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The glaciers are receding,” she said. Nora peered through the window as if she could see the progress of said glaciers some ten thousand miles north. “I read it in the paper. This morning.”


The view, Harrison had noted before he’d sat down, was of still-green lawns and dormant rosebushes, of a wrought iron fence and a garden bench, of ornamental grasses and white pines. Beyond the considerable acreage was a steel ribbon of river and beyond that a range of mountains, blue-gray in the morning light.


“The birds must be confused,” he said.


“They are. I … I see them flying north all the time.”


“Is it bad for business?”


“No. Not really. No one’s canceled. Though the ski areas are suffering.”


Nora left the window and moved to the chair opposite. He watched her cross her legs, a cuff riding just above the edge of a black leather boot and making a slim bracelet of smooth white skin. Harrison superimposed the woman he saw now over the memory of the seventeen-year-old girl he’d once known, a girl with a soft face and large almond-shaped eyes, a girl who had been graceful in her movements. The woman before him was forty-four, and some of the softness had left her face. Her hair was different, too. She wore it short, swept behind her ears, a cut that looked more European than American.


When they’d met just moments earlier at the foot of the stairs in the front hallway, Nora had been standing at a small reception desk. She’d glanced up and seen Harrison, and for a moment she’d examined him as an innkeeper might a guest one had not yet attended to. Harrison, she’d said then, advancing, and his own smile had begun. As Nora had embraced him, Harrison had felt both unnerved and buoyant — a cork floating in uncharted waters.


“Your … your room is comfortable?” she asked.


He remembered this about her. The slight stutter, as if hesitant to speak. No, not a stutter; more a stutter step.


“Very,” he said. “Great views.”


“Can I get you something? Tea? Coffee?”


“Coffee would be fine. That’s quite a machine there.”


“It makes espresso with a lot of crema,” she said, standing. “It’s a draw, actually. Some of the guests have said they’ve come back for the coffee in the library. Well, for that and for the dumbwaiter. I put the dining room upstairs. To take advantage of the views.”


On either side of the bookshelves were half columns, and below those shelves were cabinets. On one wall, there was a built-in bench upholstered in lichen stripes. The windows — a set of three facing west — had panes in the tops only, so that from the leather couch on which Harrison was seated he had an unobstructed view of the mountains.


“How long has this been an inn?” he asked.


“Two years.”


“I was sorry to hear about your husband.”


“You sent a card.”


He nodded, surprised that Nora remembered. There must have been hundreds, perhaps thousands, of cards for such a distinguished man.


“Renovations,” she said, making a gesture so as to take in the entire building. “Renovations had to be made.”


“You’ve done a terrific job,” he replied, slightly jarred by the non sequitur.


Harrison had followed signs from the center of town to the inn and then had taken the long drive up the hill to the top. When he’d reached the parking lot, the view of the Berkshire Mountains had opened up and stopped his heart in the same way that, as a boy at Cinerama, his heart had always paused as the camera had soared up and over a cliff edge to reveal the Grand Canyon or the Rift Valley or the ice fields of Antarctica.


He’d walked with his suitcase to the front steps, noting along the way the pruned bushes, the raked lawns, and, in a maze that had perhaps lost its challenge, the expertly trimmed hedges. The inn was sheathed in white clapboards and shingles and sported a chimney that tilted slightly forward. The windows, unadorned, shone in the morning light. Like many houses built at the turn of the century, it had gables of differing widths and porches sprouting unconventionally at odd angles. The outline of the roof, Harrison thought, would be almost impossible to draw from memory.


Inside, the inn had a crisp edge that had been accomplished in part, Harrison thought, with a great deal of white paint and chrome. Much as he admired the inn, however, he wondered if visitors ever lamented the lost house, the one Carl Laski had inhabited.


“This used to be an inn. Years ago,” Nora said. “After World War II, it became a private home. There’s an early photograph. Behind you on the wall.”


Harrison stood and leaned in toward the wall, balancing himself with his hand on the back of the couch. The photograph, framed in dark walnut, was remarkably detailed and clear, every blade of grass and twig made distinct with a kind of vision denied the naked eye. The picture was of a white shingled building with a cupola on its roof. It looked to be November or early March, to judge from the light dusting of snow that outlined the furrows of a garden. At the river’s edge, there was a trail of mist, but he saw, on closer inspection, that it was really smoke from a moving train, the train itself a blur, merely a shadow.


“The photograph dates from 1912,” Nora said. “It was made from a glass negative. There’s a rose garden there. And a racetrack.”


Harrison sat again on the couch and wondered if anyone else had arrived yet. He had wanted to be the first, to see Nora without the noise of the others. “It was an inn, then a house, and then an inn again?” he asked.


She smiled at his confusion. “When Carl and I moved here, it was a private house. We lived here for fifteen years. After he died … after he died, I had the idea of reconverting it to an inn. It had always wanted to be an inn. Even when it was a house.”


“How many rooms are there?”


“There used to be twenty-two.”


“How did you manage?”


“We closed most of the rooms off. Would you like more coffee?”


“No thanks. I’m fine. Any of the others here yet?”


“Agnes said she’d be here by lunch. Bill and Bridget, too. Rob … Rob won’t be here until later.”


“Rob’s coming?” Harrison asked with pleasure. He hadn’t seen Rob Zoar in … well, in twenty-seven years. Harrison was startled by the number and recalculated. Yes, twenty-seven. “He’s in Boston now, isn’t he? I think I read that.”


“He performs all over the world. He gets wonderful reviews.”


“I was surprised to hear he was a pianist. He kept it quiet at Kidd, didn’t he?”


“I think he tried to resist it.”


“It seems like this wedding came together very fast,” he said.


“It did.”


Too fast for Harrison’s wife, Evelyn, to rearrange her schedule. Bill had sent Harrison an e-mail saying that he and Bridget were getting married — at the inn — and he wanted Harrison and Evelyn to come. Harrison and Bill had for a time kept in touch (their families had gone skiing together twice), but Harrison had had no idea at all about Bill and Bridget.


“Bridget’s sick,” Nora added. “It’s why Bill wants to do it now.”


“How sick?” Harrison asked.


“Very,” Nora said, her face tight. “Do you remember them together?”


“At school? Of course.” Bill had been a muscular catcher, a consistent hitter with power who had routinely sent the baseball over the fence. Bridget, a serious girl, was pretty in a slightly plump way. In another era, she’d have been a beauty. The couple used to cross the campus so entwined it was as if they were one creature. Harrison recalled how disillusioned he had been when he’d heard that each had married someone else.


“How did they reconnect?” he asked now.


“Our twenty-fifth. Did you ever go to any of the reunions?”


He shook his head. He’d told himself that he hadn’t gone for Evelyn’s sake. She was Canadian, she wouldn’t have known anyone, the journey would have consumed too many of her precious days off. But Harrison couldn’t satisfactorily explain why he hadn’t gone by himself. The simple answer, he supposed, was that he hadn’t wanted to. The sight of the invitations had produced in him an anxiety he had no intention of exploring. Even this small reunion — this hasty wedding — had made him hesitate.


“You?” he asked.


Nora shook her head, and Harrison was not surprised. He could not imagine Carl Laski at a Kidd reunion.


“Have you seen any of the others?” Nora asked. “Since school, I mean?”


“Well, Bill,” he said. “And I met Jerry in New York about five years ago. We had drinks.”


“He’s coming with his wife, Julie,” Nora said. “What was it like, meeting Jerry?”


“He mostly wanted me to know how successful he’d become,” Harrison said and then shrugged to take the edge off the unkind comment.


“You’re staying until Sunday?” Nora asked.


“I think that’s the plan.”


Harrison had flown from Toronto to Hartford, rented a car, and driven to the Massachusetts Turnpike, which he had followed west. He’d realized, as he’d driven, that he’d never been to western Massachusetts. When he had visited New England before, it had always been to Boston and then straight on to Kidd in Maine. Never inland. He’d known of the Berkshires, of course. Tanglewood, the summer home of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, was world famous. Edith Wharton had summered in Lenox. Melville had written Moby Dick in Pittsfield.


“There are some good walks,” Nora said, gesturing toward the windows. “The weather … the weather is amazing.”


“It’s been unseasonable in Toronto as well. Very mild.”


“Each day has been more beautiful than the last,” she said. “I think Nature means to mock us.”


“How so?”


“9/11.”


Harrison nodded slowly.


“All that horror. All that grief.” She paused. “People … people are stopping one another on the streets and saying, Can you imagine? and Isn’t this extraordinary? and Enjoy it while you can.”


“They say the temperature is breaking all records.”


“I think it will reach seventy-two today,” she said.


“Surely a record for the first week in December.”


“I wonder … I wonder if the idea is that the sins of man, more terrible than anyone’s ability to imagine them, are nothing in the face of Nature’s bounty and serenity,” Nora said.


“Nature a supreme being?” Harrison asked, puzzled.


“Entity?”


“A terrible one at times.”


“Not today.”


“No, not today,” Harrison said.


“Or … or are we meant to be reminded of a reason to stay alive? To savor each day as if it might be the last?”


“Nature capable of grace?” Harrison asked. “I like that.”


Nora laughed, reached forward, and touched him lightly at the tip of his knee. “Listen to us,” she said. “We’re so pretentious. We used to do this all the time in Mr. Mitchell’s class, didn’t we?”


“We did,” he said, glad that she remembered, more gladdened by her sudden touch.


“It’s great to see you,” she said with seemingly genuine pleasure.


“Where were you when it happened?” he asked.


“Here. In the kitchen. I turned on the TV just before the second plane hit. Judy, my assistant — you’re bound to meet her — came in and told me. What about you?”


“I was in Toronto,” he said. “I was eating breakfast. I had a cup of coffee and the newspaper. On the television, the announcer’s voice changed in pitch, and I looked up in time to see a plane hit the second tower.”


The images of that day had played and replayed for hours, Canadian television more willing to air the most horrific images — those falling bodies — than American stations had been.


“Were you frightened?” he asked.


“Here? No. Not really. Upset. Very upset. But not frightened. I thought of Carl. I was glad he wasn’t alive. To see it.”


Nora began to nibble at the skin at the top of her index finger. Abruptly she stopped, putting her hands in her lap with a decisive gesture. From behind the shut door of the library, Harrison could hear a vacuum cleaner.


“They say it’s the death of literature,” she added.


“I think that’s a little extreme,” he said, shifting his position on the couch. In the days following the tragedy, he’d been greatly annoyed by such dramatic remarks. “I admired your husband’s work very much,” he added, feeling remiss that he hadn’t mentioned this earlier.


“He … he was a wonderful man,” Nora said. “A wonderful poet and a wonderful man.”


“Yes.”


“I was the helpmeet,” Nora said, surprising Harrison with the archaic word. “I’ve … I’ve never understood what that means exactly. Helpmeet. Help. Meet.”


“I’ll look it up for you,” he offered.


“I could do it myself. I must have a dictionary. Somewhere …” She gazed at the spines of the books that lined the shelves.


For Harrison, the brilliance of Carl Laski’s work lay in its oblique nature, the way the point of a poem was often a glancing blow: a glimpsed headline across the breakfast table while a woman tells her husband she has a lover, or a man berating his wife on a cell phone in an airport lounge as he passes a small child sitting alone with a bright red suitcase. Later it will be the memory of the child with the suitcase that will bring the man to his knees in his hotel room.


Harrison, of course, knew of Laski’s reputation. The poet had won numerous international prizes, had been the recipient of honorary degrees, had been — when he’d died — professor emeritus at St. Martin’s College, at which he had founded the celebrated St. Martin’s Writers’ School and from which he had sent out into the world a disproportionate share of poets. Laski, Harrison had read, regarded the writing of poetry as man’s highest calling and therefore worth the inevitable squandering of happy marriages and good health, to say nothing of sound finances. Largely due to his efforts, poetry had been enjoying something of a renaissance when he’d died, though one so mild as to barely register on the North American consciousness. Not one man in forty could today name a living poet, Harrison thought. Not one in a hundred could say who Carl Laski had been.


Harrison had also read the Roscoff biography, a book that purported to be literary but showed almost no interest in the work itself. Rather, Roscoff had focused on the more lurid aspects of Laski’s life: his abusive father, his early drinking problem, his nearly obsessive womanizing while a professor at New York University, his disastrous first marriage, the loss of his sons in a bitter custody battle, and his subsequent self-imposed (and somewhat misanthropic) exile to the backwater college of St. Martin’s in western Massachusetts. “Your husband should have won the Nobel Prize,” Harrison said.


Nora laughed. “If he were here, he’d agree with you.”


“Was it difficult for him, being passed up year after year?”


“It … it was an event each time it was awarded. I mean that it would register. Like a small seismic shudder. He’d hear the news or read it in the newspaper, or someone would call and tell him, and his face, for just a moment, would cave in. Even as he was ranting about the winner or reading another part of the paper. The only time … the only time he didn’t mind personally was when Seamus Heaney won. He loved Seamus.”


Harrison set down his cup. Laski had been thirty years older than Nora. The two had met when Nora was nineteen; Laski, forty-nine. “Was it ever an issue between you — the age difference?” he asked.


“Only that he had to die before me.”


Harrison listened for a note of bitterness or grief.


“We always knew it would happen,” she added.


Harrison nodded.


“We just didn’t know it would be so awful. One night … one night when it was really bad, Carl said, ‘It’s so easy.’ I thought he meant the pain. That somehow the pain had eased up. But he meant dying. That he’d found an easy way to die.”


Laski had filled his bathtub, plugged in the hair dryer, and let it drop. Harrison remembered precisely where he’d been when he learned the startling news. An editor Harrison had once worked with in Toronto had walked by his table in a New York City restaurant, bent down, and murmured, Have you heard about Carl Laski?


“A terrible end to a magnificent life,” Harrison said now.


Nora was silent.


“The courage to do that,” he added.


“Carl … Carl would have said ‘cowardice.’”


“He had throat cancer?”


“He kept saying that he could never have described the pain. Not even at the height of his powers. That it defied words.”


“It’s hard for the healthy to imagine pain like that.”


“But what was truly horrible, Carl always said, was the knowing. Knowing he was going to die.”


Harrison agreed. He could think of few things in life worse than knowing when one was going to die, for it seemed to him that all the days in between — between the now and the then — would be tainted, poisoned by that bitter knowledge. “In the end, he picked his own time,” he said.


Nora stood, smoothing the hem of her blouse across the flat of her stomach. She had the body of a woman who had not had children, and Harrison thought briefly of his wife’s body: muscular and elongated from swimming, yet still there was the small curve of her belly, a swelling he loved to touch. “Want to sit outside?” Nora asked, opening the double doors.


Harrison expected a sudden chill, but the air that came in from the small veranda outside the library was warm. “You and Agnes have stayed friends, I take it,” he said as he stood.


“Yes. We … we don’t see each other much, but we write. She’s kind of old-fashioned. Our Agnes. She stayed on at Kidd. She teaches there.”


Harrison remembered Agnes’s sturdy body, her dreamy nature, her fascination with history.


“She finally bought a computer when the school put a gun to her head,” Nora said. “She hides it under the bed and takes it out only to post her grades.”


Harrison laughed.


“Bridget’s mother and sister will come for the wedding. Bill’s family won’t come. They’re angry with him for … well, for leaving his wife and daughter for Bridget. Bridget’s son is bringing a friend to keep him company. They’re fifteen. It’ll be a small wedding. More a wedding supper than a wedding. Though Bill is intent upon the details. I’ve helped him plan the flowers and the menu. He wants it to be … perfect. For Bridget.”


“What’s wrong with her?” Harrison asked.


“Breast cancer.”


Harrison sucked in his breath. The mother of a fifteen-year-old boy. He didn’t want to think about it.


He shaded his eyes with his hand. “What’s that over there?” he asked.


“It’s the top of a roller coaster,” Nora said cheerfully. “In the summer, with binoculars, you can see the people in the cars. You can watch them make the long, slow climb to the top and then hurtle out of sight below the trees. Then, as if by magic, you can see them emerge again. They seem to spin off into the air.”


“I’ve never been on a roller coaster,” Harrison confessed. “The closest I’ve ever come is when my mother used to take me to Cinerama when I was a kid.”


“I don’t think I ever went to Cinerama.”


“It was the first of the wide-screen movies. It made you feel as though you were right there — sitting in the car of a roller coaster, or climbing a mountain. It was meant to give you the thrill and sensation of movement.”


“I can’t do it anymore,” she said. “The roller coaster. Carl did though. He’d snatch at any excuse to go. He’d borrow children if necessary.” She looked at her watch, and Harrison thought about the notion of borrowing children. “Tell me about yourself,” she said.


“Not much to tell.”


“You’re married.”


“Yes. My wife and I live in Toronto with our two boys, Charlie and Tom. Evelyn, my wife, is an estate lawyer.”


“How did you end up there? In Toronto?”


“Evelyn is from Toronto.”


“You’re … in publishing?”


“Yes.”


Nora rocked herself in a chair. “Tell me more about your wife.”


“Evelyn? Well, let’s see. She’s French Canadian. She’s tall and has short blond hair. I think her hair might actually be gray now, but she never lets anyone see it. She’s a very good mother.”


Harrison had then a quick image of Evelyn and the boys at home. He could see the interior of their town house, particularly the small, cluttered kitchen. A jumble of laundry, including his boys’ slippery red hockey shirts, would have spilled out onto the floor from the alcove where the washer and dryer were stowed. He could see the breakfast table with its boxes of American cereal that the boys favored, a tea bag rolled and hardened on a saucer. Evelyn would be in a pink cashmere robe Harrison had given her for her birthday, and her hair would be askew from sleep. In the background would be the steady patter of an early morning news show. And Harrison realized, as he saw and heard this scene, that he did not wish himself there. With that realization came an emptiness he was all too familiar with, an emptiness that opened up whenever he found himself alone in a foreign place — a sense of floating, of not being anchored in the way that chores and hockey games and engagements will do. “My older son, Charlie, who’s eleven, has Evelyn’s looks but my disposition,” Harrison said, “while Tom, who’s nine, is the spitting image of me, but has Evelyn’s disposition.” He paused. “It’s occasionally deeply unsettling,” he added, smiling.


“And what disposition would that be?” Nora asked.


“Evelyn’s?”


“Yes.”


“Oh, I think most people would say she tends to be somewhat more dramatic than I am,” Harrison answered, feeling mildly disloyal.


“And so you would be …”


“More even tempered,” he said.


“Yes. I can see that,” Nora said.


Sometimes Evelyn seemed closer to Harrison the farther away he was from her in a strict physical sense. When they were separated, he tended to think of her with more fondness than when he was with her, and he wondered if she felt the same. He sometimes thought that he had disappointed her in marriage — or, rather, that marriage, with its promise of constant love and physical intimacy, had disappointed them both. In her most dramatic and, paradoxically, romantic moments, Evelyn reproached herself for not having loved Harrison enough; but he couldn’t ease her mind on this point without admitting to the death of hope. Together, they cared for the boys, attended to their jobs, and had made, he thought, a good family. And occasionally there were moments of true joy, as when one or the other of the boys would say something winsome at the dinner table, and Harrison would catch Evelyn’s eye, or as when, lying together in the bed, having made love in the forgiving half-light of an early Sunday morning, a kind of weekly hurdle crossed, Evelyn would put her head on his chest and he would stroke her shoulder, and a brief contentment would envelop them before they drifted off to sleep.


“Tell me a story,” Nora said.


Harrison laughed. “You used to do this all the time.”


“So I did.”


He let his mind go blank. He sat in a rocker opposite and let some seconds pass.


“Once I was staying at Le Concorde in Quebec City,” he said. “I had a view toward the Frontenac, down the Grande-Allée. Between my hotel and the Frontenac, there were a dozen rooftops. All shapes and sizes. And on one of these rooftops, there were four teenage boys. They had brooms, and I thought at first they’d been sent to the roof by maintenance to sweep off the snow. But it soon became apparent to me that they were making a hockey rink. The prospect of that was horrible, you see, because there was no guardrail, no barrier, and if one of the boys bodychecked the other, say, or if one simply lost his footing, he’d have slipped right off the roof. And died, presumably. The building was at least seven stories up.”


Nora tilted her head, waiting for more.


“I couldn’t take my eyes off them,” Harrison said. “And yet, strangely, I didn’t do anything. I didn’t know what the name of the building was, and I thought that if I went out onto the street, I wouldn’t be able to see which rooftop it was. So I did nothing.”


“What happened?”


“Nothing.”


Nora rested her chin on the back of her hand. “What else?”


Harrison thought a minute. “Before I left to come here,” he said, “I watched my wife get dressed for work. She had on two different socks. One long and one short. She hadn’t shaved her legs.”


“How did you feel about that?”


“I was faintly repulsed,” he admitted. “I love my wife, by the way.”


“But you see,” Nora said, “you didn’t include these facts. You edited. You would have omitted those details. If you’d been asked to give an account of yourself. And then I would have … I would have a very different picture of you.”


“How so?”


“I now know that you’re willing to share small secrets. You might be a closet coward. You probably don’t like to get too involved. You’re capable of being faintly repulsed by someone you love.”


“Didn’t you know these things already?”


“We were children then,” Nora said. “We’re … we’re entirely different now.”


Are we? Harrison wondered.


“What’s that over there?” he asked, pointing. “That plume of smoke? It looks lethal.”


“A paper-bag factory. They say it’s perfectly safe. But I don’t believe it.”


“Quite a forest,” he said.


“It’s deceptive. You can see only the tops of the trees from here. Below them, there are houses and roads and power lines. Even a McDonald’s.”


“Say it isn’t so,” Harrison said with mock horror.


“Afraid it is. There’s a real forest behind the inn, though.”


He craned his neck, but the roof blocked any view of the woods behind the inn. “The inn does well?” he asked.


“Surprisingly. It works the way I hoped it would work. There are … there are always problems — the too-low toilet seats being the most frequent complaint.”


“I hadn’t noticed.”


“But many of our guests have returned. And they’ve told their friends about it. This year we’re booked through to the end of February.”


“Well done.”


“I hadn’t meant to compete. It hadn’t ever really crossed my mind. I just wanted something of my own. But I am. Competing. With a whole string of B and Bs throughout the Berkshires.”


“Who makes up your clientele?” he asked.


“Mostly people from Boston and New York. Looking to escape the cities. They profess to come for the charm — a sort of New England charm I find hokey. So I don’t offer it. Apart from these L.L. Bean rockers we’re sitting on. Or they come with an ideal of family togetherness that invariably unravels as the weekend progresses.”


“You sound a bit cynical.”


“What people really come for is the promise of sex and food and material goods. Not necessarily in that order. The outlets are just ten minutes away.”


“Under all those trees.”


Nora nodded.


“I’m actually hot sitting here,” Harrison said with some surprise.


“Take off your sweater.”


“I think I will. If we were primitive people, we’d be frightened by this, wouldn’t we? This freakish weather.”


“The inn was reviewed last year in New York Magazine,” Nora said. “The reviewer wrote that one could sit on the porch in December. He meant sit on the porch in a parka, but this year you can do it in shirtsleeves. The sun bakes the clapboards.”


“The lawn is still green,” he said.


“By this time of year, there’s usually snow on the ground. Men who haven’t been on sleds in years like to show off to their wives and children before their knees give out.” She glanced at her watch. “I really have to go,” she said, standing. “I have a rehearsal lunch. There’s another wedding tomorrow. Agnes and Rob should be here by one. We’ll have a private room for the dinner tonight. And of course one for tomorrow evening.”


“Is that usual?” Harrison asked. “To have more than one wedding a weekend?”


“Oh, yes,” Nora said. “I’ve sometimes had four in a weekend, all with rehearsal dinners. The trick … the trick is to keep the brides from running into one another. Each wants to think herself unique.”


“Don’t we all?” he said.


Nora smiled.


“I thought I might go for a walk,” he said, standing as well. “I had breakfast on the way here.”


“Good. So you’re all set.”


“I am.”


Nora took a step away from him but then glanced back. “I suppose someone will mention Stephen?” she asked.


The name produced in Harrison, as it always did, a clench in his gut along with a slight oil slick of shame. He stood still and waited.


“I’ve been thinking about him a lot,” Nora added.


Harrison was silent.


“Do you remember the funeral?”


“Of course,” he said quietly.


“Grief, seen up close like that, is unbearable. It was so much worse than ours. So much more intense. It made me realize how shallowly we’d loved him.”


“Perhaps,” Harrison said, though at the time his love for his friend had felt intense enough.


“You and I haven’t spoken to each other since the night of the party,” Nora said.


“No, we haven’t.”


Nora looked at him for a moment, and he felt her scrutiny. “I wonder if this wasn’t a mistake, agreeing to have the wedding here,” she said. “Having you come is a little bit like taking a stick and poking it into a clear pond and watching the mud eddy up into the water.”


“Was the pond so clear before I came?” he asked.


“It was,” Nora said. “Yes, I think it was.”


She turned, and Harrison watched her walk away along a narrow gravel path that circled around to the front of the inn. She moved briskly, head down, though she must have known he was looking at her. And doing so, he had a sudden and sharp memory of Nora as she had been when he’d seen her walking along a side street in Maine. He’d always remembered where and when he’d met Nora, but it had been years since he’d actually been able to see it as he could now. The clarity of the image took his breath away, and he thought, as he picked up his sweater from the rocker, that other such sharp pictures might reveal themselves during the weekend to come. For a moment, he stood with his hands on his hips and braced himself, even as he admired the spectacular view.




Agnes was writing about the Halifax explosion. She’d first learned about the blast early last summer while on a short vacation to Nova Scotia, a trip arranged by her local public radio station in conjunction with the history department at Kidd Academy. Halifax in early June had seemed like a good idea at the time, but as excursions go, it had been something of a strain — an unexpected tedium made worse by dismal weather, an unending rain that had so chilled her hands and feet, she’d had to warm them up each night using the hair dryer in her hotel room. Activities had been scheduled — tours into the countryside and to museums and so on — but Agnes had been happiest when on her own. In the mornings, she would do her five-mile run, shower, and breakfast, and if there were no appealing outings that day, she would walk the streets, enjoying her temporary freedom from the routine of academic life at Kidd.


On one of those walks, she stopped at a bookstore that had in its window a copy of a book entitled A Flash Brighter than the Sun: The Halifax Explosion. Intrigued, Agnes went inside, located the book, and riffled through its pages, paying close attention to the photographs of the city in the days immediately following the blast. She remembered in particular a picture of a child sitting on a white iron hospital bed, her eyes bandaged, her hair cut short in a manner similar to the way in which Agnes’s own mother used to cut and comb her hair when Agnes was a girl: in a sort of bowl with the top of the hair drawn back into an elastic band that sat to one side of the crown of her head. There were other photographs in the book as well, of wooden buildings that had gracefully imploded and of acres of devastation, as if the city were Dresden or London in a future war.


Agnes purchased the book, tucked it into her backpack, and then walked on to a coffee shop where she ordered a cappuccino. She sat at her table, oblivious to the other patrons, and read that on the morning of December 6, 1917, a munitions ship, the Imo out of Belgium, collided in Halifax Harbor with a French freighter, the Mont Blanc, a ship carrying picric acid, benzole, and TNT to the conflict in Europe. The collision, which occurred shortly before 8:30 in the morning, caused a considerable stir in the Canadian city, the resulting fire bringing the citizens of Halifax to their windows to view the spectacle. Curiosity and a kind of compelling beauty caused them to linger, ignoring their breakfasts and the ironing and the need to go to school. Though Canada was involved in the war, Halifax had seen no action. It was instead a feeder city, supplying both men and matériel to Europe. A fire in the harbor, then, was a bit of excitement in what promised to be an otherwise uneventful day.


When the Mont Blanc exploded at 9:05, the windows of the houses near the harbor shattered, sending slivers of glass into the faces and eyes of many of those who were watching. Before day’s end, 2,000 people died, 9,000 were wounded, and nearly 200 were completely or partially blinded, many of them children.


One of the reasons Agnes had begun writing about the Halifax explosion was that she’d had some visual disturbances of her own — odd liquid blips at the periphery of her eyesight that rose like oily bubbles in a cylinder. For a few weeks now, she’d been considering going to an ophthalmologist. Of course her eyesight was precious to her. She could hardly do her job without it. For seventeen years, she had been a history teacher as well as the coach of the girls’ varsity field hockey team at Kidd Academy, a coed preparatory school located in northeastern Maine, a school to which she herself had gone.


Agnes particularly liked the history of Kidd Academy, founded in 1921 by textile manufacturer James Kidd, who had bought several of the larger summerhouses on the bluff just outside the village of Fenton, Maine, thinking to make of them a small boarding school for exceptional students — his son, of course, being one of them. Acquiring in a quiet manner most of the twenty-room “cottages” from the summer folk who’d been coming to the seacoast village for generations (but who were finding it harder and harder to keep up the behemoths without the legions of servants their own parents had employed), Kidd had the empty buildings winterized and set up as classrooms or dormitories. The old houses lent themselves to dorms, with their long corridors and many small bedrooms, and Agnes was sometimes amazed at how the school continued to have about it the air of a summer community. There were no Gothic spires at Kidd, no vast lawns. The weathered, shingled buildings were rarely taller than two or three stories. Cars were not permitted on campus, though the students managed them anyway, striking bargains with the natives for their garages in advance of the school year.


Agnes first joined the faculty of Kidd, where she had been a student, in the early 1980s, having spent five years teaching in the public schools, to which she was ill suited and vice versa. She was what she supposed people in Halifax in 1917 would have called a spinster. It was a hateful word that Agnes hesitated to say even in her thoughts, not only because of its antiquated and insulting nature but also because it suggested a bloodless woman of indeterminate age, whereas Agnes, apart from the new thing with the eyes, was in good health, excellent physical condition, and of a very precise age, which was forty-four.


When Agnes thought about the Halifax explosion, she imagined a man named Innes Finch, a young surgeon trained at the Medical School of Maine at Bowdoin, arriving in Halifax on the afternoon of December 5. So far, Agnes had written:






Innes stood on a street in the Richmond section of the city and watched the sun fall below a layer of olive cloud. The light moved along the road toward the surgeon, illuminating first a wooden house at the far corner, then a buggy with a pair of Clydesdales, and finally a woman struggling with a baby carriage on the cindered pavement. The luster of the wet street made Innes squint. He set down his cardboard suitcase — dented from its journey in the hold of the ferry and streaked with something that resembled axle grease — and covered the sun with his palm. He was preternaturally aware of clarity and color. The woman with the baby carriage gazed upward. A man in a naval uniform — a man who might have seen any number of visual phenomena on the high seas — turned to look behind him. Through a window next to Innes, a wooden mantle was set aflame, the grill of the panes making rectangular patterns on a pink-tinged wall.


The pellucid light was not an omen, Innes decided, picking up the streaked suitcase. Such displays were merely facts of physics — of luminosity and angles, of wavelengths and emissions.








Agnes didn’t actually know if there was an Innes Finch in Halifax at that time. The odds would be much against it, wouldn’t they, though she supposed that it was possible. More astonishing things had happened. Maybe there was only an Ian Finch or an Innes Findlay. But Agnes’s Innes was now so real to her that when she thought about the incident, it was his narrative that intruded. This was a pattern, if not actually a habit, that Agnes was familiar with. Over the years, she had had to learn how to translate the global to the personal for her students, and she found she often did this in her own life as well. Whenever she witnessed or learned of an event too horrific to be absorbed, she began — not entirely subconsciously and not without some will — to imagine a specific person affected by that tragedy so that she could better understand it. She’d done it the previous spring when she’d seen, in her rearview mirror, a woman in a Volvo lose control of her vehicle, swerve erratically, and then begin to tumble end over end away from Agnes as she watched. She still thought from time to time about the woman’s bewildered face, and then about her life as it might have been, even though she’d had only a second’s glimpse of her. She could still see the woman’s kitchen with its granite counter, and her son, perhaps fifteen, who sat at that counter eating cheddar cheese on Wheat Thins, his backpack slung against a chair, an algebra book spread out and touching an empty milk glass. Agnes imagined the boy waiting, at first oblivious and then mildly concerned, past 6:00, and then 7:00, until his father walked in the door — he, too, puzzled and then alarmed. What had happened to his wife, the boy’s mother, who was just then lying in a hospital in Maine and who would, Agnes had decided, survive her horrific accident?


Agnes had done this as well after the catastrophe at the World Trade Center earlier in the fall. For days, Agnes had walked around in a kind of disbelieving daze until she’d happened to read a paragraph in the New York Times describing a young Hispanic woman who had died on the 102nd floor of the North Tower. As soon as Agnes had set down the paper, a life had begun to spool backward from the moment the woman had reached out toward the coffee machine and Flight 11 had struck the building. That woman was real to Agnes now, her life elaborate and complicated, and whenever someone mentioned the tragedy, Agnes had what amounted to fond memories of the woman and her daughter.






Innes Finch knocked on a door opened by a woman holding a skein of red yarn. Mrs. Fraser owned the house to which he had traveled and in which he had arranged to stay for several months. She seemed surprised to see Innes, though he had written that he would arrive before 4:00. Perhaps it was his appearance — tired, windblown, and on no account prepossessing — that made her hesitate.


“Come in,” she demanded, perhaps wishing to make up for the tepid greeting. Innes stepped over the threshold and dripped onto a tiled floor. He held the suitcase, self-conscious now about the axle grease. He could have wiped it off in the harbor. He could have demanded that a steward do it for him, though Innes had never been good at giving orders. “I’m Mrs. Fraser,” she added unnecessarily, her hands imprisoned in the wool.


Behind the skein of yarn was a structured bosom that Innes guessed would be hard to the touch. Mrs. Fraser was fifty-five possibly, fifty if she was unlucky in her looks. Her hair was as tightly corseted as her body, though her face creased unexpectedly into a nervous smile. Innes wondered why she might be nervous. Her posture was impressive.


“Dr. Fraser won’t be home until six o’clock,” she said. “He’s at hospital. A complication with a surgery. Are you hungry? Do you need a bath? You could set that by the door, and I’ll have it taken up to your room.”


Innes had yet to say a word.


A man appeared, slow and slightly sullen. He was dressed in tie and jacket, though there was no mistaking him for anything but a servant. He took the suitcase and began to climb the stairs, treading heavily, a hand on the banister, each footfall a small and unwarranted reproach.


Innes took off his gloves and set them on the table.


“The coatrack is in the corner,” Mrs. Fraser said.


“Could I give you a hand with that?” Innes asked, meaning the red yarn. He extended his arms to the twisted skein.


Mrs. Fraser hooked the coiled wool over the back of a mahogany chair. “You’d better come with me,” she said. “I’ll show you to your room. You must be wanting cocoa and a hot bath.”








It was Agnes’s opinion that at that moment in time Innes Finch wanted cocoa and a hot bath and a great deal more: challenging work and easy love; exciting risk; exceptional beauty.


Agnes didn’t think that she had been particularly lucky in her own looks. Her face was prematurely weathered, a result of having stood on the sidelines of several hundred field hockey games and practices, as well as having spent nearly thirty years on the coast of Maine. She had a strong body, but not an elegant one. She was only five feet, four inches tall, which, these days, was considered short (her varsity girls towered over her). Her hair was light brown, cropped close to the head, and lately it had begun to frizz in the humidity, which she found annoying. She did have, however, beautiful eyes — deep set and dark brown in color, the only feature about which she routinely received compliments. When she first started teaching, she used to wear wool skirts with oxford cloth shirts each day to her classes. Now, with the looser dress code, she usually put on a pair of chinos and a polo shirt. She prided herself on the fact that she still had a waist.


For twelve of the seventeen years Agnes had taught at Kidd, she had resided in school housing. Some of the faculty lived on the beach in small cottages referred to as shacks, but most lived on campus in dorm apartments. After more than a decade of duty as a dorm parent, Agnes now had a condo, leased to her until she stopped teaching, at which time it would revert to the school.


It was an unusual condo, carved from one of the larger houses, and Agnes thought she could be quite happy there until she retired. She lived in a corner of the house that included a two-story turret. On the first floor, she had a kitchen and a living room, and in the turret itself a large round table surrounded by a leather banquette and windows. She lived at that table, eating, correcting papers, and composing lineups and drills for her teams. On the second floor was a large bath and, in the turret, her bed, not round, the headboard situated so that she could look out to sea, an activity that consumed an inordinate amount of her time. She also had a small balcony off the bedroom on which she could sit and do the same with a cappuccino in hand, the expensive machine a gift from her sister, who worked for Citibank in New York.


Nearly every residence on the campus had a view — of surf, of pebbled beach, of rocky coastline. The campus land had been left untended so that it was all beach scrub and footpaths between buildings. Though there was a certain drama in being perched on a bluff overlooking the ocean, the feel of the school was more homely than grand. In winter, the wind was terrific. Whole months went by when Agnes did not open her windows for fear that the wind would blow over her plants. An old golf course had been turned into playing fields, with the gymnasium situated directly in its center. From the team’s practice field, Agnes could see not only the ocean but also the wild hydrangeas that surrounded the headmaster’s house. Most of the students quickly grew oblivious to their exhilarating surroundings, though occasionally Agnes would see one of them sitting on the rocks, looking out to sea. Despite any number of signs prohibiting it, the students sometimes rowed out to Pepperell Island to drink and party, and inevitably one would attempt to mount the narrow spiral stairway in the abandoned lighthouse. The student would make it to the top and then would blanch on the way down when it became obvious there was nothing to hold on to: one slip might send him or her plummeting into the dark well of the tower. Miraculously, no one had died doing it.


Agnes loved the campus and its cinnamon beach plums intermingled with fuchsia roses, a hardy species that managed to survive the northern New England coastal winters, the roses always in bloom in June and again during the first weeks of September. She wished she knew birds, because Fenton was a birder’s paradise. They were in the marshes with the goldenrod and the stiff, clean air. It was well known that many of the residents of Fenton — the true natives, all 148 of them — lived well into their nineties, a fact Agnes didn’t think could be attributed entirely to genetics. Flowers set in Fenton water lasted for weeks. (Agnes drank a great deal of the local water, imagining it as a preservative.) She was charmed by the jumbled roofline of the village and the stretch of expensive honky-tonk beach houses. She was endlessly captivated by the squat curves of the lobster boats just offshore, with their engines thrumming and the lone silhouettes on the sterns. She even liked the 1940s look of the naked telephone wires stretching along the beach road to the village, suggesting a thread-thin link with the outside world. There was at Kidd a vast sense of natural privilege, of entitlement, of having something others spent millions to get — houses with views of the Atlantic — and which was, incidentally, no small attraction for the parents who sent their children there.


[image: image]


Agnes realized suddenly that she might have missed the exit. She did this all the time, daydreamed when she should be paying attention to her driving. She glanced at the handwritten directions on the seat beside her. She could get off at the next exit, at which time she could orient herself. It had been a long drive, and there was a cramp running all along her right thigh from her knee to her buttocks. She tried to maneuver the leg into a different position but couldn’t. She had to apply a steady pressure to the gas pedal.


The clock on the dashboard read 12:00 noon. Agnes was hungry despite the stop in southern Maine. She couldn’t imagine Nora’s house as an inn. Agnes had visited the place before, but only when Carl Laski had lived there, and once again for his funeral. She remembered it as primitive and dark, with a dismal kitchen and a warren of tiny rooms upstairs. Her own bedroom had lacked sufficient heat and had had on the bed a crazy quilt of velvet and silk that Nora had found at a flea market. It was frayed at some of the seams, but it was a wonderful object to behold, the labor astonishing. Agnes hoped Nora had kept the quilt. Agnes had heard, in lengthy letters written in Nora’s precise and upright hand, of all the renovations and of their exorbitant cost, and of Nora’s belief that the inn would soon begin to pay off some of the monstrous debt. The money that Carl Laski had left Nora was gone now, but Nora’s last letter had sounded optimistic. The inn was booked through to the end of February. Nora complained about having to write letters and not being able to reach Agnes via e-mail, but Agnes believed Nora enjoyed the letters, the writing of them as much as the receiving of them.


Agnes drove for what seemed like a long stretch and then pulled into a rest area. She parked her car, grabbed her backpack, and went inside the building. After visiting the bathroom, she stood in line for a coffee and a doughnut and then found a table at which to sit. When she’d finished the doughnut, she wiped her hands on a paper napkin and rummaged through her backpack. She took out her notebook and a pen.


Agnes had never written a short story before, despite having taught both English and history. The writing was a secret. She hadn’t even told Jim. Perhaps one day, if she finished the story, she would send it to him.






Mrs. Fraser lingered for a moment in the doorway of the room she had assigned to Innes, as if impressing his face and form to her memory, as if the man might vanish as quickly as he had come. Mrs. Fraser had two daughters, and young men of good appearance produced in her a double-pronged anxiety: her daughters currently had no husbands, and the Frasers had no sons. Mrs. Fraser announced that dinner would be at 8:00. At Innes’s school, the students had dressed for dinner, trailing whiffs of formaldehyde to the dining room. At home, his family had dressed only on Sundays. The place where dinner was called “supper” seemed very far away now, farther even than the distance that five years of medical school and a war had put between them.


His brother, Martin, was in France; Innes was in Halifax. Innes had imperfect feet and a childhood asthma that inexplicably had disappeared in the months after he had failed his military physical. He thought often of trying again. It was said they didn’t care about the feet now. But his professors had insisted that he could better serve his country by honing his surgical skills. Soldiers were taking shrapnel to the eyes. A man’s sight might be saved. If the war was still on when he finished his training (though dear God let’s hope not), Innes could go abroad and do some good.


Innes was twenty-seven, late to his vocation.


He touched a small stain on the marble top of a dresser and wondered whose room he had usurped. The mirror above the bureau tilted in its frame, and Innes adjusted it so that he could see himself. Years of studying and northern light had left his skin pale, his hair dark. His eyes were a Prussian blue that seemed genetically wrong in such an unremarkable face. Looking at him, one was reminded of coming upon the ocean in the middle of the winter. Though the color had leached itself from the landscape, the blue of the water was just as vivid as in July.


He set his books upon the marble dresser top. Inside were all the words he had had to study. He brushed his palm against the pebbled leather. The books were well made. A thousand times they’d been opened, and yet the spines still held.


The texts had taught him some of what he had to know. The rest he had learned during his clinical studies. He now understood, for example, how a man was likely to react to the news that he would be blind for the rest of his life. First there would be the facial paralysis, descending to the body, an eerie immobility that could last for minutes. Then there would be the shock that blotted out physical and emotional pain, a kind of merciful interlude. Innes had hardly ever heard a patient cry out immediately. Instead the mind created images and scenes of how it would be to live without one’s sight, to be forever blind, trying it on like a suit of clothes. And then, finally, the weakened limbs, the need to put a hand to a chair for support. Even the youngest and strongest of them walked away as if bludgeoned.


Innes had gravitated to surgery and to ophthalmology in particular because his mother had begun to go blind when Innes was thirteen. This caused him to think about eyes all the time and, as he grew older, to try to invent ingenious methods to help his mother to see. Once he fashioned a kind of metal corona that she was to wear around her face so as to trap more light. Another time, he went to a druggist to learn how to grind a pair of lenses. The lenses were so heavy, however, that his mother couldn’t keep the spectacles on the bridge of her nose. She finally told him to stop: it was enough, she said, that Innes himself had perfect vision.


Innes went south to Maine to medical school, but now he had come home. Not to the fishing village in Cape Breton where his mother and sister made nets and sweaters, but to the city he had always longed for. He would complete his training at Dalhousie with Dr. Fraser. And then he would go out into the world.








History, Agnes always told her students on the first day of school, was not a matter of dates and battles, but rather one of stories. She would tell them stories, she announced, and they would listen. But as Agnes put her pen and notebook away, she wondered this: Is imagination dependent upon experience, or is experience influenced by the imagination?


Agnes left the rest area and drove in the direction of the inn. After a short time, she spotted the sign she was looking for. She realized, as she slowed for the exit, that she was excited. Who would be there? Harrison, for one. And Bill and Bridget. Rob. Jerry and his wife, whom Agnes had never met — had any of them met the wife? Agnes hadn’t seen Harrison or Rob or Jerry in more than twenty years. She would hug them, of course, but they would be strangers to her. She thought about all the days that had intervened since they’d last spoken to one another. And it was then that she recognized the source of her excitement. They would know Jim. She would actually be able to say Jim’s name aloud to them. Of course, they would know him only as Mr. Mitchell, the young English teacher who had introduced them first to Whitman and O’Neill and then to Kerouac and to Sylvia Plath. He had made them laugh even as they had imagined themselves budding intellectuals. Agnes would be able to say — oh so casually — Remember Mr. Mitchell?


(A muscular chest, a gap between a belt buckle and his pelvic bones. A pang — a longing as familiar to Agnes as breathing — moved through her body, and she waited for it to pass.)


Would she tell them? Did it matter now? Yes, of course it mattered. Jim was still married. But if she’d been able to tell them, what would they say? They would be shocked. Their Agnes — sturdy, studious, and sometimes stubborn (though surely they had never thought her sexy) — involved in an affair with a man who had once been their teacher.


Jim. In her bones and in her blood. She would tell them of how it had all begun, of the challenge of keeping the affair a secret, of the places she and Jim had gone to be together. And later, when she was teaching in the public schools, of how they would meet in motels and hotels in anonymous towns and cities. She remembered — indeed, fed off of — the thrill of driving to a place she had never been before, checking into a hotel, and then finding Jim, as they had agreed, in the bar at a prearranged time. And later still, of how she had interviewed at Kidd and surprised Jim with the news, and how she saw him then every day for three years until finally he’d left to go to Wisconsin, after which they’d had to resume their intermittent rendezvous. Nora and Harrison and Bridget and the others would remember that Jim had been married. And when they learned that he still was, would they then want to know how Agnes had lived with this fact all these years? Twenty-six years, to be precise?


She would answer their questions with a question: Why was a marriage the only possible happy ending?


(No, she wouldn’t discuss this, she realized suddenly. This was Bridget’s wedding, after all.)


But still. Agnes would like to ask what they thought was more real, the living of a love affair or the imagining of it? Wasn’t it more delicious to engage in a transcendental passion than to endure the messy and boring mechanics of actual marriage? In Agnes’s ideal scenario, she and Jim would continue to meet in anonymous rooms in anonymous hotels. Agnes had little desire to be a wife. Rather, she wanted to be the steady mistress. If only she could be certain that the affair would last, that Jim would be there on a consistent basis.


Agnes desired certitude.


Maybe it was not entirely true that Agnes would not have chosen marriage had she been given the opportunity. The difficulty was that Jim sometimes had doubts. He was occasionally overcome by guilt. He wrestled with moral quandaries. That struggle kept him apart from Agnes, usually for months, occasionally for years.


Agnes would ask another question then. If a man didn’t have the courage of his convictions, was he still a good man?


But how did one define “good”? Agnes wondered. She thought of Bill and Bridget, grasping at a bit of happiness before what might become a dreadful time for both of them. Could a woman truly love a man who had left his wife and child to be with her? Was Bill a good man? Was the romance real, even though the man had shown himself to be capable of betrayal? What price was Bill’s wife paying for his happiness? And conversely, what price was Jim’s wife — Carol, such a cold name — paying as she unwittingly lived with a man who didn’t love her?


Of course, Agnes would say none of this.


Jim’s last letter to Agnes had been in June. Agnes had written to Jim twice since 9/11, but she had had no reply.


Agnes cherished Jim’s letters. They were full of declarations of love and passion. They were full of remembering. He was the only person on the other side of their shared history. Agnes believed in Jim’s letters wholeheartedly.


Agnes had waited for so long. She could wait some more.


Stories, Agnes thought, were usually about things that had occurred. Her particular story was about things that had not occurred. What had not occurred was the sum of all the days and years she and Jim had not had together, the days and years that could never be returned. But, she thought, her story wasn’t over yet. Possibilities remained. Sometimes Agnes felt frozen in the expectation of a remarkable destiny that might still materialize.
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