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PRAISE FOR BRET LOTT’S


REED’S BEACH


“Pure poetry. . . . REED’S BEACH is simultaneously one of the saddest and most beautiful stories I have ever read. It is doubtful any parent can read it without tears. . . . Lott subtly strikes emotional chords [for] all readers. . . . Yet another insightful, inspiring, marvelous novel to treasure from Bret Lott.”


—Charlotte Observer


“Bret Lott’s much-applauded body of work examines the struggles of ordinary, middle-class Americans to cope with life’s inevitable blows. In his fourth novel, REED’S BEACH, Lott explores what is said to be the cruelest blow of all, the death of a child. . . . Lott is a fine writer, capturing with subtlety, yet laserlike accuracy, the whimsy of life and the trauma of grief, the profound existential angst that loss triggers. . . . Engrossing.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Lott captures the delicate interplay of past and present, the way that memories have of breaking into our thoughts; he understands the need to accept those memories as a source of joy, not pain, in the wake of unimaginable loss. . . . Beautifully paced.”


—Washington Post Book World


“REED’S BEACH is distinctive and singular. . . . Lott has a quiet, patient voice that moves poetically over the ordinary details of our experience. . . . He is a writer with great compassion. . . . Poignant and altogether real. . . . ”


—Norfolk Ledger-Star


“Exciting. . . . This is family fiction at its best—pulling no punches, spare, hard, and unrelenting in the way we’re made to feel the ups and downs of love at work.”


—All Things Considered, National Public Radio


“Hugh and Laura are average, likable people; we all know people just like them. REED’S BEACH reminds us of just how fragile life is, and how resilient the human spirit can be.”


—Bookpage


“Lott at his best. . . . Glorious. . . . Delicately treats the agony a man and woman endure at the loss of a person they both love most: their child.”


—South Carolina Post & Courier


“REED’S BEACH dares to explore the inner terrain of damaged lives and points the way to healing and renewal. . . . The language . . . is sensitive, often bordering on the poetic.”


—Dallas Morning News


“Compelling. . . . Lott’s secondary characters all shine memorably in their own troubling light. . . . The resolution . . . is satisfying, liberating, and realistically hopeful.”


—Cleveland Plain Dealer


“This book exhibits as powerfully humane and forgiving a spirit as any I’ve ever read. . . . Hauntingly beautiful.”


—New Orleans Times-Picayune


“Lott is a skillful writer. In REED’S BEACH, the fine points are shrouded in pain. But they are fine nonetheless. . . . ”


—The News & Record (NC)
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For Gary and Judy Swank


and with thanks to


Ed and Gail Bly




Mothers, fathers, our kind, tell me again


that death doesn’t matter. Tell me


it’s just a limitation of vision, a fold


of landscape, a deep flax-and-poppy-filled


gully hidden on the hill, a pleat


in our perception, a somersault of existence,


natural, even beneficent, even a gift,


the only key to the red-lacquered door


at the end of the hall, “water


within water,” those old stories.


Pattiann Rogers, “The Next Story”


Where now is my hope?


And who regards my hope?


Job 17





One
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[image: Images] HE LOOKED THROUGH the eyepiece, tried hard not to squint for fear the moon might disappear. The sextant was heavy in his hands, and he watched as the moon above him fell to the horizon, brought there by his own hand as he moved the index arm down.


The moon touched the black line of the bay. Across the water lay Delaware; due west of him, he knew from the nautical chart in the house, the St. Jones River on Murderkill Neck. Each time he thought of that name, of the thin piece of land he’d seen yesterday afternoon from the dock he stood on now, he wondered how it had come about: Murderkill. Each time he imagined old Dutch fishing boats hundreds of years ago, a nameless body pulled in from just off shore, and the place-name that had followed.


He brought the sextant down, held it with both hands. Its weight somehow comforted him here in the dark, and in the cold. He looked out across the water, blinked at the wind in his eyes, felt them tear. He breathed in, the air cutting into him, and he felt comforted in that as well.


His son’s own name rose in him now. He felt the warmth of it in his throat, the tender feel of it ready to be uttered. He formed the word in his mouth, held it there a moment.


Then from behind him came the sound of the front door closing. He turned, saw he’d left open the sliding glass door onto the porch. He could see through the inside of the house to where his wife stood leaning against the front door, her straw handbag hiked up to her shoulder, a white plastic grocery bag in each hand. Light from the kitchen fell out onto the porch, cast sharp shadows on the boards.


“Hugh!” she called out, and he knew she couldn’t see him for the dark out here. The taste and feel of his son’s name was suddenly gone. He said, “I’m out here.”


“It’s freezing in here,” she said, and pushed herself away from the door, made her way toward him through the house to the kitchen. The table sat just inside the sliding glass door, and she set the bags there, hooked her handbag over the back of a chair.


“Sorry,” he said, and turned back to the bay, the sextant still in both hands. “Forgot again.”


He heard the soft pull of the door through its tracks, then her footsteps moving on the boards of the dock. A moment later she stood next to him.


He looked at her. Her arms were crossed against the cold, and she was staring out at the water. For a moment he believed she might say their son’s name for him.


But she said, “There’s four more bags out in the car. Everything’s rolling around in the trunk. The kid at the Acme just tossed whatever he felt like into the bags. No rhyme or reason.”


He nodded, took in another breath.


She moved close to him. They stood side by side, and she leaned against him, her head on his shoulder, her arms still crossed. She whispered, “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you three times, don’t leave the door open. It’s February, remember?”


He said, “How could I forget.” He was silent, the only sound the silver push of the waves beneath them. He said, “Won’t happen again.”


“Right,” she said.


She uncrossed her arms, put one around him. She hadn’t looked at him. She said, “Let’s go on inside.”


But they only stood there.


Then he brought the sextant up again, found the moon, made it touch the line of the bay again.


He had been out here at the end of the dock each night since they had come down from Englishtown—three nights now—and stood with the sextant and made the moon do his will. The dock was more a small pier that jutted thirty feet out from the porch of the house. At low tide the water stopped just beneath the end of the dock, the pylons the dock and porch and house were built on all exposed; at high tide the water lapped beneath the house.


Tonight the moon was almost full, the right edge sanded away and soft, and through the eyepiece he could see the barest edge of the dark side, black against the blue night sky.


 • • • 


Neither the sextant nor the house were his, but belonged to his boss.


“A cottage, really,” Mr. Halford had said when he’d first told Hugh of the place. “We’re down there every weekend rain or shine April through October.” He stood at Hugh’s desk, his yellow bow tie as tight to his neck as every morning. Hugh was turned to the monitor, hands to the keyboard, so that he was looking up at Mr. Halford over the top of the screen. He hadn’t heard him come in, hadn’t seen him, his thick white hair, tan face. He had no idea how old Mr. Halford was, his skin taut yet aged somehow, smooth but worn. And now here he was speaking to him of a cottage, and Hugh had had to blink, swallow, afraid he’d missed part of the conversation with his boss.


He’d been at Hess for seven years already, had graduated from Middlesex Community with an Associate’s, gotten on at Hess as a programmer, and now it was seven years later, and he was still here. There’d been promotions: first to a program supervisor, then into payroll. Now he was on the seventh floor, his office one of the glass-walled cubicles he’d only caught glimpses of those years ago.


“Nothing more than that,” Mr. Halford was saying. Hugh nodded, eased back in his chair the way he’d seen others do when he was first brought up here two years ago. He put his hands behind his head, smiled, still with no idea what his boss was saying.


Hugh nodded again. “Sounds like a nice way to spend the weekends.”


Mr. Halford was quiet a moment, his smile still. He cleared his throat, folded the piece of paper in his hands in half. He lost the smile. He said, “It’s yours, you want it.”


Hugh blinked. “Sir?” he said. He brought his hands from behind his head, sat up at the keyboard again.


“Walker,” Mr. Halford said, and he cleared his throat again, moved to the front of the desk. He stopped, folded the paper in half again. “Hugh,” he said.


“Sir?”


Mr. Halford put his hands in his pockets, the square of white paper in the left hand disappearing with the move, and for a moment Hugh wondered if the piece of paper were only a prop to get him in here, to speak to him using his first name. This was the seventh floor, but there was the ninth floor, too, a place where the walls were oak paneled, pictures on the walls, carpet. Mr. Halford’s floor.


“There’s no walking around this. There’s no getting away from it.” He wouldn’t look him in the eye, Hugh saw. Mr. Halford, vice president of finance, could say his first name, but couldn’t look him in the eye.


“Simply put, the wife and I want to offer you the place for a while. You and Laura.” He turned from the desk to find the single chair pushed against the glass wall behind him, sat down.


Hugh turned from the monitor, laced his fingers in front of him on the desktop. Printouts lay in neat piles on either side of the blotter, piles suddenly thicker than they’d been before.


Mr. Halford’s eyes finally met his, and Hugh felt his own smile disappear, though he tried hard to hold on to some shard of it.


“Leave of absence,” Mr. Halford said. “With pay. Mr. Hess himself approved it.” He paused. He leaned forward then, his elbows on his knees, hands out of his pockets and clasped before him. Hugh wondered at how tight the bow tie was, how choked his boss must feel leaning forward like that. “Not that Mr. Hess’s approval means anything in this matter. I would have offered you this myself even if he’d said no.” He paused. “All we ask is you come back up here a couple days a week, help hold things together.”


Mr. Halford smiled, unclasped his hands. “So, the place is down at Reed’s Beach, on the Delaware. Almost to Cape May. Just a strip of houses, really, all summer cottages. But a couple years back the wife and I weather-stripped the place, insulated it, put in those windows, you know, the double-pane jobbers. Forced heat.”


He stopped, sat up in the chair. He put his hands on his knees. Hugh still tried to smile.


“What do you think?” Mr. Halford said.


Hugh swallowed. He lay his hands flat on the desktop. He said, “I’m okay, Mr. Halford.”


“Son,” Mr. Halford said, and now his eyes were on Hugh’s, cut into his in a way he’d not known before.


“I have three boys,” Mr. Halford said. “I have three of them, grown up and gone. And believe you me, son, you are not okay.”


Hugh felt his palms suddenly go wet. He said, “It’s not the work, I hope. It’s not how my work is going,” and now the piles of printouts were no thicker than they had ever been. His own words were only some sort of shield set to deflect what Mr. Halford was really saying to him: You are not all right.


Mr. Halford smiled, shook his head. “Hugh,” he said, “I’m giving you the key right now,” and he stood, reached into his left pocket. He pulled out that square of paper and a key ring with a single key.


“We spruced up the place last weekend. The inside at least.” He laid the keyring on the blotter, unfolded the paper. “Brought you a map, too.”


Hugh watched as Mr. Halford’s hands spread the paper flat on the blotter, heard words from him, his finger tracing the course of a road that intersected another road and another and another, finally stopping at a small box marked with an X.


But Hugh saw only lines there on the paper, numbers, a few words. Not a map at all, but some configuration of symbols drawn by a man who had three sons, grown and gone.


Hugh nodded and nodded, acted as though the words being delivered to him by this man were the most important he had received since the death of his only child.


He took the paper, folded it into the same square Mr. Halford had, as if in following those creases his boss had made he might know something of the touch of those three children, of a father who had seen them through. Then he stood, picked up the keyring, and put both the ring and paper in his left pocket.


Mr. Halford’s hand was out to him, and Hugh took it, shook hard.


He said, “Thank you, Mr. Halford,” and tried the smile again, felt a piece of it play across his face. “I’ll give Laura a call right now, see what she thinks.”


“Dennis,” Mr. Halford said.


“Sir?” Hugh said, and stopped shaking his hand.


“First name’s Dennis,” he said. “Me. You shacking up in my place means you have to call me by my first name.” He smiled, put those hands back into his pockets again. “At least when it comes to matters involving our cottage.”


Mr. Halford turned, moved for the doorway. There were no doors into the cubicles, the glass walls lending no privacy to anyone’s desk, and for a moment Hugh wondered how many of the other seventh-floor junior executives had witnessed this exchange, the handing over of a key and fingers moving across a hand-drawn map. He wondered, too, what they would make of it over lunch in the cafeteria.


Then the truth of what they would make of it came to him: His son had died three months and five days before, and now the vice president of finance was loaning him his cottage. Nothing more than that: only the truth.


Mr. Halford stopped, turned. He said, “It’s the view down there will help you out. Seeing a different place. Being somewhere else. Not parking your car in the same damn driveway every night.” He took a hand from a pocket and gave a short wave. He said, “Get down there soon as you can.”


Hugh waved back. “Thank you,” he called, and started to say that first name, Dennis. But Mr. Halford was already headed toward the elevators.


He felt the square of paper in his other hand, the hand still in his pocket. The key was still warm.


 • • • 


“The groceries,” Laura said. This time she turned from him, took two or three steps back toward the house, her steps dark and hollow on the boards of the dock.


He still had the sextant up.


She stopped, said, “You know how to use that thing yet?”


He was quiet, then said, “I’ve got those books.” He said, “Give me time.”


She said nothing.


He brought the sextant down again, the moon returned to its place high above the two of them, above this cottage and Reed’s Beach and all the earth. And above their car not parked in the same damn driveway as every night of their lives, but on the dirt road in front of this place, a car inside of which rolled loose food items some kid from the Acme had thrown into bags. No rhyme or reason.


That was when the word rose again in him. But this time he did not lose it in the voice of his wife calling out his own name.


He looked at the dark line of the water, scattered across it the small broken pieces of light a near-full moon gave out.


He said, “Michael.”


He heard no sound after his son’s name, not even the waves beneath him, moving closer to shore, the tide on its way in. He heard nothing.


Then, from behind him, he heard the word whispered, like an echo, but not: Michael.


He turned, saw his wife there, her arms still crossed against the cold. Behind her fell the light from the kitchen, so that she was a silhouette to him, a shadow.


But he could see her head was bowed, then saw how her shoulders quivered, and then all trace of the name was gone on the wind out here, and in the dark.




[image: Images] LAURA’S ONLY WORDS to him on the matter when he’d phoned her: “When can we go?” She’d had no responsibilities to fulfill, no job to leave. She’d quit at the hospital the day after they’d buried their son.


They left at six-thirty the Saturday morning after Mr. Halford had given him the key. Hugh had pulled closed the door of their home, tried the knob to make certain the place was locked tight. This leave of absence was designed, he knew, to try and heal what had happened to them, the open wound. But he knew he wasn’t through with it. He tried the knob one last time, and hoped he would never be through with it.


Laura was already in the car. She had her own keys, had the engine going, the heater on high, though he knew only cold air poured out. It was an argument they had carried on all ten years they had been married: whether the heater worked faster turning it on first thing or leaving it off until the engine had warmed up enough.


This morning he said nothing, only climbed in. Cold air shot out onto his legs, cut through his ankles. But he only looked at the house before them lit with their headlights. The rough gray clapboards soaked up the light so that the house and its dark windows, even the door he had just tried, seemed swallowed up by the gray morning. Snow lay along the foundation of the house, this, too, gray even in the headlights.


He turned, glanced at his wife, then behind him. Her hands were in her lap, gloves on. He said, “We’re off,” and laid his arm along the top of the seat, backed out.


She said, “We’re off.”


They took the Parkway down, stopped at Toms River and had breakfast at Friendly’s, then got back on the Parkway, the trees and grass and growth all brown and yellow and gray, the snow gone. Just past the Barnegat exit, they saw five deer grazing on the matted grass that lay along the highway, all of them bent to the food before them without looking up as their car passed by. They were fearless, he saw, made so by how thin they seemed: He thought he could see the outline of ribs, the bones in their legs.


“Look,” was all Laura said, and Hugh had nodded.


 • • • 


They made it to the Cape May Court House exit by nine, found their way along the streets and past the old court house itself, the map Mr. Halford had drawn spread now across his wife’s lap. “Turn right here,” she said at the end of the exit ramp. Then, “Left on Route 9.” Then, “Turn right up here, onto 658.”


He looked at the town as they moved through it: convenience stores, gas stations, a supermarket. There was traffic, too, and people on the streets, all of them bundled against the cold. The sky was cloudless yet filled with a haze that made the air look even colder, and it seemed to him there was too much going on here, too many people out and places to buy food and liquor.


Then they were out of the town, moving west on 658, a two-lane road suddenly lined with bare trees and pale scrub pine, and he breathed out.


Only then did he hear the giant silence inside the car with them.


Their son had been dead for three months and eight days. Since then, they had never ridden in the car together for longer than it took to get to Laura’s parents in Matawan, a good twenty minutes; now they had been together inside the car for almost three hours, and there had come from the back seat no child’s voice reading aloud books and showing the pictures to him in the rear-view mirror, no whine asking how long it would be before they would get there, no thin snore as their child slept away the trip.


“Turn right on 47,” Laura said, and he searched her voice, those few words, for some trace of his child’s voice. But he found nothing.


 • • • 


This was how each day thus far had played itself out for him: a million small and sharp revelations, pieces of the world he walked through cutting into him each moment. Nothing he saw was what it seemed, but held inside it a piece of his son.


Already that day there had been the silence from behind him, that absence that made his son’s presence even larger. And there had been the people on the street, so many of them walking and moving, driving cars, as though there had been no death anywhere on the face of the earth, no one lost to any of them. And there had been the gray house they had left behind them, their home, and an upstairs bedroom in which had lived their child.


They had not touched the room since their son died, left the bed just as he had made it, the spread merely thrown over bunched and wrinkled sheets, the pillow crooked at the head. The small blue desk was littered with colored pencils, scraps of construction paper, a bottle of white glue. His blue canvas bookbag hung on the back of the chair.


Each morning he entered the room, looked things over. He did not know what the project his son had been working on was, and each morning he knew the construction paper and pencils would never find their intended order, never find which pencils would be applied to which pieces of paper, what would be glued to what.


So that each of his days began with its own self-inflicted wound, the small cut into him made by his own presence in the room. He could do as his wife did, he knew, and not go into the room, never mention the colorful materials across the table, the lay of the sheets and bedspread. But he went into the room regardless, finding in his moments there, before coffee and the forty-five-minute drive into Woodbridge and the Hess building and his glass cubicle, a sort of orientation for the day, a reconnaissance of the loss he hadn’t yet endured.


He felt his foot ease off the gas, felt the car slow down, the trees and scrub pine fall away. Turn right on 47 was all she had said, but before this moment, before this alien road and whatever cottage lay before them, he knew he would have been able to find evidence of his son in her voice, somewhere inside her the hidden pitch and timbre of their son.


Across the highway stood a yellow road sign, black arrows pointing left and right. This was where 658 ended, 47 their only choice, and neither right nor left seemed to him any choice at all. Around him were houses he did not recognize, landmarks for someone else, not himself.


Laura said, “Looks clear.” She turned to him. “No cars,” she said.


He looked at her.


She reached a hand across the seat, touched his arm.


He could not feel her touch through the coat he wore, only knew she was touching him by what he saw: her gloved hand, his sleeve.


He said, “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”


He felt her hand then, the small squeeze she gave. Then her hand was gone, and she turned to her window.


She said, “This is the best idea.”


From behind them came the dull blast of a horn. Hugh looked in the rearview mirror, saw the grill of a pickup truck, two men with billed caps.


This was no place he knew.


 • • • 


They passed a few farmhouses, white clapboard with screened porches, pickups and Camaros out front, cars up on blocks behind them. They passed the Mosquito Control Center on the left, and the campground.


Then came the small green street sign, Reed’s Beach Road. He signaled left, and turned onto a dirt road.


Pine trees lined the road that snaked off before them, no beach to be seen at all. Then the trees stopped, and the road ran through marsh, on either side of them the flat plain of high grass for what seemed miles. Before them, maybe a half mile away, lay a strip of cottages, rooflines cutting up into the horizon.


They reached the piece of land the cottages were built on, and he eased the car to a stop, the road splitting off to the left and right. At the fork sat a square building, clapboards painted yellow what looked maybe a hundred years ago, a rusted tin roof, one window. Double doors and a porch were at the left end of the building, above the doors a hand-painted sign, letters in red on a white background: Dorsett’s Marlinspike General Store. At either end of the words were rope anchors nailed and shellacked to the sign. Inside the window hung an old plastic 7-Up sign, a light inside it blinking on and off.


Their headlights were still on, pale light shining on the yellow clapboards. He wondered if he had left them on through breakfast in Toms River, and thought then of his own home those many miles behind him, and of the light from the same headlights cast on a house in what seemed now a different country.


Laura said, “Marlinspike.”


He said, “Which way?”


She was quiet, and he saw from the corner of his eye her gloved hands lace together in her lap, covering the map. She let out a deep breath, a signal, he knew, but one he did not care to pick up.


She said, “Left.”


He reached down and turned off the headlights. He turned left and away from the store, inched the car along a dirt road that seemed to have been scraped into place only a week ago: On either side of them lay a row of heaped dirt three or four feet high. On the other side of the heaps were the houses, nothing like what he’d imagined. They were ramshackle things, buildings made of rooms piled one on top of another and beside each other.


There were no cars on the road, and he could hear beneath them the crack of ice as they moved through frozen puddles. One house, the first on his left, butted up to the mounds of dirt before it; on a clothesline beside the house hung a single beach towel, I Discovered the Eighth Wonder of the World printed across it in a faded purple. The towel whipped in the wind, and he wondered how long it had been hanging there. Another house, this on the beachfront—he could see pylons now, caught glimpses of the gray sheet of the bay between these houses—appeared to have been nailed together overnight, the wooden walkway to the front door sagging, the doorway itself out of line, leaning to the right. A piece of plywood covered the bottom half of the front door, a blue happy face spray-painted on it. Another place, this one to his left, was only a trailer with a screened porch around it.


Laura said, “Mr. Halford’s vice president of finance, right?”


He still took in the cottages, saw one with green asphalt shingles for siding. He said, “Yep.”


“Wonder if he had to take out a loan for one of these things,” she said. He turned and saw her smile.


Then she pointed ahead, said, “There it is. Last one on the right.”


He looked, saw up ahead where the road ended in piles of dirt even higher than those beside them now. And he saw the house, the last one on the right. Beachfront.


“Now this is more like it,” Laura said.


It was a cottage: a porch with railing, pylons, a walkway over the mounded dirt to the door. Gray clapboards no different from their own.


He pulled up alongside the house, left the engine running, and leaned forward to take the place in through the windshield: three windows and the front door faced the road, the window frames and door painted a forest green, and the shingles on the roof were green, too. The roof shot up at a high angle, the roofline parallel to the water. There were two downstairs windows on the side of the house, an octagonal window at the very peak.


Laura opened her door before he could shut off the engine, was up the steps of the walkway and on the porch before he could climb out. Then she disappeared around the side of the house, her footsteps quick across the wood.


He followed her, walked along the porch to the back of the house. She was already at the end of the dock, her hands on the railing before her, eyes out to sea.


She looked over her shoulder at him and smiled, her hands still holding tight to the railing. Water lapped beneath them, and already he was logging in the items around him on the porch and dock, those things that belonged to Mr. and Mrs. Dennis Halford: a forest green Adirondack chair, a conch shell the size of a football, three crab traps in front of the sliding glass door. A single duck boot, no laces, was jammed between two railing banisters. A hibachi, rusted through where the charcoal was supposed to go, sat next to a blue and white lattice lawn chair.


Somebody else’s history, he saw. All of this was somebody else’s history, and now here they were, dumped in the midst of it in order to figure out their own history. He wondered why he hadn’t refused his boss’s offer, simply shrugged and never stood to shake Mr. Halford’s hand. No, he could have said. He could have said, I know I am not all right, but I will be, and he could have smiled at Mr. Halford, smiled right on through the lie he could have given.


He stopped at the sliding glass door, leaned over the crab traps, and peered through the glass into the house: a table, kitchen appliances, cupboards. Anybody’s guess what each of these meant to their owners.


Then the five deer came to him, their rib cages, the fact they had not looked up at them as they had driven past. He searched that image in his head, pored over it for some shred of the death of his son, and for a moment, he believed he had found something, had drawn some line between the two, the starving deer and the loss of Michael. He could make anything become something to do with his child.


But then he lost it, felt it break up like thin sheets of ice beneath him: The deer had been fearless, he saw, had given up the cover of February sunlight through trees to square off beside cars on the Parkway. They’d chosen to eat, instead of starve.


His breath fogged over the glass so that the appliances and table and chairs and all else in this house seemed to disappear, given over to the gray mist.


“Come look at the water,” Laura said from behind him, her voice closer than ever to no one he knew.




[image: Images] HIS HISTORY:


At three-fifteen each day their son’s school bus stopped at the corner of Bryant Court and Milk Farm Road, let off ten children. From there those children dispersed to their respective homes, Michael Walker and Gerry Rothberg and Melinda D’Abo the three to head on down Milk Farm a quarter mile to their street, Canterbury Court.


The bus driver’s story was that even before she’d pulled to a stop, four children rushed up the aisle to the front of the bus in some contest to see who would be off first. Michael Walker had ended up in the lead, and the bus driver said Michael had been looking back at the losers of the race, Gerry Rothberg and Carl Hagerty and Henry Joiner, as he’d stepped off into the street, when the car struck him. The car was either brown or blue, she couldn’t remember which, it had all happened so fast.


Hugh had been in meeting just then with the other two seventh-floor payroll program heads.


At ten minutes to four he was still in that same meeting, Ed Blankenship at the schematic board and diagramming away, when a secretary had leaned into the glass-walled room, looked at Hugh, said, “Telephone.” She shrugged, said, “A doctor.”


He’d parked in front of the emergency room doors, the glass doors sliding open and staying open in the presence of the car.


Then he saw her. She stood outside a door just past the reception desk. She was sobbing, hands to her face. She had on her maroon sweatpants and heavy white socks, no shoes, and her Rutgers sweatshirt: her uniform every afternoon once she was home. A heavy nurse with red hair had a hand to her shoulder and was speaking quietly, her words lost in the sound of his wife’s sobbing.


He himself was crying, too, he realized, the doctor’s words still the same shards pressed into him as when he’d first heard them over the phone at the secretary’s desk: The word accident burned in the skin across the palms of both hands as he moved toward his wife and the nurse and burned in his eyes and in his ears and tongue. There had come the word Michael and son and accident again, all of them burning in and through him, and the world and how slowly it moved—the elevator down from the seventh floor had taken an hour, the drive over had taken days—shimmered before him as he cried, walking to her, walking to her, his wife and the nurse electrified, quivering, so that when Laura lifted her head, saw him, and started toward him with her arms outstretched, it seemed to him none of it was happening at all, that this was some old movie, the moves people made forced and too large.


She fell into him, her arms around his neck and holding on tight. Already he felt her tears through his shirt, then buried his own eyes in her hair. The nurse was speaking to them both, a hand to a shoulder of each. But he turned from her, pulling his wife toward a white and sparkling wall, where he leaned them both, and they wept.


A few moments later he felt a hand at his shoulder, but didn’t turn to it. Then he heard a woman’s voice say, “Mr. Walker, Mrs. Walker.”


He turned at the voice. This was the same voice that had delivered each of those burning words to him, and for a moment he wondered how those words could have ever been uttered, how the heat of them and the way they had cut could be given away without the speaker herself succumbing to them.


She was a short woman with blond hair pulled back in a ponytail. She had a stethoscope draped around her neck and wore a short lab coat. She had her hands together in front of her. She was still alive.


She said, “I am truly sorry.”


He looked at her, measured her, and saw in her eyes that, yes, she was in fact sorry for them. She’d given him the truth. But she’d given him the words, too, and slowly the fact of what had happened—the truth of the words he’d heard over the phone—began to cut into him even deeper.


He said, “Where is he?” his voice quivering as much as the image of his wife had. He didn’t recognize his own voice, and thought yet again that none of this was happening.


“I’m Dr. Ford,” she said. “I’m the admitting doctor.” She paused, looked down, then up at him again. She said, “I’m sorry.”


Laura leaned slightly away from him, and he turned to her.


She was looking up at him. Her mouth was open, her face wet. Tears fell freely from her eyes, though she was no longer sobbing. Beside her eyes he could see minuscule broken blood vessels, there from the force of her crying, and she took in quick breaths, her lower lip trembling.


She looked at him, looked at him, her eyes searching him, he knew. She searched him, quick breaths going in and in, tears falling. Then she shimmered again, and he felt his own breath giving way.


He knew she wanted words from him, wanted him to speak to her. But nothing came to him, the sudden truth that all of this had indeed happened an occurrence that denied spoken words even existed.


So he turned to the doctor, again said, “Where is he?”


She looked at the floor again, hesitated, then turned, and started off to the door his wife and the nurse had stood outside.


He looked at Laura again, but she’d already buried her face in him, and he held her tighter, pulled her close to him. They started after the doctor.


His son lay inside the room, and the world he’d known collapsed around him. There was no other room than this one on the face of the earth, no other doctor, no other woman than his wife. There was no other bed or sheet, no other walls. And there had never existed any other pair of beaten and scuffed tennis shoes than those that lay on the foot of the bed, nor had there ever been another pair of jeans, nor another blue and green plaid flannel shirt, another yellow canvas belt, all of these folded neatly and stacked next to the only pair of tennis shoes on earth.


Just as he believed all this were happening in a way larger than life had ever seen, he burst open, his sobs filling the room.


Still no words came, the cry he gave still not huge enough to consume what he saw: There lay his child, a sheet up to his naked chest, his mouth open, eyes closed.


Laura sobbed yet again, her sounds and his mixed to make no sound at all, nothing he could hear.


He felt his own arm move away from around his wife then, his hand given some mind of its own, and he watched as his hand moved toward his son’s face, watched as he touched a brow with a thumb, the touch so gentle and small that he was convinced he had not really touched his son at all: His finger was still cool, and he felt nothing. Then he watched as his hand touched his son’s cheek, felt again nothing, then watched yet again as he held his son’s jaw in his hand, gently touched his neck, his chest, touched his shoulder and rubbed it, as if to encourage the boy, or to soothe him.


He watched all this from miles above, years away. He watched all this from a different life, one he hadn’t known existed.


Then he felt himself and his wife lean toward the boy, the two of them falling to earth at a speed so slow they were not moving at all, until all at once his lips were touching his own son’s cool forehead, and he kissed him.


 • • • 


There’d been no external injuries, the doctor said. Massive internal trauma was how she had put it. They were seated in plastic chairs outside the room. They still hadn’t spoken to each other, and he only watched the doctor as she spoke, left the ugly work of words to her and her alone.


He was thinking of the cool feel of his son’s skin on his lips, and of the look in Laura’s eyes when she’d leaned away from him, waiting for words from him. He’d realized even then, even before the proof of his own lips on his son’s forehead, the inadequacy of words, the outrageous nonsense of them in the face of what had happened, what could not be encompassed by anything anyone could say. The doctor’s words were only information, nothing more. Any words Hugh were to give to Laura would be words that meant nothing other than an inability to let the silence of Michael’s disappearance stand on its own.


So that when at the end of the hall Laura’s parents appeared, first her mother, then, a few steps behind, her father, the two of them dazed and bewildered, he could see already that the world was moving itself right back in, reasserting itself, when all he had wanted was to exist before any of this had ever happened or, at worst, to be left inside the room behind him, the one that acknowledged no other earthly existence than the evidence before him: neatly folded clothes, clean white sheets, the cold flower of their dead son.


But as soon as Laura saw her mother and father, she stood, ran to them, and he watched as she fell into her mother’s arms, and watched as her father reached to her shoulder, rubbed there just as he had his own son’s minutes or hours or days before, he could not say.


Then he heard his wife’s howl, heard her pitiful and empty first word: No


There would have to come words now, his kiss and the look in his wife’s eyes while he had no words for her exploding outward, these moments soon to be diluted with so many words to so many people, when all he wanted was to hold it, keep it as strong as the feel of his son’s skin against his lips, as the feel of his wife’s arms around his neck.


Laura’s father came to him then, and Hugh felt himself stand, his legs weak beneath him. He’d had to hold the edge of the chair as he looked past his father-in-law, a well-meaning man who smiled at him for no reason he could fathom. He put his arms around Hugh then, hugged him, and Hugh felt his arms go up of their own, pat his father-in-law’s back, as though he were the one to comfort.


But his eyes were on his wife, and he had listened to her repeated word echo down the depths of the corridor: No no no




[image: Images] HE LAY THE sextant on the red velvet cloth on the desktop, then placed the corners over it one at a time in the exact order he had found them: lower right, upper right, upper left, lower left.


He was in the upstairs room, the room with octagonal windows at either end. The stairs came up at the far end of the room, the side where no houses were. At the top of them he could look out that window, see a mile or so up the beach. Two parallel rows of broken black pylons trailed up a couple hundred yards, the pylons each two or three feet high, all of them swallowed up when the tide came in. The ceiling was the roof itself, Sheetrocked and sprayed. He had to lean his head one way or another if he weren’t standing in the middle of the room.


The desk filled the only dormer, above the desktop a large window—a double-pane jobber—so that he could sit at the desk and look out to the bay and the end of the dock. In daylight he could see neither the beach to his left nor the house next door, only the water out there, and the dock.


In the dormer ceiling was a recessed light that shone down on the charts and books and the sextant and the other instruments—a protractor, a compass, a stopwatch, pencils, a yellow legal tablet—in a clean and even manner, a light so perfect he could imagine only a man with a yellow bow tie and clean tanned skin as having been the one to install it, right along with the weather stripping and insulation and the Sheetrock.


He finished with the velvet, wrapped the bundle with the soft brown cord he had found around it that first day. He stood from the desk, ducked his head, and moved across the narrow room to the wall behind him and the row of low bookshelves there. This was where he had found the sextant, third shelf up, second set from the right, that empty space at the end of the row of Nautical Quarterlys. He knelt to the shelf, eased the sextant into its place as he had all three nights before. He wondered how long it would take Mr. Halford—minutes, hours, days—before he would know how thoroughly Hugh had been through his things.


Then he saw Laura looking at him through the banisters. She was only a couple of steps up the stairs, her head even with the floor, and he felt his face go hot, as though he had been caught at something.


She said, “The groceries, believe it or not, are still out there.” She smiled at him.


He pushed himself to standing, careful not to bump his head on the ceiling, his head swinging to one side and away, the move already rote in him.


She said, “If I have to do the shopping, then you have to do the putting away. Fair and square.” She paused, smiling up at him. “Quite marlinspike,” she said, nodded at the sextant. “The way you take care of that thing.”


He made himself smile, said, “Just let me put the rest of this stuff away. Nothing’s going to sour out there.” He went to the desk, assembled the ruler and compass and protractor in a neat row along the upper right corner of the desktop, this, too, just as he had found it.


“True,” she said, “true,” and then she was gone. But he had seen her face, and how she’d looked away from him, letting her head drop, her eyes on the steps before her for a moment. She had sent him another signal, her coming up here quietly, watching him for who knew how long as he put away the sextant, then smiling innocently, calling for his help.


 • • • 


He made it to the bottom of the stairs, reached to the switchplate, and turned off the upstairs light, this for some reason the switch for the second floor. For all its taste and clean design—its clapboards and green shingles and glistening cupboards—there were touches that revealed Mr. and Mrs. Halford as tacky in their nautical way: The switchplate at the bottom of the stairs was a gold-painted angelfish, as were all the switchplates in the place; on the walls were framed needlepoint scenes of waves crashing on rocks, sailboats out to sea. On one wall of the bedroom were seven needlepoint pictures, each one of a different lighthouse on the East Coast, Owl’s Head or Barnegat Light or Solomon’s Lump stitched in black beneath the appropriate light. A lampshade in the reading room, the room the stairs led up from, was painted with tropical fish, bubbles up from their mouths; on the sill of the window above the kitchen sink sat a frog and monkey and giraffe all made of shells glued together, black dots of paint for eyes, red lines for smiles.


He moved through the living room. The walls were paneled with unfinished pine slats, a TV in one corner, a sofa and love seat settled in another. Rows of bookshelves went up the wall with the doorway into the kitchen, the shelves filled with Reader’s Digest condensed books and cased National Geographics set in proper chronological order.


He reached the doorway, put a hand to the fish switchplate, and looked around the room once more. Above the love seat was a large wooden plaque, mounted on it shellacked bits of rope tied off into intricate knots he had no clue how to tie. Beneath each knot was a name in flowing white script: Sheep’s Head, Bowline, Fisherman’s Bend.


He hesitated a moment, looked at it all as though he had never been in here before, as though he had been upstairs or out on the dock all this time, and nowhere else.


Then he cut off the light, turned quickly from what was behind him, because he had seen the truth in what he thought: Except for meals and sleep and chores like taking out the trash or, now, bringing in the groceries, he had in fact spent every waking moment in just those two places: either upstairs or out on the dock.


 • • • 


Laura sat at the kitchen table, spread out before her the maps and brochures that had been there since she’d come home from her first drive the first day. Each day she was out of the house, either driving somewhere on errands, she told him, or out on the beach and walking. Her evenings were spent going through visitor materials and AAA road maps.


She looked up at him. In her hands was a glossy pamphlet with photographs of people wearing three-cornered hats and shoes with huge buckles.


She said, “It descends from the mountaintop,” her voice a caricatured deejay’s, all solid and strong and, he knew, meant to be funny. But he said nothing, only reached to the tabletop and got the keys. Then he was out the door.


He hadn’t put on his parka, the wind cold off the water, the keys ice in his hands as he tried in the darkness for the right one. He found it, his fingers already numb as he twisted it, lifted the trunk lid.


The moon hadn’t yet cleared the house, the road and car dark out here; there were no streetlamps, their own porchlight was burned out. He peered down into the trunk, the only light the dull yellow of the bulb in the trunk lid, and made out vague gray shapes, like clouds at night. But they were only plastic bags of groceries, and he reached in, groping for the handles on the bags. He found all four of them, held two in each hand, the cold and the weight of the bags cutting through his fingers.


With an elbow he managed to pull down the trunk, push it closed. Even though he’d already lost feeling in his fingers, he still got the front door open, and moved into the house, kicking the door closed behind him.


There stood Laura, hands on her hips. Her chin was up, and he could see her jaw was clenched.


He said, “Here they are,” and moved past her to the table, set the bags there.


She said from behind him, “Self-pity. That’s all.”


“Nope,” he said, ready. He was looking at the sliding glass door, somewhere out past his reflection the dock, and the water.


He said, “Mourning. That’s what it’s called.”


“Its called self-pity. God-damned self-pity is all it is. Calling it anything else is a lie. Plain and simple.”


She hadn’t moved, he could hear, and now the sound of the water rising beneath them came to him, the soft sound of the moon doing its own will without him. He had no control over it, its image through the sextant, its play along the horizon only a trick done with mirrors.


He looked down at the table, at the array of brochures about places he knew had no bearing whatsoever in the world he and his wife now inhabited: Batsto Village, Cape May Bird Observatory, Historic Points of Interest on the Jersey Cape. What did this woman believe was important? he wondered, and he saw that he could not know her, never knew her.


“It’s called mourning,” he said. He reached down, picked up the Historic Points of Interest flyer, a blue rectangular piece of paper, printed on it a list and description of things to see and do in Cape May. “I don’t know what you think is important, but I think remembering him is. You call it what you want, but I know what it is.” He held up the paper to her, said, “Museums, buildings, shipwrecks. If that’s what you think is important, then you’re free to have it.”


She’d already moved to the table, her eyes down. She rubbed her nose, sniffed, then picked open one of the bags. She pulled out a box of Cheerios and a yogurt. She said, “Remembering him,” her voice ready to break. “Remembering him,” she said again. She put the cereal in a cupboard, then opened the refrigerator, set in the yogurt. She left it open, went back to the bag, and took out celery and two more yogurts. “It’s not remembering,” she said. She’d put her voice back together; her moving back and forth in the kitchen, it seemed to him, was all she needed to dismiss the idea of their son.


“You’re not remembering,” she said, “but dying yourself. You can’t even see it, you’re dying so quick.” She placed a bag of Oreos in another cupboard and started in on the second sack of groceries.


Her words continued, but he did not hear them. They were the same words she had used on him time and again. He himself was dying, she would say, and she could see it, and so could everyone they knew, from the Rothbergs next door to the man at the Wawa on Route 9, where he stopped for beer Friday afternoons on his way home from Hess. Everyone could see him wasting away.


About this time, too, she would ask if he were listening. He would nod his head, just as he was doing right then, the blue piece of paper still in his hand. He was looking at the paper, though, reading it. He had heard her words of his own death enough times to know her voice would soon rise in pitch, and shatter. She would no longer be able to say those same words, and he would have to go to her, place his arms around her, hold her and comfort her, because, he knew, she was not through with it either. Mourning, self-pity, whatever she chose to call it, was as much a part of her as it was of him.


He listened not to her words, then, but to her pitch, looked for the quiver in it as he read the piece of paper in his hands about Guard Towers in Cape May Point and Wildwood: “The threat of German U-boat attacks in World War II prompted the construction of submarine lookout towers. Abandoned after the war, three remain today as reminders of the beachfront blackout of the ’40s.”


Now she had worked Mr. Halford’s name into the words, pointing out, he knew without listening, that this state of decay was apparent even to his boss, hence, their trip down here, a trip that, by every indication thus far, he knew she would say, had proven to be useless. Still she kept on, emptied the second bag and then the third, and still her voice did not rise, her words still the string he knew by heart. He read the next paragraph on the piece of paper, this under the heading Shipwrecks: “Three of the thousands of ships lost on the Jersey Cape beaches have been memorialized, one in Ocean City and two at Cape May Point. The newest but most unusual is The Atlantus just off Sunset Blvd. in Delaware Bay. An experimental World War I concrete ship, she was decommissioned as a failure. Salvaged from the Navy’s graveyard at Baltimore and towed here in 1926, she was to have been sunk as part of a ferry slip but was beached by a storm and could not be raised.”


Then he realized her voice had quit altogether. He looked up from the flyer. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, in her upheld hands empty plastic grocery bags.


She said, “The rest of the groceries?” and gave a quick shake of the bags, the sound like dead leaves in the room.


He put the flyer down on the table and tried to picture a beached concrete ship.


He said, “Yes?” and tilted his head, tried to seem attentive.


Slowly she let her hands fall to her sides, the bags soft and full of air, white clouds now instead of the gray in the trunk. She said, “There’s more stuff out in the car. I told you stuff was rolling around all over the place.” She paused, let out a breath. She turned from him, slowly shook her head as she went to the cupboards, opened one and another and another, worked her way around the room toward the refrigerator. She still held the bags as she opened and closed each cupboard, moved to the next: “A big can of V-8,” she called out; “two cans of chili, a bag of bagels,” then, “instant oatmeal.” She opened the refrigerator, peered at shelves and into the crisper: “Three oranges, a block of cheddar, cream cheese.”
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