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All things human have two aspects, much as the Silenes of Alcibiades, who had two utterly opposed faces; and thus, what at first sight looked like death, when closely observed was life . . .


– ERASMUS




ONE





 


 


 


 


 


 


I served my country in France and Germany, as a soldier in the Second World War. This was in 1944, at the conclusion of the European campaign; I was just eighteen when I crossed the ocean for the first time, though I might have done well to consider myself a newborn. I enlisted after my graduation from high school, eager for some of the honor conferred on those older boys I knew who were already absent from the town in which I grew up, Pittsfield, Massachusetts. Eight weeks later I was shipped to a small village in southeastern England that had, in the offhand way of war, been transformed by the Americans into a gigantic bullpen; shortly thereafter I reached Grenoble and then Marseilles with General Truscott’s VIth Army Corps, two months after D-Day, one month before my nineteenth birthday, August 15, 1944.


Our division saw some ferocious small-scale fighting, some sporadic displays of human desperation and fright on the part of the last German soldiers. But compared to those who went ashore ahead of us, I have to say, we had a relatively easy time. There’s certainly no shame in admitting it. We were the liberators, town after gorgeous town; sometimes the Axis forces had fled even before we arrived, sometimes they hadn’t established a presence at all in some of the smaller villages we marched through, but none of that mattered. It was the high noon of the imperium, an age when there was something empowering about being an American – for better or for worse, but it was undeniably real. Our mere presence signified a great deal, to the citizens of rural France and then, gradually, to us. We were celebrated with an abandon we weren’t really in a position to understand, and to an intoxicating degree. On more than one occasion a town’s prostitutes let it be known that they were offering limited freebies, within reason, of course. Perhaps only someone of my own generation will understand me now when I say that, as a high-school boy of the forties, I sometimes thought I had wandered into one of my own dreams.


In September we reached the German border and linked up with forces under the command of General Patton – whom I saw but once, and at a distance, though no doubt time and the man’s reputation have served, in memory, to increase that distance. Our march to the Moselle met virtually no obstruction – Patton had already cleared our way. I am glad to be able to say now that though I carried my weight in the war, I never killed a man. At the time, I was vaguely ashamed to have to say so, and later even, I’m sorry to remember, lied about it – which was prompted, I suppose, by the same shallow understanding of virtue that is one of the reasons governments conscript nineteen-year-olds. I suffered hardship and exhaustion, but I was never really called upon to act bravely. Many I knew were so called upon; some responded, and some didn’t.


Patton led us across the Moselle – and into the heart of the Reich on March 7, 1945. Again the fighting was desperate, but our forces were overwhelming; the Nazi army seemed at times to evanesce in front of us, as if we were running through the woods toward something we could never reach. And it was only then – for all practical purposes in the war’s aftermath, though the armistice had not yet been signed – that I came face to face with some of the horrors of wartime, with the simple, stunning human capacity for monstrousness. Our division (selfishly I thank God for it) was not one of those responsible for liberating the camps, but there was plenty of less-documented terror, a kind of infernal museum on either side of us as we marched wearily on the wide dirt roads. A Nazi officer had executed his entire company, most likely for cowardice, with a machine gun; twenty feet from the pile of corpses was the officer’s own body, a suicide. One magnificent linden tree in a town square had four German soldiers hanging from it, three in uniform and one naked. A group of Allied prisoners had been rapidly executed in the panic of retreat and left to decompose; some of the faces and postures still bore the last expression of a plea for mercy and sanity. Starved-looking citizens came out of their houses as we passed. Soldiers and civilians regarded each other with open amazement. Here there were no women; when their absence finally struck us, one private in my company with some high-school German asked where they had all gone. From their splintered doorways the men called back that the women, some raped by their own countrymen in flight – men who assumed that in this hour of their judgment it was simply too late for any crime, or any act of charity for that matter, to affect their sentence – were hiding from us because we wore uniforms. Through this wasteland we simply continued to march, knowing we would reach an end.


I am sixty-five years old now, and for the first time in many years I have been working to remember what I can of those days and months. The wonder of it is that the war was not more formative for me than it actually has proved to be. Surely what I saw were the far reaches of human experience. And yet, as easily as I can still reassemble the puzzle of those moments, I can’t escape the feeling that in some essential way I have forgotten it all. Because even writing these images down, I discover, does not really bring back that jolt of awe, that humility. Perhaps in truth I never felt them sufficiently to begin with. Nonetheless, it remains all I know firsthand of earthly suffering. The crucial, missing element here may be that, as an American, I was not fighting for something, as others were, but on behalf of something, in our recurring role – not always a nefarious one – as the earth’s policemen. It is a key distinction – and not, I want to think, for me alone. I saw a great many terrible things, a great many conclusions to extreme tests of belief and courage and weakness and cruelty. But perhaps that’s just it. I saw them.


Even those who know me best, I think, would consider such introspection to be unlike me; and in fact, out of some ill-defined embarrassment or fear of inquiry, I have kept it to myself. I can date its beginnings exactly – to the Fourth of July, in fact, neatly enough, of last year. That was the day a reporter first appeared on our street. I couldn’t identify him as such when I saw him; although I had spoken to many reporters in my life, in connection with my job, all but a few of those conversations took place on the telephone, and the handful of those I had actually met were media analysts and financial writers, newsmen of a very different stripe. Now, of course, my perceptions are changed; I sometimes feel as if I can pick one out in every gathering of strangers, standing behind me in line at the bank or sitting behind sunglasses in the rearview mirror of my car.


He had chosen a day when he was likely to find everyone in the neighborhood at home; but perhaps he was overeager, because he had appeared at eight-thirty in the morning, and, it being a working man’s holiday, the street itself was still empty. He didn’t look anxious, though – far from it. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, in a short-sleeved madras shirt, khaki slacks, and Top-Siders – if he meant this to serve as camouflage, he had put it together in a knowledgeable way – staring off across the road, rocking back and forth, on the edge of the Wintons’ lawn, just next door to ours.


There was something peculiar about it, though certainly not sinister – in fact, barely interesting; it registered with me in the same way any slight modification in a routine will register, seeing a new billboard through the train window on the way to work, say, or a new man behind the counter at the place where you always get your morning coffee. Just a raised eyebrow, or the mental equivalent, and that’s it. I watched the young man (he appeared to be in his early thirties) from behind the picture window in my living room. I was up early for a tennis game, trying to get in a set or two and still be back in time for the town parade. Ellie was asleep upstairs. I was in a white shirt and tennis shorts, still with some empty time to kill before starting the five-minute drive to the local courts. I was going to walk down to the road to get the local paper out of the mailbox, and while the stranger’s presence didn’t do anything to deter me, he did make me self-conscious enough to put on my socks and sneakers, even though it was a warm morning and the dew was off the lawn.


He heard the screen door snap open and turned to look at me. I smiled, a little self-conscious in my athletic togs, and nodded to him. The lawn looked in good shape as I walked down the slope; the Garrison boy, who lived two blocks over on Monadnoc Street, was taking care of it for us. I believe it was the boy’s first paying job, and he was very eager to please. The weekly Belmont Advocate, good for almost nothing in the way of news but still able somehow to inspire allegiance in the town’s residents, was even skinnier than usual, owing to the holiday. I folded it in half and turned around. Walking back up toward the house I saw that the thin young man in the colorful shirt was cutting across my lawn, apparently needing to ask me something.


I stopped to wait for him, smiling, a little put out that he was wandering uninvited across my yard, but embarrassed, too, by such suburban proprietary feelings toward such a small piece of territory. There are nine houses on our block of Fairly Avenue, all of them visible from my mailbox; the proximity of the homes leads a lot of people to grow low hedges or build low fences, but I’ve always told myself I’m not the sort of neighbor who goes in for that kind of thing. He was in no hurry. I checked my watch, conspicuously, I thought; still plenty of time. He stopped next to me, put his hands in his pockets, and turned again to gaze out at the street, an oddly intimate posture, as if the neighborhood itself were a venture in which he and I were partners.


‘How are you this morning?’ he said.


‘Just fine, thank you. Yourself?’


‘Good, good.’ He smiled. He didn’t seem agitated, but if there was in fact some reason for his cutting me off on my way into my home, he apparently wanted to work up to it. He had wiry hair of a nondescript brown color, and his features, though respectably handsome, seemed a size too small for his face.


Mystified, I said, ‘You’re staying with the Wintons, are you?’


He shook his head slowly, still staring off across the road. ‘They’re the family there?’ he said, pointing with his thumb toward the house in whose shade he had been standing with such ease. ‘No, I live over in Port Jeff, actually. Don’t get over near the South Shore too often. That’s my car,’ he said, as if that clarified anything, pointing with his chin this time to a red Toyota parked illegally between the Cantwells’ and Fran Phister’s driveways.


‘So what brings you here today?’ I asked.


‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I’m looking to buy a new house. I’ve had some business successes recently, and, well, it’s time to move up. I’ve always had an eye on this part of Long Island, ever since I moved out here. Nice, convenient to the city, but far enough away from the shore that it doesn’t get insane in the summer, you know what I mean?’


‘You’re right about that,’ I said.


‘Plus, good schools, and my wife and I have a six-year-old.’


‘Well, you could do a lot worse than here, that’s true,’ I said. ‘It’s not a bad commute either. You work in the city?’


He shook his head. ‘But I need to get in every so often, for one reason or another. Like everybody, I guess.’


‘What do you do, if I can ask?’


‘Management consulting,’ he said.


‘Oh, really? For whom?’


‘Privately.’ He seemed not to want to talk about it. Nothing unusual in that.


Fran Phister came out of her house, dressed in a blue T-shirt and white pants, and went down to her mailbox to get the paper. She looked at the strange red car parked on the street, then, shielding her eyes with the paper, at the two of us, the unfamiliar young man in his madras, I in my whites, standing in the middle of the grass. After a moment, she waved to me, I waved back, and she retreated into the house.


I was beginning to think it odd that the young man hadn’t yet told me his name, or asked mine. He did have all the slick, nearly criminal poise of a man who had made himself rich at his tender age. The sun was up a bit higher, and the day was warming. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘I’m surprised to learn that any of the houses on Fairly are for sale. I’m sure I would have heard about it if they were.’


‘Oh, they may not be,’ he said, smiling. ‘At least not now. But, you know, I’m hopeful that if the right person gets a persuasive enough offer, he or she will be open to making new plans.’


I frowned for just a moment at this arrogance, thinking it bad form. ‘It seems unlikely, I have to tell you,’ I said.


‘Maybe you could tell me a little about some of the people here, give me an idea where to look. I’ve really just fallen in love with your block.’


It seemed a folly, and I didn’t have much patience with it, but I felt I couldn’t simply walk back into the house and leave him standing there. I looked again at my watch, hoping to prompt him, but he didn’t see it, or, just as likely, pretended not to.


‘For instance, back there, the Wintons, you said it was?’


I looked at the two-story white house, with its gabled windows and its long front porch. ‘Well,’ I said, ‘Ted Winton’s been here for over twenty years, raised his whole family here. I don’t think you’d have any luck with him. Besides, wouldn’t it be awfully big for you, with just one child?’


‘Uh-huh,’ he said, seeming to have lost interest almost immediately. ‘Maybe you’re right. What about that one?’ He pointed in the opposite direction, virtually at random, at a smaller, one-story, white clapboard place that belongs to Bob Locke.


‘I just don’t think so,’ I said. ‘The owner of that place is retired, his wife died there, and I don’t imagine you could dynamite him out of that house, whatever you’re offering. Listen, I don’t mean to be rude, but I have a tennis game – ’


‘No, no, don’t worry, you’re being very helpful. Okay, that place is out.’ He took a few steps forward and pointed to the house at the north end of the block, a very pretty one-story place surrounded by a neat, chest-high hedge, with a huge, spreading maple tree right in the corner of the front yard, shading the kitchen and the patio. ‘Now, how about the place at the corner there?’ he said.


‘Probably wouldn’t have much luck there either,’ I said, a little annoyed by now. ‘He’s a retired man, too, been here seven or eight years, I guess. That makes him a relative newcomer, but still.’


‘Do you know him well?’ the young man asked.


‘The owner? Not well. To say hello to. Why?’


He was beaming more than ever now, and all at once his expression showed me that he was at great pains to seem at ease. His smile was childlike, the sort of anxious, helpless smile a young boy will offer to conceal excitement or nervousness.


‘What’s he like?’ he said.


‘What’s he like? He’s a nice guy. A Spanish fellow, or Mexican. I told you, I don’t know him all that well. Why does it matter?’


He backed off a little bit. ‘I’m just trying to get an idea of whether Mr Ferdinand would be willing to entertain an offer. He hasn’t said anything to you about planning to move or anything, then?’


I stared at him. He looked as if his patience were wearing thin, as if he were straining to be polite, to hold himself back. My own pulse was a bit faster now as well.


‘How did you know,’ I said, ‘that his name was Ferdinand?’


I heard the sound of a window opening behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw my wife, Ellie, still in our second-floor bedroom, in her nightgown, arms on the sill, her gray hair down. She started to say something, but was interrupted by an extravagant yawn.


‘Just from his mailbox, that’s all,’ the young man said. His voice was suddenly just above a whisper. ‘Same way I know your name. E. Trowbridge. What does the E. stand for, sir?’


‘How come you never asked me about this house?’ I said.


‘Gene,’ my wife called tentatively. I raised my hand to signal to her that I’d be with her in a second. The young man was beginning to sense that his time was up.


‘When did you say Mr Ferdinand moved here?’ he said.


‘It’s none of your business – ’


‘Did he ever say anything to you about where he moved here from? Or did he mention it to anyone else that you know of?’


I stared at him.


‘Does he have any particular friends in town? Does he ever say anything about his past?’ There was a short pause after each question to see if I would answer. ‘Has he ever held any job here that you know of? Have you ever heard anyone, a visitor maybe, call him by some other name?’


I was beginning to tremble, in spite of myself. I made my angriest face, thinking for some reason that I was about to get into a fistfight, my first since school days. It was the same bristling, boyish sensation I remembered from the two times I had been mugged in Manhattan; now, feeling my home endangered, and forgetting for the moment the thirty years that lay between us, I caught myself wishing I were a more substantial man.


‘Who are you?’ I said.


‘Gene,’ Ellie called, a little louder this time. I turned my head. ‘You’ll be late, honey,’ she said. ‘It’s five of.’


‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘I’m on my way.’ She disappeared from the window, leaving it open. I turned back to the stranger and took a step away from him.


‘What is your name?’ I said.


He dipped his head, as if he had only now been caught, and tried to salvage things by looking sheepish. ‘I’m a reporter, Mr Trowbridge,’ he said. ‘I write for Newsday. I know it was dishonest of me to approach you this way, but people can be very protective, they’re sometimes very distrustful of reporters – ’


‘Get off of my property,’ I said.


‘ – and we’re trying to find out some things about your neighbor, it may well be nothing, we may have the wrong man, but you understand we have to check it out, we have our job to do – ’


‘I’m going in the house now,’ I said, feeling my color rising, ‘to call the police.’


He sighed. ‘Well, nobody wants that,’ he said. ‘I don’t have any criminal intent here, you must know that. I’m just interested to know if you can remember any conversation at all you might ever have had with your neighbor Mr Ferdinand – ’


I turned and marched back into the house, passing the hallway mirror, which showed me that not just my face but, to a lesser degree, my arms and legs were quite red. I don’t know that I had ever seen myself angry in shorts before. I picked up the kitchen phone, held it to my ear, took a few deep breaths, and hung it up again. When I went back out onto the porch, the young man and his car had both vanished, and there was a business card laid on the newel post at the foot of the porch stairs.


His name was Sam Boyd. The card had the Newsday logo on it as well. I put it in my pocket, went back into the hallway, and grabbed my racket. Though I was late already, I had to sit in the car for a minute or two, my hands flexing around the wheel, to relax my heart. Then I drove off to play tennis.


Belmont is a small town, and the Fourth of July parade on Belmont Avenue is correspondingly modest. But no one – at least no one who lives here – would be likely to find it paltry or embarrassing; on the contrary, there is something undeniably touching about it, something that brings to the surface a kind of eccentric pride in our own stubborn customs. No one, I am sure, would like it ever to grow any bigger or more ambitious than it is.


My tennis game that morning was unusually vigorous – it was a doubles match, in which Parker Smith and I split sets with Joe Sandberg and a weekend guest of his, a pretty fair player – and afterward I hung around the courts for a while, on the tiny flagstone patio with the uneven white tables, in the shade of the maple trees. The four of us had some iced tea and complimented each other in an informal way on our game. We talked a little business; Joe’s guest, it turned out, was a partner at Willkie Farr & Gallagher, and ruefully described the atmosphere there on the day of a recent batch of associate layoffs. I wiped my neck with a small white towel, and watched a mixed doubles game being played in a flirtatious manner on the court we had vacated. I relaxed, enjoying the muscular satisfaction of having played well.


The tennis courts in Belmont aren’t part of a country club, strictly speaking; they’re owned by the town, and we pay a seasonal fee for their use and upkeep. They’re well tended, and there is a clubhouse and locker room. But it’s not a social center, with its attendant snobberies and obligations, the way a country club is. This may seem like a semantic difference, but it’s part of the reason the town feels less traditionally suburban than the more famous bedroom communities in Westchester and Fairfield County, and thus part of the reason Ellie and I decided to move our life here twenty-three years ago, when we’d had enough of Manhattan. Belmont occupies the spiritual as well as the literal ground between built-up, eyesore communities like Patchogue on the one hand and the stupendously petty and expensive social whirl of the Hamptons, Sagaponack, and Sag Harbor on the other. It’s a longer commute from here than most people who work in the city are willing to endure, but well worth it.


By the time I got home, it was nearly eleven-thirty; there was a note from Ellie in the kitchen saying she had run into town to buy some food for the parade. So, after showering and changing, I put a couple of folding chairs in the backseat of the car – from my driveway I could see Frannie doing the same – wrote a note at the bottom of Elbe’s note telling her to meet me at our usual parade spot on the sidewalk in front of the hardware store, and drove up Fairly, onto Smallwood, and parked in the lot behind Ace Hardware on Belmont Avenue.


Belmont’s main drag is about six hundred yards long, and all of the town’s businesses flank it, the only exceptions being two or three real estate operations run out of spare wings on people’s homes. There is a bank, a dry cleaner, a drugstore and supermarket (both so overpriced, with cheaper alternatives just one town away, that it’s only through the gift of others’ laziness they stay in business), a few notions shops run by bored wives, a nagging embarrassment of a local art gallery, a liquor store, one nice restaurant, and two sandwich places. A few of the older private homes on the street have survived as well. Some places are paved for sidewalks, other stretches just have a worn dirt path. I’d have to be more of a sociologist than I am to know why a place like this has had such a splendidly arrested economic development, never expanding, never withering, a kind of upper-middle-class tide pool with life forms far more strange and variegated than towns I could name within the very same county.


I checked the lot but didn’t see Elbe’s Civic there; so I pulled out the two folding chairs, reached into the glove compartment for the sunscreen, and set up on the sidewalk in front of the hardware store. Most of the others were already out – the McClements, the Golds, the Brights, who were getting divorced and looked it, and many others whose names I felt I should have known. Over the years I have come to rely too heavily on Ellie to cover for my gracelessness in neglecting to introduce people or momentarily forgetting the names of neighbors I have met several times before; what sometimes comes off as rudeness on my part is more like a lack of concentration. Up at the top of the road was the fire station, where the marchers, mostly young people, were assembling; they were all in plain sight of us, but I didn’t look in their direction, more concerned about spoiling the surprise for them than for myself. I smoothed on some sunscreen, waved to a few people, and checked my watch. I tilted my head back to let my vision rise above the shingled roof of the Booth Pharmacy across the street, where a few gauzy, motionless clouds were stretched across the rich, undiluted blue of the country sky. I closed my eyes.


As I reclined there, trying to think of nothing, it came to me that I hadn’t seen Ferdinand – his first name was Arthur, or Albert; Ellie would know – anywhere in the familiar crowd on Belmont Avenue. In fact, now that I tried I couldn’t remember ever seeing him at this or any of the few yearly communal social functions – but then, my memory when it came to matters like that, I was well aware, was completely unreliable. It would have been just like me not to notice.


There was the soft crunch of a wicker picnic basket dropping on the pavement beside me, and I opened my eyes just in time to be kissed on the forehead by my wife. She had her hair back in a ponytail and a camera on a strap around one shoulder; up close, I could see the faint grease of suntan oil on the skin around her sunglasses. ‘Don’t fall asleep,’ she said. ‘Look who I found.’ I turned in my chair and saw Don and Toni Greaves, a couple who have lived in Belmont even longer than Ellie and I have, which is a rarity. It’s for that reason, and not for reasons of general compatibility, that we’re friends at all. Not that they’re not nice people; but we both find Toni in particular, I think, to be a bit dim. Relationships like this, we long ago acknowledged, are one of the small prices you pay when you move from the relative sanctity of a city home to some place with remaining vestiges of the small-town life.


I knew that the Greaveses must have in fact found Ellie and not the other way around; but she wasn’t letting on that she was anything less than pleased. Besides, I thought as they set up their own chairs on either side of us, it was a parade, and wouldn’t lend itself to much conversation. And I was further mollified when Don offered me a beer from out of their Scotch cooler; Ellie, not entranced by the image of her husband sitting in a chair in the center of town at high noon drinking a beer, no matter what day it was, would never have thought to bring any of our own.


The thin gaps on the sidewalks were filling up with spectators. Up the street at the fire station, at the edge of my vision, colors were coalescing into patterns. Don popped two light beers and handed me a can. We smiled conspiratorially, touched cans – the thin aluminum giving way with even the lightest pressure – and drank.


A police whistle blasted up at the fire station, and the volume of the public conversation diminished.


‘Hey,’ Don said to me. ‘Aren’t you missing a Braves game for this?’


I shook my head. ‘They’re playing at seven-forty,’ I said. ‘So they can get in a fireworks show at the stadium after the game.’


‘Ah, of course,’ Don said.


I was nearly halfway through the can of beer by the second swallow. It’s different if you’re at dinner, or in a bar, but when you’re outside under a hot sun, there are unique and undeniable pleasures in that good, watery American beer, and of course light beer is the most watery of them all. Strains of music began to bleat up the road, and there was some tentative applause from spectators nearer that end of the line. My mood was growing ever lighter and more receptive.


The first few parades I saw as a member of this community, back in the late sixties, reflected, in their modest, miniature way, the seismic shifting of the eras. The local high school, for instance, still had a junior ROTC program then, and a group of adolescent boys would march in uniform behind that banner. There were cheerleaders, and a Future Entrepreneurs Club, and a local American Legion outpost. It was still a small parade by any standard, but it had more of an element of drill and pomp to it. Of course, those particular groups were falling out of favor then, in particular the Rotsies and cheerleaders and other high-school associations. Teenage social pressure is a fearsome thing. I remember vividly the sight of a coed group of football cheerleaders, several of them crying, as they high-stepped and cartwheeled past a group of long-haired classmates who were performing a crude parody on the sidewalk, jeering them, swearing at them, while the rest of the town looked on, more in confusion than in outrage. No high-school student has principles that will stand up to that kind of ridicule; the pep squad dropped out of the parade, followed by the Rotsies and the Future Entrepreneurs. The whole parade became a far less formal affair.


Still, to a young child – to a child as young as my son Jack was then – to march down the main street while everyone watched was, and remains, an untarnishable kind of de facto heroism, greatly to be coveted. And so, at some point, the ceremonial barrier, flimsy to begin with, came down, and the townspeople began allowing their children to take part in the parade. They were unforeseeably cute, really, and they fit our increasingly ambiguous feelings about the notion of the parade itself and what it was now supposed to celebrate. Over the course of just a few years, the children took over the Fourth of July completely. Some wore patriotic costumes they had made themselves; some wore outfits sewn by their mothers, Abraham Lincoln or the Statue of Liberty most commonly, though it was an unspoken custom from the outset that too detailed or competitive a costume was not in the spirit of the day. Some boys, in emulation of beloved machines, perhaps, pulled smaller, bewildered-looking siblings behind them in red wagons. There were always two or three who got scared and lost their nerve, and stopped dead in the street, waiting for their mothers to swoop down and rescue them, which they always did.


Even when times changed again, the old, comparatively solemn character of the parade never returned. We seemed to realize that we were onto something here. Seen from the point of view of those who had taken a dislike to the parade in the first place, the whole thing was, I’m sure, as hokey and false as ever; but the town, by entrusting these sentiments to their smallest children, had protected itself from dissent. One look at the confused, halting, smiling, arrhythmic procession was enough to put the entire holiday safely out of reach of ambivalence.


The music – there is still a high-school marching band, ever unfashionable but not, I gather, politically suspect – grew louder and more distinct; the applause and restrained shouting spread down the lines, and the front end of the parade was upon us. First in the procession was a flag bearer, the local deli owner, in fact, who was part of a parade unit at Fort Bragg during the Vietnam War. He marched as if toward his death and the life beyond it, incongruously dignified, eyes focused on nothing, his neck as if made of iron. A few gentlemen on the sidewalks, men of my own vintage, stood and saluted, but I think that that sort of behavior in this particular setting is just self-important foolishness, and I’ve never gone in for it myself.


The band went by, led by two high-stepping girls in tall hats who held a banner at waist level that read ‘John Dewey Memorial High School Class of 1990 – Go Cougars!’ The girls glanced surreptitiously at the sidewalks, anticipating the moment when they would avoid the eyes of their parents; they also looked at each other, continually readjusting the height of the banner to keep it level, so that it rocked back and forth as if they were trying to hang a framed picture. The students played, as they most likely knew it, ‘Be Kind to Your Web-Footed Friends.’ They were nothing but horns and drums, lots of drums, and I noticed that one boy struggled with a tuba, the hairshirt of the suburban musical world. The band passed before us, their sound thin and not always in time; a music made by still-forming personalities.


Behind them were twelve members of the local Suffolk County police barracks, already in their second small-town parade of the day, smiling as they marched. Their foreheads were sweaty, but they looked otherwise at home as they strode by in an easy parade gait in their dress blues, able to stay in step without concentrating on it. I was finishing my second beer and eating a thick roast beef hero Ellie had reluctantly brought me. I cannot concede to the idea of watching what I eat.


The policemen served as a symbolic as well as a literal barrier between the forward-looking teenagers and the ragtag procession of small children at their heels. When the twenty or thirty youngsters came into view and began their amoebalike movement up the street, the volume and the character of spectator participation changed. Cameras and video recorders began whirring and clicking madly, as if we were all at a press conference. Ellie, who was, technically, on the job – her nature shots and small-town photo essays appeared from time to time in the Advocate – was more judicious; she took only half a dozen shots that I noticed. Seven or eight years ago, when she was just beginning to get back into photography more seriously after Jack left home, Ellie once shot an artier roll for her own pleasure at the Fourth of July parade that seemed to look for, and occasionally to find, a kind of Diane Arbus quality, a grue-some cheerfulness and anxiety, in the faces of parents and children. I thought the prints were quite good; in fact, I may have praised them too much, for she then went about mounting an exhibition of them at the gallery on Belmont Avenue. It’s not that they weren’t accomplished enough to be shown in public; but, of course, these people in the photographs were our neighbors. Ellie faced the same problem as any small-town artist, whose subjects and whose audience are identical. The show was received with befuddlement; needless to say, no one bought any prints. Now she took only a few easy, traditionally kitschy shots for the Advocate photo editor every year, for him to use if space and his disposition permitted.


The children were adorable, and, just as every year, in our adoration we were intimidating all but the most gregarious of them. There was a minor crush on both sides of the street as parents with cameras struggled to reach the front of the crowd; the struggle was barely visible, but emotionally, somehow, there was no mistaking it, and the children were the most attuned to it of all. Occasionally one of the mothers or fathers would dart right out into the street, get down on one knee, and snap a picture of their startled offspring before hurrying back off the parade route. Just as every year, two or three of the marchers, average age about six, started crying, but marched resolutely on, toward the end of their ordeal. One boy – Ellie told me later he was the Deckers’ grandson, visiting for the holiday weekend – fairly goose-stepped with glee at the head of the children’s procession, carrying one of his grandfather’s canes as a kind of baton, thrilled to be under the eyes of all these complete strangers, in his glory.


He reminded me a bit, in his fearlessness, of Jack, who was about that age – perhaps six or seven – when the custom of parading the town’s children first began. We put him in the procession for two years, once in a Davy Crockett costume (God forgive us, new parents that we were), and he was completely unfazed, strolling with casual engagement past his elders, never saying much about the experience either before or afterward. He was always that way, it seemed – outgoing, effortless, without any of the social fears Ellie and I both remembered circumscribing our own childhoods. When he told us, at age eight, that he wasn’t going to march in the parade that year because he was too old for it, we took him at his word. I was secretly relieved; for I had discovered that benign detachment was the key to one’s untroubled appreciation of all this mock pageantry. Parenthood’s moronic fuss had brought our household too far from, or maybe too close to, the genial heart of the whole ceremony; it was easier to swallow if one limited oneself to a role as spectator rather than as full participant.


About half the kids were either in some sort of costume or in formal clothes such as a jacket with matching shorts and a clip-on tie; the rest looked like they were on their way to, or from, the shore. None of them was bothered by the heat, which was at its apex. One little girl pulled a wagon with a cardboard, double-sided sign standing in it that read ‘Three Cheers for the Red, White and Blue.’ The effect of this was undercut in a curious manner by the presence, at her right side, of a smaller boy who pulled behind him an identical red wagon that contained nothing at all. The girl seemed to realize she was being subtly mocked in some real, if unintentional, way, and she scowled at the boy to move him away, but he marched obliviously in time with her, with loud, flat-footed steps.


The children moved at individual speeds toward the intersection at the foot of Belmont Avenue. Many of the parents waved to them, but they almost never waved back, whether out of embarrassment or fear of impropriety I wasn’t sure. By the time the few stragglers – one looking for his mother, one enjoying himself so hugely that he was walking in a rough circle so that the wonder of it might not end – drew even with me, I could feel a broad smile across my own face, and I applauded loudly for them, for the childishness of them. Toni alternated between snapping pictures and pointing out one child or another to Ellie, who would look and nod once, knowing them all.


Next in line was a group of eight or ten adults – half of them firemen, half of them stubborn veterans – who marched every year as a kind of community service, since they served as a human buffer between the children’s brigade and the fire engine that crept along behind them, the afternoon’s appealingly prosaic coup de grace. Indeed, one of the firemen had scooped up a crying child and held her to his chest as he walked, rubbing her back gently, as if he had just saved her from something far worse than the unfathomable willfulness of her parents. The firemen, all volunteers, smiled as they walked. The veterans were paying more attention to the music, moving in time to it even when it faltered, as it did more often now that the band members had reached the foot of the street and could no longer aid their own sense of time by marching. Harry Tracy, part owner with his father of the Belmont barbershop and a decorated Vietnam veteran, looked somber and uneasy with the informality and general high spirits of the parade, as if he were being taunted all over again. Of course, he had that put-upon look every year, and no one was forcing him to march. We all are too reluctant, I suppose, to let go of any kind of strong feeling. Other, older men – our next-door neighbor Ted Winton, who fought in Japan, Michael Baldwin who was a medic in Italy and is now retired from his Manhattan practice as an orthopedic surgeon, Albie Barnes, a funny, dear man, who runs the liquor store and lost the hearing in one ear in Korea – met the occasion with the good cheer that it deserved, though they, too, had retained their military bearing as if it had been bred into them. A few children who had reached the end of the parade route now ran back up the street, fell in among the grownups, and started off again, to delighted laughter. The band, their obligations met and their faculty advisor absent, launched into a self-taught brass-and-drums arrangement of ‘Sympathy for the Devil,’ a song I recognize only because I tried and failed to license it for an ad campaign years ago.


Finally came the town’s one fire engine, inching along, its bell clanging like a toy, red, white, and blue streamers hanging from its sharp-looking edges, like a hunting dog tarted up for Westminster. Standing in the back, waving with one hand and with the other holding tightly to a ladder for support, was the town’s First Selectwoman, Adele Bond, a person all of us know and like well enough to indulge her once a year in this fantasy that she is a respected public figure and not just a nice, smart woman with a public stipend whom we occasionally run into at the dry cleaner’s. She waved at all of us, as we hailed her by name, with an equal, queenly beneficence, never letting on that, unlike a true politician, she knew nearly all of us personally, and liked and trusted us in measures that varied widely.


In another minute or two the engine reached the foot of Belmont Avenue, and parked. Adele climbed down with help from the driver; the red-faced musicians dropped their horns to their sides and undid the top buttons on their uniforms. The whole thing had taken, as it did every year, less than half an hour. The children, overexcited, were playing roughly with one another on the pavement, with no regard for their own or others’ good clothes, indeed for the idea of good clothes. All of this still in plain sight of all of us. The adult marchers began wandering casually back up the street; we stood along with the other spectators and started toward them, and this momentary, voluntary separation of the citizenry into the observers and the observed was forgotten.


I showered again when we returned home. Though the sun was no longer high, it was still hot, even with the windows and front door open, so I left my hair wet to stay cool, combed straight back like some dance-hall shark of my youth. While Ellie changed upstairs, I poured myself a soda and sat down in the living room with my overdue library copy of Paul Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. There was not a sound from the street, or from anywhere beyond the trees. The town’s children had worn themselves out, and the neighborhood was blissfully still. It was the hour when you turn on the lamp to read by, then turn it off again when you see that it makes no difference yet. The sense of a pause in the day was so graceful, so lovely, in fact, that it was difficult to concentrate; and so I sat quietly with the book in my lap, feeling the slight sting of the day’s sun on my cool skin, letting my mind unfocus.


Ellie came downstairs. Just on the edge of my perception, I saw her slow to look at me, smile, and proceed into the kitchen. I heard the faucet come on, then the noise of the garbage disposal as she took care of the detritus of the picnic; the guilt I suddenly felt for not having done this simple chore myself broke the bubble of my reverie, and I snapped the book shut and laid it on the end table.


‘Let me do that,’ I called. I heard the water shut off, and Ellie came and sat on the sofa beside me, drying her thin hands.


‘It’s done,’ she said, smiling. ‘That’s the wonderful thing about picnics. Everything just goes straight into the garbage.’


‘Good point,’ I said. ‘Maybe we should start eating all our meals this way. Paper plates, paper napkins, plastic silver ware, Dixie cups. Think of all the spare time we’d have.’


She raised her eyebrows coyly, as if I’d said something lascivious, and reached out to pat down my wet hair. ‘How environmentally incorrect of you,’ she said. ‘So I’ve been meaning to ask you all day. Who was that man you were talking to out in the yard this morning?’


Though that episode, so discrete and surprising that it had the character of a dream, has reasserted itself to me two or three times that day, somehow – to my credit, I supposed then – I had managed not to give it much conscious thought. So I would have to ask myself afterward if the explanation I gave myself for my answer to this question was simply rationalizing, or a genuine decision that I had thought out without articulating it even internally, the whole thing simmering beneath the onslaught of the music and the marchers and the beer and the sun.


‘It’s interesting,’ I said. ‘The guy was from over in Port Jefferson. He’s a young family man, making some decent money, and he’s always coveted this neighborhood, he says. So he planned to knock on doors and make people offers on their houses, on the spot.’


‘You’re joking. Cash?’


‘I don’t know. Presumably. It wouldn’t surprise me.’


‘Maybe he’s a criminal.’


‘Management consultant, he said. Splitting hairs, maybe – ’


‘So what did he offer?’


‘Sorry?’ I said.


‘What did he offer for our place?’


‘Oh. He didn’t make me one, actually. I think he could tell I wasn’t really interested. He just asked me about the Wintons’ place, and Bob Locke’s, and a few others. Why, do you want to move now?’


‘No, of course not,’ she said, reaching out with one finger to straighten a framed photo of hers that hung on the wall beside her. ‘Curious to know what a stranger would guess a place like this is worth, that’s all.’


She went back into the kitchen for a moment and returned without the dish towel.


‘So who did you tell him was most likely to succumb?’ she said.


‘Who’d be liable to move away from here on short notice for a lot of money? I didn’t tell him much, really. He was a bit of a jerk. Awfully cocky about this whole proposition.’


‘Well, you were probably smart,’ she said. ‘Sounds like he’d make a lousy neighbor.’


She started toward the kitchen again.


‘So,’ I said, and her head reappeared around the door frame. ‘You haven’t heard about this guy talking to anyone else in the neighborhood? No one else we know been approached by a stranger, asking about the people that live around here?’


She thought for a moment. ‘Nope,’ she said. ‘I would have remembered that. Looks like you’re the chosen one.’ She widened her eyes sarcastically and smiled.


It’s difficult to explain why I didn’t tell her the complete truth at the beginning. Clearly, I had no personal stake in the matter, nothing to feel protective about, up to that point. It’s not that I had a low opinion of my wife, or didn’t think she could be trusted; but rumor is a powerful thing, especially when the seal of the media is attached to it. I know whereof I speak. I didn’t know Ferdinand very well – not even well enough to have the foggiest idea what it was he might be suspected or accused of. He may well have been guilty of whatever it was, for all I then knew. But he was a nice man. I have seen in my career the way an intriguing, sinful idea, something that people would be titillated to believe, can take hold of a group of people, can become, if not fact, then even more dangerous than fact. Belmont is a small community. I was not going to be in any way responsible for any sound of suspicion or upheaval. Let him stay innocent, I decided, if only through others’ ignorance, for the full term that the law decreed his innocence. If, in fact, this was a matter of breaking the law at all. If this reporter had come to me, he would likely go to others, and so perhaps all this was just empty posturing on my part; whatever would happen would happen. But if it did, I didn’t want it to be on my hands. I wanted to be able to say that I had no part in it.
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