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For Susan Terner,
courage under fire











Oh, return to zero, the master said. Use what’s lying around the house. Make it simple and sad.


—STEPHEN DUNN, “Visiting the Master”













PART I





When you remember those times, they return to you in a series of photographs. You see Meredith on the day you married her. You are standing outside the courthouse on a bright spring day. She is wearing a white dress and she stands beside you with her hand in your arm. A white corsage is pinned to her dress. You gaze at each other rather than the camera. Your eyes sparkle and the air around you is dancing.


Then there are the brief vacations before Keith was born. You are in a raft on the Colorado River, sprayed with white water. There you are, nearly blinded by the autumn foliage of New Hampshire. On the observation deck of the Empire State Building, you mug for the camera, feet spread, fists pressed to waists, like masters of the universe. You are twenty-four and she is twenty-one, and there is something gloriously confident in the way you stand together, sure and almost cocky. More than anything, without fear. Love, you have decided by then, is a form of armor.


Keith appears first in the crook of Meredith’s right arm. She is lying in a hospital bed, her face bathed in sweat, her hair in disarray. Keith’s small body floats in a swirl of bedding. His face is in profile, and a tiny pink hand instinctively reaches for something his closed eyes cannot see, his mother’s loosely covered breast. Meredith is laughing at this gesture, but you recall that she was clearly struck by it, too, thought it a sign of high intelligence or early adventurousness, ambition, the drive to make a mark. You reminded her, joking, that her son was only a few minutes old. Yes, yes, of course, she said.


Here he is at two, unsteady on his feet, toddling toward the stuffed bear your brother, Warren, gave him that Christmas. Warren sits on the sofa, beside Meredith. He is leaning forward, his large pudgy hands blurred because he was clapping when you took the picture, clapping hard and fast, urging Keith forward like a good wind at his back. So lucky, Bro, he will say to you at the door before he leaves, so lucky to have all this.


You often pose before all you have. You stand with Meredith and Keith, who is six now and holds a plastic Wiffle ball bat. You are in front of the little house on Cranberry Way. You bought it on the slimmest of financial credentials, and Meredith predicted the loan would not be approved, and so, when it was, you uncorked a bottle of inexpensive champagne and toasted your new status as homeowners. There’s the picture, you and Meredith with glasses raised, Keith standing between you, his six-year-old hand lifted in imitation, holding a glass of apple juice.


You build a business, buy a second, larger, house on a more secluded lot. In that larger house the holidays come and go. You carve turkey and hang ornaments on real trees, then later, fearing fire, on artificial ones. In photographs you wallow in holiday gift wrapping, and as the years pass, the pictures show your face aglow in the light of many birthday candles.


You buy Meredith a ring on your fifteenth anniversary and with Keith and Warren watching, you marry her again, this time writing your own vows. That night, in the bed’s comforting darkness, she tells you that she has never stopped loving you, and it is all you can do not to weep.


You buy your son a simple, inexpensive bike for his tenth birthday, then an elaborate twelve-speed when he turns fourteen. He’s not particularly mechanical, so you spend some time showing him the gears. After a while, you ask him if he’d prefer a less-complicated bike. He says he would, but that it has nothing to do with the gears. He prefers everything less complicated, he tells you, and the look in his eyes when he says this suggests that there may be hidden depths in him, unexpected complexities. You say nothing of this, however, but later you wonder if your son, the one who’d once rested so securely in the crook of Meredith’s arm, has now begun to emerge from the comfortable cocoon you have so carefully woven around him. If so, you are pleased, and you are sure Meredith will be pleased.


Another year passes. Keith is almost as tall as you are, and Meredith has never looked more radiant. A warm satisfaction settles over you, and you realize that it isn’t the house or the business that fills you with a sense of accomplishment. It is your family, the depth and balance it has given to your life, a quiet rootedness and sense of well-being your father never attained and which, for some reason at the end of that summer, you recognize as the crowning victory of your life.


And so you decide to take a photograph. You set up the tripod and call Keith and Meredith outside. You take your place between them, one arm over your son, the other over your wife. You have timed the camera. You see the warning light and draw them close in beside you. Ready now, you tell them—smile.








ONE


Family photos always lie.


That’s what occurred to me when I left my house that final afternoon, and so I took only two.


The first was of my earliest family, when I was a son, rather than a father. In the picture, I am standing with my mother and father, along with my older brother, Warren, and my younger sister, Jenny. I am smiling, happy because I’ve just been accepted to a prestigious private day school. But the other smiles now strike me as false, because even then there must have been fissures in the unruffled happiness they convey, beasts lurking just beyond the firelight.


By the end of that summer, for example, my father must have known that years of bad investments and extravagant spending had surely caught up with him, that bankruptcy and its accompanying humiliations were only a few short months away. I doubt, however, that he could have envisioned the full bleakness of his final years, the retirement home where he would sit hour upon hour, peering through the lace curtains, thinking of the grand house in which we’d all once lived, another asset lost.


Despite all this, or maybe because of it, my father meets the camera with a broad and oddly blustering grin, as if the old man felt his smile could protect him from the horde of angry creditors that was already gathering for a final assault. My mother’s smile is more tentative—weak, hesitant, like a translucent mask beneath which her true face, though blurred, is yet still visible. It is an effortful smile, the corners of her mouth lifted like heavy weights, and had I been less self-absorbed, I might have noticed its tentativeness earlier, perhaps in time to have asked the question that later repeated so insistently in my mind, What is going on in you?


But I never asked, and so the day her car went flying off Van Cortland Bridge, it never occurred to me that anything might have been on her mind other than what she planned to cook for dinner or the laundry she’d left neatly folded on all our beds that afternoon.


My brother, Warren, stands sloppily to my left. He is only fifteen, but his hair is already thinning and his belly is wide and round and droops over his belt. Even at that age, he looks curiously past his prime. He is smiling, of course, and there is no hint of any reason why he shouldn’t be, though I later had to wonder what fears might even then have begun to surface, the sense that certain already-planted seeds would bear grim fruit.


Finally, there is Jenny, so beautiful that even at seven she turned heads when she came into a room. Adorable, Warren always called her. He’d stroke her hair or sometimes simply look at her admiringly. Adorable, he’d say. And she was. But she was also quick and knowing, a little girl who came home from her first day at school and asked me why it was necessary for the teacher to repeat things. I told her it was because some people couldn’t get it the first time. She took this in for a moment, thinking quietly, as if trying to incorporate nature’s inequality within the scheme of things, calculate its human toll. “How sad,” she said finally, lifting those sea blue eyes toward me, “because it’s not their fault.”


In this particular photograph Jenny’s smile is wide and unencumbered, though in all the photographs after this one the cloud is clearly visible, the knowledge that it has already taken root in that fantastic brain of hers, microscopic at first, then no larger than a pinpoint, but growing steadily, taking things from her as it grew, her balance, her ringing speech, everything but her beauty, before it took her life.


She was the one I most often thought about after leaving my house that last afternoon. I don’t know why, save that I suspected she might be able to understand things better than I could, and so I wanted to go over it all with her, trace the burning fuse, its series of explosions, seek her celestial wisdom, ask her, Do you think it had to end this way, Jenny, or might the damage have been avoided, the dead ones saved?


The evening of that final death, he said, “I’ll be back before the news.” Meaning, I suppose, the network news, which meant that he would be home before six-thirty. There was no hint of the ominous in what he said, or of anything sinister, no sense at all that the center had collapsed.


When I recall that day, I think of my second family, the one in which I am husband to Meredith and father to Keith, and I wonder what I might have said or done to stop the red tide that overwhelmed us. That’s when I see another picture, this one of a little girl from another family, a school photograph used in a hastily distributed flyer, the little girl smiling happily below the cold black words: MISSING.


Amy Giordano.


She was the only daughter of Vince and Karen Giordano. Vince owned a modest produce market just outside the town limits. It was called Vincent’s Fresh Food, and Vince dressed himself as a walking advertisement for the place. He wore green flannel pants, a green vest, and a green cap, the latter two articles festooned with the name of the store. He was a short muscular man with the look of a high school wrestler who’d let himself go, and the last time I saw him—before the night Keith left for his house—he was carrying a brown paper bag with six rolls of film. “My brother’s family came for a week,” he explained as he handed me the bag, “and his wife, she’s a camera nut.”


I owned a small camera and photo shop in the town’s only strip mall, and the pictures Vincent Giordano left that afternoon showed two families, one large, with at least four children ranging in age from approximately four to twelve, and which had to have belonged to the visiting brother and his “camera nut” wife. The other family was small, a circle of three—Vince, his wife, Karen, and Amy, their only daughter.


In the pictures, the two families present themselves in poses that anyone who develops family photos taken at the end of summer in a small coastal town would expect. They are lounging in lawn chairs or huddled around outdoor tables, eating burgers and hotdogs. Sometimes they sprawl on brightly colored beach towels or stand on the gangway of chartered fishing boats. They smile and seem happy and give every indication that they have nothing to hide.


I have since calculated that Vincent dropped off his six rolls of film during the last week of August, less than a month before that fateful Friday evening when he and Karen went out to dinner. Just the two of them, as he later told police. Just the two of them … without Amy.


Amy always reminded me of Jenny. And it was more than her looks, the long wavy hair I saw in her family photos, the deep-blue eyes and luminous white skin. Certainly Amy was beautiful, as Jenny had been beautiful. But in the photographs there is a similar sense of intuitiveness. You looked into Amy’s eyes and you thought that she saw—as Jenny did—everything. To reporters, Detective Peak described her as “very bright and lively,” but she was more than that. She had Jenny’s way of peering at things for a long time, as if studying their structures. She did this the last time I saw her. On that September afternoon, Karen had brought in yet another few rolls of film, and while I wrote up the order, Amy moved about the store, carefully examining what she found there, the small, mostly digital, cameras I stocked, along with various lenses, light meters, and carrying cases. At one point she picked up one of the cameras and turned it over in her small white hands. It was an arresting scene, this beautiful child lost in thoughtful examination, silent, curiously intense, probing. Watching her, I had a sense that she was studying the camera’s various mechanisms, its buttons and switches and dials. Most kids start by merely snapping pictures and grinning playfully, but the look on Amy’s face was the look of a scientist or technician, an observer of materials and mechanical functions. She didn’t want to take a picture; she wanted to discover how it was done.


“She was so special,” Karen Giordano told reporters, words often used by parents to describe their children. As a description it is usually exaggerated, since the vast majority of children are not special at all, save in the eyes of those who love them. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that she was Karen Giordano’s daughter. And so on those days when I make my way down the village street, noting faces that from high above might appear indistinguishable as grains of sand, I accept the notion that to someone down here, someone close up, each face is unique. It is a mother’s face or a father’s; a sister’s or a brother’s; a daughter’s or a son’s. It is a face upon which a thousand memories have been etched and so it is differentiated from every other face. This is the core of all attachment, the quality that makes us human, and if we did not have it we would swim forever in an indifferent sea, glassy-eyed and unknowing, seeking only the most basic sustenance. We would know the pain of teeth in our flesh and the stinging scrape of rocks and coral. But we would know nothing of devotion and thus nothing of Karen Giordano’s anguish, the full measure of feeling that was hers, the irreparable harm and irrevocable loss, the agony and violence that lay secreted, as we all would come to learn, within a simple promise to be home before the news.





TWO


There was little rain that summer, and so when I heard the rumble of thunder, I looked up but saw nothing more threatening than a few high clouds, torn and ragged, pale brushstrokes across the blue.


“Heat lightning,” I said.


Meredith nodded from her place in the hammock, but kept her attention on the magazine she was reading. “By the way,” she said, “I have a departmental meeting tonight.”


“On a Friday?” I asked.


She shrugged. “My thought, exactly, but Dr. Mays says we have to take a look at the year ahead. Make sure we understand our goals, that sort of thing.”


For the last eight years, Meredith had taught in the English department of the local junior college. For most of that time, she’d served as a lowly adjunct. Then suddenly, death had opened a full-time position, and since then, she’d assumed more and more administrative duties, gone off on professional days and attended seminars in Boston and New York. She had grown more confident and self-assured with each added responsibility, and when I think of her now, it seems to me that she had never appeared happier than she did that evening, relaxed and unburdened, a woman who’d found the balance of family and career that best suited her.


“I should be home by ten,” she said.


I was standing at the brick grill I’d built four summers before, an unnecessarily massive structure I enjoyed showing off for the loving craft I’d employed while building it. There were brick curves and brick steps and little brick shelves, and I loved the sheer solidity of it, the way it would hold up against even the strongest storm. I’d also loved every aspect of the work, the thick, wet feel of the mortar and the heaviness of the brick. There was nothing flimsy about it, nothing frail or tentative or collapsible. It was, Meredith later told me, a metaphor not for how things were, but for how I wanted them, everything lined up evenly, made of materials that were sturdy and unbending, built to last.


Our house, when I think of it now, had that same determined sturdiness. It was built of ancient wood, rough-hewn and very nearly petrified. The living-room ceiling rose at a forty-five-degree angle, supported by thick beams, and at the end of it there was a fireplace of gray stone. The grounds were also incontestably the product of a mind that sought security. The yard was thick with trees and wild brush that made it impossible to see the house from the road. An unpaved drive wound in a long lazy circle to the front of the house, then lifted up a short hill and circled back to the main road. It was possible to make the turn into the driveway and immediately disappear into densely covering forest. Save for that one break in the trees, no one would even have suspected that a family lived nearby. We lived on a desert island, as Meredith once said, in the middle of the woods.


I’d put on a couple of extra burgers because Warren had called earlier, sounding tired from his long day of house painting. I knew he hated spending Friday night alone, so I’d invited him over for a cookout. In recent weeks, he’d begun to drink more, and his fleeting efforts to “find the right woman” had declined both in number and intensity. The year before he’d fallen off a ladder while repairing a patch of rotted shingles on the small two-story house he rented. The fall had broken his hip and he’d been laid up for nearly a month. There’d been no one to look after him, no wife or children, and so he’d moved into Keith’s room for his convalescence, a period during which he’d played computer games and watched videos, usually adventure movies because, as he put it with a soft, self-mocking smile, “I have a lot to keep my mind off of.”


He arrived at just before five, moving sluggishly up the winding walkway that led to the grill. Around him, in the lowering sun, the leaves were so brilliantly colored that he seemed to walk through a shimmering oil painting. The foliage had always been spectacular, but I most admired the Japanese maple I’d planted at the end of the walkway, its graceful branches, laden with red leaves, spread out like enveloping arms that seemed to draw you into its protective care.


“So, how’s the chef?” Warren asked as he plopped down in a lawn chair a few feet from Meredith.


Meredith put down her magazine. “He’s only the summer chef,” she said lightly. “He doesn’t lift a finger when he’s not at that grill.” She pulled herself out of the hammock. “Got to get dressed,” she said, then bounded into the house.


“Dressed for what?” Warren asked.


“Department meeting,” I said.


The phone rang inside the house, and through the front window I saw Keith rush to pick it up, his movement considerably more sprightly than normal, so that I briefly sensed that the person at the other end might be the long-awaited girlfriend he’d no doubt been pining for. He talked briefly, then put the phone down and came to the door.


“Okay if I babysit tonight?” he asked. “Mrs. Giordano can’t get her usual one.”


I knew that Karen Giordano usually employed Beth Carpenter to babysit when she and Vince went out, but she sometimes called Keith when Beth wasn’t available. He had filled in four or five times before that night, always home before eleven, usually with some story about Amy, how bright and well-behaved she was, deserving of the name he’d given her— Princess Perfect.


“You caught up with your homework?” I asked.


“Except algebra,” Keith said. “Besides, it’s Friday, Dad. I have the whole weekend.” He frowned as if I’d missed a cue. “So, can I?”


I shrugged. “Okay.”


Keith returned inside, where I glimpsed him through the window once again, speaking into the phone, a tall lanky boy of fifteen with a mop of curly black hair and skin so pale and soft to the touch it seemed very nearly feminine.


“You got a good kid there, Eric,” Warren said. He glanced over at the grill. “Smells good.”


We gathered around the picnic table a few minutes later. Meredith was dressed in her professorial attire, complete with a silk scarf and black pumps with a modestly high heel. Keith wore his usual jeans and sweatshirt along with the pair of worn tennis shoes he usually wore unlaced.


I remember that the conversation was rather limited that evening. I mentioned a roll of film I’d developed that morning, twenty-four pictures of the same goldfish. Meredith said that she’d come to like Dylan Thomas more than in the past, particularly his poem about a little girl who’d died by fire in London. “He was asked to write a poem about this one little girl,” she said, “but refused to do that and wrote something universal instead.”


Warren mostly complained that his hip still bothered him and that he might well require surgery in a year or two. He had always been one who needed sympathy, and sought it, the kind of man you’d think had been orphaned in his youth and thus was forever in search of a sweet maternal hand. My father had always found him soft and without ambition, called him “day labor” behind his back, and warned my mother not to baby him, one of the few of his commands she had had the will to disobey.


As for Keith, he seemed even more quiet than usual, his head low over his plate, as if vaguely ashamed to look us in the eye. He had always been a shy boy, awkward and withdrawn, prone to injury, and with an early dislike of physical contact. He’d shunned sports, but not out of regard for some other activity, playing a musical instrument, for example, or because of some interest or hobby, but only because he seemed wary of being touched. But more than anything, he gave off a sense of something enclosed, drawn in upon itself, disinclined to reach out.


Meredith had more than once asked if I thought Keith should see someone. I was not averse to such a suggestion, but at the same time I had no idea whom Keith might see. And of course, the real question, it seemed to me, was not whether he was involved in sports or had friends, but whether he was or wasn’t happy. But I had no way of knowing this, and so I let him drift, the first years of his adolescence passing quietly, almost silently, until they reached the end of that summer, and he sat, hunched over his plate, while Meredith raced to her meeting and Warren slumped in the hammock and I cleared the table and cleaned the grill.


“So, you gonna take me?” Keith asked as he came out of the house, now dressed for that cool autumn evening in khaki pants, wool shirt, and blue parka.


“You look very handsome,” I said.


He groaned, “Yeah, right.”


“No, I mean it, you’re growing into—”


He lifted his hand to stop me. “So, you gonna take me?”


Before I could answer, Warren struggled out of the hammock. “Let your father finish up, I’ll take you.”


And so they left, my brother and my son, the two of them moving down the brick walkway through a dusky light, one wide and flabby, the other razor thin and erect, cutting through the air like a blade.


When they were gone I finished the cleaning, carefully scrubbed the grill’s charred ironwork, then walked inside the house. Meredith had left a book on the table, The Collected Poems of Dylan Thomas. I picked it up, brought it over to my chair, and switched on the gooseneck lamp. Then I opened the book, looked up the poem she’d talked about at dinner, found it hard to follow, but interesting enough, especially the mournful sentiment at the end, that, according to the poet, “After the first death, there is no other.”


I was snoozing in my chair when the phone rang a few hours later.


It was Keith. “You don’t have to pick me up,” he said. “I’m gonna stay out for a while. Maybe hang out with some people.”


I’d never known Keith simply to seek out other people, but given his troubling solitariness, the news that he might have such an urge struck me as an encouraging sign of normality.


“So, when will you be in?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” Keith answered. “Before … midnight, okay?”


“Okay,” I said. “But no later. Your mother would be worried.”


“Okay, Dad,” Keith said.


He hung up and I went back to my chair, though not to The Collected Poems of Dylan Thomas. I had never had particularly refined taste in literature, although the occasional serious novel might gain a little ground among the nonfiction that was my usual fare. On this particular night, it was a book about an African tribe that had been displaced, moved from a region in which the tribesmen had been farmers to one in which they were reduced to gathering food among the sparse foliage that dotted otherwise rocky, inhospitable soil. As their condition had grown more desperate, their ancient religious and social institutions had collapsed. All that had once seemed so firm crumbled, all their habits and relations—everything. There was no solid human nature, the book said, there were only met and unmet needs, our deepest roots sunk in shifting sand.


I had just finished the book when Meredith returned home.


She seemed surprised that I hadn’t gone to bed.


“Keith called,” I told her. “He’s going to be late.”


Meredith dropped her purse on the sofa and began pulling off her shoes. “The Giordanos are making a late night of it, I guess.”


“No, he’s already left there,” I told her. “He said he might hang out with some people.”


She cocked her head quizzically. “Well, that’s an interesting development. Or it will be, if it’s true.”


Her final words struck me as unexpectedly suspicious.


“True?” I asked. “Why wouldn’t it be true?”


She came over and touched my face, her gaze oddly indulgent, as if explaining life to a little boy. “Because people lie, Eric.”


“But why else would he be out?” I asked.


She shrugged. “Maybe he’s buying drugs,” she said jokingly. “Or maybe he’s a Peeping Tom.”


I laughed, and so did she, since the image of our son lurking in the shadows, peering into windows, seemed comical, one of the many things we could not imagine him doing.


“I told him to be back home by midnight,” I said.


She reached for me. “Let’s go to bed,” she said.


Meredith often tossed restlessly for hours before finally dropping off, but that night was different. She fell asleep right away, like someone exhausted by a long day’s labor. For a time, I watched her, pleased with how smart and lovely she was, how contented with the life we shared. By then, many of our friends had divorced, and those who hadn’t seemed hardly better off, either snippy with one another or dismissive, the pleasure they’d once taken together now no more than a distant memory.


We’d met during her last year of college, dated for six months, then married. We’d lived in Boston for a time, where she’d taught at a local public school while I’d worked at a pharmaceutical company. We’d both hated our jobs, and so, a few months after Keith came along, we’d taken the plunge, moved to Wesley, managed to secure a loan, and bought the frame and photo shop. Meredith had stayed home with Keith for the first seven years, then taken a part-time teaching job at the junior college. As Keith grew older, she’d added to her teaching load, shedding her former household duties like a dry skin, becoming younger and more vibrant, it seemed to me, so that as she slept that night, it did not surprise me that her lips suddenly lifted in a quiet smile.


I was peering at that smile when I heard a car crunch to a halt at the far end of the drive. I sat up in bed, and glanced out the window. By then the car was backing onto the road, two beams of light sweeping across the undergrowth with a smooth, ghostly grace. Seconds later I saw Keith make his way down the unpaved drive that circled around to our front door, his pace slow and halting, head down as if against a hostile wind.


After a moment, he disappeared from view. Then I heard the metallic click of the front door, the sound of his feet as he made his way up the stairs, past our bedroom, and down the corridor to his own room.


He was just opening the door to that room when I stepped into the hallway.


“Hi,” I said.


He didn’t turn toward me, but stood, facing the door, his body curiously stiff.


“Did you have a good time with your friends?” I asked lightly.


He nodded, the long strands of his hair shifting in a tangled curtain as he moved.


“Good,” I said.


As he eased around to face me, I saw that his shirttail was rumpled, as if it had been hurriedly tucked in. “Okay if I go to bed now?” he asked a little curtly, but with no more than the usual teenage impatience.


“Yes,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”


He quickly turned and disappeared into his room, leaving me alone in the dimly lit corridor.


I returned to my bed, now fully awake, feeling an inexplicable unease, a sense that something in the nature of things had quietly turned against me, undermining my long certitude, as if, beneath the house’s firm foundation, I could feel a subtle trembling in the earth.





THREE


The next morning Meredith was already up and making breakfast by the time I came into the kitchen.


“Well, hello, sleepyhead,” she said lightly.


The air was thick with the salty smell of bacon and brewing coffee, odors that mark a family man as surely as cheap perfume betrays a bounder.


“You’re awfully energetic this morning,” I said.


Meredith forked a strip of bacon onto a paper towel to let it drain. “I woke up starving. Don’t you ever wake up starving?”


For some reason, I heard a faint sense of accusation in her question, the sense that my own early-morning lack of appetite was emblematic of deeper deficiencies. Did I lack ambition, too, she seemed to ask. And passion? Did I lack sufficient hungers?


She drew the bacon from the paper towel and took a quick bite. “Yum.” She snapped at the dangling end of the bacon, tearing the meat away in small bites. Wolfishly. I half expected to hear her growl.
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