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ONE





I remember everything.


A kiss at the nape of the neck.


You said you used to have a dream. When we were children, you dreamed that the nipples of my breasts burst through the fabric of my blouse. And when we were grown, you said the dream came back to you, and you had not had it in all the years in between.


When we were children, we whispered words like novices at vespers. We were children and afraid to say the words aloud. I believe this gave us longings that would last a lifetime.


But that afternoon, what did I know of indelible connections?


It was a September afternoon, a Sunday afternoon, and I remember that it was raining. There were a hundred people in the wood-paneled library at the college, and a stack of books on a table by the door. Some friends were there, and my husband, Stephen. My daughter was not. I watched my husband gesture with his glass, embrace with a sweep of his hand (the wine spilling a bit over the rim) the entire room of people, as if he might still his own anxieties by becoming my most exuberant supporter. It was Stephen in a gray sweater and a blazer, who was standing by the table with the books – the books and that day’s newspaper, with my own picture in an advertisement.


Earlier that day, when we had driven to the college, Stephen had been quiet in the car. The onion sets that spring had been washed away by heavy and unexpected rains. Stephen had missed one payment at the bank, might miss another soon.


It wasn’t anything that Stephen had done or had not done. All the onion farms were going.


The farm that Stephen might lose was set upon the dirt. They called it ‘black dirt,’ a soil as black as soot. Each year, in the spring, when the water had receded, if the sets had not been washed away, the tender shoots sprouted up from the soil in perfect rows and turned the black dirt to a shimmery onion green.


But the farm was not mine. Never mine.


It was the first time there had been a party, though there had been other books, other collections. The book, as you saw, was a slim volume with a paper cover in a matte finish, a slim volume of some thirty poems. This book would gain little more attention than the others had, though there was the party this time and money for an advertisement, just the one.


For the picture for the advertisement, I had been asked to wear a black jersey, and at the studio the photographer had removed my glasses, had taken the clips from my hair and mussed it with his fingers. The result was a likeness, recognizable as me, though essentially dishonest.


At the party, I stood at the edge of a small room while people moved around and past me and sometimes stopped with a sentence or a word. I remember that my editor came up to me and said, in a moment of unwarranted optimism, a friendly unwarranted optimism meant to deflect attention from the fact of the disappointingly small printing, that this slim volume would change the direction of my life. And I had smiled at him as if I, too, might share this optimism, though I had thought then that my life would not change, not beyond the small, seismic vibrations of a child growing, of a house slowly settling into the soil, or of a marriage – in unmeasurable, infinitesimal increments – disappearing.


I am in disgrace now. Removed from a state of grace.


When you and I were children, we learned of death. It was in the inevitability of a final separation, a death against which we were helpless. And even as adults, leaving you was always brutal.


I always wanted to ask: Did your wife give you the leather jacket? Did you wear other clothes, a tie perhaps, a shirt, that she had given you and that I touched?


Toward the end of the party, my editor made a toast. When it was over, I looked up. Within the crowd, I searched for Stephen. He was by the door, his back against the wall, draining his glass.


I watched my husband set the glass upon the stack of books, leaving a wet circle on the matte finish of the top cover. I watched Stephen leave the party without a backward glance.




EVEN ON THE BAY SIDE, the waves are spiking, spitting their caps off the crests. He likes it this way – hard and bright; these are the best mornings. The gulls, the rats of the sea, push against the wind, then swoop and dive for their catch. The old men are on the bridge, as they are every Sunday, braced against a railing that cannot last another year, even though he has been thinking this for years and the railing never gives. The bridge is wooden, nearly a mile long, the ride rattling in good weather, slick and treacherous when the spray freezes over the thick wooden slats. The bridge connects the mainland to a slender sliver of beach, and in the summer the bridge shakes under the weight of the Dodge Caravans and the Jeep Cherokees with their women and children, their beach umbrellas and blankets, their coolers of sodas and sunblock. But by now, the second week in September, the summer people have cleared out, and Charles and the old-timers finally have the place to themselves.


Charles sails the aging charcoal Cadillac gracefully along the rough planking. He nods and waves at the men in their stained parkas, plaid jackets, and baseball caps, their shoulders hunched against the wind, watching their lines for a tug that looks slightly different than the pull of the current. He drives this bridge two, three times a day, takes the car each time to the end. Sometimes he gets out to cross the dunes to the ocean side, to look out toward Lisbon or Rabat, or to watch the fishing boats come in around the bar to the harbor, south of the bridge. At other times he simply sits in his car, listening to Roy Orbison, nursing a beer, maybe two, until it’s time for his next appointment or to drive back to the house, where Harriet and his children seem always to be waiting for him.


Today they need milk for breakfast, and he knows he shouldn’t have taken this detour. But the morning is too fine, he rationalizes, to have missed. Beside him there is the half gallon of two percent, a heavy Sunday paper this week, and a greasy bag of jelly doughnuts he has bought for the kids, although he knows that by the time he arrives home, his children already will have eaten a breakfast that did not require milk. Harriet will disdain the doughnuts, will not even open the package, will set them aside on the counter until, inside the spotted bag, they will grow hard around the edges and finally be inedible. Thinking this, Charles is determined to eat at least one, even though, as a rule, he doesn’t like sweets. He parks the Cadillac in the small circle of blacktop that grows more circumscribed each year by the encroaching sand, takes a doughnut from the bag, gets out of the car, and walks toward the dunes, which prevent him from seeing the ocean side. He has on his jeans, a white dress shirt he’s been wearing since Friday, and a black hooded sweatshirt over that. Unthinkingly, he has worn his leather shoes with the tassels, his dress shoes, and as he walks they quickly fill up with sand along the edges. He bites into the doughnut; the jelly squirts over his fingers. With his free hand he tries to remove his shoes and his socks. He licks his fingers; the sand is cold on the soles of his feet. How quickly the warmth leaves the sand in September, he is thinking.


The view from the top of the dunes is always worth the small climb. The sea is charged, yet still a vivid navy. Whitecaps appear and vanish like blips on a radar screen. He descends the dune and walks toward the water. The gulls hang motionless in midair, unable to make headway against the wind. Even the sand, a thin sugar above the crust left by high tide, echoes the spray off the whitecaps, stinging as it does against his bare feet. But it is the blue, a deep inexhaustible blue, which speaks to him of clear uncomplicated days, that stops him. He wants, as he always wants, to have it, to possess it, to take it with him, to take it out when he needs it. For he knows that by this afternoon, this particular blue will be gone – replaced by muted colors, grays or greens.


‘Hey, Charlie Callahan. You takin’ in the rays, or what?’


Charles turns to see the speaker, but he already knows by the gravelly voice that it is Joe Medeiros, a presence in town, a client. Joe made his money as a draggerman and looks the part: two-day growth of beard, a plaid quilted jacket worn so badly in the elbows you can see the polyester, stained chinos. One of Joe’s front teeth is badly discolored. Medeiros is a man embarrassed by his teeth and consequently never smiles. Charles can smell the stale breath even in the salt air. He knows it’s Bourbon.


‘Fishing?’ Charles asks.


‘Had my line in. Saw your car. Can’t pull anything but pogies.’


Charles waits, shoes in one hand, the other in the pocket of his jeans. He knows this won’t be a casual visit. Joe is wheezing from the awkward climb up the dunes. Joe won’t be interested in the view either.


‘How’s business?’ Joe pulls a pack of Carltons from his jacket pocket, lights one away from the wind.


Charles shrugs, a practiced and familiar shrug. ‘Hanging in there. Same as everybody.’


‘You got that right.’ Joe exhales. The wind sends the smoke under his chin, into his collar. ‘Hadda sell two boats last week. Hadda give ’em away, I should say.’


Charles looks down at the sand. Jesus Christ, he thinks, here it comes.


‘So here’s the deal.’ Joe studies the harbor as if searching for one of the boats he had to give away. ‘The fuckin’ bank slashed my credit line. You know me, Charlie: I been doing business with Eddie Whalen with a handshake for years, and I’ve paid the bastard faithfully every month. And this is the reward I get.’


Joe Medeiros coughs on the smoke or on his anger, hawks up a glob of phlegm to make his point, spits it onto the sand. ‘So I go down to find out what’s the story with the credit line, and I find Eddie sweatin’ bullets. Thinks he’s going to get the boot now. The FDIC’s been goin’ over his stuff, and they’re tellin’ him now that he might of made some loans shouldn’t of been made, you follow me. Fact is’ – and here Joe Medeiros looks away, unable to meet Charles’s eye – ‘the cash I was gonna use for the premium? I gotta have it for the mortgage payment. It’s that simple.’


Charles looks out toward Morocco. He has never been to Africa, nor even to Europe. He wishes he had the ability to banish Joe Medeiros from the dunes, make him disappear. He minds his Sunday morning invaded, the scene soured by the talk of business, the panic he doesn’t usually feel until Monday’s dawn beginning the slow crawl up his spine.


‘Same old story, isn’t it?’ Charles says casually, as he has had to say too often in the past ten months. He is not surprised that the feds have been looking at Eddie Whalen’s books. Eighteen months ago, Whalen was giving money away. Sign on the dotted line. As Charles and half the men in town had done.


‘Stop by the office tomorrow or the next day,’ Charles says. ‘We’ll talk. We’ll figure something.’


With his toe, Charles scratches idle markings in the sand. He knows he ought to have gotten Medeiros’s premium up front. The $15,000 commission check would have paid Costa. Tomorrow he will have to call Costa, cancel the construction on the addition. And Costa is a client – Charles will lose his business.


Christ, it never ends, it seems.


‘So when are the fuckin’ banks going to have a dime to put out on the street? That’s what I want to know,’ Joe says, looking at Charles now. The fisherman takes another drag, throws the cigarette onto the sand, business concluded. Small sparks from the lit end blow toward Charles’s bare feet.


‘The wife?’


Charles nods.


‘The kids doin’ OK? I gotta hand it to you, Charlie. You got the whole scene. Am I right?’


Charles hates this part, the denouement, the ingratiating banter after bad news.


‘The kids are fine,’ he says carefully.


Another case shot. Charles fights the panic by looking out to the ocean, imagining the Azores. He focuses on a fishing boat trying to negotiate the gut in the chop.


‘So I’m goin’ back to my line. Probably snagged a shitload of seaweed.’ Joe turns as if to leave, then stops. ‘Listen, Charlie, I’m sorry as shit about this. You know what I’m talkin’ about. I know you do. I don’t ever forget how you drove out to Jeannette’s. After Billy …’


Charles looks up at Joe. The fisherman’s nose and eyes are running in the wind. Medeiros’s son, dead before he was twenty-five, drowned off his father’s fishing boat. Charles had sold Medeiros insurance on both his sons, and he remembers the drive out to Billy Medeiros’s wife with the check. After he’d heard of Billy’s accident (seven years ago at four-thirty on a summer afternoon, and Charles was in The Blue Schooner; the news had rippled down the barstools like a loose and slippery eel), Charles had done the paperwork at once, gone that night to the funeral home for the death certificate, cut out the obituary from the local paper, and sent the required documents in to the home office. In ten days he had a check, which he carried in the breast pocket of his suit coat up the steps of Billy Medeiros’s small bungalow on the coast road. Charles had seen grief before – it sometimes went with the job – but never anything as bald as on that day. Jeannette, a small woman with thin dark hair, met him at the door, and at first he didn’t recognize her. Her face was fish white, years older, and swollen with her pregnancy. Beside her was a daughter, not four years old, who sucked her thumb.


Charles remembers how he took the check from his pocket and handed it to the woman and how her face changed as she comprehended the meaning of the check, how she once again experienced the irrevocability of her husband’s accident. And Charles remembers how Billy Medeiros’s wife seemed to fold in upon herself, fold in upon the high soft moans that sounded to him almost sexual in nature and struck him as too intimate for witnesses. He recalls wondering what his own grief would sound like if Harriet died, recalls thinking guiltily that it probably wouldn’t sound like Jeannette Medeiros’s. He had stood helplessly, not knowing if he should touch Billy Medeiros’s wife to comfort her, his hands seeming to float huge and useless in his pockets. Finally he had picked up the silent and frightened daughter and taken her out of the house. They’d gone for a Dairy Queen and a round of miniature golf.


Remembering that day and watching Joe Medeiros recross the dunes, Charles thinks again that his job is an odd one to have fallen into – and that is how it seems to him, something he has fallen into, wandered into, not chosen – a far cry from the seminary, though sometimes not. He has few illusions about how his job is perceived by others: an unwelcome (if often necessary) chink in the machinery, a job falling somewhere between that of a CPA and a tax lawyer, the occasional butt of jokes on late-night TV. Usually he thinks of himself as simply a businessman, a salesman with a product, a man who is better with people than he is with the paperwork. Though once in a while, on days when he is filled with hope, he likes to think of himself as a Life Agent, with all that the title, as metaphor, might imply – an agent for Life, an insurer of life, even a kind of secular priest – and he imagines his clients, an entire town of clients (his flock?), as motivated by love, buying insurance from him because they love a woman or a man or a child.


But inevitably there are the bad days, the ones when he wonders if he isn’t after all only a paradoxical and unwitting harbinger of mortality.


Last Tuesday was the worst. Just the visual memory of Tom Carney sitting behind his desk makes him shiver involuntarily beneath his hooded sweatshirt. He looks out to sea, as if to shake off the memory, but it is in place now, and though he is watching Cole Hacker tack his Morgan through the gut, it is Carney that he sees.


Charles had pulled into Tom Carney’s gas station at twelve-thirty, left the Cadillac by the pumps. A teenage boy with spiky black hair came out of the office.


‘Fill her with special,’ Charles said. ‘Tom in?’


‘He’s in the office,’ the boy told Charles.


Charles walked to the office, opened the door. Tom Carney, an inch taller than Charles’s six feet three, sat sideways to his desk, a desk littered with receipts, one greasy rag. Carney was bald already, had lost his hair early. The two men had joked about middle age: hair where you didn’t want it, none where it was supposed to be. Carney’s face, in adolescence, had been badly scarred by acne, and sometimes he still got pimples. Charles had told Carney that this was a hopeful sign – the man’s hormones were still working.


Carney was smoking when Charles walked in, and his face was a grayish color that looked like fabric. On the desk was a Styrofoam cup of milky coffee, also grayish-looking, not touched. When he visited this office, Charles often had an impression of metal, as if the room and its entire contents were constructed of metal – metal walls, a metal desk, a metal chair – and this somehow was in keeping with the ever-present stink of gasoline in the air.


‘It’s right there,’ Carney said to Charles. Carney indicated an open letter with his hand. Charles remembered then that Carney didn’t smoke; he’d given it up years earlier. Charles took the letter from the desk. Clipped to its top was a check. Charles read the relevant sentence.


He remembers a sensation of being buffeted – as if the air had been blown out of the room.


‘Jesus Christ,’ Charles said softly.


Charles had gone to school with Carney, had played basketball with him, and the two boys had made it as far as the regional championships together. Then Charles had gone off to college and into the seminary, and Carney had stayed to work at his father’s Mobil station. Carney owned it now; the father had retired. That was how Charles’s business worked; he insured his friends, their referrals. Carney had held off for years, though, had had his children late. Usually it was the fact of the children that brought the new clients in.


Three weeks earlier, Charles had sent in Carney’s application on a $300,000 policy, and he’d thought little of it until he’d opened his mail Tuesday. Carney’s case was what the home office referred to as ‘a flat declination.’


‘Your client is unacceptable for medical underwriting reasons,’ the letter had read. ‘No further details are available. The initial deposit is being returned to the client with a letter of explanation.’


Charles had been mildly worried for himself financially (another case shot); more seriously for Carney. Such a flat refusal didn’t simply mean your client had high blood pressure.


Charles looked at Carney in his metal office. Through the window, Charles could see the boy replacing the cap on the gas tank, moving the Cadillac away from the pumps. The boy’s gestures seemed choreographed, dreamlike.


‘I’ve got two kids,’ Carney said.


Charles held the piece of paper, read the sentence again. He wanted to say to Carney that there must be some mistake, but he knew it wasn’t a mistake. The blood tests never lied.


‘And my wife … I’ve got to tell my wife.’


Charles put the letter back where it had been. He wanted to know how, but would not ask. He wanted to say he was sorry, but that seemed an insult.


‘You want a drink?’ he asked Carney.


Carney was quiet, wouldn’t answer him. Carney’s hands were large, had always been large. He’d been brilliant, fast with the ball.


‘Let’s get out of here, Tom, go get drunk at least,’ Charles said.


Carney was staring at a spot on the opposite wall. He shook his head slowly. ‘About five years ago, I had some encounters … ,’ he said.


Encounters. The word hung in the air. It was an oddly restrained and formal word for Carney to have used, and it didn’t necessarily mean one specific thing or another, but Charles didn’t have to know more.


After a silence, Charles had left Carney in his office, left the gas station. He’d gone to the Qwik Stop, bought a six-pack, and driven over the bridge to the beach. He’d drunk the six beers as fast as he could, on no lunch. It had seemed to him then that if he hadn’t tried to make the sale, Tom Carney would never have known. It was illogical thinking, Charles knew, but he couldn’t stop himself from making the loop. He’d thought of Portugal that afternoon, of emigrating to Portugal. He had wanted to be sitting at a café in the hot sun, eating braised octopus with Portuguese sausage and – for a change – looking out the other way across the Atlantic. He’d missed two set appointments.


Charles watches Medeiros disappear behind the dunes, relieved to be alone again on the beach. Charles likes the bridge and the beach, and he thinks of the drive here as the ‘drive to nowhere.’ He imagines the drive itself, the drive alone even without its eventual destination, as a balm, a respite from the business in town. And sometimes, when he comes here and when he is absolutely certain he is all alone, he sings: show tunes, oldies from his youth, once in a while a current hit that has captured his imagination on the radio and that he has bothered to learn the lyrics to. He likes his voice – a good Irish tenor – and occasionally he wishes he could join a church, any church, just for the pleasure of singing in a choir, though immediately, when he has this wish, he thinks of having to endure the rest of the service or the mass, and his fantasy deflates. So he sings alone. Often, if he can, he brings Winston with him, his dog, his black lab, and if he can get him going, he will sing too – a high, lonesome, off-key wail that drives the gulls crazy and almost always concludes with Winston bounding out of the car along the dark muck of the bayside, chasing the gulls and plunging into the frigid waters if need be.


It was why he’d bought the oversize Cadillac, a car big enough, he thought at the time, for himself and his dog. (Charles thinks of himself as getting bigger too, with each passing year, as if life itself were causing him to inflate, though except for the occasional pound or two, he knows this can’t be true.) There were other reasons as well for the purchase, all of them nebulous but of equal weight, the sum total of which urged him to make this uncharacteristically showy gesture. He’d driven a Cadillac in Milwaukee on a business trip, and the car had reminded him of the big cars of his boyhood, the mythic Bonnevilles and Chevrolets of his early teens. And when he’d come home from the business trip and passed the Cadillac dealership and seen the sign announcing the sale, he’d pulled in, knowing as he did so that he’d be seriously chastised if he bought such an ostentatious American car, by Harriet and by his friends and even by many of his clients, and somehow this had perversely pleased him, though not as much as turning in the Saab – that everpresent symbol of New England yuppiedom – had done.


Charles crosses the dunes twenty minutes behind Medeiros. He takes the bridge fast; by now, he knows, Harriet will have passed from merely impatient to tight-lipped. He reaches down in front of the passenger seat, snaps the cooler lid, brings a bottle of beer between his legs. With a practiced gesture, he twists the cap, inhales a long swallow. It’s ten o’clock in the morning. But it’s a Sunday; it’s OK. His soul is not in jeopardy. Yet.


At the end of the bridge, the road forks. To the north is a tight string of low-rent beachfront houses, a wall of thin shacks that stretches along the coast to a power plant at the end of a rocky beach. To the left is High Street, residential until the harbor and the village itself. Here the houses are more substantial – two-story, wooden-frame homes with peaked roofs, most of them year-round. The yards are small, postage-stamp, some bounded in the chain-link favored by the first-generation Portuguese and Irish, others bordered by the hedges and white picket fences preferred by their children and the newcomers.


Sometimes now, driving this road, Charles imagines that there has been a war or at least a skirmish – something to explain the bombed-out landscape, the physical and psychic eyesore of stalled construction, additions that will never be completed and that now lie covered with torn blue tarps, condo complexes aborted even before the windows got their glass. Where once there were weathered saltboxes surrounded by sea grass, now there are abandoned foundations, signs that say No Trespassing – ugly, half-built concrete objects that mar the blue of the ocean. He passes such a sculpture, with its rusted girders pointed toward the heavens, and thinks of Dick Lidell. Two years ago, Charles sold Lidell a policy for three million, and when the home office wanted to look at Lidell’s tax return, Lidell had shown four million five in cash. The man could have retired. Instead the four million five went into the Tinkertoy with its orange girders up on the hill, and Lidell, Charles knows, is now renting someone else’s two-bedroom condo.


The stories are legion. Charles passes his office, a modest white Cape with dark green shutters. In the front, hanging from a wrought-iron post, is his sign: Charles A. Callahan/Real Estate and Insurance. Each year Harriet tends the garden around the front porch of the office and hangs a basket of geraniums on the post with the sign. It was Harriet who found the old wicker rockers at a garage sale, rewove them, and painted them green to match the shutters. The rockers have been on the porch for three years now, though no one ever sits in them. He hates passing his office, hates thinking of having to go to it in the morning. The building will be the bank’s within a matter of weeks. He will have to move his business into his home then, a move that doesn’t bear thinking about.


He knows, of course, that it was greed: an unfamiliar sin of boyhood, a ubiquitous sin of middle age, or so it seems to him now. But nearly as bad, he believes – almost as damning, almost as venal – was his carelessness, his recklessness.


At the time, the idea seemed to Charles like a certainty: All he had to do, Turiello explained, was take the equity out of the office, then leverage that cash into a one-third share of a three-million-dollar loan on the proposed office-condo complex the other side of town. Turiello had been a good client; the idea had been too seductive to walk away from. The location was ideal – a commanding precipice on the coast road, visible for miles. If the plan had worked, if the real estate market hadn’t crashed, Charles, like Lidell, could have retired, and Harriet and his children would have been set. But timing (and he now knows the precise truth of this bromide) is everything. Almost immediately the market had begun to collapse, and neither he nor Turiello nor the third partner, Turiello’s brother Emil, could lease or sell any of the space. At last calculation, Charles was into the bank for a million, his commission flow had trickled to almost nothing, and he now has on his desk a stack of policy lapse notices nearly half a foot high. If the bank can’t sell the office soon for a decent price, Charles knows he will almost certainly lose his house as well. Already the newly compounded mortgage is crushing; his savings are nearly depleted. When he wakes in the middle of the night, the sheet below him soaked with sweat, the question he ponders is this: Will he have to put his next mortgage payment on his MasterCard?


Sometimes in the middle of the night he allows himself to think he is particularly plagued by bad luck or timing – but he has only to make this drive, as he does each day, to know he is but one of many. He can catalog the names: John Blay, Emil Turiello, Dick Lidell, Pete French … the list is long. Each with bombed-out fantasies, chill sweats in the night. Each scrambling now just to keep his home.


Charles rounds the last bend just before the village. Here there are Federal houses, white or pale yellow with black shutters, fading square mansions with widow’s walks and larger lawns. Ship captains once built these, Charles knows, and then later sold them to the owners of the mills. Now there is only one mill owner in residence; the rest are professional offices. Two stand empty. Out in front of several there are For Sale signs. Charles’s name is on some of the signs.


As a summer place, the town has always been marginal, not a town that attracts the Volvos and the Range Rovers. It is and always has been a Rhode Island fishing town, mostly Portuguese and Irish, too working-class to have supported the massive summer places farther south and west or along the coast of Connecticut. For the most part, the town has remained undiscovered, not yuppified, and Charles is glad of this, though he thinks he shouldn’t be.


He passes the bank at the end of the village – The Bank – the largest building in town, an imposing stone edifice with beautifully proportioned windows and two monstrous white columns that make it look deceptively solid. It is a singular institution, a family bank, not part of a chain, the only game in town. If Charles hates passing his office, he hates having to pass this building even more, loathes particularly the fact that lately the bank is almost always on his mind. From habit, he averts his eyes, studies a knitting shop across the street.


He takes the first right at the end of the village, brings the car to rest in the driveway of his house. A hundred and forty thousand on the clock. Christ, he wonders, can the old Cadillac make it another sixty?


Charles steps out of the car, looks at the incomplete addition at the side of his house, the foundation with no building, the addition that was to have been a new kitchen for Harriet, then later an office for himself, and will now stand empty, filling up with water in a rain, and he knows it is folly to imagine oneself as the repository for all the economic troubles, that somehow it all ends with oneself. For beyond him is Antone Costa, then Costa’s three sons, one of them married already, two grand-children in eventual need of college educations. And beyond them, who? Carol Kopka, a single mother with two kids, at the checkout counter down at the A & P, the last to have been hired before the troubles? Bill Samson at the Dodge dealership, who’s running thirty percent behind this year in sales? Christ, even Tom Carney at his gas station? He wonders if there is anyone in town who has escaped unscathed.


Harriet, he sees at once, has already been on the mower. The front lawn has shot up in the cooler weather, but the back lawn is trim. He could put the office in the front, he knows, where they have now a living room they hardly ever use, favoring, as they do, the family room, off the kitchen. He has been thinking about this for weeks, has reached no conclusions. He likes his house, though it is too grandiose and impractical. The house is frigid in winter, and the plumbing is mystifying – yet it’s an elegant building, even if its nineteenth-century lines have begun to sag. Harriet mows the lawn, keeps the exterior tidy and painted, and minds that Charles has not solved the riddle of the plumbing – his part in this particular unspoken marital bargain.


Harriet is in the kitchen, wrestling with a large white softball of dough in a mustard-colored bowl. She has on her Sunday clothes – a pink sweatsuit and sneakers – and Charles can see that she hasn’t had her shower yet: Her short, nearly black hair is still matted at one side from sleep, and there are smudges of teal blue below her lower lids. She doesn’t speak as he walks in. He could tell her that he ran into Joe Medeiros, that Medeiros is pulling out of a deal, and that this will mean another stall on the addition, thus eliciting, possibly, a glance of sympathy or, at the very least, a change of subject, but as he watches her kneading the dough angrily, he decides to forgo the solicitation. More than likely, the news will simply frighten her. He puts the doughnuts on the counter, the milk in the fridge. He asks, ‘Where are the kids?’ and she answers, not looking at him, ‘Outside.’


He takes the newspaper into a small room off the porch that is a kind of sanctuary, a library if one were to be so formal, which he is not inclined to be. This, too, is a room that could be turned into an office, though it is a bit cramped, and he does not like having to think of giving up his retreat.


There are books in uneven stacks on the floor of the room, nearly covering the small Oriental Harriet gave him last year for Christmas. Across one of the books is a tie he wore a few days ago. A second pair of dress shoes is in a corner, and for some reason he cannot quite fathom, a pair of jeans is flung over a chair. It is another unspoken marital bargain that Harriet never enters this room, and as a consequence it is seldom cleaned, seldom tidied.


He drops the heavy Sunday paper on top of his desk, itself awash in inches of unopened mail, half-read magazines, and more books. Slipping the sweatshirt over his head, he tosses it in the direction of the chair with the jeans. On a bookshelf he has his turntable, and he puts on the Brahms Second Piano Concerto, a piece he plays often, never tires of. It seems to him a hopeful concerto, nearly a symphony, appropriate somehow for a Sunday morning, even though the news this particular Sunday morning has not been especially hopeful. Outside, Hadley, his eldest daughter, is squealing as she takes the long, looping ride on the rope he hung for her from the tall walnut, a sail through the air that ends with a whomp in a large, forgiving pile of leaf mulch. Jack, his son, two years younger than Hadley’s fourteen, is with her and is loudly demanding a turn for himself. Charles can see him through the small window of his study, squirming with impatience. He wonders briefly then where Anna, his five-year-old, is – not with them, for he would see or hear her. But he quickly dismisses the query; Harriet will know, will be watching her. For the moment he can relax.


He picks up his reading glasses from the desk, puts them on. Usually he begins with the magazine: a quick perusal of the cover story, a glance at the recipes, a longer look at the crossword to see if it’s one he might tackle. This week the recipes are about blueberries – not interesting. He would study them if the dishes were Italian or Spanish or Indian. He is the cook in the family, though Harriet likes to bake, and his children often complain that what he concocts is inedible. The cover story is about the savings-and-loan scandal. He will look at that later. He picks up another thin magazine inside the paper, the weekly literary supplement.


He is thinking, as he turns the pages, of a book he has ordered at the bookstore and forgotten about; he must call to see if it is in yet. It’s a volume by the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur; it must definitely be in now: he ordered it – what? – in July, he is sure. Perhaps, he is thinking as he idly peruses the table of contents, the bookstore did call, and Harriet answered and has simply forgotten to mention it to him. And it is then, in the middle of this thought, that he turns the page and sees the photograph.


His hand stops. He looks at the photograph. He lays the paper flat.


He lets his breath out slowly. He looks at the picture, reads the print around it.


It is Siân Richards. Of course he knows by the name. Another woman might conceivably have this name as well, though he thinks that unlikely. More than the name, it is her photograph that makes him certain. It is, without question, the same face, the same expression in the eyes. He brings his hand up to his face, smooths his jawline with the back of his fingers. He puts his hand down on the desk, on the newspaper, and notices that it is trembling.


He studies the photograph. The woman in the picture is now forty-five, he knows, the same age as he is. Would he know this from the photograph? He cannot say for sure. Her hair is loose, wavy; he remembers it as a kind of pale bronze, particularly in the sunlight, with glints of fresh copper wire, though it seems from the black-and-white photograph that the highlights may have become muted over time. Her face is somewhat tilted, slightly turned, so that though she looks directly at the viewer, the sense is that her face is in profile. She is not smiling, but the gaze is steady – serious yet not sad. The suggestion from the eyes is that she is poised or waiting somehow, though he cannot imagine what precisely it is that she seems to be waiting for. She is wearing large gold earrings, simple circles, and what appears to be a black sweater or soft shirt with an open neckline, like that of a ballet dancer. The photograph stops just below her breasts. He remembers her mouth.


The mouth is generous; he has not forgotten that.
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