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      My Prayer


      My cave, O God, your gift thank you.

      


      I remember each one you give me as a delicate meat.

      


      I am become as Job my heart is so sore.

      


      Lift my burden God.

      


      This is My Prayer.

      


   

      CHAPTER ONE


[image: ]


Mother Death


      Helen Myrer's heels rattling on the floor reminded her of guns in battle. As she hurried along, she found herself almost sickened

         by the stale, wax-tainted air of the Capitol building, aware that she was late, aware that everything she did on this day

         mattered. Once she entered that committee room, even the slightest error would be disastrous.

      


      Today she might well see the destruction of all that she had worked for, all that she cared about. The Subcommittee on Health

         Services was considering the worst cuts in mental health support in the history of New York State. If they passed, she would

         be converted from the head of one of the world's great mental health systems into a demolition expert. But she would not go

         gentle. The report in her briefcase—the last of ten she had presented to these twelve increasingly unresponsive and hostile

         politicians—showed the devastating cruelty of the planned cuts, demonstrated their brutal consequences.

      


      A lifetime of work with the mentally ill, first as a clinical psychologist and more recently in administration, had sensitized

         her to the overwhelming need and helplessness of the patients. She believed in the ability of her department to relieve suffering;

         she believed in the value of the work.

      


      No matter what she did here, today the Omnibus Health and Welfare Bill would be sent to the floor of the state legislature,

         where it was sure to pass. The question was, would her budget be gutted or just trimmed? A ten-million-dollar fiasco or a

         two-million-dollar problem?

      


      She wished to God now that she'd never taken this appointment. She had been brought in to downsize the department. But not

         to kill it, not to be a murderer like this!

      


      Her husband Al's friendship with the governor had gotten her the position, a job that traditionally had been held by a psychiatrist.

         She was not an M.D., only a Ph.D. psychologist. If the budget was gutted, she would be in the position of relieving over fifty

         psychiatrists of their positions, in addition to all the other carnage. The mental health community in this state would remember

         Helen Myrer for a hundred years.

      


      The committee was only passing sentence today; she was the one who would have to do the actual killing.


      Maybe—just maybe—this last cannonball would do the job the others hadn't. It was full of pictures, highly quotable—the kind of thing

         that might get her the press coverage that she had been missing all along.

      


      As she circled the senate chamber, she could see the doors of the committee room looming up ahead. Senator G. G. Joiner could

         be heard over on the floor, droning to an empty chamber about riparian rights. Farther along the hall, a maintenance man ran

         a floor waxer. In the distance a siren rose and fell, and sunlight shone down from the high arched windows that surrounded

         the dome.

      


      She had once loved this old building full of marble glory, loved the way it glowed in the light of the sun, loved its history.

         She loved the state itself, its wonderful, open people and its rolling, verdant land, its history and that fabulous city to

         the south also called New York. She had an apartment in Manhattan, where she had become a subscriber to the Philharmonic and

         the Metropolitan Opera and an enthusiastic supporter of the New York Film Festival.

      


      She loved being alive, if the truth be told, despite the hollow place at the center of her world, the emptiness that Al had

         left behind him. In a sense, though, it was a good emptiness. Their marriage had been happy and long, and it was right that

         she grieve and right that Al's place in her heart remain empty. It's not really empty, Al, she said within herself, you're

         still here, my love.

      


      The day she had taken her oath from the governor, just weeks after Al's death, had been one of the saddest and most beautiful

         days of her life, a sublime moment dedicated to the great and gentle man who had been at her side for twenty years.

      


      She reached the committee room, found herself pausing before the closed doors. If they made the big cuts, maybe the thing

         to do would be to resign. How could she retire Dr. William Walker, who had been chief of the Department of Psychiatry for

         thirty years and was one of the leading psychiatrists in the world? She couldn't do that to a man of such stature—and he was

         only one of many.

      


      Not to mention the patients, the poor patients! How could they hurt the autistic children like this and the helpless schizophrenics

         and paranoids—how could they put all those people into the dingy, understaffed, dangerous facilities that awaited or even

         out onto the street?

      


      Her last report was called “Passing Sentence on the Mentally Ill, the 1997 Budget and Its Consequences.” It was only ten pages

         long, ten pages of brutal statistics and one-line explanations, of horrendous pictures of mentally ill people in need.

      


      It was a last cry for help to anybody who would listen.


      A long, rolling laugh came through the closed door. She continued standing there, trying to make her heart stop thundering,

         trying to make her jaw work properly. She'd gotten TMJ from the stress of the job and had to wear a prosthetic insert to keep

         her left meniscus from tearing itself apart.

      


      All right, take a deep breath, put the facial muscles into neutral. Al, she said to his place in her heart, here we go.


      She put her hands on both knobs and threw open the doors. There was a brief hush, then a swell of whispered conversation as she came

         in—not exactly a sweeping entrance, but an effort in that direction.

      


      Mal Camber's camera clicked. Tom Woolsley of the Times raised his eyes from a page of what looked like fascinating doodles, and Senator Warner gave her a sharp little smile. “M'lady

         enters,” he said.

      


      “Traffic, Tom,” she said, vaguely referring to the fact that she was late. She took her seat at the witness table alone. She

         had not brought any of her assistants, not for this last battle. Let her do it alone, let her take the loss herself, if there

         was to be a loss. Her people had been through all nine grueling sessions, some of them chief psychiatrists made to explain

         the number of towels and lightbulbs their facilities used.

      


      She looked up at Warner, a sharp-faced, gray-eyed young man of thirty-two, handsome and tanned from his recent skiing expedition

         to Vail. With his tan and his Savile Row suit, he looked every bit as wealthy as he was.

      


      He was not a bad man. In fact, he had many wonderfully innovative ideas about budgets. But he also had a fundamental lack

         of belief in the very idea of mental health.

      


      This was not his only blind spot. As far as Helen was concerned, there was something decivilized about him. Except on paper,

         he was not well educated. She had once confused him merely by mentioning the DSM-IV, the diagnostic bible of the American Psychiatric Association. She'd learned early in the hearings that she had to avoid

         professional phraseology or he'd feel threatened and start needling. In a sense, this sweet-tempered young man was really a sort

         of savage. For him the only justice was retribution. The idea that some people, criminals included, might be insane and thus

         helpless to control themselves only angered him.

      


      By contrast, the therapeutic promise was the foundation not only of her career, but of her meaning as a person. The mad could

         be helped and even cured; that was basic.

      


      “I'm ready, Senators,” she said as she heaped copies of the report on the witness table. A secretary began handing them out

         to the committee and the press.

      


      They told a brutal truth: the proposed cuts would leave state mental health with only one basic mission—to confine the criminally

         insane.

      


      “We've gotten all this stuff before,” Senator Warner said.


      She must not let him go to a vote, not just yet. She leaned in to her mike. “I just wanted it charted. So the stats are clear.”


      “Well, it's nothing new.”


      He was in a hurry, and that was bad. She needed a little more time. She plunged in. “You must face the reality that these

         cuts create, and I don't think you've done that. You will see every outpatient facility in the state reduced to part-time

         or occasional operation.”

      


      “You were brought into your job to downsize the division,” Warner said mildly.


      Good, he was talking instead of racing toward that damn vote. “Downsizing and destroying are two different things. Public

         mental health will be destroyed as a state function after this. I want to put a question to all of you: Have you considered

         this from the standpoint of the human suffering involved? Have you personalized it?” She looked from face to face—and saw

         that the truth was that they had. They were suffering with her, even Warner.

      


      A silence fell, filled only by the humming of the fans that moved warm air through the room. There was a stir in the back,

         and Helen saw that her daughter, Selena, had arrived. She gave her a wink. The response was a thumbs-up. Good Selena, loyal

         Selena.

      


      She briefly enjoyed contemplating Selena's success as a young businesswoman, and her son Mike's brilliant beginning with his

         law firm. Your kids will give you their support, she thought. Selena would take her to lunch, Mike would have dinner with

         her. Under pressure, this family circled wagons. This family had a secret weapon, which was its love and its loyalty.

      


      Then, very suddenly, the vote was called. She started to protest, but it was too late. They'd spoken softly among themselves,

         using her moment of inattention as a sort of doorway.

      


      They're doing it like thieves, she thought as Warner murmured a few words and there was a show of hands.


      It was over. The Omnibus Health and Welfare Bill would go to the floor, with the cuts, and would be passed, she knew, by a

         landslide. She would try for a veto, but she knew that the governor wouldn't do it. He'd been elected on a “stop taxing us

         to death” platform, and he wasn't about to defy his own mandate, not even when it went too far.

      


      People were getting up, people were speaking together to confirm lunch dates and discuss afternoon appointments. She was part

         of the committee's past now, left to her department and her disaster.

      


      It had all been so brief and so pointless. She thought, Barbarians don't care about reports, followed by, I don't have to

         be nice to Tom Warner anymore. She champed down on her oral appliance; her jaw cracked and pain shot through her left temple.

      


      Without speaking, she closed her briefcase and walked out, Selena behind her. She wished that Mike had come, but he would

         have had to take an early-morning flight and rush right back. They would have dinner at eight, after his day was over.

      


      Still, she wanted him, she wanted them both with her and with the secret Al within her. She was being selfish, she knew, but

         she really needed her kids right now, because it was a very hard thing to be undone like this, to see a lifetime of work swept

         away in a strange budgetary tide that she did not fully understand, and suddenly to find that the last place you were needed

         was… well… gone.

      


      “I'm gonna be an executioner, looks like,” she said as Selena caught up with her.


      “You're double-timing, Mom, slow down.”


      “I can't, I'm too mad.” She went even faster, did it on purpose. Let them see her anger.


      Distantly she heard Tom Warner call after her, but her eyes were now getting damp and she was damned if she was going to let

         him see that.

      


      “Lunch,” she said to Selena. It wasn't a question, but an assumption. She had been planning to eat at the Capitol 


      Restaurant, but not now. Now she would eat at Cristal, the best place in Albany and the only one that approached Manhattan-level

         excellence. She was even tempted to use her state credit card, but she knew that she wouldn't.

      


      “Mom, it's just so wrong.”


      She regarded Selena. “I want to go to Cristal. I can't face the Cap today, not with all those happy faces waiting for me to

         keel over.”

      


      “Cristal—Mom, that would be great. But—I know this is awful—I have to get back by one, and ljust don't have the time.”


      She stopped. “You're gonna let me cry in my beer all alone?”


      “Sorry, Mom.”


      Helen stood on the steps of the building, looking down the wide esplanade with its view off into the southern tier of the

         state.

      


      Selena's hand came into hers. “I really love you, you know.”


      “Dinner? Mike's flying up.”


      “I'm finalizing my first proposal. It's an all nighter for sure.”


      Helen would be strong now. This was the time to be an understanding mother. Kids had their lives, and that had to be respected.

         “Look, thanks for coming. Thanks from the bottom of my heart.”

      


      She watched her daughter leave, the sun shining on her long, swaying hair, on her pale arms, this beautiful young woman who

         was the outcome of her love for Al, who mixed his exotic eyes with her regular features and managed to come out just wonderful.

      


      She watched her and yearned after her and felt as she went toward the visitors' parking lot an anguish of soul that was much,

         much stronger than she had expected.

      


      Then she went off to her Taurus, her shoulders back, her head high beneath the white clouds of summer. She tried to tell herself

         that she had done the best that could have been done, that Selena was genuinely busy. At least Mike would come, and they could

         have a long, serious talk about her political future. Should she even continue? Maybe resignation was the best next step—make

         a statement with her career.

      


      She got in the stiflingly hot car and leaned her head against the steering wheel and would have bawled, but she simply was

         not the type.

      


      After a few moments she sat up straight and started the engine. When the air-conditioning was roaring, she headed off to Cristal.

         She had driven about three blocks when she began to think how it would look to be sitting there at a table alone after a debacle

         like this. Warner went to Cristal occasionally. What if he was there today? After all, he had something to celebrate.

      


      She turned toward her apartment building instead. There was some bread and lunch meat in the fridge. She would make a sandwich

         and maybe listen to a little music before going back to the office.

      


      In a few more minutes she was pulling into the garage. She stopped the car and got out. Hoping that she wouldn't have to face

         the garage attendant, she hurried toward the elevator. “Hi, Benny,” she said as he came out of his cubicle.

      


      “Hello, Doctor,” he replied. “Hope you done some good.”


      “Not a lot,” she said.


      “I'm sorry to hear that.”


      He had a sister in mental health maintenance at a local outpatient facility, the very sort of place that Helen would be closing

         down. She found herself hugging Benny, much to the surprise of both of them.

      


      Thank God nobody was in the elevator this time of day. Ascending to the twenty-second floor, she felt tears trickling through

         her makeup. Deeper she went into her privacy and herself, and deeper into her failure as the whisper-quiet elevator took her

         to her very silent apartment.

      


      Like all of her places, it was decorated in shades of blue. She'd brought her collection of Mexican masks and Days of the Dead sculptures here, because they were such a contrast to life in Albany, New York. She had gone through a period of being fascinated

         with the unique Mexican view of death as a celebration of life. She'd even written a paper on it, “Death as Enterprise and

         Celebration in the Nahuatl Cultures of Northern Mexico,” which had been published in Psychological Anthropology in 1984.

      


      “The dead,” she said, lifting a dancing skeleton from its black base. The skeleton wore a flowered bonnet and had a cigar

         in its mouth. Madre Morte, she was called. Mother Death. She went to the broad living room window, which on this clear summer day had a view all the

         way to the Berkshires.

      


      She turned away from the view outward and the long canyon down to the street. The refrigerator came on, filling the silence

         with its soft humming. She didn't want food. She couldn't think of food.

      


      Then she noticed that the light on the answering machine was flashing. She almost didn't want to push the button, but on this

         machine it had to be either the family or the office, as the number was private.

      


      “Hi, Mom, it's me and guess what, I can't manage it tonight. What I want to do is try brunch on Sunday, say you come down

         to old Trollhattan and we meet at the Palm Court? Love ya, darling.”

      


      She slammed her thumb into the erase button. Wow, but this was really painful. This made her chest ache with loss, tears choke

         her throat.

      


      Maybe it was Al's charisma that had kept the kids close. Now, at her moment of crisis, it turned out that they just didn't

         feel the same kind of concern they would have had for their father. She had to face this.

      


      “Don't be ridiculous,” she said. “You're just feeling sorry for yourself.”


      True or not, something broke in her at that moment, as if some hope or essential part of her had come loose and floated off

         down the river. She threw herself on the couch and sobbed. It went on for some little time. In the end, though, it faded into

         silence. She stared around her at an apartment that seemed to belong to a stranger.

      


      The phone rang, then rang again. Each time it rang she lurched toward the receiver. But she did not pick it up. She listened

         instead as the machine clicked on and her announcement played, her own voice droning. She hoped that it would be Mike with

         a change of plans, or even Selena, but it was Victor at the office. “Just trying to track you down, boss. The gov's called

         to cry, all the supers are calling to beg. As if you didn't know. Am keeping hatches battened. When do I get my pinkie?”

      


      She would not put V out to pasture, never, which she told him.


      After they hung up, she found herself gazing at a particularly droll skeleton that was cavorting with a pretty young thing

         in the back of a black plastic car. “Why in the world did we collect this stuff?“ she said to Al. It probably wasn't good

         to talk to Al like this, but she had to talk to somebody. “At least I have your attention.”

      


      Maybe she ought to go to Mexico, to Mazatlán for fishing, or maybe to one of the big resorts. Then she thought of the couples

         vacationing in those glittering places and found her eyes tearing again. Lonely in a crowd was a very bad place to be. What

         she wanted to do was go on a nice trip with Al.

      


      “Al,” she said as she stared into nowhere and the past, “let's you and I go to the Old Secret.”


      She got up and went into the study. Would that guy's name be on the computer? Surely not, not after—how long? Twelve years?

         No, she'd lost all that.

      


      The Old Secret was a cabin, a very special and wonderful cabin on a lovely New Hampshire lake. When last there, she had been

         a mother with two preadolescent kids and the handsomest, smartest, strongest, sweetest lawyer husband in the entire Northeast.

      


      The most recent address on the laptop she kept here was three years old. Now, what town had the cabin been in? It had been

         owned by a little man in… was it Carlton?

      


      She picked up the phone and tried to get an area code, but there was no Carlton, New Hampshire. Suddenly she wanted to return

         to the Old Secret very badly, to be there with her memories, to talk to Al and let the night wind bring his answer.

      


      Most of their belongings were in the Manhattan apartment or in storage, but she knew that there was one thing of Al's, a shoebox

         in the top of the closet, that contained the correspondence he'd been working on the week he died. She'd kept it against possible

         requests from clients but had never opened it. His personal address book, the one he carried in his pocket, was in there.

         She'd dropped it in with his keys.

      


      The letters, written on fine legal bond, were still white. She saw one on the Allied Chemical case, another about the new

         desk he would never sit behind, a third from the executor of the Trammell estate, transmitting a fee check. Another to her:

         “Hey, lady, I am sitting in my room at the Stanhope wishing that you were here and we had the drapes drawn and the TV on and

         an obscene pizza and a whole night just to explore it.”

      


      She took it out and pressed it to her face. It was one of his small, delightful habits to send off these notes when he was

         traveling. She had saved them all; there were hundreds of them in boxes in her storage space in Manhattan. But this one was

         here, and maybe it even smelled a little bit like him, of sunburn and bay rum.

      


      Then she found the ancient alligator-skin address book. Holding it in her hands, she paged along. Restaurants, friends she

         hadn't seen in years, his tennis partner, Gower Chambers, golfers, his poker and bridge buddies. It was what he'd called his

         “guy” book.

      


      She groaned, told herself, “You're being stupid. Five years is enough time to accept a death.”


      Had a patient come in grieving like this after so long a time, Helen would have treated it as mild pathology, an anxiety disorder.


      Then she found it. Meticulous Al had listed it under the name of the owner of the cabin, Henry Matthias. Along with the listing

         was written, “Good cabin, hick area, bring wine.”

      


      Taking the book with her, Helen dropped onto the bed, then rolled across to the phone. She hadn't been far off about the name

         of the town, she reflected as she dialed. Tarleton Corners. She recalled a tidy little collection of clapboard cottages with

         black shingle roofs.

      


      The Old Secret itself had green shutters and wonderful views of the lake and a very squeaky bed. She remembered that they

         had sat together on the deck in the quiet of the night after the kids were in bed. They had grilled a fish Al had said was

         a lake bass and eaten it with a very fresh white wine. After the sun went down they'd watched bats fluttering in the afterglow

         of the day and had kissed like teenagers, side by side in the wonderful Adirondack chairs that stood on the deck.

      


      Her problem was not that she was inconsolable, but that she had too many good memories to ever really consign him to the land

         of the dead. Despite the opportunities that had offered themselves, she hadn't even considered another man. When Al had died

         she'd bought a double stone, and there was no question in her mind that it would be used.

      


      She almost hesitated to make the call. Matthias had been old twelve years ago. He'd be dead, too, surely, and with him another

         beautiful part of her life. The cabin would be burned or sold to strangers or just plain abandoned. The past was abandoned.

      


      “Matthias Realty.”


      Dear God, it was impossible. “Mr. Matthias, please,” she said, hoping that she wasn't asking for a corpse.


      “This is Henry.”


      Ten minutes later she'd taken the cabin for the next two weeks, for the amazing rental of three hundred dollars a week. She'd

         been assured that it was in good condition, that there was even a new telephone. It hadn't had one at all twelve years ago.

      


      “The Old Secret,” she said, and her heart touched lost and sunny days.


   

CHAPTER TWO
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The Old Secret


She called V and told him to tell the governor she was fine and she was off to the deep woods for two weeks. She knew that

         he would let her lick her wounds. In any case, there wouldn't be anything more to do until the full session started and she

         could put on her begging uniform and go from “no” vote to “no” vote with a great big grin on her face.

      


      If you didn't mind small planes, the flight to Concord, New Hampshire, was lovely, a silvery gliding passage among magical

         clouds. She arrived in the evening and stayed at the Airport Quality Inn for the night. She watched AMC and ate pizza until

         she felt like hell. She called Selena and Mike both a number of times, finally contenting herself with leaving messages on

         their machines. It was good that they were busy. They were happy. She and Al had been busy, too. They had been happy.

      


      She decided not to cry anymore, not even when The Snake Pit came on and she heard that fabulous Brahms symphony swelling behind Olivia De Havilland's moving plea for more humane treatment

         of the insane.

      


      The only flight to Tarleton Corners was at nine-fifteen the next morning, in an even smaller plane. It took but half an hour

         and involved a steep turn above Lake Glory, which lay gleaming gold in the sun, vast and bright and—she knew—full of fish

         that you could actually catch and eat.

      


      Henry Matthias met her at the airport. She did not take him up on his offer of a ride, because the Old Secret was quite isolated

         and she had reserved a car. Hands gripping the steering wheel of the big Mercury much too hard, she followed Henry into town,

         reflecting on how little he had aged. Small-town life seemed to be good for him, but her experience of patients from little

         places was that everybody tended to look at everybody else too carefully. You got a lot of paranoia out of little towns, a

         lot of panic attacks.

      


      Realizing where her mind was going, she said, “No.” She took a deep breath, tried to relax her stranglehold on the wheel.

         “You're not here to diagnose,” she told herself.

      


      She and Al had meant to come back here the next year and every year. Their fantasy was that nobody ever rented the Old Secret

         but them, that nobody knew about its green shutters and wonderful broad deck overlooking the lake from atop that seventy-foot

         cliff, and that nobody else had ever eaten fresh-caught fish there and drunk pale gold wine while the sun went down.

      


      She pulled into a space beside Mr. Matthias's and got out of her car. He unfolded himself, smiled suddenly, and stood as if

         staring out into the middle distance of the world. He clapped his hands. “Look over there, Dr. Myrer,” he said, pointing.

      


      She looked across the quiet street, toward a hedge of flowers and a prim clapboard drugstore. “Yes?”


      He lowered his head. “The birds,” he said in a soft voice.


      Two small birds were mating in the road. When she realized it, she laughed, and her bark seemed incredibly harsh in the air

         of morning, in this soft old town.

      


      He chuckled. “The mating season.”


      “Are they… finches?”


      “Trash birds. Sparrows.” He pronounced it “sparrer,” and she decided that he was a bit of a funny old man behind the exterior.

         Why would he point out mating birds to a strange woman? What was in his mind, what was driving his unconscious? “Come on up,

         Doc, let's do the deed.”

      


      She followed him up an outside stairway to an office with gold lettering on the frosted-glass door: “H. Matthias, Real Estate.”


      She'd expected to see others here, but instead the office was empty. In a city there would have been air-conditioning and

         secretaries, agents on phones. Here there was only a manicured desk and birdsong coming through the open window.

      


      Now that he was inside his space, Mr. Matthias bustled, subtly self-important, clearly contented. Once behind the desk, he

         officiated, sitting down and spreading his long arms. She sat down opposite, gazing into his eyes. Then he looked down, his

         lips pursed, and cleared his throat importantly. “The file.” He lifted a yellow folder from the center of the blotter.

      


      She took it, opened it. “You're kidding.”


      At this moment another man entered, rattling the door. He began looking for something in an oak filing cabinet as tall as

         his five squat feet. “We need supplies, Henry,” he said testily.

      


      “Well, Kevin, you know what you need.”


      They were like a couple of married people, nattering at each other.


      The forms were absurd. “All this for a two-week rental? I don't think so.” She tossed the file back.


      His gesture, narrow hands raised, palms out, seemed to ward it off. “I have to ask you.”


      “Henry?”


      Matthias glanced sharply toward his assistant. “Yes!”


      “I just thought—the doctor—surely…” The small man smiled nervously. Helen looked up at his gray Munchkin's face. He gave her

         a grin so big that she could not help but smile back.

      


      “It's the state. Meddlesome fools.” Henry Matthias did not look happy. “They could confiscate the property if you turned out

         to be a drug dealer.”

      


      Kevin clucked. “They'd love the Old Secret, they would.”


      She realized she had to give up and do the forms. She jotted her name, her address in the city, then all the other information—job

         title, place of employment, years there. The last time they'd leased this cabin it had been a matter of cash, keys, and have

         a nice time. The presence of this elaborate form in this simple, old-time place saddened her. It made the twelve years since

         that dear, lost summer seem an awfully long time.

      


      Al, she said inside, isn't this nuts? She wanted silence, not forms; she wanted the company of her ghosts.


      In deference to their liability problems, however, she filled out the paper completely, moving meticulously from point to

         point. When she finished she gave it to Matthias. He looked down at it, nodding, making small sounds of assent in his throat

         as he read.

      


      She signed the form, gave Matthias six hundred dollars cash, and stood up. He smiled so widely that she was rather shocked.

         People did not smile like that, not in her guarded political world. “Thank you,” she said, trying hard to be friendly. She

         was just so darned washed out.

      


      Birdsong and the grinding of gears came in the window with the shouts of little boys. As he rose, Henry Matthias closed the

         folder. “Now, that's all right,” he said. “Sure am sorry about all this bother.”

      


      “Don't be.”


      “We need a new government. Top to bottom, ream 'er out. So, okay, Kevin McCallum here'll lead you. Them roads ain't got signs.”


      She prevented herself from uttering a sound of dismay, did not prevent her hand from coming up to her cheek, communicating

         all too clearly her horror at not being left to her own devices. “I know the way.”

      


      Kevin laughed, his chortles mingling with the sharp, true laughter of the boys in the street. “Oh, you don't, need to worry!

         I won't bother you. I'm out that way anyway. My house is ten minutes up the ridge from your cabin.” He, also, smiled one of

         those big country smiles. “Best to know that, lady. Where safety lies.”

      


      “Thank you,” she said again. “I'll just get groceries and head out. If I can't find it, I'll come back.”


      “Well, good luck,” Matthias said. He'd put her money in a metal box. “That's just fine.” They gave her keys and a photocopied

         map.

      


      Alone again, and very happy for it, she left the office and moved slowly off down the sidewalk, taking a better look at the

         town. Tarleton Corners, as it turned out, had addressed the years in much the same way that Grover's Corners addressed time

         in Our Town.

      


      There were wide hickories and oaks overspreading the streets, with golden sunlight filtering to green in the leaves. The noises

         of the town were soft and intimate—children still calling, a radio playing in the grocery store, doves and robins in the trees.

         It all melded together into a message that she needed to hear, that the world abided, and no matter the cares of men.

      


      The predominant colors were green and white: the white of clapboard, pronounced in New England “clabbered,” and the sanctifying

         green of the trees.

      


      She went up the three wooden steps and pushed through the swinging screen door into the grocery store. The smell reminded

         her so powerfully of childhood that she almost sobbed aloud. Here the fruits and vegetables were kept not in coolers, but

         in the old way, in uncooled bins. Their rich fragrance combined with a thousand other odors to produce this ancient, glorious

         smell. She wanted to buy everything, she wanted to buy the store, and she thought: You want to recapture the past, you want

         to go back to the days when the world seemed new. Have the skies in general gotten more gray, she wondered, or is it that

         good pasts are always sunny?

      


      She went through the store, buying various little needs—milk, cereal, a lovely local melon that felt soft with the promise

         of interior richness. Then she happened to see some fishing tackle, a small rod and reel that could be had for thirty dollars.

         There were lures, too, and she recalled how they had fished from the boat that had been at the bottom of the cliff… and wondered

         if it was still there.

      


      They'd grilled the fish on the deck overlooking the lake. She remembered well that evening of fresh fish and fresh fruit and

         wine as cool and hard as the stars of night.

      


      She toyed with the tackle, wondered about the condition of the boat. Then she saw Kevin in the stationery section, getting

         office supplies. “Hi there,” she said, trying to be more friendly.

      


      He was staring down at a spiral binder.


      “Excuse me, Kevin?”


      He threw her a smile, and she found herself pitying the untended yellow of his teeth.


      “I was deciding on these,” he said. He held up some of the binders.


      “I wonder if you could tell me about the fishing situation.”


      “The fishing situation is that you'd have to fight to keep 'em off your line, out along the rocks out there. You take that

         boat along the rocky headland—”

      


      “I remember the headland. What about the boat?”


      He looked up and to one side. “I'll tell you what. I'll get our handyman, Slim Goode, to go out and give her a caulk-up. You

         don't want to sink. There's currents in there.”

      


      “That's for sure.” She wasn't a brilliant swimmer.


      “You can live on the Lake Glory fish. Some do. Here, choose.”


      For a moment she did not understand the change of subject. Then she saw that she was meant to decide among the binders, one

         green, one black, one dull red. “Oh, I'd take the green. Green's a peaceful color. Ideal in an office.”

      


      “A shrink's office, maybe. What about a plain old practical office?”


      Had that been bitterness in his voice? Anger, even? She decided to ignore it. “I'm going to buy some tackle. Lures. Can you

         recommend lures?”

      


      “Not me, I'm a fisherman of a different sort. Live bait.”


      “It's better?”


      “Living things eat living things. Even a fish can usually tell a plastic worm. Choose my binder. It's good luck if a stranger

         chooses it.”

      


      “That I never heard.”


      “Probably because I just made it up.”


      “The red, then.” She headed for the tackle.


      “Don't.”


      She stopped. Was that warning? What was in his voice? She turned around, concerned. “Don't what?”


      “Don't buy the tackle. There's plenty up at the cabin. Bait's right in the ground. Just dig worms in the dawn. Simple things

         work best, Dr. Myrer.”

      


      “Thank you, wise sir.” Now that was a little less stiff, a little more natural and easy.


      “Wise sir,” he said, “wise sir.”


      She was soon at the checkout, then out the door and walking down the brick sidewalk to her car in front of the Lowry Building.

         Al had liked the symmetry of the Lowry Building, had reveled in its elaborate cornices and arched windows. Al had liked… Al

         had seen… Al had remembered.

      


      She unlocked her car and got in.


      Following a slow pickup, she fiddled with the knob on the radio, trying to find an NPR station. Soon she heard the familiar

         tones of Karl Haas's voice and settled in for the drive with a musical lecture about compositions for carillons. She turned

         off the air conditioner and rolled down all the windows, and the music of the bells filled the morning air.

      


      She hummed with the clanging of the carillon, stopped to giggle at her own tunelessness, then hummed some more.


      Trees lined the road, the hollows misty and dark.


   

      CHAPTER THREE
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Noon Shadow


Helen edged her car down the narrow road to the cabin. She gritted her teeth every time she scraped a tree, which was often.

         She really should have rented a smaller vehicle.

      


      She reminded herself that it was a minor problem. Her insurance company could pay Hertz for a new paint job if it came to

         that.

      


      The old blue pickup she'd followed out of town until it pulled away ahead of her had turned up again, now parked back on the

         last switchback. She almost had to knock down trees to get around it. It must mean that Slim was already here fixing the boat,

         which made these guys the fastest workers in central New Hampshire.

      


      The tires actually skidded a bit on the last, steep downhill.


      She came to the end of the road and there was the Old Secret tucked into the side of the bluff. It looked just exactly as

         it had twelve years ago, with its dressing of sunlit flowers, its green shutters, and steep alpine roof. For a moment she

         sat listening to the hissing of the breeze and hearing also the voices of her children and Al's laughter within.

      


      The Mercury's tires spun more as she parked, maneuvering inexpertly into the rutted space in front of the steps that led down

         to the cabin door. Part of the fun of the place was the way it was perched on the side of a forested bluff: everything was

         up and down, and the lake views were superb.

      


      She got out and gathered up the handles of her two bags of groceries and small suitcase. As she descended the rickety wooden

         steps, her skirt brushed the masses of marigolds that crowded alongside them.

      


      There was some difficulty with the key—until she realized that the door was already unlocked.


      “Slim?” she called.


      The only answer was the lazy buzzing of whatever bugs buzzed in central New Hampshire.


      She peered into the cabin, then entered, moving quickly across the large living room with its cathedral ceiling and broad

         deck overlooking the view of the lake. After hanging a few things up in the bedroom closet, he approached the well-remembered

         and still very old-fashioned kitchen. The refrigerator actually had a compressor on top that made a sort of pottering sound

         when it was on. The stove was called a Royal Rose and took lighting with a match. The water that gurgled out of the tap tasted

         as though it had bubbled up from the morning of the world.

      


      As she unloaded her groceries, she glanced toward the lake. At the moment there were two sailboats out there, both heeled

         far over, both with all sails full. She was pulling a box of Raisin Bran out of a bag when she noticed that the boat was not

         being caulked by Slim after all. It was still tied up down below, a graceful green toy tethered to a fairy's tiny dock. Slim

         must be engaging in the Tarleton Corners version of cooping, what cops did after they got their doughnuts.

      


      Well, let him coop; it didn't matter, not on this soft and lovely forenoon.


      Carrying the Raisin Bran and a box of sugar cubes, she stepped into the pantry. It was a long closet, with a hatch at the

         far end that led to the basement. Even twelve years ago she had not cared for this little room. She could remember Al saying,

         “I'll bet they've got actual root veggies in that root cellar. Nothing like a ten-year-old potato.” She and Alfred, in this

         very pantry… how he had frightened her, nuzzling her in the dark like that, coming up on her without a sound. She chuckled,

         nestling the Raisin Bran on the shelf before her.

      


      As she did so, something made her hesitate—not a specific sound or movement, nothing so overt. More, it was a sense of tighter

         enclosure, as if the space were not as large, or not as empty, as it should be.

      


      She became conscious that there was a figure pressing itself against the far wall. She glanced, making sure it wasn't a shadow.

         No. Terror pumped her heart. She'd seen that it was darkly bundled and had an unfocused face that suggested a stocking mask.

         Its fist was clasped against its chest and in it pointing downward was a huge, breathtakingly lethal knife.

      


      Long years as a clinician enabled her to stifle her panic enough to organize her retreat. Like an aircraft that had been shattered

         but still followed its old trajectory, she finished putting the sugar on the shelf, then turned and left the pantry. There

         was no question in her mind about what she'd seen. A man was hiding right there and he had one terrible knife and he was in

         disguise. Was he tall? Short? She didn't know. Twelve years ago Slim had been tall and angular—a shy man who grinned. How

         did she know Slim even had a blue truck? No, this man was muscular and solid—not Slim.

      


      Her reflex was always to become extremely calm when a patient became violent, but that impulse did not help her now, and in

         her haste she almost crashed into the wall. In the course of her career she'd interviewed men in prisons for the criminally

         insane, and she had no illusions about what was waiting for her in that pantry.

      


      She left the house. This enabled her to regain her presence of mind, and she moved quietly but quickly, even managing to cover

         her retreat by whistling a few casual bars as she stepped out the door. She hoped he'd think that she was just going back

         for the rest of the groceries. She concealed the fact that she was thrusting in her purse for the car keys.

      


      She reached the car and got in with her blood racing so fast she feared she would faint—and then found that she had her house

         keys from New York. They were clutched in a bloody palm.

      


      She rummaged, pushing aside lipstick, neatly folded tissues, compact, wallet—but there were no car keys.


      She stared out the windshield, thinking. The blood-freezing truth was that they were lying on the drainboard in the kitchen.


      You have some choices, a voice said within her, a calm voice, a clinician's voice. She could go back into the house and get them. Or she could

         try to escape.
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