theoretical. Not Take it from one who knows, which would have implied shared experience, a genuine understanding of folly. Rather, she seemed to be saying, Here’s something I read in a journal once. I’ve had no occasion to try it myself, but who knows? It could work? Was that why he rejected so many of her suggestions out of hand?


His real mistake, of course, had been sharing her advice about having We’re not happy until you’re not happy framed with Charice, who’d immediately gone out and done it without telling him. “Don’t you touch it, either,” she warned him after hanging the framed quotation on the wall. “It’s my gift to you.”


“But . . . ,” Raymer had begun.


“But what?” Charice said, hands on her hips, daring him to say something dumb, a dare he could never resist.


“But . . . if it’s a gift, doesn’t that make it mine? Don’t I get to do what I want with it?”


Eyes narrowed now. “Like what?”


“Like . . . put it facedown in a locked desk drawer?” Because here was the problem in a nutshell. Most of what these two women wanted him to own, he himself would have preferred to disown completely. There were times, in fact, when he would’ve liked to disown his entire self, were such a thing possible. The fact that they were so often of one mind about what ailed him and what he should do about it made him wonder if they were somehow in cahoots. Was it possible that after his therapy sessions, Charice called Dr. Qadry to find out what all he was banging on about now? This would certainly have been a violation of a good therapist’s confidentiality rules, but the fact that they were so often in agreement did suggest they might be tag-teaming him.


“You know what I think?” Charice wanted to know one day when he expressed his conviction that most of Dr. Qadry’s opinions were of the oddball variety. “I think therapy is wasted on you.”


Nor did Raymer disagree. His sessions with Dr. Qadry were pleasant enough, but were they actually doing any good? The reason he kept going back was that he kind of liked her, and the town of North Bath picked up most of the tab. Also, it got him out of the office. Nor did he want to hurt her feelings by suggesting they weren’t getting anywhere, when she seemed to think they were. Often, when they came to the end of their hour, she’d regard him seriously and say, “I think we made some progress today,” to which he’d dutifully reply, “Me, too,” though what he really wanted to say was What progress, exactly? Was it possible they really were making headway he was totally unaware of? Why couldn’t she tell him what this supposed progress consisted of, so he could decide for himself?


“Instead of ignoring all her suggestions,” Charice said, predictably taking Dr. Qadry’s side, “why don’t you listen to the woman? You’ve got this problem,” she said, pointing at the framed quotation on the wall as evidence, “and she’s trying to help you with it, but you won’t let her.”


“What problem?” he said, not because he didn’t think he had any problems but because he was curious as to which one Charice was identifying with such confidence. That he needed to proofread more carefully? That he was, in general, his own worst enemy?


“Your problem,” she explained, “is you think you can control how other people see you. Can’t nobody do that.” She paused to let this wisdom sink in. Raymer knew Charice too well to suppose she was finished, though, so he waited for her to drop the hammer, which she did. “Least of all you.”


God, he missed her.


“Have you given any thought to next steps?” Dr. Qadry wanted to know. His future, she meant. Now that the end of an era had arrived.


“Not really,” Raymer said. A lie. He’d thought about little else for weeks. It used to worry him that he lied so often during these therapy sessions. After all, what was the point of going to a doctor if you weren’t going to be honest about your symptoms? Once he’d even raised the issue with Dr. Qadry herself, obliquely, by wondering how she was able to tell when her clients weren’t telling her the truth, and her response had been surprising. It probably didn’t matter, she explained, since untruthful answers could be as revealing as truthful ones, sometimes even more so. “It’s not really important for me to know if you’re telling me the truth,” she’d said, making the whole thing less hypothetical. “It’s important for you to.” Which made him wonder, and not for the first time, what exactly he (and the town of North Bath) was paying her for. He could lie to himself for free.


“But working for the Schuyler PD is out?” she said. “Explain to me again why you don’t want to do that?”


“Well, they already have an excellent chief of police,” he said, which elicited a knowing smile.


“And do you need to be the one in charge?”


“Not necessarily.” Though in this particular instance . . .


“Would you have trouble taking orders from a woman?”


“Of course not,” he said, as if insulted by the suggestion. Though, again, in this particular instance . . .


Dr. Qadry smiled. Said nothing. Her way of reminding him, he suspected, that she hadn’t been kidding. She really didn’t mind him lying to her.


Was he lying, though? Hadn’t he been equally resentful of Mayor Moynihan’s incessant recommendations and interference in police matters even before the business card fiasco? And what about Judge Flatt? Hadn’t Raymer chafed at every belittling comment offered by his old nemesis? “You know my thoughts on arming morons,” he’d once remarked from the bench after Raymer, then a young officer, had accidentally discharged his weapon, the wayward bullet narrowly missing an old woman seated on her commode half a block away. “If you arm one, you have to arm them all. Otherwise, it isn’t even good sport.” When it came to authority, Raymer liked to think he was gender neutral, equally resentful of both men and women.


Though, now that he thought about it, maybe she was onto something. It was true that he didn’t always recognize good advice when it came from a woman. In fact, he’d admitted as much when the subject of his mother had come up in one of their early sessions. (Of course it came up. Would therapy even exist without mothers?) Raymer’s own had been a perpetually frightened woman who as a child had witnessed her father, a thief, being arrested and taken away by the police. She made no secret of her fear that Raymer had inherited this thieving gene and would in the fullness of time suffer a similar fate. Even his decision to go into law enforcement hadn’t completely disabused the woman of the notion that he might be headed for a life of crime and end up cuffed in the back of a police cruiser like his grandfather. As a result, he’d learned from an early age never to trust his mother’s advice. Was it possible his relationship with her had somehow bled over into subsequent relationships with other women? He thought again about Miss Beryl, his eighth-grade teacher, who seemed to intuit his many struggles, both in school and at home. She’d tried to help by gifting him books she believed would speak to him and perhaps make him feel less alone in the world. At the time he hadn’t understood that she was simply being kind. Indeed, he’d been suspicious of every gift, convinced the old woman must have some ulterior motive, even though he couldn’t imagine what it might be. Maybe it was the books she chose. Why give him Great Expectations? Was she trying to terrify him? Because that’s what the book had done. The dark scenes on the marsh where the escaped convict Magwitch had so frightened young Pip? He’d had nightmares for a week. Convinced, even after Magwitch was taken away in irons, that he would return to menace Pip anew, maybe even turn him into a criminal as well, Raymer had quit reading and hidden the book in the back of his closet where his mother wouldn’t find it and accuse him of theft. It was as if Miss Beryl had peered deep into his soul and concluded his mother was right. He would end up a criminal, so here was a Dickensian primer to help him on his way. Had such formative experiences with women permanently messed him up? Was he still, even as a middle-aged man, suspicious of smart women like Charice and Dr. Qadry?


“So,” said the latter, “is going someplace new still on the table?”


“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I guess. There’s nothing really keeping me here.” Though, truly, everything was.


Dr. Qadry, appearing puzzled, paused to consider this, then flipped back through her notes. “In our last session you said that it was probably time to move on, but I think you meant romantically.”


Okay, Raymer thought, here we go. These days, now that he and Charice were no longer living together, these sessions always came back to their relationship. It hadn’t been Charice but Raymer himself who’d suggested that a time-out might be in order. Even now he had a hard time explaining to himself—never mind to his therapist—what had possessed him. Charice had been offered the Schuyler job, and even though she’d claimed to be conflicted, he was pretty sure she wanted to take it. Until fairly recently her duties at the tiny North Bath police department had been mostly administrative, partly because she was so good at making the department run smoothly, but also because Raymer, even before he was able to admit his feelings for her, hadn’t wanted her on the street. It wasn’t that Bath was any more racist than the rest of America, but he couldn’t banish the idea that if he let her out from behind her desk, it would only be a matter of time before she knocked on the wrong door or pulled over the wrong car, and then she’d be dead and it would be his fault. But of course his trying to protect her had been both wrong and insulting, and she’d chipped away at him until he finally caved and put her on the street, where she’d quickly become his best officer, her judgment cool and impeccable.


Asked to explain why he’d suggested they take a time-out that Raymer himself didn’t want, he’d told Dr. Qadry that Charice needed some space to decide what she wanted to do. They weren’t breaking up, he explained. Not at all. They were just taking a breather. Breather. Time-out. These terms were a safe haven, especially the latter. Didn’t time-out imply that at some point play would resume? The problem was that with each passing week, it felt less like he was on the bench waiting for play to resume than in a locked penalty box. Not only had play not resumed, the other contestants had gone home, and the arena lights had been turned off. Sitting alone in the dark penalty box, it occurred to him that a time-out was also what you’d give a misbehaving child. Had he misbehaved? He had to admit that things between them hadn’t been great for some time, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on what was wrong. Maybe it was just that the first-blush excitement of their romance had begun to fade. His fear, though, was that Charice might be having second thoughts about him. That she was trying to figure out how to dump him without hurting his feelings. His having arrived so instinctively at such a conclusion was probably screwed up, but hadn’t pretty much the same thing happened with Becka? Hadn’t his wife, over time, come to see him more clearly and as a result fallen out of love with him? And then, when someone else—someone more appealing, whose interests and temperament aligned more closely with her own—came along, well, she’d moved on and left Raymer behind to wonder why. Could it be that to prevent this from happening again, he’d acted preemptively, leaving Charice before she could leave him? If so, stupid, but then again, maybe not. No sooner had he moved into his new studio apartment on the top floor in one of the big, subdivided old Victorians on Upper Main Street in Bath than Charice accepted the Schuyler job (apparently with Raymer gone the decision hadn’t proved so difficult after all), and he thought, Okay, that’s that, message received.


Though as messages went, this one was pretty mixed. “So,” Charice said when she called to tell him she’d accepted the Schuyler job. “You gonna congratulate me or not?”


“Charice,” he said. “I couldn’t be happier for you.” Which was both true and untrue. He was happy for her. Could he have been happier? He was pretty sure that was possible.


“Yeah?” she said, her voice full of challenge.


“Of course,” he assured her, and it was on the tip of his tongue to say, Why do you think I recommended you in the first place? But that was something he’d promised himself never to divulge—that he’d been offered the job first. In fact, he’d never even told Dr. Qadry, just in case the two women were in cahoots.


“Okay, prove it,” Charice said.


“How?” he said, hoping she’d say, Move back in with me, because by then he was more than ready to return, tail between his legs, if she would have him.


“Celebrate with me.”


Okay, that wasn’t what he’d been hoping for, but it was better than nothing. “Celebrate how?”


“I’ll take you out to dinner,” she said. “We can go to that fancy wine bar in Schuyler.”


“Adfinitum?” Raymer said. His least favorite place in a thirty-mile radius. The one where Becka used to hang out with her artist friends.


“Infinity,” she reminded him. For some reason he always got their screwball name wrong. “We’ll order a ridiculously expensive bottle of wine.”


Raymer had seen the wine list and knew that everything on it was ridiculously expensive.


“And afterward . . .”


“Do you equate those two things in your mind?” said Dr. Qadry, interrupting his reverie. “Finding somebody new and moving someplace new?”


“It might be easier if we weren’t so close.”


He’d been hoping that after their celebratory dinner at Adfinitum, Charice would say, Let’s go home, but what she’d said instead was “Your place or mine?” quickly adding when she saw his disappointment, “Come on. Don’t you want to show me your new digs? It’s got to be better than the Moribund Arms, right?” The Morrison Arms, she meant, where he’d lived before moving in with her. The Arms had since been condemned and razed to make room for a new affordable housing project that still hadn’t broken ground, or he probably would’ve moved back there. Anyway, they’d done as she suggested and checked out his new flat where they had a good laugh because even though he’d been there a whole week he still hadn’t unpacked any of his boxes. There was a lot going on down at the station, he explained. Most nights he didn’t leave the office until late, which was true. It turned out that shutting down a police department was almost as complicated as getting one up and running. But Charice seemed to suspect there was more to it than that. Being Charice, she probably even knew that the real reason he hadn’t unpacked a single box was that he’d been hoping he wouldn’t have to.


“Anyway,” she said, putting her arms around his neck, “now for the real celebration.” And he thought, Okay, after that, she’ll invite me to come back home. But no, when they finished making love, she’d asked him if he wanted her help setting up his kitchen.


None of which he would confide to Dr. Qadry.


“We still run into each other a fair amount,” he told her instead, making it sound like these were chance encounters he would rather have avoided. Actually, with Charice setting up shop in Schuyler and him gradually winding down his tenure in North Bath, there was a fair amount for the two of them to coordinate. A lot of it could be done on the phone, but most Friday afternoons they discussed logistics at Adfinitum. (The place was growing on him. He no longer expected to see Becka seated in the big corner booth with all her artsy friends.) Sometimes after the wine bar they returned to his place, where Charice gave him small “settling-in” gifts (a soap dish for the shower, a pitcher to hold his kitchen utensils). They never went to her place, which he couldn’t help thinking of as theirs. Still, even though their Fridays left him disappointed, even depressed, he continued to look forward to them. Lived for them, actually.


He also knew that most other men would have envied him this new relationship with Charice. (Wait. You’re still having sex . . . and when you finish she goes home and leaves you to watch the ball game in peace?) Raymer would have given anything to be such a man, but he knew he wasn’t and never would be. So, he had to wonder: If they weren’t going to end up back together, wouldn’t it be better to just rip off the Band-Aid? (No! That would mean no more Fridays!) The previous week things had reached their nadir. Charice canceled Adfinitum, claiming something had come up, though she declined to say what. Nor had she called yesterday when the end-of-an-era story appeared in the paper. Which no doubt had pissed her off, because how could it not? He’d thought about calling to apologize. At the very least he should’ve given her a heads-up. Why hadn’t he?


“So what are you thinking?” Dr. Qadry wanted to know. “Location-wise. Albany? Boston?”


“Possibly,” he said. “Or Fiji.”


Which elicited that smile she always gave him, the one that said: I know you better than you know yourself.


And she probably did. Why not rip off the Band-Aid? Because he loved Charice, just as he’d once loved his wife, even after it became clear that Becka no longer loved him. The whole Band-Aid concept was deeply flawed. The idea was that when you ripped it off, the pain might be intense, but only for a second, and then it would be over. Whereas in reality ripping it off would reveal that the wound had not healed. Underneath, it was still red and swollen and wet and angry, and the pain didn’t go away. It hurt worse. And now, with the Band-Aid gone, you got to look at what lay beneath and pick at it and . . .


“I haven’t ruled out Albany,” he told her. Which was true. In fact, he’d been encouraged to apply for a position there, a job in administration. A desk job wouldn’t be such a bad way to spend his last decade before retirement. The problem was he couldn’t decide whether Albany was too far away or not far enough. Or if he wanted a desk job. Or even a job. That fall he’d qualified for his full pension, so he could just retire if he wanted. Go to Fiji. Why not?


Because he didn’t want to, was why not. There was really only one place he wanted to be and that was the one he’d left of his own volition. Charice believed that his time-out idea was just what they needed and said so, over and over, lest he forget the idea had been his, not hers. No! he wanted to scream. We don’t need it! I don’t need it. I only suggested it because I thought you’d say no! It was my dumbest idea ever! Far dumber than I’m not happy until you’re not happy.


Dr. Qadry continued to flip through her notes from other sessions. “So,” she said, finding what she was looking for. “Do you ever hear from your old friend Dougie anymore?”


Fucking Dougie. He hadn’t come up in a while and Raymer had been hoping she’d forgotten about him. What had possessed him to tell her about him in the first place? Here was yet another what-in-the-world-was-I-thinking-type mystery. After Becka died, a decade ago now, his life became a clusterfuck of grief (she’d died), anger (she’d been about to leave him for another man), guilt (she’d slipped on the rug at the top of the stairs—a rug he’d promised to put a matt under and kept forgetting, and broken her neck in the fall), confusion (why had she stopped loving him?) and frustration (now that she was dead he’d never know the identity of her lover). Then, as if all this weren’t enough, he’d actually—even now this was hard to credit—been struck by fucking lightning. And if he thought he was messed up before (he did), well, he didn’t know the half of it, because now, in addition to dealing with grief and anger and guilt and confusion and frustration, he also had a voice in his head. He’d given that voice his own name (or a variation of it) because who else could be speaking to him with such uncanny, intimate knowledge from inside his head? Except the little bastard was also, emphatically, not himself. In fact, Dougie had been his polar opposite, cocky where Raymer was insecure, cynical where Raymer was trusting, arrogant where Raymer was self-effacing, confrontational where Raymer was, at least in public, polite, a bully where Raymer was given to mea culpas—a complete fucking asshole, really. Not surprisingly, this Dougie, whoever he was, had been singularly unimpressed with the man whose head he now, without invitation, shared. If Raymer thought Dougie was a dipshit, Dougie made no effort to conceal his opinion that Raymer was an idiot in dire need of a tough-love mentor.


Dr. Qadry’s own conclusions about Dougie were expressed, as was her custom, as a series of leading questions. Was it possible that Raymer had created Dougie out of some subconscious need? Or, alternatively, had Dougie always been part of him, lurking in the dark interior of Raymer’s psyche, just waiting to be released by that lightning bolt? What did Raymer make of the fact that Dougie was so good at the very things Raymer struggled with? This last was not a bad question, Raymer had to admit. Dougie might be an asshole, but he’d convinced Raymer of something that should’ve been obvious from the beginning—that most people a cop encountered in the course of his duties should, in fact, be viewed with suspicion. In the eyes of the law people might be innocent until proven guilty, but in Dougie’s experience, proving them guilty wasn’t that difficult if you paid the fuck attention. He’d also taken perverse delight in forcing Raymer to ask questions he was embarrassed to ask, the answers to which usually led to truths he was reluctant to accept. Under Dougie’s mentorship, he’d become—there was no way around it—a better cop.


Could it be, then, Dr. Qadry wondered, that Dougie represented aspects of his personality that Raymer didn’t approve of, things that, until the lightning strike, he’d successfully suppressed? Well here, to Raymer’s way of thinking, was where Dr. Qadry’s leading questions ran aground. Suggesting that Dougie represented things about himself that Raymer disapproved of (cruelty, suspicion, vulgarity, cynicism and violence) implied there were other things about himself that he did approve of, and none sprung immediately to mind. Which was why he still preferred his own, simpler explanation for Dougie’s sudden appearance—that being struck by lightning had screwed up his circuitry. Dougie’s gradual disappearance he explained in the same fashion. The circuits fried by the lightning were over time replaced by healthy ones. That he liked his own amateur diagnosis better than Dr. Qadry’s professional one only proved that Charice was right. Therapy was wasted on him.


So, had he heard from his old friend Dougie lately? Here at last was a question he could answer honestly. “Nah,” Raymer said, trying to sound nonchalant. “I think he’s gone for good.”


The words were no sooner out of his mouth than he felt an electrical shock to his groin that made him jump. His cell phone in his pants pocket, he realized, set to vibrate. Either that or Dougie had decided his work in Raymer’s head was finished and had moved south. Taking out the phone, Raymer saw that the call was from Miller, his former sergeant.


“Our time is nearly up if you need to take that,” Dr. Qadry said. She had a strict no cell phone policy during sessions, but since he was a public servant, she’d always granted him an exemption. Since yesterday was his last day on the job, however, that exemption no longer applied.


“Actually,” he said, pressing DECLINE and returning the phone to his pocket, “I need to not take it.” Miller, since transitioning over to the Schuyler PD a week earlier, had called Raymer several times. He couldn’t quite seem to get it through his head that when he pressed CHIEF on his cell, Charice’s phone should ring, not Raymer’s.


“How would you feel about that?” Dr. Qadry continued. “If Dougie’s voice was gone for good?”


Raymer was pretty sure where this question was designed to lead him. If Dougie was gone, Dr. Qadry’s logic suggested, it followed that either he was no longer needed or he’d somehow been reintegrated into Raymer’s fractured psyche. “I don’t know,” Raymer said, following her suggestion. “Relieved?”


Because, yeah, Dougie’s disappearance was a relief. For a while there, he’d been convinced he was losing his mind. But he was also puzzled. Maybe even a little concerned. Because sure, it was possible Dougie disappeared because he was no longer needed, but it was also possible, given that Raymer took his advice even less frequently than he took Dr. Qadry’s, that he’d concluded that Raymer was a lost cause. If his advice were summarized in two words, they would’ve been: Man up! (Dougie would’ve insisted, for instance, that Raymer rip off that Band-Aid.) Could it be that Dougie finally concluded he was wasting his breath?


“Were you afraid of him?” Dr. Qadry prodded.


“A strange voice in your head, telling you to do things you didn’t want to do? Wouldn’t you be?”


Dr. Qadry’s expression remained carefully neutral. It wasn’t her habit to indulge hypotheticals that encouraged her to imagine herself insane. “What’s your biggest fear now that he’s gone?” she said.


His biggest fear? Maybe that the newspaper headline was right and an era was in fact coming to an end. After all, it wasn’t just his police department that was vanishing but the whole town of North Bath. For a time there, after Gus Moynihan was elected mayor, sweeping the old, moribund Republican machine out of power, it had looked like the town might actually have a future, like maybe the most famous of the banners that had been strung across Main Street—THINGS ARE LOOKING ^ IN BATH—might finally prove true. But it had all come crashing down, Gus himself a casualty. Raymer still remembered vividly the night he came upon the poor guy in the Schuyler hospital parking lot. His wife, Alice, had been taken to the emergency room earlier in the evening after swallowing a whole bottle of sleeping pills. She’d nearly died and Gus had—not without reason—blamed himself. In and out of the state mental hospital for years, the poor woman had slipped her tether about the time cell phones started appearing in Bath. Not having one herself and immediately recognizing their utility, she’d unplugged the receiver from the cord of her bedroom phone, thereby making it “mobile.” Pretending to hear it ring in her purse, she’d take it out and have long conversations with imaginary friends in public, freaking people out. Having somehow gotten it into his head that it was these conversations with imaginary friends that were making her sick, Gus had taken the handset away from her, causing her meltdown. There in the hospital parking lot, explaining all this to Raymer, the poor guy had become so distraught that he’d purposely hit himself in the face with the phone, hard enough to draw blood.


Raymer had done his best to console the man, assuring him that the Utica doctors would get Alice’s meds straightened out and she’d be home in no time, but Gus was inconsolable, convinced that the damage he’d done was irreparable. And apparently he’d been right. Once committed, Alice had remained in Utica, at least as far as Raymer knew. He’d never seen her around town again. Nor, after that night in the parking lot, had he seen much of Gus, who hadn’t run for reelection the following year. He must have known his wife wouldn’t be coming home again because he sold their big house on Upper Main and rented a small apartment in the old mill that Carl Roebuck’s crew renovated in downtown Bath, then mostly disappeared from public life.


So, yeah, the end of an era. Maybe the time had come for Raymer to disappear as well. Not wanting to give voice to a sentiment so rich in self-pity, he was glad when his cell rang again and this time pressed ACCEPT. “What is it, Miller?”


“Chief?”


“Nope. It’s not.”


A long beat of confused silence followed. Raymer, after a decade of working with the man, knew Miller’s thought process almost as well as his own. The person who’d answered the chief’s phone had said Miller’s name, and his voice had sounded like the chief’s, whose number he’d called, so it followed that the person he was talking to was, in fact, the chief. So, why was the chief claiming not to be who he was? Raymer seriously considered letting Miller work it out on his own, but the prolonged silence was too painful. “I’m not your chief anymore,” Raymer reminded him for the umpteenth time. “If this is about business, I’m not the one you should be calling.”


“I tried to call Chief Bond, but she’s not picking up.”


Of course, she isn’t, Raymer thought. She’s got caller ID. “Keep trying.”


“Okay, but Chief? I think you need to get out here right away.”


“Where are you?”


“At the Sans Souci.”


“Why?” He’d heard a rumor that the place had been sold, but the estate was still closed to the public. So what was this about? More vandalism, probably. Kids tossing rocks through windows.


“Chief?” Miller said. “Please? Could you just come?”


The correct answer, of course, was no. He was no longer the chief of police. No longer even a cop. But unless he was mistaken there was real urgency, maybe even panic, in Miller’s pleading request. He knew he shouldn’t be calling Raymer and was calling him anyway, so this was probably not about kids busting windows. And . . . why not face it? He was curious. He could deny being a police officer all he wanted, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t one. Also, eventually Miller would get through to Charice, and if the matter was indeed urgent, she’d end up out at the Sans Souci as well. Maybe he and Charice could work through whatever this was together. Maybe Charice would remember what a good team they made. Maybe in light of this she’d tell him it was time to come home.


“All right,” Raymer sighed. “Tell me what’s going on.”


“There’s a body.”


It was on the tip of Raymer’s tongue to say, What do you mean, a body? but the time repellent Dougie had spent in Raymer’s skull had taught him to pause before giving voice to dumb questions. “Okay,” he said, “I’m on my way.”









Sully’s Ghost


THIS MORNING, in addition to the New York Times, Peter arrived at the Horse with the latest, hot-off-the-press issue of Schuyler County Arts, the alternative newspaper he’d started up a couple years earlier when the recession put a stake through the heart of the North Bath Weekly Journal. He placed a large stack of these on the bar along with a small paper bag from the donut shop, which Birdie knew to put behind the bar. “Bad idea,” she said, for the record.


“Nah, it’ll be fine,” he said, though privately he had to admit she was probably right. Hanging his parka on the coatrack by the front entrance, he returned to the bar and slid onto a stool. Seeing him do this always made Birdie smile. His father had had a way of sliding onto a barstool that suggested he’d been put on earth to execute this very maneuver, and Peter had inherited Sully’s very specific grace. Unfolding the Times, he said, “Is that coffee I’m smelling?” As if he didn’t know. As if she didn’t pour him a cup every Saturday morning.


Setting the coffee in front of him, along with cream and sweetener, neither of which his father had taken, she waited for him to engage and wasn’t surprised when he didn’t. Maddening, really, how quickly the man could become engrossed in a newspaper. Wasn’t the ostensible purpose of their weekly State of the Horse meetings to discuss the tavern? For her to let him know if she needed anything in the upcoming week? The fact that most Saturdays the subject of the business never actually came up suggested to Birdie that her minority partner was, for reasons that mystified her, content for the Horse to continue circling the drain. If so, why had he invested in the first place?


As she studied Peter, who continued to be engrossed in the national news, ignoring both her and the coffee she’d just set in front of him, it occurred to Birdie, and not for the first time, that while the man might be more like his deceased father than he cared to admit, there were also several significant, character-defining differences as well. Sully’s narrow bandwidth of interests had been strictly local. Having played a role on the world stage as part of the Normandy invasion, he’d returned home determined to shrink his geographical perimeter to a size that suited him—a small, familiar world that could be navigated drunk if need be. Whereas Peter, despite having stormed no beaches that Birdie was aware of, apparently believed that he belonged on the larger stage that Sully had gladly quit. Infuriatingly, Peter somehow managed to convey that, despite his intelligence and good looks and easy charm, he’d somehow been marooned in this place his father had miniaturized on his own authority. Nor did Birdie quite know how to feel about the aura of fatalism that trailed in Peter’s wake. It was mostly annoying, but there were also times when it was oddly attractive. In her considerable experience as a bartender, most men had higher opinions of themselves than were strictly warranted. Part of Peter’s allure—and women were definitely attracted to him—was that he seemed to have taken the world’s measure, as well as his own, and couldn’t decide which he was more disappointed by. Which was probably why, over the years, he’d grown on her. In particular, she appreciated how nonjudgmental he was. From the time she was a girl Birdie had always blamed herself when things went wrong. Her parents blamed her, too, and so did her older brother, as well as every single one of her teachers. Now here she was on the cusp of old age, unmarried, overweight, with nothing to show for a lifetime of dogged effort but a failing tavern and lower back pain that some mornings was simply not to be believed. Most days it took real effort not to see her life as an abject failure, although when she asked herself just what in hell she was supposed to have done differently, she had no answer. Take men. The ones who’d been interested were all lazy and feckless, and even though she enjoyed their company more than the company of women, the sad truth was that most men weren’t worth the trouble. At the moment the only man who seemed even remotely interested in her was David Proxmire, who owned a towing service on the outskirts of town, but he had a fibroid cyst growing in his skull. He claimed the cyst was benign, but it was also inoperable and, as it grew, was exerting pressure on his brain. That the thing would one day kill him he knew for a certainty because his older brother Harold, from whom he’d inherited the towing business, had had an identical cyst and his killed him. Though Birdie had expressed no doubt that what he was telling her was true, David brought in some sort of magnetic imagery photos of his and his brother’s skulls and laid them out on the bar. Sure enough, in both photos, nestled right up against each man’s brain was a cloudy, ghostlike mass. In other respects David Proxmire wasn’t a completely unattractive man, but Birdie found that when you learned about something like a cyst it was impossible to forget, and she just couldn’t imagine taking on as a lover a man whose head might detonate. So, actually, no, don’t take men.


Since Peter was still engrossed in the Times, Birdie picked up a copy of Schuyler Arts and skipped to the back where her ad for the Horse, which Peter ran for free, was always located. In Schuyler Springs the SCA was available in every coffee shop, as well as the supermarkets, but so far as Birdie knew, the Horse was the only establishment in North Bath where you could pick up a copy, though not many people did, despite its being free. She herself could never find anything of interest in the damn thing. This week Peter had an article in it that listed and discussed his ten favorite movies of the year, not a one of which Birdie recognized. It was as if Peter had done a careful survey of every single North Bath resident to find out what their interests were, and then made sure the paper covered none of them. No local politics, no sports, no letters to the editor, not even a police log, which was a shame, because the one in the old North Bath Weekly Journal had been a hoot. But of course that was before the Morrison Arms, which housed most of the town’s derelicts and nitwits, and Gert’s Tavern, where those same idiots drank and caroused, were condemned and razed. Maybe there weren’t enough morons to justify a police log anymore, though it struck Birdie as unlikely that the world—certainly not this corner of it—had suddenly run low on fools. Her own regular clientele certainly suggested otherwise. Why wasn’t anyone recording their high jinks?


“So,” she said, probably a little louder than she needed to, in the hopes of getting Peter’s attention.


“Yeah?” Peter said, without looking up.


“About this Sans Souci rumor.”


He lowered the paper ever so slightly to peer at her. “What about it?”


She raised an eyebrow. “What’s your best guess? True or false?”


“I have no idea.” Back to the newspaper. Infuriating.


“I understand that you have no idea,” Birdie assured him. “That’s why I used the word guess. Gut reaction is what I’m looking for.”


Peter sighed and set the paper down on the bar. And in so doing finally noticed the coffee she’d set in front of him five minutes ago. Doctoring it with cream and sugar, he stirred it thoughtfully. “Okay, then, true.”


Which was surprising. Birdie had been pretty certain Peter would dismiss the rumor out of hand. “How come?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. Timing? The place has been on the market forever. And there’s all those back taxes. Half a million is the number I heard.”


“So?”


“Well, a buyer would have to pay those up front.”


Birdie squinted at him, still not following.


“Think about it,” he said, as if she wasn’t. “If the Sans Souci sold last month, when North Bath still existed as a township, where would all that money have gone?”


“To us?”


“Whereas now?”


“To Schuyler.”


Peter picked up the paper again and disappeared behind it. “Which would be about par for Bath’s particular course.”


“So you’re saying maybe the deal was kept under wraps? That it actually got done last month?”


“Or last year.”


Birdie snorted. “God, you’re cynical.”


“Hey, this is America,” Peter reminded her, lowering the paper again. “What am I supposed to be?”


“You really think something that big could be kept secret so long?”


“When large sums of money are involved, there are always people who know ahead of time. Do you know what they’re called?”


“Assholes?”


“No, rich.”


“Doesn’t that piss you off?”


Peter appeared to consider this. “I don’t know, Birdie. It’s a slippery slope. Expecting things to be fair? Next, you’ll be demanding justice. Equal opportunity. One morning you’ll wake up and discover you’ve moved to Denmark.”


Birdie sighed, missing Sully, who, having fought for his country, was never glibly dismissive of it. Like his son, he had believed that the deck was stacked against ordinary people, but extolling the political virtues of frigid, socialist countries never would’ve occurred to him.


“Still,” she said. “If the rumor’s true? Could be a good thing for us?”


Peter gave up, folded the paper, set it on the bar. “Good for business, do you mean? Or are you thinking about selling?”


Not really. Maybe. Last Sunday she’d suggested she was thinking about it to David Proxmire, who’d casually mentioned on more than one occasion that he wanted to grow his own business beyond towing. In order to do that, though, he’d need someone like his brother’s wife, who’d basically run the business side of Harold’s Automotive World, leaving Harold free to concentrate on buying, fixing up and reselling the vehicles on his lot. He’d need, in other words, somebody like Birdie herself. Except that when she mentioned she was thinking about selling the Horse, he hadn’t made the leap she’d been half hoping he’d make—that together they might restore Harold’s Automotive World to its glory days, if that’s what they were. Had he just been blowing smoke about wanting to grow the business? Worse, had she misread his joining her at the Horse on Sundays, his only day off, as evidence of romantic interest?


No need to share any of this with Peter, of course, so she just said, “Hey, I’m not getting any younger.”


“If you sold, would you stay around here?”


She snorted at this. “Hell, no.”


“Where would you go?”


“Not Denmark. Someplace hot and cheap. Belize? Costa Rica? Someplace with a swimming pool. And servants.”


“Sounds good. Take me with you.”


Birdie allowed herself to entertain, for about two seconds, the notion of her and Peter sharing a condo somewhere hot, then banished it and gave his coffee, which had to have gone cold, a warm-up. “You wouldn’t be pissed off if I bailed?”


“Of course not. Why would I be?”


“You sunk money in the place.”


“I had this idea that somebody would’ve wanted me to,” he said, nodding down the bar at his father’s stool. After his death, Birdie had affixed to that stool a small metal plate that said: DONALD “SULLY” SULLIVAN. It had not escaped her notice that it was the one stool Peter never sat in. “It was his money, not mine.”


Well, technically it was his. In addition to the house on Upper Main, he’d inherited his father’s savings, the contents of which had been surprising. For that matter, Peter had been surprised to learn that Sully even had a bank account. He’d always kept his money in a clip in his front pocket and paid for everything in cash. He’d died, so far as Peter knew, without ever having owned a credit card.


“Still, I would’ve had to close down if it hadn’t been for you,” Birdie said, adding, “and your friend Tina.” Who showed even less interest in how the tavern was doing than Peter. Strange, but back when Birdie had reluctantly accepted their help—in the process making them minority partners—she’d fretted they might interfere with how she ran the business. What if they encouraged her to spend money she didn’t have sprucing the place up, or made dumb suggestions about the menu? As it turned out, she needn’t have worried. Their hands-off approach was so comprehensive it suggested indifference, which, when she thought about it, was borderline insulting. As if they knew right from the start that the money they’d invested might better have been pounded down the nearest rat hole.


“Speaking of Tina,” Birdie continued, “I ran into her on the street one day last week, and I don’t think she even knew who I was.” Though with her usual blank expression and that wonky eye of hers, who could even tell what she was looking at.


Peter nodded. “I’ve been meaning to drop in on her, actually.”


Tina Purdy was yet another on the long list of people his father had asked him to check on from time to time. Exasperating, really. Right to the bitter end, Sully had assumed that Peter was back in Bath for good, that he’d learned his lesson living in New York City. Every time Sully suggested he was now a Bath lifer, Peter had corrected him, not that it did any good. Particularly galling, a year and a half after his father’s passing, was the possibility that he’d been right. Because really. Had anybody ever made a slower getaway? As to Tina, why had Sully imagined she would require looking in on? Although it wasn’t common knowledge, she was one of North Bath’s wealthier inhabitants, a successful, if hermitic, businesswoman. Admittedly, appearances did suggest otherwise. She lived in the same shabby old house at the edge of town that had belonged to her grandparents. Her Grandpa Zack, a lifelong scavenger, had owned what he called a salvage business. (Ruth, his wife, referred to it as the town’s second, unofficial dump.) For forty years the man had gotten up at the crack of dawn to canvass neighborhoods all over Schuyler County, loading onto the back of his flatbed truck whatever people put out on their front terraces to be carted off. He also was a regular at area flea markets and weekend yard sales, where he would purchase anything that, as he put it, you could buy for fifty cents and later resell for a dollar.


Because his wife had insisted on a fire wall between her business (Hattie’s Lunch) and any dim-witted enterprise her husband might be involved in, they each had, in addition to their shared personal checking account, a separate business one. Ruth had no interest in Zack’s—which he referred to as the Tina Fund—because (1) she thought of his business as a hobby, and (2) how much money could possibly be in it? Actually, she’d snuck a peek (he kept his passbook in his sock drawer), so she knew the answer: just a few hundred dollars.


The Tina Fund. One of the few things she and her husband agreed on was that their granddaughter was going to have a rough life. She had that wandering eye—the one that two expensive surgeries had failed to correct when she was young—which made her the butt of much cruelty among the neighborhood kids. But really, the eye was the least of it. The child hadn’t learned to talk until she was three (either that or she chose not to), and immediately fell behind at school. Everyone assumed she couldn’t read until one day Ruth noticed the girl’s lips moving as she examined a picture book Ruth had bought the day before and hadn’t yet read to her. “Hey, Two-Shoes,” Ruth said, sitting down next to her granddaughter on the sofa. (Two-Shoes was her favorite nickname for the child; Janey, her mother, called her Bird Brain.) “Can you read?” But the child just stared up at her blankly, as if she didn’t know what the word read meant. Later that evening, after the little girl had been returned to her mother, Ruth was still mulling the possibility over. “You’re not going to believe this,” she told her husband, “but I think that child can read.”


For his part, Zack, whose own lips moved when he read a restaurant menu, didn’t doubt it. Weekends, he let Tina tag along when he went to yard sales, and even though she had just the one good eye, he’d often noted that this eye didn’t miss much. In fact, Tina often noticed things that other people, even adults, missed completely. Maybe you couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but something was clearly going on in that little noggin of hers. Though he’d never really explained exactly what he was doing at these yard sales and flea markets, why he bought certain things and left others alone, the child seemed to understand. Sometimes when he picked something up to examine it more closely, she’d shake her head no, and he’d put it back. Other times she’d pick something up and hand it to him, and he’d think, Really? But since the items she selected were never things she’d want for herself, if it was cheap he’d buy it, and guess what? He was usually able to resell it in a day or two. Noting this pattern, whenever he couldn’t decide whether or not to buy something, he’d hold it up to Tina and say, “What do you think?” and she would nod or shake her head, though other times she’d just stare at him, as if to say, You’re asking me?
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