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He had by nature

a tarnishing eye

that cast discolouration…

—Diana of the Crossways

George Meredith





Digging Up



HUGH DEWITT stands at the window, looking out at his wife as she gently uproots slips of lettuce from the soil. She likes pulling the tender new shoots first, leaving room for the rest to grow and prosper. Her garden gloves lie discarded in the middle of the row. Hugh has bought her several pair over the years—these last ones, expensive kidskin from Gardeners’ Eden—but she doesn’t like them any better than the cheap, cotton variety she picks up at Okum’s; they’re all too bulky for the job. She needs to get her bare hands around the slender stems. He loves this paradox—his tidy wife, so firm about purity and order, with this passion for grubbing around in the dirt.

She’s wearing blue knit shorts and a sleeveless yellow T-shirt. Her feet are bare. Bare knees pressed into the soft earth. Beside her is the straw basket Becky made for her in art class, nearly full of greens. Soon she’ll stop, come inside, rinse the leaves in the sink, and pat them dry between paper towels.

Beside him, curled up in the wing chair, is his daughter, busily writing in the pages of her daily journal. Her grandma Hannah gave her the book last Christmas, and she hasn’t missed a day in the last seven months. “This is exactly the age when I started,” Hannah told Hugh. “I’ve been doing it ever since.” When he asked her if she ever went back to read over the entries, she laughed. “Oh heavens, no. It’s all I can do to just get the stuff down.” What’s the point, then, in all this scribbling if there’s no corresponding passion for review, Hugh wonders. Somehow it doesn’t seem polite to ask.

Becky smiles up at him. “Daddy, d’you know what a pluot is?”

“A pluot,” Hugh says, “is nothing. It’s a made-up word.”

“It’s half plum and half apricot.” She shows him the picture she has drawn, below which she has lettered:

PLUOT

“Mom and I picked some up at Glen’s today. They taste like a very firm peach.”

“Why don’t they just call them peaches, then?”

Becky ignores him. “I was thinking we could make some pluot jam and sell it at a roadside stand. Like the Millers. We could sell green beans and lettuce and heirloom tomatoes out of Mom’s garden.”

“The Millers,” Hugh points out, “are megafarmers. They do this for a living. Plant, weed, water, harvest. Break your back. Get up at five in the morning, go to bed at midnight. And they don’t make any money.”

“How do you know?”

“Because. Mr. Miller told me. They’re thinking about selling the place and moving to the Upper Peninsula.”

“Can we buy it, then? Mom loves to garden. She knows tons about fruits and vegetables.”

“Your mom knows tons about many things—watercolors, beekeeping, jewelry making, chair caning—”

“She’d make a great farmer,” Becky says.

Hugh shakes his head. “Truck farming’s not for sissies.”

“Who says I’m a sissy?” Karen says, coming in from the kitchen. “Are the Millers really going to sell, Hugh? The twins will graduate next year. I thought they’d be taking over.”

Hugh shrugs. “Maybe the twins saw the light.”

“Don’t say, ‘saw the light,’ ” Karen says. “Farmers going out of business isn’t a good thing.”

“I didn’t say it was. But growing up where everyone knows you and knows what your father does for a living and then assumes it’s what you’ll do might not be so great either. What if one of them meets somebody at college who isn’t so thrilled about becoming a farmer’s wife?”

“Is that what happened?”

“I’m merely speculating,” says Hugh. “Anyway, Miller says it’s getting too crowded down here. He likes the wide open spaces.”

She frowns. “Well, he’ll find plenty of space in the U.P., that’s for sure—along with rocky land and a shorter growing season.”

“I’ll tell him you said so.”

“When I grow up,” Becky says, “I’m going to be a cop.”

Not the first time he’s heard this threat. “Good. Be a cop. Be a house painter. Dig to China. I’m all for people doing just what they want to in life.”

His daughter isn’t fooled; she eyes him reprovingly. “Jesse Spence’s father says most dads want their kids to follow in their footsteps.”

“Jesse Spence’s dad’s a funeral director. He’s got to believe that.”

Hugh follows Karen into the kitchen, watching as she dumps the lettuce into the sink and turns on the cold water.

“Mom, Dad doesn’t believe there’s such a thing as a pluot,” Becky calls from the living room.

“He didn’t use to believe in arugula either,” Karen says. “He’ll come around.”

“It’s the corruption,” Hugh says. “All this combining of perfectly adequate foodstuffs just to prove that it can be done. I remember once I had a banorange. It tasted terrible.” He reaches into the water to grab up a handful of greens, shakes them gently and drops them onto the square of paper towel spread open on the counter. “Want these torn up?”

“Yes, please.”

Becky comes to stand in the doorway. “So can we buy the Miller place?”

“No, we cannot,” Hugh says. “Law enforcement officers catch criminals and solve crimes and return stolen goods to their rightful owners. They aren’t good at growing things.”

“Bigger pieces, Dad,” Becky advises, moving in to help. “No need to make confetti out of it.” Only ten years old and already she’s an expert at bossing him around. “Remember,” she says, “Mom and I won’t be home for dinner tomorrow. We’re going to Traverse City to get me a new swimsuit and some jodhpurs. For camp.”

“Ah, yes. Horse camp,” Hugh says. “The great money pit. Gotta keep up with that little clothes pony, Donna Merle.”

Becky rolls her eyes. “Oh, Daddy,” she sighs. “Why do you always have to be such a daddy?”

“Light the grill, will you?” Karen asks him. “I was going to cook inside, but it’s just too hot.”
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He carries the plate of cleaned trout out to the backyard. She’s right about the heat. Each morning for the past three weeks he has ridden into town with the patrol car windows down and the air-conditioning blasting. By 8 A.M. it feels like a smelting oven; there’s been no rain in a month. Fire warnings are at the highest postings. People are starting to call in with all sorts of weird complaints. His deputy, Ian Porterfield, calls it Combustion Craziness.

But that isn’t what’s bothering him, is it? On this blistering July afternoon? Three years ago today. Becky at day camp, thank God. An all-day outing in the Sleeping Bear Dunes, an accident of timing. Too bad there are so many of those. Fuck all, he thinks, fuck if I’m going to goddamn do this thing all over again. But he is, obviously.

He reaches below the grill for the lever on the propane tank, gives it a vicious twist. Karen is watching from the window, and he sends her a cheery grin. Faking it. They are both faking it today, July the twenty-first, 2004. The third anniversary of their infant son’s death. How many years will it take? How many before he can think of it without pain? Without remorse? Before he can simply remember Petey as a pudgy, dark-haired, eleven-month-old, patiently refusing a spoonful of strained peas or pounding his palms on the high chair to gain their attention? Those four tiny ragged teeth; the look of baffled irritation when things didn’t go his way; the piercing metrical screams employed to summon them?

Three years ago today Peter Weldman DeWitt simply took it in his head not to wake up from his afternoon nap. Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, they called it. No one’s fault. An accident of timing. If you’d happened to enter the nursery at the instant he stopped breathing, you might even have saved him, the doctor had said. Fucking wonderful news to drop at a mother’s feet. He was enraged at the stupidity of the remark, enraged at his own stupidity in leaving town that day for a meeting. And he had been driving Karen’s car, in order to get it serviced in Ann Arbor. The engine was running rough. Otherwise, he would have been in the patrol car and would have known the instant the call came in, would have turned around, been back in time to go through it with her. Instead, he discovered it on his arrival in Ann Arbor and had to drive the four and a half hours back to Blessed, knowing it was too late, Petey was gone. Gone forever, his feisty, handsome son, who would have been four years old next month. So now there are two calendar dates, forever marked and awkwardly celebrated.

Does Petey’s big sister ever think about him? S he was so proud of her baby brother, so fiercely protective. Yet she hardly ever mentions his name. But, then, neither does he, and he thinks about him every goddamn day.

At least there is no longer the relentless agony of that first year, nor the awful resignation of the second. He is grateful for the fact that time has passed. And here they are, once again, at this anniversary, which will have to be spoken about; Karen will insist upon it.

She is at the back door now, watching him as he tests the fillets with a fork.

“Just about ready,” he says.

“Good.” She hesitates in the doorway, and he knows what’s coming, would like to head it off, at least for now.

“You having dinner with your mom tomorrow night? While you’re down there?”

“Probably.”

“Drive carefully, okay? Call before you start back. Sometimes the cell phone doesn’t work along that stretch.”

“I will. But don’t worry if we’re later than ten o’clock.” She pulls the door closed behind her. “You know, Hughie, we’re not that poor,” she says. “A new bathing suit won’t break us.”

“I know. I’m kidding. She knows I’m kidding.”

“Just because your dad was a cop,” she says, “doesn’t mean you had to become one. You did have some choice in the matter.”

“I know that. I wasn’t saying that.”

“What were you saying, then?”

He lifts the fillets, one by one, onto a clean platter. He won’t answer this. She knows as well as he does that’s not what it’s really about.

Hannah, his mother-in-law, is a genius at breaking through to the corner of his mind where Petey still resides, alive and well, dimples flashing, black hair in sweaty ringlets around his face. She, who once gave him a book on the proper way to grieve. He read it, too, but it didn’t do much for him. Except now he knows it’s wrong to bury this stuff, to refuse to share it with loved ones. And he knows too much—about death and the unexpected, about a world that he took for granted, assuming the forces propelling it were, in the main, orderly and benign. He wouldn’t share this knowledge with his worst enemy.

Following Karen into the house, he bows his head briefly, surreptitiously. Forgive me. Deliver me. Amen.







Edward



THE CABIN SITS at the back of a bluff that is thick with juniper and sweet fern. A stand of crooked jack pine climbs the hillside, gnarled trunks and bent limbs shielding the view of the place from the road. Before he found this piece of land just south of Blessed, with its annex of beach property below, Edward Norbois had already envisioned what it would look like, complete with cabin and outbuildings. Built of huge ponderosa logs imported from California, with a soaring fireplace of river stone. A raised great room, floor-to-ceiling windows, furniture made of cedar and hickory. An ancestral estate. His personal statement: I’m here, I built this place, I own it.

He loves the fact that Route 119 is an old logging trail. The jack pines, with their scrawny limbs and rough, twisted trunks, are second-and third-generation trees, and he often wonders what his property might have looked like some two hundred years ago, before the lumber barons arrived. Before men like his great-grandfather Eaton Norbois moved in to transform the landscape.

He, Edward, is a transformer of a different sort; he ordered the excavation, the huge Caterpillar tractors that dug out the switchback leading up to the site, the cement mixers, sand trucks, and log trailers. After them came the roofers, plumbers, electricians, and carpenters—all of it orchestrated by him. He remembers four years ago, when he treated his family to their first view; the walls were barely up, the ridgepole in place. They had gaped in amazement, and then Stephen had said solemnly, “ ‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: Look upon my works, ye Mighty, and despair…’ ” and had promptly burst out laughing.

“What’s the joke?”

“It’s so damn huge, Dad.”

Still, he hasn’t minded inviting his friends up here for free weekends of food and lodging. Stephen’s friends are all alike; loutish-looking football players who slam doors and leave wet bathing suits on chair cushions and forget to pull up the sailboat and the kayak. Edward despises giving up his cherished privacy to types who, had they applied for jobs at his factory, wouldn’t have made it past the front door. That blond kid with the earring and the smelly shoes who kept calling him Dude. Jesus! And still Stephen complains. He doesn’t like spending the summers up here with his brothers and sister, doesn’t want to help wash the cars or burn rubbish or haul wood. Maybe he’d rather be going to summer school back in Ann Arbor? Or working for College Craft, painting houses? If he doesn’t shape up, he just might find himself doing that.

Edward sluices more water over the top of the BMW, careful not to let the metal end of the hose hit the roof. Thank God for the trip. I’m ready for it. He hasn’t flown the Cessna in nearly a month. It’s waiting for him now, at the airport in Pellston, and he’s itching to get his hands on the controls. He filed the flight plan this afternoon and called Anne at work to let her know their schedule. She seemed surprised that they were still planning on it.

“I thought, after your talk this morning with Mr. Frisch—”

He didn’t let her finish. “Roger and I have come to an understanding,” he told her curtly. Not that it’s any of her business. No one comes close to nicking his ego the way Anne does—not even Paige. That’s the downside of having had the same secretary for twenty years. She was his right-hand woman when he started Challenge Press, until he hired Roger Frisch and things began to change. Well, now they’d be changing back. But that didn’t mean he had to let her in on all the grisly details. Theoretically they’ll be out of touch for three weeks; in actual fact, Anne expects him to call in, to be kept apprised of the situation, and to hear about any additional shit that hits the fan.

“You always shoot from the hip,” Anne scolded him today. “Then you don’t like to face it when things go wrong.”

It made Edward wince. Of course Anne had suspected Roger from the first. And then it turned out she was right. But it had all seemed so far-fetched at the time, and he had begun to question her motives, thinking she was trying to turn him against Roger in order to enhance her own position with the company. Stupid! Anne is as loyal as family; she’d never do anything that wasn’t in the best interest of Challenge Press. He, of all people, should have realized that.

He’d hoped to cut his workweek back this summer to four days; drive up to Blessed on Thursday and stay until Monday morning. Spend more time with his family. That’s out now, of course; he’ll be cleaning up this mess of Roger’s for the next six months. He hopes that’s all he has to sacrifice, hopes he’ll be able to make peace with the IRS and that this doesn’t evolve into a public fiasco. Damn Roger anyway! At least he got the message: pay it back or face criminal charges. No more negotiations. No bullshit about the tax people having made a mistake.

He sponges the car with hard, swift strokes. He likes to leave things in good order while he’s away. Tomorrow they’ll drive over to Pellston—a half-hour trip at most, it’s only seventeen miles—but he wants to get there early enough to pull a tarp over the BMW. They’ll leave here at four in the morning so they can take off from the airport by six. Off to Vancouver, Banff, and Lake Louise. He can’t wait. The Cessna 206 is a new model for him; he hopes he likes it as well as he did the little Skyhawk.

That’ll be something else for Stephen to complain about—leaving at four in the morning. Why does everything have to be so damn problematical with him? Hell, he can sleep on the plane. Paige is always so eager to appease him. She’d do almost anything to avoid an argument. Thank God the others aren’t as spoiled as his middle son.

Ozymandias. What the hell is that supposed to mean, anyway? He never did understand that poem. It’s the here and now that counts. And life is sweet when you have the money and the time to enjoy it.

Of his four kids—Derek, Stephen, David, and Nicole—he finds he is most grateful for his daughter’s uncomplicated affection. All of his boys seem to have issues with him; David’s timidity and Derek’s silent withdrawal are merely two sides of the same coin, and sometimes they are harder to take than Stephen’s outright rebellion. He doesn’t remember ever having problems like this with his own father; from what he can recall they got along fine. His father would have enjoyed the role of grandfather. Too bad he had died so young.

After he’s finished with the car, he’ll make sure all of the beach paraphernalia is picked up, the sheds locked, the drapes closed in the living room. Paige is of the opinion that if someone intends to break in, they will do it whether the drapes are open or closed. But Edward has a thing about this, doesn’t believe in tempting fate. The television and the VCR, the stereo, the telescope, Nicole’s electric piano—all are visible from the windows. What isn’t seen won’t be coveted.

Early on he decided that putting energy into making friends up here in Blessed would be pointless. He greets people if he sees them on the beach, and that’s good enough; having cocktails with them on their front decks is not part of the program. Back in Ann Arbor, socializing with people in the neighborhood has gotten entirely out of hand. Most of them are simply not his type, but because Paige and their next-door neighbor, Elaine Spiteri, have become friends, they now get invited to a lot of boring parties that he would never have chosen to attend.

For the life of him, Edward can’t see what Paige sees in Elaine. She’s exactly the shallow, rich, country club woman that he abhors. And her husband Matt is a cipher. Yep, the neighborhood’s going to hell, Stephen said slyly the other day, when he overheard the two of them discussing it over breakfast. Edward is sure it was why Paige blew up at him.

“Elaine likes to do things,” Paige was saying. “She’s friendly, she’s a good golfer, and she likes me!”

“Why shouldn’t she like you? That’s not the question, is it?”

“Oh, Edward, you’re such a…I think you’re turning into a hermit!” She stormed out of the kitchen, leaving him there, stung. Is she right? Is he a hermit? Just because he’s careful about choosing his friends? But then, he’s not nearly as careful in business, is he? Not such a great judge of people, as it turns out.

No two ways about it—the talk this morning with Roger Frisch has taken a lot out of him. He doesn’t often spend time second-guessing himself, nor reliving bad moments from the past.

But Edward has always believed in the cooling-off period as an invaluable business tool. The company’s assets are safe; its reputation hasn’t yet been damaged. If Frisch can find a way out of this with his own character intact, more power to him. Of course this won’t satisfy Anne; she would like to see him hung out to dry.

Anne has opinions, and she’s not afraid to express them. She has dispensed free advice from the first day he hired her. A single mom whose kids are out of college, she would offer him ideas on how best he should prepare his progeny in the ways of the world. She never did approve of them not working during the summers. Hiking the dunes, sailing the Sunfish, basking and frolicking on their private beach, weren’t her notions of how kids should learn to manage money.

“If you make all of their decisions for them, Edward, how will they ever find out how to function in the real world?” she had asked, and he had answered in kind:

“This is the real world for my kids, Anne.”

She had been shocked for a moment; then slowly her mouth had relaxed into a grin. Wealth begets wealth. The rich shall inherit the earth. He’s not worried that his kids will ever have to scrounge and struggle, the way Anne’s kids have had to; it just isn’t going to happen. And he’s not about to start apologizing at this late date for the way he has chosen to live his life.







Slow Thursday



WILL YOU STOP at Baileys’ on the way home tonight?” Karen asks. “Nancy Bailey said she’d lend Becky a sleeping bag for camp.”

“When do you leave for camp?” he asks.

Becky, sitting at the kitchen table playing with a dish of fruit, looks up at him.

“Next Sunday.” She sighs. “Dad, I told you about a hundred times…”

“Well, did you ever think I might be getting senile?”

“No. You just don’t listen. You’ve always been like that.” She pushes the dish of cantaloupe and blueberries away. “Mom, this stuff tastes funny.”

“Don’t eat it, then. The melon might be too ripe.”

“I had some,” Hugh says. “I thought it tasted fine.”

Becky pushes her chair back. “It’s too hot to eat. Let’s just get going before the traffic gets bad.”

“All right, sweetie.” Karen leans over the back of Hugh’s chair, kisses him on the cheek. “We’re off. Back after dinner.”

“Say hi to Hannah for me.”

“I will. I left you some cold meat and potato salad. We’ll bring you something from the French bakery.”

They are out the door and he sits, drinking his coffee, proud of the fact that he didn’t tell her, for the fifth time this morning, to drive carefully. He is getting better about that. Not that the highway into Traverse City is more dangerous than any of the two-lane roads she travels every day around here. They all have hills and bends, obscured by lush summer greenery. There is no way to protect oneself fully from the unexpected, no guarantees of safety. But there is an art to thinking positively. God, would he love to master that one.
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He drives the short distance into Blessed, focusing on the glory of the day—no clouds, birds singing, Lake Michigan a ribbon of light in the distance. Practice optimism. All will be well.

“Mrs. Clement wants you to come by,” Fredda Cousineau says as he enters the office.

“What now?”

“A smell in her woods. She noticed it while she was out on a walk.”

“What kind of smell?”

Fredda wrinkles her nose, grinning. “Bad smell. Like something’s dead out there.”

“Did you suggest that something probably is dead out there?”

“I did not.” Her grin widens. “I didn’t want her telling me to smarten down my mouth, like last time.”

“Tried to take it for you, Hugh.” Ian Porterfield leans out from behind his cubicle. “She only wants to talk to you. By the way, there’s no word yet on the Franklins’ truck. Looks like it might be part of some downstate operation.”

The chance that Dil Franklin’s beat-up Chevrolet has been stolen by anyone other than one of Dil’s own goofy relatives is about a million to one, Hugh figures. Maybe it’s the long, cold winters that make Ian yearn for excitement. Or maybe he just hasn’t lived long enough to cherish the beauty of a day where nothing happens. He’s twenty-six years old, three years out of Police Academy, and a restless soul, always at the jump. Hugh was lucky to hire him right out of school. He’s a good, solid deputy, and if Hugh doesn’t promote him to under sheriff soon, he suspects he could lose him to a town where he has a better chance of moving up.

“Where’s Mrs. Clement from, anyway?” Ian asks. “She sounds like a Brit.”

“She’s from Engadine,” Fredda says. “Moved down here when she got married. She’s about as British as you are.”

Hugh is continually amazed at how much history Fredda knows. The records of everyone in town are at her fingertips; she can rattle off their statistics at will. She is only twenty-two years old; she’s been with Hugh since before she graduated from high school. She is the best clerk he’s ever had. The scions of her clan—all eight brothers and sisters—traveled down from Canada in the early 1900s to buy up the largely uninhabited territory below the border, along with the oil and mineral rights. As their empire expanded and their many offspring peopled the western shoreline, so their reputation grew as a tribe of unruly and tough Frenchmen. There are few Cousineaus in the area that Fredda is not related to; none that she doesn’t know.

“Did you pull the file on the EMS program?” Hugh asks her. His desk is a mess, as usual. Fredda has offered to clean it up, but he actually prefers it this way.

She hands him the file along with his messages: one from an Officer David Glenn of the Oscoda Police, asking them to be on the lookout for a robbery suspect with relatives in the area; the other from Sarah Clement.

“I typed up your notes from the Forest Service meeting,” Fredda says. “Everything’s there on top.”

“Thanks. Yeah, I see it.”

He needs to get to this paperwork. No lunch today; he’ll skip it. Getting a little flabby about the middle these days. He noticed it this morning in the mirror.

His glance sweeps across his desk. “You haven’t seen my good pen, have you?” He rustles through some papers, and Fredda gets up, crosses over to him, runs her hands expertly under a pile of invoices. She hands him the pen, with a small frown.

“Honestly, Boss.”

“Thanks.”

He can’t bring himself to explain how it gives him comfort to live at a certain level of clutter here, in the only place where it’s allowed. Fredda probably knows it, anyway, as she is also their baby-sitter. He sometimes worries that, between Karen’s hygienic rigidity and his own stoic despair, they will turn their daughter into a scrubbed and tidy depressive. But so far, Becky’s nature seems resolutely buoyant.

“You might want to combine your trip to Mrs. Clement’s with a stop at Amble-in Antiques,” Fredda says. “Ash says somebody tried to jimmy the back door open last night. His dog scared them off. He’s not worried, but he thought he ought to report it.”

“Now that one I will delegate,” Hugh says.

“Got it,” Ian says from behind the partition.
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He pulls in at Sarah Clement’s place, and she’s waiting for him with cookies and iced tea. He takes a glass of tea but he won’t sit down on the worn, horsehair sofa; if he does, he’ll be here for a good hour. He’s known her nearly all his life, ever since he brought her German shepherd home after the dog was picked up eating out of garbage cans on the shore road.

“Duke knows where he lives,” she’d told him tartly. “You tell your daddy to catch some real criminals for a change.”

He was twelve years old at the time and bashful as a deer in the presence of any woman besides his mother; he still remembers how she’d looked him over. “I could tell you were a DeWitt. Those big shoulders and blue eyes. You look just like your daddy.”

Does he? The picture of his father in the rogues’ gallery in the hallway shows him as a tall man with dark hair and boyish features; handsome in an unkempt, rough way. He guesses he does fit that description. But the rebel in him smarts at the comparison: too unimaginative, too pat. Isn’t there anything that sets him apart from this revered figure, the only five-term sheriff of Emmet County?

The year he and Karen had returned to Blessed from Detroit, Sarah had made it her personal goal to help get him elected. “Emmet County needs another Sheriff DeWitt,” was her slogan. Moving away from a city where positions were plentiful to a town where there was one job and it had to be re-earned every four years was risky. But then, his chances were better than average; his father was a hero in this town.

“What’s the problem, Sarah?”

“If you’d come when I first called, you wouldn’t have to ask. But now the wind’s shifted. It’s not so noticeable anymore. Although”—she goes to the door, sniffs the air—“the smell is there, if you know what to look for. Come here,” she commands. “Take a good deep breath.”

He obeys, even goes out on the porch to lean over the railing, filling his nostrils.

“There. You smell it?”

“I don’t notice anything. Just your roses. But we’ll check it out for you.”

“Don’t do it for me, do it for yourselves. Something’s dead out there, Hugh. Somebody’s shot something out of season, probably. Farmers fed up with deer thieving out of their fields.”

“No doubt,” he says.

Sarah Clement has lived on the bluff since her parents moved from Engadine. She has a cadre of sons and daughters, most of them still in the area, looking out for her now that her husband Ralph is gone; they buy her groceries and trim out the woods behind her house, keeping things in good order. She doesn’t have a car, rarely goes into town anymore, but her mind is as sharp as ever; she knows she’s parked on a priceless piece of land, sitting at the very tip of the bluff, coveted by every realtor in town. Someday the place will be inherited by the sons and daughters, but it won’t be soon. At seventy-eight, Sarah is the healthiest woman in all of Emmet County.

“Well,” he says. “I’ve got a meeting. I’d better get going.”

“How’s that cute little girl of yours?” She escorts him down the steps. “What’s her name again?”

“Rebecca. She’s fine. Getting ready to go to horse camp next week.”

“Horse camp. Back on my dad’s farm, we just climbed up on ’em and rode away. Give my good wishes to your wife, Hugh. She’s a fine person. You are one lucky man.”

“I am that.”

He drinks in the air around Sarah’s yard as he heads for his car, smelling only the odor of pine boughs under the heady scent of sweet fern.

Why is it he seems to revert to his twelve-year-old self in her presence? Something about being confronted with the weight of past events—both his and hers. She’s had her share of sorrow—losing first her husband and then her oldest son in separate hunting accidents. He’s grateful she doesn’t mention Petey today; she is one of those people who tends to keep track.







Paige



YES, I HAVE all that. I’ll fax it to the printer right away. And you’ll call and check on the table decorations? Great. Thanks, Margaret. You’re a gem.”

She hangs up the phone with a small sigh. From this moment—five o’clock on the afternoon of June 25—the chairwoman of the Entertainment Committee of the Ann Arbor Day Club is officially on vacation. The banquet will be flawless, and her committee will handle the rest of the details. She gathers up her papers, goes to the fax machine, and dials the printer’s number.

One thing she prides herself on: She has great organizational skills. No matter the size of the job or how complicated, she knows how to nail things down. Some people who held this position in the past have tended to micromanage, but she knows how to delegate—from table decorations to seating arrangements to the menu. Paige Norbois knows when to let others take over. It gives her a great sense of satisfaction, even as it scares her to death. Yes, this is her niche—party planner. So much for the BA in Education at the University of Michigan.

She is still thinking about this as she scoops shrimp salad into lettuce leaves on individual plates and piles the bread basket full of homemade French rolls. They’ll eat on the patio tonight. A perfect summer evening. This is her favorite time of day on the bluff. She loves watching the sky slowly darken from deep coral to the lush violet after the sunset. Tonight the humidity is down and there’s a slight breeze blowing. It might keep the mosquitoes away. Remember to light the citronella candles. She’d bought them this morning, stopping to make conversation with the young clerk in the store about the coming Fourth of July celebration. She is easing into this small-town life much more quickly than she expected. She could see herself spending even more time up here after the kids are grown. She’d love to turn her garden into a showplace, planting perennials and unusual bulbs and native grasses. She’d invite the old woman who lives up the road over for tea. Sarah Clement, her name is. Nice old lady. But that’s a long way into the future. Nikki is only ten and David thirteen. Stephen and Derek will be gone soon, but she still has at least eight or nine child-raising years ahead of her.

She feels a slight twinge of guilt when she thinks of how much she enjoys her privacy up here while Edward is downstate, working. The kids are much looser about the meals; sometimes they don’t eat dinner at all, just snack on leftovers and junk food. Some nights she even makes it into bed before dark. She loves lying upstairs in her room, reading, watching the play of leaf and shadow on the walls, listening to her brood arguing amiably over cards downstairs.

It’s always a little more peaceful up here when Edward’s not around, of course; there’s not the tension between him and Stephen. But also, there’s a difference in the pace of life. Edward is a doer; he can always think of some household or outdoor tasks that need his and the kids’ attention. When he first suggested spending the summer in Blessed, she thought it might mean a relaxation of the activity level that rules their lives back in Ann Arbor. But no; he has managed to drive that same pace up here, including their vacation-within-a-vacation that begins tomorrow morning at 4 A.M.

She gives another long sigh, glancing out the window toward the gravel clearing where her husband is washing his beloved BMW. He spreads water over the top while caressing the roof and sides with a sponge in a slow, regular rhythm. He’s wearing his good silk shorts and a clean white T-shirt while he does this. She quells the swift gust of anger rushing through her. Why is he so stubborn? So compulsive? He absolutely cannot imagine wearing anything but good clothes, no matter the task, no matter how impractical they may be. Those shorts cost ninety dollars; they have to be dry-cleaned, for God’s sake!

It is one of the many mysteries of his character. Twenty years of marriage and she is still unable to fathom him. Or to change him, of course. For instance, he will not wait until tomorrow morning to load the car. That will have to be done tonight, so that in the morning their only task will be to get themselves to the airport on time. Which means the kids will have to be all packed, preferably before dinner, so they can have their card games in the living room before they go to bed. Even the leisure activities tend to be performed on schedule when Edward is around.

He’s not the sort of guy you can argue with, is he? That is her lover’s assessment. Speaking in a slightly mocking tone, but never going too far; always careful not to be disrespectful.

There, now. She has carefully divided the shrimp salad into six equal parts; as usual, it has come out just right. That is another of her skills: an ability to see at a glance how stuff should be apportioned. An extremely accurate sense of the volume of things, that’s what I have.

Damn. Why this sudden swoop of despair, this heart-stopping fall into utter emptiness? Why does her life suddenly feel like an endless distraction, like busywork? Leading her away from herself, away from what she really wants? Will I ever feel alive again?

She strikes the kitchen countertop hard enough to bring tears to her eyes. She will not act like a baby, will not lament her fate. Will not perform any of those trite and desperate female rituals resorted to when lust wins out over duty.

The breakup was her idea. She means to stick to it. She refuses to think of him in the present tense. It is over for real this time—no going back. She has kept this promise to herself for nearly three weeks now. She barely thinks of him anymore. Busy with her children, her garden, her clubs, her books. She has a life, after all. She isn’t that stupid actress in the play about the couple who’ve had a secret affair for thirty years and meet once a summer to renew their tired, silly romance.

Turning away from the window she presses her back against the counter. God, I miss him so much, what’s the use of anything? Misses his gentleness, the boyish sound of his voice over the telephone. His blue, blue eyes; his handsome, sculptured face. Misses the sex. Oh hell. The way he likes to grip her fingers lightly between his teeth, moaning softly while she laps at the skin of his stomach, like a big mother cat. Misses his suckling her, as if he were her baby. He’s not speedy and fastidious, like Edward. She’s not expected to rise immediately, clean herself, and bring a towel for the wet spot. He loves sleeping in the nude, holding her close afterward, stroking her hair, crooning softly in her ear.
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