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The sun lay warm on Flo Lapham’s shoulders and colored the woodlot bordering the back lawn. The woodlot was home to rabbits, raccoons, weasels, squirrels, and a family of red foxes. A pair of hooters, along with peepers, kept nights alive. Jays and robins vied for the bird bath. For Flo, each spring was the first ever. She could find newness in anything, even her rumpled husband, whose bottom teeth were in his shirt pocket.

A gray curl dangled irrelevantly over Earl Lapham’s forehead. He was ensconced in a lawn chair with a cup of coffee beside him and the local weekly in his lap. With affection he watched Flo stoop to yank a weed from the tulip bed. A dicky heart, which had forced him from the insurance business, made him more aware of her. He watched intently as she straightened with a smile that brought out the little cracks in her face but in no way lessened her appeal. The flaws complemented the design.

Their heads turned in unison when their daughter emerged from the house to say good-bye before leaving for work. Lydia was a hospital nurse, second shift. In her uniform, the whitest white, she could have been a bride without the fancies.

Lydia strode to her father first and kissed his cheek. She was thirty years old. At home she was still the child. At the hospital she was a respected professional, with something swift and vague about her and little that was public. One would have been hard put to explain her, not least of all doctors who were rotten to the other nurses but held their tongues with her.

“How are you doing, Dad?” She rested a hand on the curve of his shoulder.

“Fine,” he said, the warmth of her touch pressing through his shirt.

“Honest?”

“Honest.”

He saw not the high-strung woman in lipstick but, in the watercolors of memories, the little girl in pigtails who had thrilled to the workmanship of a spider’s web, the harmony of music given the wind, and the aura of mystery surrounding a common cat.

Flo, watching her daughter move smoothly toward her, relished the sight of her: the hasty, boyish figure and soft, straight hair that seemed to be brown. The tones were assorted. In childhood the hair had held the hue and scent of hay. Flo extended an arm.

“Are you seeing Matthew later?”

Lydia’s voice had a husk of irony. “I’m probably the only gal in town who gets courted in a police cruiser.”

“When are you going to make an honest man of him, my dear?”

“Soon as we grow up.”

“If you wait that long, you might lose him.”

“I doubt it, Mom.”

Flo smiled indulgently. She and her only child had a good relationship. She could ask questions and not feel left out, and she could render advice without fear of rebuff. She had hoped that Lydia might marry a doctor, but she no longer had objections to Matthew MacGregor, despite his look of an overgrown schoolboy.

Earl reached for his coffee, wistful eyes on his wife. Memory resurrected her enormously pregnant, her belly a globe of the world, his young ear pressed to it. Then he shifted his gaze to the burgeoning woodlot where, rustling their leaves, maples and oaks spoke a language he was almost beginning to understand. Insects sang, reaffirming the sweetness of life. Lowering his eyes, he sipped his coffee. The gilt around the mouth of the cup was vanishing, as all things do. 

“Gotta go,” Lydia said cheerily.

Flo heard movements in the woodlot and glimpsed bits of color, sparks. A breeze sweeping through the branches seemed to have something to say but slurred the words. Lydia, who had taken two strides, turned and looked back.

“Did you hear something?”

Earl, as if nudged by an invisible hand, rose too fast and spilled coffee. His teeth fell from his shirt. Flo, with a warning from the oldest part of her brain, started toward her daughter. That was when the report of a high-powered rifle obliterated every other sound.

The shot disturbed leaves, scattered birds, and tore through the back of Flo’s neck. Earl disbelieved his eyes. Stumbling toward his wife, he suddenly clutched his chest and felt the final pain he always knew would come. Lydia, poised between her mother and father, both on the ground, froze.

Inside the house the telephone rang and rang.

• • •

At the police station, which was snugged into the rear of the Bensington Town Hall, Meg O’Brien, the daytime dispatcher, answered an outside call. The voice on the other end, a woman’s, was abrupt, peremptory, and scathingly sweet: “Chief Cock, please.”

“Cut the crap, Mrs. Bowman.” Meg spoke without taking the cigarette from her mouth, so that the cigarette gave flutter and fire to each word. “Chief’s not in — and don’t call again.” She slammed the receiver down. “The gall of that woman!”

Eugene Avery, who wore his sergeant stripes with pride, said, “I won’t ask what that was all about.”

“Best you don’t.” Spilling ash, Meg took a final puff on her cigarette and smashed it out. She was a stringy woman, somewhere in her fifties, with the face of a pony. Her mouth was a rupture of heavy teeth.

“I won’t even ask where he is,” Sergeant Avery said, though his whole face posed the question. When the chief was away from the office, the sergeant was nominally in charge but took direction from Meg, seldom diplomatic in rendering it.

“Tuck your shirt in, Eugene.”

He was short and squarish and did not wear his uniform well. The shirt was baggy, unlike the trousers meant for a trimmer man. Before joining the police department some twenty-five years ago, he had driven a laundry truck, which had put him through Mcintosh Business School, now defunct. Stuffing in a side of his shirt, he said, “But I could make some guesses.”

“So you don’t bother your brain, go get us some root beer.”

He picked up his cap, the perforated summer one, and pushed it flat down on his head. “Who’s paying?”

“Who always pays?” Meg dug into her bag, which held a snub-nose revolver, though her civilian status did not necessitate her carrying one. She reduced her eyes to kernels as Sergeant Avery approached in an uneasy gait with his hand out.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“Those pants are so tight I doubt you got any balls left.”

“Don’t worry about my balls,” he said, offended. “Just worry about yourself.”

She came up with a dollar bill so worn it felt like silk, but before she could surrender it the telephone shrilled in their ears. Her teeth erupted. “If it’s that bitch again I’m swearing out a warrant.”

• • •

James Morgan entered the private air of Christine Poole’s bedroom, which gave out significant hints of her husband, as if he might be lurking in the closet or under the bed. Jeweled cuff links glinted like eyes. A shaft of light shot through a half-used flask of aftershave, giving it new meaning and a life of its own. A glance in the mirror made Morgan feel vaguely like a fugitive.

“Relax, James.”

Christine spoke from the bathroom. Then she appeared, without her robe. She had a strikingly intelligent face, at once pronounced and refined, and a nonchalant body with swooning breasts and a belly she did not try to gulp in. Morgan, who considered a woman’s nakedness a sacred image, reached for her head, loaded his hands with her hair, and kissed her.

“I haven’t seen you in a while,” she said.

“I always come when you call.”

“Sometimes it might be rewarding for you to call.”

He sat on her husband’s side of the bed and slipped off his loafers and socks. Once, scrambling for his clothes, he had retrieved one sock but failed to find its fellow, and Christine had lent him a pair of her husband’s, not yet returned. Now he laid his own neatly in view, one on top of the other, and stripped off his narrow-legged chinos. His Jockey shorts were tangerine, a gift from another woman, her joke. When he lifted his shirt, Christine traced a finger across the small of his back. He was lean and long, with the hint of a roll around his middle that occasional tennis, swimming, and other activities kept from spreading. He had all his hair, which refused to gray.

Under the covers his hand went to her.

“Don’t hurry it, James. At this stage of the game the warmth is more important than the thrill.”

She was Morgan’s age, forty-six. Mr. Poole, much older, was her second husband, an unfortunate placement, for she gauged all men by romantic memories of her first husband. Morgan apparently measured close.

“May is not a good month for me,” she said, and he could guess the reason. Everything was connected with that first husband of hers, while Mr. Poole, out of sight, failed to matter, perhaps even ceased to exist. She counted Morgan’s ribs. “We’ve both been disappointed, haven’t we, James? No, that’s too weak a word. Struck down is more like it.”

He would not argue that, nor would he discuss it. What she sought to recapture, he tried to keep in perspective, with probably no more success than she achieved. But he had come a long way, he liked to remind himself. He had survived that solitary drive ten years before when the speedometer jittered past ninety and would have crept to a hundred if the hand of God or that of his dead wife had not touched him in a way that woke him. The skid marks ran wild, but he missed the tree.

Christine spread her fingers over his chest hair. “Seems we’ve known each other forever.”

Six months, that was all, but she had revealed so much about herself that it was like forever. And she was always probing to learn more about him, occasionally assigning traits that had never been his. Some he assumed.

“Your other women are younger than I, aren’t they?” Her voice was curiously neutral, yet still warm. “I imagine you’re the magic bullet in their lives. Are you, James?”

“There’s no such bullet,” he said.

“Are they married like me, divorced, what?”

“What,” he said.

She leaned sideways to scratch her bottom, then rolled back to him with eyes that were ready. A kiss held them together, and in moments they were immersed in each other. Always in her lovemaking was a blazing touch of theatrics. She kicked hard and high, moaned dramatically, and dug her nails too fiercely into his flesh. His back bloody, he always felt entitled to a Purple Heart.

Later, the bedside phone rang, a subdued tinkling, like chimes, but loud enough for him to come awake as if water had been flung in his face.

Her eyes remained closed. “I don’t intend to answer it.”

“It might be for me,” he said.

“How could it be for you?”

“They know I’m here.”

“Oh, that’s nice, James. Really nice.” She blindly flung out an arm, snatched up the receiver, and spoke clearly into it. An instant later she dangled it over to him. Her voice was wryly formal. “Miss O’Brien wants to speak to Chief Morgan.”

“Yes, Meg,” he said, rising with the phone clamped to his ear. As she spoke, his entire jaw tightened. “Christ,” he said, catapulting to his feet and tripping over his loafers. The cord stretched precariously. When he grabbed his chinos with his free hand, loose change spilled from a pocket. “I didn’t hear that, Meg. Say it again.”

“What is it, James?” Christine asked in a harsh whisper and was shushed.

Quarters and nickels felt like ice under his soles. A breeze burned his body. “Make the calls, Meg. Bakinowski last, I want to be there first.”

• • •

They wanted her to stay inside the house, to sit down, to lie down if possible, but nothing was possible. Matthew MacGregor’s arm was a weight, not a comfort, and she avoided it. He was her sweetheart but seemed a stranger. At the front window her hair slumped over half her face, which gave her only one eye to look out of, more than enough. Police cars, local and state, some with doors left open, clogged the street. Horrified neighbors lined the far sidewalk. She pulled back when she realized they could see her as well.

“Tell me this hasn’t happened,” she said, and MacGregor’s face went helpless.

“Lydia …” His voice faded into frustration. He wanted to squeeze her in his arms and show her that the strength of his love would sustain her, but she gazed through him as if he were no longer a presence.

“I can’t stay inside,” she said and walked woodenly toward the back door through rooms that now seemed alien. Outside, the sun pounced at her. Rambunctious hornets flew like stunt pilots over the shocking pink of a rhododendron. MacGregor hovered, useless, unwanted.

“You don’t want to be out here,” he said and was ignored.

Lieutenant Bakinowski of the state police was reconnoitering, eyes fastened on the grass, as if he were tracking somebody’s spoor. Troopers were scouring the woodlot for evidence, footprints, a casing from a shell. So far they had come upon only poison ivy and woodchuck holes. One of the troopers, a bird lover, paused to observe the flight of an oriole.

“Please, Lydia.”

The bodies were still on the ground, for Lieutenant Bakinowski, deaf to Chief Morgan’s protest, did not want them removed yet.

Sergeant Avery had taken pictures with an old Speed Graphic, but Bakinowski had then assigned his own man to do the job. To the chief he said, “Your guy comes up with blanks, where does that leave me?”

Morgan, unwilling to wait for the county medical examiner, had summoned nearby Dr. Skinner, semiretired, who pronounced the victims dead — Flo Lapham of the bullet that had torn through an artery and Earl of an apparent coronary, most likely massive. Morgan had then covered them with blankets, one from the sergeant’s car and the other from his.

Lydia stood rigid from an inner spring that had tightened. Had it tightened more her head would have snapped back. From the distance the chief was staring. Clearly he did not want her out here, but he made no move. He had known Earl and Flo Lapham all his life and Lydia since she was a child knock-kneed in a ruffled dress, her father showing her off at a Memorial Day ceremony on the green, shots fired into the air, which scared her. She bolted to her mother. After all these years he remembered that and tried to catch MacGregor’s eye, a signal to get her back into the house, but MacGregor was staring at the ground.

Turning her face, Lydia gazed at a loose drain pipe her father would never fix and at a bed of Alpine strawberries her mother would not see ripen. At the hospital, where she was accustomed to terminal illnesses, to pain and suffering, death was often only a breath away. Here it had been less than that, without warning, without rhyme, leaving only the riveting weight of loss.

Lieutenant Bakinowski finished his reconnoitering and approached the chief. He wore a blue business suit and had deep-set eyes that came out of their cages when he spoke. “Think I’ve figured out the line of fire.” With a shout and a strenuous wave, he redirected the troopers in the woodlot. 

“Could’ve been a stray shot, some kid playing around. What d’you know about the family?”

“Good people,” Morgan said.

“But these little towns are funny. You were born here, weren’t you?”

“And I’ve lived here all my life,” Morgan said with loyalty and pride but with less force than usual, his voice sharp but sad. Tragedy, he firmly believed, is bred into every triumph. The stunning loss of his wife and the scattering of his father in the final victory blasts of a war had proved that. Happiness has nowhere to settle except in sadness. That, he felt, was a given.

“Something the matter, Chief?”

“I just wish to hell you’d get the bodies out of here, make it easier on the daughter.”

“Not yet.”

“Why not?”

“They keep the scene real.”

“This isn’t a stage set.”

“That’s exactly what it is,” Bakinowski said with authority and a deep-fixed impatience with local cops, whom he considered unprofessional, incompetent, and obstructive. Over Morgan’s head he also hung a cloud of moral laxity, for he had heard stories about the chief’s personal life. “Look here, Chief, I don’t care if you’re not a help, just don’t be a hindrance.”

The minister from the Congregational church appeared. Lydia was not a churchgoer, but her parents had been faithful ones. “Please don’t say anything,” she said with a raw awareness of his presence. His well-intended face was solemnly set and his gray hair smartly combed as if in celebration of saintly thoughts. Officer MacGregor, in deference to him, had slipped away.

“I just want you to know I’m here,” the minister said. “And to help if I can.”

“Nothing will bring them back,” she said in a hollow voice.

“But we know where they are.”

“Yes,” she said. “Somewhere in the nowhere.”

A trooper scratching his bug bites came out of the woodlot. He was sweating; his skin poured through his shirt. “Look what I got, Lieutenant.” He laid open a broad hand and showed a shell casing, which Bakinowski eyed closely. “I know what it’s from,” said the trooper, a sharpshooter who once had picked off a deranged man holding hostages. “So do you, Lieutenant.”

Bakinowski turned to Chief Morgan. “Know anyone in town owns an F-l sniper rifle?”

• • •

Meg O’Brien stayed at the station past her shift to help answer telephones that did not stop ringing. As soon as she put her phone down it would jangle in her hand, the sound vibrating into her arm. There had not been this much excitement since two youths from out of town had held up the Sunoco station, shot the owner in the leg, pistol-whipped the attendant, and were apprehended in the woods two miles from where their car broke down. That night the chief took her and Eugene Avery to a restaurant in Lawrence, where they ate scampi and drank wine, and the waiter, his fly not properly zipped, sang a little song in Italian.

On the lighted steps of the town hall, overlooking the green, Lieutenant Bakinowski fielded questions from the media, including reporters from Boston’s three major television stations. In Boston, scarcely twenty miles away, a killing was simply part of a count that rose each year, but in a hamlet like Bensington it was an event. Unremarkable in their sockets, Bakinowski’s eyes emerged electric for the cameras. The eyes of the man beside him stirred soupy blue under brows in need of a trim. Randolph Jackson, his family Bensington’s oldest, was chairman of the selectmen and a former state legislator. He was losing some of his sandy hair, one sizable bite on the crown, and with a freckled hand he smoothed strands over the spot. Sotto voce, he said, “Where’s the chief?”

“Who the hell knows?” Bakinowski whispered back. Then the same query was posed by a reporter from the Lawrence paper, whose circulation included Bensington. “Probably having his supper,” Bakinowski offered in his public voice and went on to the next question.

Sergeant Avery, on the chief’s orders, sat in a cruiser outside a white frame house flanked by lilacs with a scent that pervaded the growing dark. Beside him was a twelve-gauge Mossberg shotgun and the wrapping from a sandwich he had consumed. On the dash was a can of root beer. An empty mayonnaise jar awaited his need to relieve his bladder. His head was tipped and his eyes focused on the porch light, which was collecting moths at a rapid rate. The house belonged to Lydia Lapham’s unmarried aunt. Lydia was spending the night there, perhaps many nights.

Matthew MacGregor stood with Chief Morgan in the half-lit parking lot of the library, which had closed at eight. Morgan’s car was unmarked except for the town seal on each side and a noticeable scrape that had defaced one of the seals. MacGregor said, “It must’ve happened when I was trying to call her. I wanted to catch her before she left for work. Christ, Chief, I should’ve gone there instead.”

Ten years his senior, Morgan regarded him somewhat paternally. With certain expressions MacGregor looked like a schoolboy fitted into a policeman’s uniform. The sidearm he carried could have been a heavy toy. A pug nose caricatured wholesome looks, and a muscular build evoked days he played three sports at the regional high school, a letter earned in each.

“She saw them drop.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that, they were gone!” He snapped his fingers again, so hard they must have hurt. “Like that!”

“Take it easy,” Morgan said with a strong sense of connection. Each had lost his father young. MacGregor was ten when, without warning, without even an explanation, his father abandoned the family, simply walked out the door with a packed bag, and was never heard from again.

“I know what she’s going through, Chief.”

“I know you do.”

“I want the son of a bitch who did it.”

A mosquito whined between, and both batted it away, MacGregor with the faster hand. Morgan spoke quietly. “I’ve been mulling over what Lydia told us. I don’t think her mother was the target. I think she got in the way.”

MacGregor’s face faltered, and the boy in it vanished. “You’re saying Lydia.”

“Makes more sense, doesn’t it?”

MacGregor agreed without speaking, without moving a muscle. Then he disagreed. “Makes no sense at all. Who’d want to hurt her? Christ, no one. At the hospital she puts doctors in their place, but they respect her. Patients love her, everybody loves her. I love her, Chief. She’s the world to me.”

“Exactly,” Morgan said in a slow voice meant to drive home the meaning, which MacGregor resisted.

“I don’t know what you’re telling me.”

“Yes, you do.”

“Then say it plain.”

“It’s like I always said. Somebody wants to hurt a cop, he goes after the family.” Morgan averted his head and sneezed. Oaks and birches were disseminating their pollen. “Or a person just as close,” he added.

• • •

The driver stopped, idled the motor, and squinted through the windshield. Pitched high, the headlights burned a tunnel through the dark of the steel bridge spanning the Merrimack River, which was muscular from recent rains. The driver dimmed the lights and squeezed a smile he did not know was there. His breathing, like the motor, ran rough. “Give it here,” he said, and the sleek pieces of a dismantled rifle tumbled weightily into his hands. The stink of the shot was still in the barrel. Then he pushed open his door.

The night air was rife with the taste and smell of the river, and from everywhere came the racket of peepers. Walking along the rail to the middle of the bridge, he reassembled the weapon with amazing dexterity and speed. He wanted to see it whole again. A fearsome piece of workmanship, it had proved a rewarding instrument of business.

He pricked an ear when he thought he heard the sound of a car coming, but it was merely the rumble of the river, which brought up more of its taste and a deeper odor. For a moment he was struck by the thought that the river had a voice and was saying things to him. But he had no time to listen. Stepping back, he gripped the rifle by the barrel and with a whirl threw it over the rail.

The splash was insignificant.
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The morning broke bright over the town, which had wakened early. Crows scavenged residential streets to feast on the remains of unlucky woodlot animals. A boy on a bicycle slung yesterday’s news over lawns still moist from the night. Here and there front doors opened tentatively. A woman in a robe rushed to pick up her paper, and across the street a man in an undershirt retrieved his. A bread truck, on its way to Tuck’s General Store, rumbled around the green, where a few souls had already gathered as if expecting a show. They trained their eyes on the police sign protruding from the far side of the town hall.

The Blue Bonnet restaurant opened at seven and filled by quarter-past. The breakfast menu, chalked on a blackboard screwed into a wall of knotty pine, offered muffins straight from the baking tins, doughnuts hot from the oven, and eggs fresh from Tish Hopkins’s chickens. A communal table of regulars ate with their eyes aimed out the windows. Mitch Brown, preparing a dozen orders at once, turned from the grill and scanned the faces at every table. “I don’t see the chief,” he declared.

The chief, usually there, was not, which surprised no one. 

At an hour when most men were leaving for work, a number of wives made their husbands stay home. The school bus ran half empty. At eight-fifteen Fred Fossey, commander of the local VFW, lowered the flag at the town hall to half mast. He and Earl Lapham had fought in the Korean War, and Flo Lapham, nee Westerly, on whom he had had a crush since childhood, was a third or fourth cousin. Entering the town hall, where he held the part-time position of veterans affairs officer, he bumped into the Congregational minister and grabbed the man’s upper arm. “Something we have to ask ourselves, Reverend. Is God always on duty?”

Meg O’Brien, with little sleep, was back in the station, with a mug of coffee at her elbow. Sergeant Avery, arriving late, peeked into the chief’s office, which was vacant. “Not in yet?” he asked.

“Been and gone,” Meg O’Brien said.

“Say where?”

“You want him, you can reach him on the radio. You want him?”

Sergeant Avery shook his head, poured coffee from the Silex, and had an unwanted memory of Chief Morgan gently draping a blanket over Flo Lapham’s body. For a stunning moment he had thought the chief, for the comfort of each, might shift her closer to her husband. His voice went small. “Doesn’t make sense, does it, Meg?”

“World sort of made sense once, but I was a kid then,” said Meg, who had suffered her own losses.

At nine o’clock, Lieutenant Bakinowski assigned troopers to requestion neighbors of the Laphams’. Hours leading to the shooting, had they noticed anything unusual, no matter how insignificant? Think hard. Some, desperate to help, made up things, citing strangers on the street and noises in the yard, figures fleeing in the woods beyond.

Near noon, Bakinowski spoke with Randolph Jackson in the front seat of Jackson’s Audi, a replacement for one cracked up a month before. “You must have a few hunters in this town,” Bakinowski said, and Jackson immediately challenged the inference.

“What would a hunter have been doing in that little woodlot?”

“He could’ve been testing his weapon. Could’ve fired it accidentally.” Bakinowski’s eyes came forward. “Let me remind you of something, sir. Fellows who hunt animals, who are big for blood sport, aren’t like you and me. They’re a shade less.”

“I know, but — ”

Bakinowski smiled. “I’m just trying to rule out some possibilities.”

The lunch crowd at the Blue Bonnet was bigger than normal. With Mitch Brown’s wife, the cashier, helping out at the tables, Mitch, with the smells of clean cooking clinging to him, emerged from the kitchen. His shirt, baker’s white, was scrawled here and there with food stains, like notes to himself.

“Guess what?” his wife said, balancing plates of chicken pot pie. “TV people are doing interviews. They’re supposed to be coming here next.”

He was not interested. Craning his neck, he said, “I still don’t see the chief.”

• • •

When he had been appointed chief, the daily in Lawrence ran a profile on him, blew his picture up big, called him “personable and progressive,” and mentioned his degree from Northeastern, his year in Vietnam, and the death of his wife. A drunken youth from Andover, driving his father’s brand-new Buick with the gas pedal floored, had struck Elizabeth’s Bug broadside. The youth had climbed out with the customary abrasions and contusions. That had been fifteen years ago last month. There were days when it seemed a hundred years ago and nights when it might have been yesterday.

He still lived in the same house, and sometimes, in the dead of an evening, he glimpsed her in another room, but always a shadow instantly carried her off. In the small hours he occasionally woke to find her only a breath away. If he did not move, the darkness held her there until dawn.

Such would have been the case now had he not stirred. 

Birds were making themselves heard through the half dark. Once awake, he could not drop back to sleep.

The house, which he had grown up in, was less than a mile from the green. It was more Gothic than Victorian and not in total repair, for he was a lummox with tools. When his mother had moved to Florida the house had become his. Elizabeth had had plans for it, but they died with her. Downstairs the kitchen and dining room were small and dim, with windows of dusty panes and peeling mullions. Floral wallpaper had long lost its bloom. In the living room he had installed a desk salvaged from the town clerk’s office. It matched his one at the police station, which made him feel more there than here.

Upstairs were two bedrooms and a good-sized bath. After Elizabeth’s death he had moved from the large bedroom to the small one, once partially furnished for the child they had never had.

He showered with his eyes closed until the water ran cold. Shaved, he patted his cheeks with witch hazel. Dressed, he watched the sunrise sign in another day while what was left of the night dripped off the trees. His thoughts were not of his wife but of Lydia Lapham. He felt stronger than ever that the bullet that had killed her mother had been meant for her.

When he stepped out the front door the sun was already swimming over the lawn. Clumps of unattended tiger lilies, rearing up foliage but not yet blossoms, cast the aura of a jungle. A robin flew out of its bedroom in a maple. Abruptly he stopped and scanned the street, as if he too were a possible target.

He checked in at the station. Meg O’Brien was the only one there, for the duty officer on the graveyard shift had left. Caught in the act of sneezing, she brought a tissue to her face. “Maybe this isn’t the time to mention it,” she said, wiping her nose, “but Mrs. Bowman rang up yesterday. Should I tell you what she called you?”

“I don’t think so,” he said with a cringe that evoked a memory of Arlene Bowman’s mouth, a dash of violence in the smile. He began checking entries in the night log.

“Why can’t you pick a nice girl,” Meg said, “instead of fooling with those phonies from the Heights?”

“No lectures, Meg, please,” he said and closed the log.

“Your hair’s sticking up in back.”

He groomed it with the flat of his hand. She had more to say, but he did not stay to listen.

He drove to the house of Lydia Lapham’s aunt. Though still early, he knew she and Lydia would be up. The porch light was burning weakly in the sunshine, and the night officer who had spelled Sergeant Avery was dozing in his cruiser.

“You can go now,” Morgan said, startling him.

The young officer snapped on his cap and squared it. “Should I come back tonight?”

“We’ll see.”

In the roses near the porch was a spiderweb in which a powdery moth was fastened like a miniature angel. Morgan thought of rescuing it, but was hesitant to interfere with the balance of life, which he felt was tentative enough. He meandered to the back of the house because he reckoned they would be in the kitchen.

“May I come in?” he said through the screen door.

No tears were in Lydia’s eyes. They were all in her aunt’s. Miss Westerly, her face crinkled lace that had aged overnight, was in her robe and quietly disappeared. Lydia sat at the table, near the raised window, with her hands embracing a cup of coffee that may have gone cold. Morgan doubted she had slept. In her wrinkled white uniform she looked like a private letter someone had tried unsuccessfully to steam open. The remote quality of her voice put a distance between them. “My parents are dead, Chief. Can you tell me why?”

“Not yet,” he said quietly, wishing his presence was less bruising. He should have worn a suit and tie instead of a casual shirt and chinos. He should have worn real shoes instead of loafers.

“Can you tell me who?”

His jaw, taut with intention a moment ago, was loose. His feelings stretched to her.

“What am I going to do without them?” she said in a way her voice was never meant to sound. It could have come from a metal drum.

“You have your aunt. You have Matt.”

“Don’t tell me what I have,” she said with increased tension. “I know what I have, Chief.”

“Please,” he said, “call me James. I might be the police chief, but I’m also your friend. Yours and Matt’s.”

“Mine and Matt’s. That’s nice, James. You couple us as if we were married. We’re not.” She pushed her hair back. “There’s coffee on the stove if you want it.”

He poured half a cup and dribbled milk from a pitcher. “It may not have been an accident,” he said.

She chose not to hear, or not to understand. Her eyes slanted past him. “I froze, you know, when it happened. Maybe I could have saved one or the other. One might still be here.”

“Nothing you could have done,” he tried to reassure her.

“You don’t know that. You’re not a medical man.”

She spoke in anger, and he felt her attention slip away, well beyond his jurisdiction. Standing tall, he drank his coffee in the silence that rose between them. When he tried to break it, she stopped him with the pure blaze of her eyes.

“I can’t answer any of your questions, James. Not now. I have too many of my own.”

Miss Westerly reappeared in one of her better housedresses. Her bright lipstick, hurriedly applied, was a red claw over her grief. “Can’t this wait, Chief? She’s in no condition.”

“Yes, of course. Naturally.” He rinsed his cup out in the sink and left it there. Lydia surprised him by rising from the table and moving with him to the screen door. She even stepped outside with him. Clouds had taken some of the sun away, and the air was a shade cooler. They heard thunder, loud enough to give her a start.

“My father used to say that’s God pocketing his change,” she said distractedly. “As a little girl I believed it.”

“You need some sleep,” Morgan said. “Let me call Dr. Skinner to give you something.”

“Was the bullet meant for me?”

“I don’t know.”

She smiled. “I wish I could remember the moment before my birth. That’s what I wish the most.”

“Why the moment before?” he asked. “Why not the moment itself?”

“I think the moment before would answer questions.”

“What questions?”

“The ones I don’t know to ask,” she said.

• • •

When Morgan returned to his car, he found Matt MacGregor sitting in it. MacGregor was in uniform, though not on duty, and his cap was in his lap. He had not shaved and, like Lydia, probably had not slept, which distressed Morgan, who wanted him presentable, clear-headed, effective, not only for the investigation but for Lydia as well. MacGregor’s voice was shaky. “Did you talk to her?”

Morgan settled in. “A little.”

“She doesn’t seem to want me with her,” MacGregor said, raking his fingers through his short hair.

“She’s in shock.”

“Time like this you’d think she’d need me most.”

“Time like this all rules are thrown out.”

Morgan ran the car onto the road and drove slowly, avoiding the town center. From the distance came rumbles of thunder but no sight of rain. Sitting rigidly, MacGregor fixed his stare as he might have a bayonet.

“You had somebody sitting shotgun. Why?”

“Probably unnecessarily. But why take a chance?”

“You could’ve asked me to do it.”

“You might’ve shot anybody in sight,” Morgan said and turned left onto a street vaulted by maple trees. Mailboxes stood on posts meshed in ivy. MacGregor stared through the windshield with violent concentration.

“Where are we going?”

“Nowhere,” Morgan said and went left at a fork. The road narrowed and curved past the Girl Scout camp and straightened as it approached Paget’s Pond, which lay flat and undisturbed some five miles from the center of town. It was where he and his wife used to take winter walks with their dog, a shepherd Elizabeth swore was wolf. Certainly the size of the animal and the blunt shape of the nose were lupine, but the rest was gentleness. Morgan slowed, swerved, and parked near the pond.

“You’re right, this is nowhere,” MacGregor said, which irked Morgan, but only for a moment.

They left the car, followed a path, and sat opposite each other at a weathered picnic bench in sight of a No Swimming sign. The air tasted of new needles on the pines. A haze blurred half the pond, which Morgan fancied as the juncture between now and then. He said, “I thought you might’ve come up with something by now.”

“You mean something I done could’ve pissed somebody off?” MacGregor crimped his brow. “Nothing big. Only little things.”

“Tell me about ‘em.”

MacGregor’s voice was an official drone. He had dispersed nighttime gatherings of youths drinking beer behind Pearson Grammar School, rousted couples making out in the cemetery, busted the Barnes boy for possession of marijuana, threw a hammerlock on Lester Winn, who was beating on his wife again, and just the other day … “You listening, Chief?”

Morgan was watching two squirrels, one pursuing the other. A breeze loosened the cooler air roosting in the pines and brought down stray needles. “Just the other day what?”

“I ticketed Thurman Wetherfield for speeding. If he hadn’t given me lip, he’d have got only a warning.”

Wetherfield was a firefighter feigning disability and cheating his estranged wife out of proper child support. For a mere second Morgan considered the duplicity of the man’s character, its two thin sides. Then he watched the sun return and spread a net over the pond. As a boy he had skimmed stones here. No Swimming the sign said, but he had swum. “Anything else?” he asked.

“Yeah, but it was more than a month ago — that hot day in late April, remember, got to be eighty.”

“Broke a record,” Morgan said, remembering the day well, especially the afternoon in the prideful home of the Bowmans, where casement windows overlooked a swimming pool and Arlene Bowman’s terry robe opened on two estimable legs certain to coerce him into a state. He had suspected she was trouble, but at the time it hadn’t mattered. “Tell me about that thing with Junior Ray ball.”

“Hell, that was more than a month ago. I told you about it.”

“Tell me again.”

“I responded to a call from the high school,” MacGregor said with elbows planted on the table. He gave Morgan a picture of girls in sweaty T-shirts competing on the playing field, kicking a ball from one end to the other, their school letters undulating across their young chests and the sun shimmering off their healthy legs. The snake in the grass was Junior Ray ball, undersized and unemployable, who had been warned in the past. Teachers had shooed him away. “This time he had his pants off,” MacGregor said. “He was in the weeds on the sidelines, thought he couldn’t be seen.”

“You chased him.”

“Ran him down,” MacGregor said, giving Morgan an image of Junior flopping breathlessly on the ground like a caught fish gulping air when it wanted water. “Grabbed him by the scruff and gave the girls a laugh. Marched him bare-ass back to his pants while he kept his hand over his dicky.”

“You didn’t bring him in.”

“Didn’t see the sense. Figured he learned his lesson.”

“Still think that?”

“I know what you’re getting at, Chief, but I think you’re stretching. Where would a poor little bastard like Junior Rayball get an F-l sniper’s rifle? And where would he get the guts?” An expression of pain, frustration, and relief passed simultaneously over MacGregor’s face. “I’ve got to be honest with you, I’m not at all convinced the shooting has anything to do with me.”

“Nor am I,” said Morgan, gazing at pine tops glued into the sky. A pink spider no bigger than a pinhead, the sort that occupies lilies, was crawling on the picnic table. MacGregor spotted it and was about to squash it with a finger. “Let it live,” Morgan said.

He drove MacGregor back to Miss Westerly’s house, where for a single second they glimpsed Lydia’s face in a window. It could have been a length of bone. MacGregor flinched as if the shadow of a hand had passed over him. “I feel like I’m losing her,” he said without inflection.

“I want you to stay with her, Matt. You’re the best one to get her through this.”

“What if she says no?”

“Tell her you’re under orders.”

“She looks through me, Chief. Honest to God, like I’m not there.”

“I know, Matt. I’m worried too.”

MacGregor slid out of the car like a man on a mission, but took only a couple of steps and looked back. “What are you going to do, Chief?”

Morgan put a scrambling hand into his hair and scratched a nonexistent itch. “I don’t know. Maybe just drive around and think.”

• • •

After three days of financial business in New York, none of it particularly satisfactory, Calvin Poole shuttled from LaGuardia to Logan and then rode in a limo to his home in the exclusive Oakcrest Heights section of Bensington, where prime woodland had been cleared for estate properties with great sweeps of lawn and varying flourishes of architecture, from Tudor and Georgian to Swiss chalet and California modern. Poole’s was mock Tudor.

He was disappointed and inordinately annoyed when the cleaning woman told him that Mrs. Poole was out. He liked people in their rightful setting at the proper time. His life was bound to routine and security and to the hope that his investments were sound and the world was as it should be.

Upstairs in the master bedroom, he was glad to be home. On his flight to Boston he had suffered from a nervous stomach, and in the limo he had failed to relax. With pleasure he got out of his pinstripes and slipped off his shoes. He had an austere face and a straight figure. Golf was his game. Tennis used to be. His first wife had died of an aneurysm on the court.

In his shirttails he went to the wide window to breathe in the scented air. Gossamer clung to the sunshine that hung over the goldfish pond, and wood notes came out of a birch, a relief after the noise-filled heat of New York, where he had eaten too well at the Princeton Club while conferring with colleagues from distant points of the nation. He was president of the Mercury Savings & Loan in Boston, named after the god of money. His best money years had been a string of recent ones when a fool was in the White House. His contributions had helped put him there.

He deposited his cuff links on the dresser, folded his necktie in two to put away later, and stripped off his shirt. The intelligent eyes of his second wife gazed at him out of a photograph. The marriage was the sort in which each strove to blur the hues of the other and shade in something much different. The rub was that the outline of the old bled through the shading of the new.

By the bed he skinned off his high black socks, vigorously scratched a calf, and stepped on something chill, a nickel. Near it was another. Crouching, he traced an exploring hand over the carpet, probed beneath the fringes of the bedspread, and dragged up a snatch of bright orange material he first thought belonged to his wife. Seconds passed before he realized with cold certainty that the article was a man’s.

He shoved it back under the bed and straightened, his heart pounding. On naked feet he stepped first here and then there, faltering each time, as if the room had altered. Things seemed no longer in their familiar frames, or he in his proper body. His flesh crawled. The wall mirror over his wife’s dresser reduced him to a skimpy undershirt and white boxer shorts with a telltale stain. Having survived the utter despair that came with the loss of one wife, he was in no way confident he could survive the loss of another. He was sixty years old. Moving from the mirror, he struggled for composure by forcibly setting his face hard, as if revealing too much emotion about anything, even in private, was poor taste and bad business.

Moments later his head popped out of a colorful polo shirt with an alligator emblem over the breast pocket. Light poured through his rise of white hair, which he patted down. When he plunged a foot into a pair of cotton slacks a noise started up in his head, haunting at first, then mocking. He likened it to an echo from an ancestral cave.

He was in his high-ceilinged study with a snifter of brandy when his wife returned. He heard her exclaim something about a shooting to the cleaning woman, then unload her parcels on the foyer table. He set the snifter aside when she entered the study. “Darling,” she said, “you’re home.”

“Yes,” he said and kissed her.

• • •

“Hope I’m not disturbing you,” Chief Morgan said when Doris Wetherfield answered the doorbell with pins in her mouth. She was a seamstress working out of her home, her specialty bridal gowns, though alterations and repairs were her bread and butter. The new zipper on Morgan’s fly was hers.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, the pins removed. “Why aren’t you working on that horrible business with the Laphams?”

“The state police are on the job. They’re the pros.”

“Then what are you getting paid for?” she said with a wink. Her hair was a cushion resting lopsided on her head. Her face was angular, her neck long, and the rest of her was a lank line. Her children numbered five, one attending a community college and the rest in lower grades.

“Is Thurman in?” he asked, and her eyes sprang.

“You know damn right well he doesn’t live here anymore.”

“I thought you might tell me where he is living.”

“With some woman or other, who knows? Who cares? What d’you want him for? What’s he done, besides not providing for his family?”

“Nothing that I know of,” Morgan said, aware that despite gross injustices she remained a loyal wife. He rearranged his feet on the step. “I was wondering if Thurman does any hunting.”

“Hunting? Thurman? What are you talking about?”

“Does he own a rifle?”

“Christ, no. He doesn’t own any kind of a gun.” Her eyes, red from her work, turned suspicious. “Why’d you ask me that?”

Her breathing rose, his did too. He wished he had not asked her anything, for he was frightening her with a suspicion so flimsy he had merely wanted to blow it from his mind. His eyes shifted as hers dug in.

“Look here, Chief, he might be a worthless shit, but he’s no God-damn killer.”

“I know that,” he said, aware of a flow of air carrying the sweetness of trees. A hawk threaded the sky.

“Then why’d you come here?”

“I shouldn’t have.” His eyes returned to her. “But something like this happens, you check everybody.”

The fright left her face, anger remained. “Next time you need your fly fixed, see somebody else.”

“Accept my apology, Doris.”

“Too late for that,” she said and shut the door on him.

He returned to his car, radioed the station, and told Meg O’Brien where he was but not where he was going. He drove north, away from old-fashioned front porches with fluted columns to a meandering rural road, where wood-heated houses stood prone to fatal fires. The last one, three years before, had taken two lives. He drove toward the edge of town, where the woods were dense, birds their loudest. Approaching a battered mailbox, he slowed the car. Nailed to a tree was a crudely hand-painted sign: bikes repaired.

This is where he should have come in the first place, he was convinced of it.

He ran his car into the woods along a gravel road that petered out fast. In a clearing was a frame house surrounded by weeds, stumps, and the carcasses of cannibalized bicycles. Raspberry canes flourished around an abandoned oil drum. Beyond the clearing was a vista of swamp and dead trees, lovely to look at, but Morgan did not let his eye linger. He climbed out of the car, careful where he stepped. Poison ivy was rife.

This was the womanless home of the Ray balls, Papa and Junior. The elder son, Clement, was in parts unknown.

Papa Ray ball’s pickup truck was nowhere around, and the small frame house, the roof in need of repair, looked lifeless. A dirt path led to loose steps, which under Morgan’s weight creaked out a dark music. No one answered his knock.

He peered through a clouded window and glimpsed a refrigerator, a metal-top table, and a stove that stood on legs. Wall pegs accommodated coats, jackets, and caps left over from winter. Moving to the side of the house, avoiding the rusted blade of a shovel that had lost its handle, he peered through another window, this one raised atop its screen. This was Junior’s room, he was sure, and he stepped away with an impression of must, mildew, and unaired bedding.

Making water near a woodpile, he felt the solitude of the place tighten around him. He returned to his car, sat in it with the window lowered, and watched a squirrel mount a stump and strip the scales from a pine cone. Dropping his head back, he decided to wait. Unarmed, he wondered whether he dare close his eyes.

• • •

Papa Rayball fought the heartless Boston traffic into the depths of the city and parked the pickup on a side street whose failure was reflected in shabby store windows. Papa slipped out first, then came Junior, who was eyed by black youths wearing head rags, sleeveless tops, and cutoff jeans. Junior stuck close to his father and whispered, “Bet they’re on dope.”
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