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To Jeffrey Weiner:

master of accounts.

A long time ago, you made a promise and you kept it.

Thanks for helping keep distractions from my door and giving me more time to write.


To the legion of the lost ones, to the cohort of the damned.

—Rudyard Kipling

Part One
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When I was a boy, my kid brother disappeared. Vanished off the face of the earth. His name was Petey, and he was bicycling home from an after—school baseball game. Not that he’d been playing. The game was for older guys like me, which is to say that I was all of thirteen and Petey was only nine. He thought the world of me; he always wanted to tag along. But the rest of the guys complained that he was in the way, so I told Petey to “bug off, go home.” I still remember the hurt look he gave me before he got on his bike and pedaled away, a skinny little kid with a brush cut, glasses, braces on his teeth, and freckles, wearing a droopy T—shirt, baggy jeans, and sneakers — the last I saw of him. That was a quarter of a century ago. Yesterday.

By the time supper was ready and Petey hadn’t shown up, my mother phoned his friends in the neighborhood, but they hadn’t seen him. Twenty minutes later, my father called the police. His worst fear (until that moment at least) was that Petey had been hit by a car, but the police dispatcher said that there hadn’t been any accidents involving a youngster on a bicycle. The dispatcher promised to call back if he heard anything and, meanwhile, to have patrol cars looking for him.

My father couldn’t bear waiting. He had me show him the likely route Petey would have taken between the playground and home. We drove this way and that. By then it was dusk, and we almost passed the bicycle before I spotted one of its red reflectors glinting from the last of the sunset. The bike had been shoved between bushes in a vacant lot. Petey’s baseball glove was under it. We searched the lot. We shouted Petey’s name. We asked people who lived on the street if they’d seen a boy who matched Petey’s description. We didn’t learn anything. As my father sped back home, the skin on his face got so tight that his cheekbones stood out. He kept murmuring to himself, “Oh Jesus.”

All I could hope was that Petey had stayed away because he was mad at me for sending him home from the baseball game. I fantasized that he’d show up just before bedtime and say, “Now aren’t you sorry? Maybe you want me around more than you guess.” In fact, I was sorry, because I couldn’t fool myself into believing that Petey had shoved his bike between those bushes — he loved that bike. Why would he have dropped his baseball glove? Something bad had happened to him, but it never would have happened if I hadn’t told him to get lost.

My mom became hysterical. My dad called the police again. A detective soon arrived, and the next day, a search was organized. The newspaper (this happened in a town called Woodford, just outside Columbus, Ohio) was filled with the story. My parents went on television and radio, begging whoever had kidnapped Petey to return him. Nothing did any good.

I can’t begin to describe the pain and ruin that Petey’s disappearance caused. My mother needed pills to steady her nerves. Lots of times in the night, I heard her sobbing. I couldn’t stop feeling guilty for making Petey leave the baseball game. Every time I heard our front door creak open, I prayed it was him coming home at last. My father started drinking and lost his job. He and Mom argued. A month after he moved out, he was killed when his car veered off a highway, flipped several times, and crashed onto its roof. There wasn’t any life insurance. My mother had to sell the house. We moved to a small apartment and then went to live with my mom’s parents in Columbus. I spent a lot of time worrying about how Petey would find us if he returned to the house.

He haunted me. I grew older, finished college, married, had a son, and enjoyed a successful career. But in my mind Petey never aged. He was still that skinny nine—year—old giving me a hurt look, then bicycling away. I never stopped missing him. If a farmer had plowed up the skeleton of a little boy and those remains had somehow been identified as Petey’s, I’d have mourned bitterly for my kid brother, but at least there would have been some finality. I needed desperately to know what had happened.

I’m an architect. For a while, I was with a big firm in Philadelphia, but my best designs were too unorthodox for them, so I finally started my own business. I also decided it would be exciting to change locales — not just move to another East Coast city but move from the East Coast altogether. My wife surprised me by liking the idea even more than I did. I won’t go into all the reasons we chose Denver — the lure of the mountains, the myth of the West. The main thing is, we settled there, and almost from the start, my designs were in demand.

Two of my office buildings are situated next to city parks. They not only blend with but also reflect their surroundings; their glass and tile walls act like huge mirrors that capture the images of the ponds, trees, and grassland near them, one with nature. My houses are what I was especially proud of, though. Many of my clients lived near megadollar resorts like Aspen and Vail, but they respected the mountains and didn’t want to be conspicuous. They preferred to be with nature without intruding upon it. I understood. The houses I designed blended so much that you couldn’t see them until you were practically at their entrances. Trees and ridges concealed them. Streams flowed under them. Flat stretches of rock were decks. Boulders were steps. Cliffs were walls.

It’s ironic that structures designed to be inconspicuous attracted so much attention. My clients, despite their claims about wanting to be invisible, couldn’t resist showing off their new homes. House Beautiful and Architectural Digest did articles about them, although the photographs of the exteriors seemed more like nature shots than pictures of homes. The local CBS TV station taped a two—minute spot for the ten o’clock news. The reporter, dressed as a hiker, challenged her viewers to a game: “Can you see a house among these ridges and trees?” She was standing ten feet from a wall, but only when she pointed it out did the viewer realize how thoroughly the house was camouflaged. That report was noticed by CBS headquarters in New York, and a few weeks later, I was being interviewed for a ten—minute segment on the CBS Sunday Morning show.

I keep asking myself why I agreed. Lord knows, I didn’t need any more publicity to get business. So if it wasn’t for economic reasons, it must have been because of vanity. Maybe I wanted my son to see me on television. In fact, both he and my wife appeared briefly in a shot where we walked past what the reporter called one of my “chameleon” houses. I wish we’d all been chameleons.


2

A man called my name. “Brad!”

That was three days after the CBS Sunday Morning show. Wednesday. Early June. A bright, gorgeous day. I’d been in meetings all morning, and the rumblings in my stomach reminded me that I’d missed lunch. I could have sent my secretary to get me a sandwich, but what she was doing was a lot more important than running an errand for me. Besides, I felt like going outside and enjoying the sun. Downtown Denver is a model of urban planning—spacious and welcoming, with buildings low enough to let in the light. My destination was a deli across the street, Bagels and More, nothing on my mind but a corned-beef sandwich, when I heard my name being called.

“Brad!”

At first, I thought it was one of my staff trying to catch my attention about something I’d forgotten. But when I turned, I didn’t recognize the man hurrying toward me. He was in his mid—thirties, rough—looking, with a dirty tan and matted long hair. For a moment, I thought he might be a construction worker I’d met on one of my projects. His clothes certainly looked the part: scuffed work boots, dusty jeans, and a wrinkled denim shirt with its sleeves rolled up. But I’ve got a good memory for faces, and I was sure I’d have remembered the two—inch scar on his chin.

“Brad! My God, I can’t believe it!” The man dropped a battered knapsack to the sidewalk. “After all these years! Christ Almighty!”

I must have looked baffled. I like to think people enjoy my company, but very few have ever been so enthusiastic about seeing me. Apparently we had once known each other, although I hadn’t the vaguest idea who the guy was.

His broad grin revealed a chipped front tooth. “You don’t recognize me? Come on, I’d have recognized you anywhere! I did on television! It’s me!”

My brain was working slowly, trying to search my memory. “I’m afraid I don’t —”

“Peter! Your brother !”

Now everything became totally clear. My brain worked very fast.

The man reached out. “It’s so damned good to see you!”

“Keep your hands away from me, you son of a bitch.”

“What?” The man looked shocked.

“Come any closer, I’ll call the police. If you think you’re going to get money from —”

“Brad, what are you talking about?”

“You watched the CBS Sunday program, didn’t you?” “

Yes, but —”

“You made a mistake, you bastard. It isn’t going to work.”

On TV, the reporter had mentioned Petey’s disappearance. The day after the show, six different men had called my office, claiming to be Petey. “Your long—lost brother,” each of them cheerily said. The first call had excited me, but after a few minutes' conversation, I realized that the guy hadn’t the faintest idea about how Petey had disappeared or where it had happened or what our home life had been like. The next two callers had been even worse liars. They all wanted money. I told my secretary not to put through any more calls from anyone who claimed to be my brother. The next three con men lied to her, pretending to have legitimate business, tricking her into transferring the call. The moment they started their spiel, I slammed down the phone. The day after that, my secretary managed to intercept eight more calls from men who claimed to be Petey.

Now they were showing up in person.

“Stay the hell away from me.” Too impatient to go down to the traffic light, I turned sharply, found a break in traffic, and headed across the street.

“Brad! For God’s sake, listen!” the man yelled. “It really is me!”

My back stiffened with anger as I kept walking.

“What do I have to do to make you believe me?” the man shouted.

I reached the street’s center line, waiting impatiently for another break in traffic.

“When they grabbed me, I was riding home on my bicycle!” the man yelled.

Furious, I spun. “The reporter mentioned that on television! Get away from me before I beat the shit out of you.”

“Brad, you’d have a harder time outfighting me than when we were kids. The bike was blue.”

That last statement almost didn’t register, I was so angry. Then the image of Petey’s blue bike hit me.

“That wasn’t mentioned on television,” the man said.

“It was in the newspaper at the time. All you needed to do was phone the Woodford library and ask the reference department to check the issues of the local newspaper for that month and year. It wouldn’t have been hard to get details about Petey’s disappearance.”

“My disappearance,” the man said.

On each side, cars beeped in warning as they sped past.

“We shared the same room,” the man said. “Was that ever printed?”

I frowned, uneasy.

“We slept in bunk beds,” the man said, raising his voice. “I had the top. I had a model of a helicopter hanging from a cord attached to the ceiling just above me. I liked to take it down and spin the blades.”

My frown deepened.

“Dad had the tip of the little finger on his left hand cut off in an accident at the furniture factory. He loved to fish. The summer before I disappeared, he took you and me camping out here in Colorado. Mom wouldn’t go. She was afraid of being outdoors because of her allergy to bee stings. Even the sight of a bee threw her into a panic.”

Memories flooded through me. There was no way this stranger could have learned any of those details just by checking old newspapers. None of that information had ever been printed.

“Petey?”

“We had a goldfish in our room. But neither of us liked to clean the bowl. One day we came home from school, and the bedroom stank. The fish was dead. We put the fish in a matchbox and had a funeral in the backyard. When we came back to where we’d buried it, we found a hole where the neighbor’s cat had dug up the fish.”

“Petey.” As I started back toward him, I almost got hit by a car. “Jesus, it is you.”

“We once broke a window playing catch in the house. Dad grounded us for a week.”

This time, I was the one reaching out. I’ve never hugged anybody harder. He smelled of spearmint gum and cigarette smoke. His arms were tremendously strong. “Petey.” I could barely get the words out. “Whatever happened to you?”
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Pedaling home. Angry. Feelings hurt. A car coming next to him, moving slowly, keeping pace with him. A woman in the front passenger seat rolling down her window, asking directions to the interstate. Telling her. The woman not seeming to listen. The sour—looking man at the steering wheel not seeming to care, either. The woman asking, “Do you believe in God?” What kind of question? The woman asking, “Do you believe in the end of the world?” The car veering in front of him. Scared. Hopping the bicycle onto the sidewalk. The woman jumping from the car, chasing him. A sneaker slipping off a pedal. A vacant lot. Bushes. The woman grabbing him. The man unlocking the trunk, throwing him in. The trunk lid banging shut. Darkness. Screaming. Pounding. Not enough air. Passing out.

Petey described it to me as we faced each other in an isolated booth at the rear of the deli I’d been headed toward.

“You never should have made me leave that baseball game,” he said.

“I know that.” My voice broke. “God, don’t I know it.”

“The woman was older than Mom. She had crow’s—feet around her eyes. Gray roots in her hair. Pinched lips. Awful thin … Stooped shoulders … Floppy arms. Reminded me of a bird, but she sure was strong. The man had dirty long hair and hadn’t shaved. He wore coveralls and smelled of chewing tobacco.”

“What did they want with you? Were you …” I couldn’t make myself use the word molested.

Petey looked away. “They drove me to a farm in West Virginia.”

“Just across the border? You were that close?”

“Near a town called Redemption. Sick joke, huh? Really, that’s what it was called, although I didn’t find out the name for quite a while. They kept me a prisoner, until I escaped. When I was sixteen.”

“Sixteen? But all this time? Why didn’t you come to us?”

“I thought about it.” Petey looked uncomfortable. “I just couldn’t make myself.” He pulled a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket.

But as he lit a match, a waitress stopped at our table. “I’m sorry, sir. Smoking isn’t permitted in here.”

Petey’s craggy features hardened. “Fine.”

“Can I take your orders?”

“You’re good at giving them.”

“What?”

“Corned beef,” I told the waitress, breaking the tension.

Petey impatiently shoved his cigarettes back into his pocket. “A couple of Buds.”

As she left, I glanced around, assuring myself that no customers were close enough to hear what we were saying.

“What did you mean, you couldn’t make yourself come to us?”

“The man kept telling me Mom and Dad would never take me back.”

“What?”

“Not after what he did to … He said Mom and Dad would be disgusted, they’d …”

“Disown you? They wouldn’t have.” I felt tight with sadness.

“I understand that now. But when I escaped … let’s just say I wasn’t myself. Where they kept me a prisoner was an underground room.”

“Jesus.”

“I didn’t see the light of day for seven years.” His cheek muscles hardened. “Not that I knew how much time had passed. When I got out, it took me quite a while to figure what was what.”

“But what have you been doing?”

Petey looked tortured. “Roaming around. Working construction jobs. Driving trucks. A little of everything. Just after my twenty—first birthday, I happened to be driving a rig to Columbus. I worked up the nerve to go to Woodford and take a look at our place.”

“The house had been sold by then.”

“So I found out.”

“And Dad had died.”

“I found that out, too. Nobody remembered where Mrs. Denning and her son Brad had moved.”

“We were in Columbus with Mom’s parents.”

“So close.” Petey shook his head in despair. “I didn’t know Mom’s maiden name, so I couldn’t track her through her parents.”

“But the police could have helped you find us.”

“Not without asking me a lot of questions I didn’t want to answer.”

“They’d have arrested the man and woman who kidnapped you.”

“What good would that have done me? There’d have been a trial. I’d have had to testify. The story would have been in all the newspapers.” He gestured helplessly. “I felt so …”

“It’s over now. Try to put it behind you. None of it was your fault.”

“I still feel …” Petey struggled with the next word, then stopped when the waitress brought our beers. He took a long swallow from his bottle and changed the subject. “What about Mom?”

The question caught me by surprise. “Mom?”

“Yeah, how’s she doing?”

I needed a moment before I could make myself answer. “She died last year.”

“… Oh.” Petey’s voice dropped.

“Cancer.”

“Uh.” It was a quiet exhale. At the same time, it was almost as if he’d been punched. He stared at his beer bottle, but his painful gaze was on something far away.
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Kate’s normally attractive features looked strained when I walked into the kitchen. She was pacing, talking on the phone, tugging an anxious hand through her long blond hair. Then she saw me, and her shoulders sagged with relief. “He just walked in. I’ll call you back.”

I smiled as she hung up the phone.

“Where have you been? Everybody’s been worried,” Kate said.

“Worried?”

“You had several important meetings this afternoon, but you never showed up. Your office was afraid you’d been in an accident or —”

“Everything’s great. I lost track of the time.”

“— been mugged or —”

“Better than great.”

“— had a heart attack or —”

“I’ve got wonderful news.”

“— or God knows what. You’re always Mr. Dependable. Now it’s almost six, and you didn’t call to let me know you were okay, and … Do I smell alcohol on your breath? Have you been drinking?”

“You bet.” I smiled more broadly.

“During the day? Ignoring appointments with clients? What’s gotten into you?”

“I told you, I have wonderful news.”

“What news?”

“Petey showed up.”

Kate’s blue eyes looked confused, as if I was speaking gibberish. “Who’s …” At once, she got it. “Good Lord, you don’t mean … your brother.”

“Exactly.”

“But … but you told me you assumed he was dead.”

“I was wrong.”

“You’re positive it’s him?”

“You bet. He told me things only Petey could know. It has to be him.”

“And he’s really here? In Denver?”

“Closer than that. He’s on the front porch.”

“What? You left him outside?”

“I didn’t want to spring him on you. I wanted to prepare you.” I explained what had happened. “I’ll fill in the details when there’s time. The main thing to know is, he’s been through an awful lot.”

“Then he shouldn’t be cooling his heels on the porch. For heaven’s sake, get him.”

Just then, Jason came in from the backyard. He was eleven but small for his age, so that he looked a lot like Petey had when he’d disappeared. Braces, freckles, glasses, thin. “What’s all the noise about? You guys having an argument?”

 “The opposite,” Kate said.

“What’s up?”

Looking at Jason’s glasses, I was reminded that Petey had needed glasses, too. But the man outside wasn’t wearing any. I suddenly felt as if I had needles in my stomach. Had I been conned?

Kate crouched before Jason. “Do you remember we told you that your father had a brother?”

“Sure. Dad talked about him on that TV show.”

“He disappeared when he was a boy,” Kate said.

Jason nodded uneasily. “I had a nightmare about it.”

“Well, you don’t have to have nightmares about it anymore,” Kate said. “Guess what? He came back today. You’re going to meet him.”

“Yeah?” Jason brightened. “When?”

“Just as soon as we open the front door.”

I tried to say something to Kate, to express my sudden misgivings, but she was already heading down the hallway toward the front door. The next thing, she had it open, and I don’t know what she expected, but I doubt that the scruffy—looking man out there matched her idealized image of the long—lost brother. He turned from where he’d been smoking a cigarette, admiring the treed area in front of the house. His knapsack was next to him.

“Petey?” Kate asked.

He shifted from one work boot to the other, ill at ease. “These days, I think ‘Peter’ sounds a little more grownup.”

“Please, come in.”

“Thanks.” He looked down at his half—smoked cigarette, glanced at the interior of the house, pinched off the glowing tip, then put the remnant in his shirt pocket.

“I hope you can stay for supper,” Kate said.

“I don’t want to put you out any.”

“Nonsense. We’d love to have you.”

“To tell the truth, I’d appreciate it. I can’t remember when I last had a home—cooked meal.”

“This is Jason.” Kate gestured proudly toward our son.

“Hi, Jace.” The man shook hands with him. “Do you like to play baseball?”

“Yeah,” Jason said, “but I’m not very good at it.”

“Reminds me of myself at your age. Tell you what. After supper, we’ll play catch. How does that sound?”

“Great.”

“Well, let’s not keep you standing on the porch. Come in,” Kate said. “I’ll get you something to drink.”

“A beer if you’ve got it.” The man who said he was Petey started to follow Kate inside.

But before he crossed the threshold, I had to know. “Are you wearing contact lenses?”

“No.” The man frowned in confusion. “What makes you ask?”

“You needed glasses when you were a kid.”

“Still do.” The man reached into his knapsack and pulled out a small case, opening it, showing a pair of spectacles, one lens of which was broken. “This happened yesterday morning. But I can get around all right. As you know, I need glasses just for distance. Was that a little test or something?”

Emotion made my throat ache. “Petey … welcome home.”
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“This is the best pot roast I ever tasted, Mrs. Denning.”

“Please, you’re part of the family. Call me Kate.”

“And these mashed potatoes are out of this world.”

“I’m afraid I cheated and used butter. Now our cholesterol counts will be shot to hell.”

“I never pay attention to stuff like that. As long as it’s food, it’s welcome.” When Petey smiled, his chipped front tooth was visible.

Jason couldn’t help staring at it.

“You want to know how I got this?” Petey gestured toward the tooth.

“Jason, you’re being rude,” Kate said.

“Not at all.” Petey chuckled. “He’s just curious, the same as I was when I was a kid. Jace, last summer I was on a roofing project in Colorado Springs. I fell off a ladder. That’s also how I got this scar on my chin. Good thing I was close to the ground when I fell. I could have broken my neck.”

“Is that where you live now?” I asked. “In Colorado Springs?”

“Lord no. I don’t live anywhere.”

I stopped chewing.

“But everybody lives somewhere,” Kate said.

“Not me.”

Jason looked puzzled. “But where do you sleep?”

“Wherever I happen to be, there’s always someplace to bed down.”

“That seems …” Kate shook her head.

“What?”

“Awfully lonely. No friends. Nothing to call your own.”

“I guess it depends on what you’re used to. People have a habit of letting me down.” Petey didn’t look at me, but I couldn’t help taking his comment personally. “And as for owning things, well, everything of any importance to me is in my knapsack. If I can’t carry it, I figure it holds me back.”

“King of the road,” I said.

“Exactly. You see”— Petey leaned toward Jason, propping his elbows on the table —“I roam around a lot, depending on where the work is and how the weather feels. Each day’s a new adventure. I never know what to expect. Like last Sunday, I happened to be in Butte, Montana, eating breakfast in a diner that had a television. I don’t normally look at television and I don’t have any use for those Sunday—morning talk shows, but this one caught my attention. Something about the voice of the guy being interviewed. I looked up from my eggs and sausage, and Lord, the guy on TV sure made me think of somebody — but not from recently. A long time ago. I kept waiting for the announcer to say who the guy was. Then he didn’t need to — because the announcer mentioned that the guy’s kid brother had disappeared while bicycling home from a baseball game when they were youngsters. Of course, the guy on television was your father.”

Petey turned to me. “As I got older, I thought more and more about looking you up, Brad, but I had no idea where you’d gone. When the announcer said you lived in Denver, I set down my knife and fork and started for here at once. Took me all Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. Mind you, I tried phoning along the road, but your home number isn’t listed. As for your business number, well, your secretary wouldn’t put me through.”

“Because of all those crank calls I told you about on the way over here.” I felt guilty, as if he thought I’d intentionally rejected him.

“Three days to drive from Montana? You must have had car trouble,” Kate said.

Petey shook his head from side to side. “A car’s just something else that would own me. I hitchhiked.”

“Hitchhiked?” Kate asked in surprise. “Why didn’t you take a bus?”

“Well, there are two good reasons. The first is, in my experience, people who ride buses tend to have the same boring stories, but any driver with the courage to pick up a hitchhiker is definitely someone worth talking to.”

The way he said that made us chuckle.

“If it turns out they’re not interesting, I can always say, ‘Let me off in the next town.’ Then I take my chances with another car. Each ride’s a small adventure.” Petey’s eyes crinkled with amusement.

“And what’s the second reason for not taking the bus?” I asked.!

The amusement faded. “Work’s been a little scarce lately. I didn’t have the money for the ticket.”

“That’s going to change,” I said. “I know where there’s plenty of work on construction projects — if you want it.”

“I sure do.”

“I can give you some pocket money in the meantime.”

“Hey, I didn’t come here for handouts,” Petey said.

“I know that. But what’ll you do for cash until then?”

Petey didn’t have an answer.

“Come on,” I said. “Accept a gift.”

“I guess I could use some cash to rent a motel room.”

“No way,” Kate said. “You’re not renting any motel room.”

“You’re spending the night with us.”
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Petey threw a baseball to Jason, who was usually awkward, but this time he caught the ball perfectly and grinned.

“Look, Dad! Look at what Uncle Peter taught me!”

“You’re doing great. Maybe your uncle ought to think about becoming a coach.”

Petey shrugged. “Just some tricks I picked up on the road, from Friday nights when I ended up at baseball parks in various towns. All you have to remember, Jace, is to keep your eye on the ball instead of on your glove. And make sure your glove is ready to snap shut.”

Kate appeared at the back door, her blond hair silhouetted by the kitchen light. “It’s time for bed, Little Leaguer.”

“Aw, do I have to, Mom?”

“I’ve already let you stay up a half hour longer than usual. Tomorrow’s a school day.”

Disappointed, Jason turned to his uncle.

“Don’t look at me for help,” Petey said. “What your mother says goes.”

“Thanks for the lesson, Uncle Peter. Now maybe the other kids’ll let me play on the team.”

“Well, if they don’t, you let me know, and I’ll go down to the ballpark to have a word with them.” Petey mussed Jason’s sandy hair and nudged him toward the house. “You better not keep your mother waiting.”

“See you in the morning.”

“You bet.”

“I’m glad you found us, Uncle Peter.”

“Me, too.” Petey’s voice was unsteady. “Me, too.”

Jason went inside, and my brother turned to me. “Nice boy.”

“Yes, we’re very proud of him.”

The setting sun cast a crimson glow over the backyard’s trees.

“And Kate’s …”

“Wonderful,” I said. “It was my lucky day when I met her.”

“There’s no getting around it. You’ve done great for yourself. Look at this house.”

I felt embarrassed to have so much. “My staff teases me about it. As you saw from the TV show, my specialty is designing buildings that are almost invisible in their environment. But when we first came to town, this big old Victorian seemed to have our name on it. Of course, all the trees in the front and back conceal it pretty well.”

“It feels solid.” Petey glanced down at his calloused hands. “Funny how things worked out. Well …” He roused himself and grinned. “Coaching’s thirsty work. I could use another beer.”

“Be right back.”

When I returned with the beers (inside, Kate had raised her eyebrows, not used to seeing me drink so much), I also had something in a shopping bag.

“What’s that?” Petey wondered.

“Something I’ve been keeping for you.”

“I can’t imagine what you’d —”

“I’m afraid it’s too small for you to use if you want to play catch with Jason another time,” I said.

Petey shook his head in confusion.

“Recognize this?” I reached in the bag and pulled out the battered baseball glove that I’d found under Petey’s bike so long ago.

“My God.”

“I kept it all these years. I never let it out of my room. I used to hold it next to me when I went to bed, and I’d try to imagine where you were and what you were doing and …” I forced the words out. “… if you were still alive.”

“A lot of times, I wished I wasn’t alive.”

“Don’t think about that. The past doesn’t matter now. We’re together again, Petey. That’s what matters. God, I’ve missed you.” I handed him the glove, although I couldn’t see him very well — my eyes were misted.
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“So what do you think of him?” I asked Kate, keeping my voice low as I turned off the light and got under the covers. Petey’s room was at the opposite end of the hall. He wouldn’t be able to hear us. Even so, I felt self—conscious talking about him.

Lying next to me in the darkness, Kate didn’t answer for a moment. “He’s had a hard life.”

“That’s for sure. And yet he seems to enjoy it.”

“A virtue of necessity.”

“I suppose. All the same …”

“What are you thinking?” Kate asked.

“Well, if he didn’t like it, he could always have lived another way.”

“How?”

“I guess he could have gone to school and entered a profession.”

“Maybe have become an architect, like you?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. It wouldn’t have been out of the question. I’ve seen a couple of stories on the news about twins separated at birth and reunited as adults. They discover they have the same job, the same hobbies, wives who look the same and have the same personality.”

“I’m not sure I like being linked with someone’s hobby. Besides, you and your brother aren’t twins.”

“Granted. Even so, you know what I mean. Petey could have ended up like me, but he chose not to.”

“You really think people have that much choice in their lives? You told me you never would have become an architect if it hadn’t been for a geometry teacher you really liked in high school.”

Wistful, I stared at moonlight streaming through our bedroom window. “Yeah, I sure was weird — the only kid in high school who liked geometry. To me, that teacher made the subject fascinating. He told me what I had to do, where to go to college and all, if I wanted to be an architect.”

“Well, I seriously doubt that your brother had a geometry teacher. Did he even go to high school?” Kate asked.

“Somebody must have taught him something. He’s awfully well spoken. I haven’t heard a foul word from him.”

Kate turned to face me, propping herself on an elbow. “Look, I’m willing to do all I can to help. If he wants to stay here for a while until he decides what to do next, that’s fine with me.”

“I was hoping you’d feel that way.” I leaned over and kissed her. “Thanks.”

“Is that the best way you can think of to thank me?” she asked.

I kissed her again, this time deeply.

“Far more sincere.” She drew a hand up my leg.

“Mmm.” It was the last sound for a while. The presence of a stranger in the house made us more self—conscious about being overheard. When we climaxed, our kiss was so deep that we swallowed each other’s moans.

We lay silently, coming back to ourselves.

“If we get more sincere than that, I’ll need to be resuscitated,” I murmured.

“Mouth—to—mouth?”

“Brings me to life every time.” Getting up to go to the bathroom, I glanced out the window. In the darkness, peering down toward the backyard, I saw something I didn’t expect.

“What are you looking at?” Kate asked.

“Petey.”

“What?”

“I can see him in the moonlight. He’s down there in a lounge chair.”

“Asleep?” Kate asked.

“No, he’s smoking, staring up at the stars.”

“Given everything that’s happened, he probably couldn’t sleep.”

“I know how he feels.”

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Kate said. “Anyone who’s polite enough not to smoke in the house is welcome.”


8

Although Petey had said that he enjoyed his life on the road, I was determined to make sure he enjoyed it even more by paying attention to a few basic matters: his appearance, for example. That chipped front tooth made a terrible first impression. I had a suspicion that Petey had been losing work because contractors he approached to hire him felt he looked like a troublemaker. So, the next morning, I phoned our family dentist, explained the situation, and got him to agree (for double his usual fee) to give up his lunch hour.

“Dentist?” Petey told me. “Hell no. I’m not going to any dentist.”

“Just to smooth out that chip in your tooth. It’s not going to hurt.”

“No way. I haven’t been to a dentist since I needed a back tooth taken out six years ago.”

“Six years ago? Good God. All the more reason for you to have a checkup.” I didn’t tell him that the hygien—ist had agreed to give up her lunch hour, too.

Before that, I phoned several barbershops, until I found one that wasn’t busy. Long hair — my own’s hardly what you’d call short — doesn’t have to look tangled and scruffy. After the barbershop, we bought some clothes. Not that I deluded myself into thinking that Petey could use dress slacks and a sport coat, but some new jeans and a nice—looking shirt wouldn’t do any harm. After that, a shoe store: new work boots and sneakers.

“I can’t accept all this,” Petey said.

“I’m glad to do it. If you want, we’ll call it a loan. Sometime, when you’re flush, you can pay me back.”

Then it was time for the dentist. Afterward, Petey’s teeth looked great, although he had several cavities, the dentist said. They’d be taken care of when Petey went back in a couple of weeks. Petey’s hair looked stylishly windblown. I was almost tempted to ask a plastic surgeon if anything could be done about the scar on Petey’s chin. No matter, a little maintenance had accomplished a lot. He looked like he’d just gotten dressed after playing tennis.

“Hungry?”

“Always,” Petey said.

“Yeah, I get the impression you’ve been missing a few meals lately. You could use about ten more pounds. Do you like Italian food?”

“You mean spaghetti and meatballs?”

“Sort of. But where we’re going, spaghetti’s called pasta, and the dishes have names like chicken marsala.”

“Hold on a second.”

“After lunch, I’m going to take you to see a man about a job.”

“Brad … Stop… . Hold it.”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Don’t you have work to do?” Petey asked. “You took yesterday afternoon off. This morning, you didn’t go to work, either. Kate said you had appointments, meetings.”

“None of it’s as important as you.”

“But you can’t run a business that way, not and spend money on me the way you are. We have a lot to catch up on, but we don’t have to do it all at once.”

Petey’s worried expression started me laughing. “You think I’m getting carried away?”

“Just a little.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“Go to work. There’s a park across the street. I’d like to hang out there for a while. Get my mind straight. All these changes. I’ll meet you at home for supper.”

“That’s really what you want?” I asked.

“You’ve done enough for me.”

“But how will you get home?”

“Hitchhike,” Petey said.

“What if you don’t get a ride?”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a knack for it.” Petey’s teeth looked great when he grinned.

“I have a better idea,” I said. “Use my car. You can pick me up at the end of the day.”

“Can’t. I don’t have a driver’s license.”

“That’s something else we’ll take care of.”

“Tomorrow,” Petey said.

“We’re going to see about getting your glasses fixed, too.”

“Right,” Petey said. “Tomorrow.”
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Petey and Jason were cutting the lawn when I got home. The power mower was awkward for Jason, so Petey was walking beside him, helping him make the turns.

“Hey, look at me, Dad!” Jason yelled to be heard above the motor’s roar.

I raised my thumb enthusiastically.

They stopped beside me.

“Can you control it, Jace?” Petey asked.

“I’m pretty sure.”

“Then it’s all yours. I’ll be over here talking to your dad.”

Jason nodded, concentrating on keeping the mower in a straight line. Its roar diminished as he navigated among trees toward the far side of the yard.

Petey motioned me toward the porch steps, where he picked up a bottle of beer. “I might’ve created a monster. If he gets any better at this, you’re going to have to raise his allowance.”

“It’s the first time he’s shown an interest. Could be you’ve hit on something,” I said. “Normally, a lawn service does this for me, but it’d be good for him to help a little and learn some responsibility.”

“Can’t be too young to learn responsibility.” Petey took a drink of his beer.

“Listen, I appreciate the effort, but you didn’t have to mow the grass,” I said.

“No big deal. It looked a little long. I want to do my share.”

“Honestly, it isn’t necessary. I’m just glad to have you here. Anyway, since you’ll be working next week, take it easy for now.”

Petey cocked his head. “Working next week?”

“Yeah, I made some calls. I got you a job.”

“You did? Great!”

“On a building I designed.”

“Couldn’t be better.”

“Uncle Peter!” Jason yelled in panic. At the end of a row, the boy struggled to turn the mower. It veered toward a shrub.

“Hang on!” Petey ran to help him.
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“No need to help with the dishes,” Kate said.

“It’s the least I can do.” Petey dried another pot. “I can’t remember when I had a tastier beef stew.”

“We don’t normally eat this much red meat,” she said. “I’m trying to put some weight on you.”

“The lemon pie was spectacular.”

Jason eyed a second piece. “Yeah, we hardly ever get desserts in the middle of the week.”

“Well, you worked hard mowing the lawn,” Kate said. “You deserve a treat.”

Sitting at the end of the table, I couldn’t help smiling. The reality that Petey was actually over there by the sink, reaching to dry another pot, still overwhelmed me.
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