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To the Brussats and the Fishers—past, present, and future
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Angie

Door County, Wisconsin 1960

The day started out clear and crisp—a perfect September morning with no foreboding of what was to come. After PJ woke from his nap, I bundled him into a sweater, stretchy knit pants, and a matching cap—hand-me-downs from my sister Dorrie’s children. Holding the baby against my hip, I stepped outside the cottage. It had rained the night before, and I breathed in the sultry fragrance, familiar as the scent of my own skin, of swollen lake water and sparse Wisconsin woods.

My feet crunched across our sand path over the unpaved road to North Bay; like all residents of North Bay Drive, Paul and I had created a path of sand across the gravel-and-oil road, to curtail oil sticking to our shoes. I made my way down the rickety wooden staircase to the bay, careful of the mud that always stuck to the stair treads after a hard rain. At the bottom, I squelched through the tall, mucky grasses to the edge of the water and with one hand turned over the lightweight canvas canoe my grandfather handcrafted decades ago. Over the weekend, Paul had fashioned a small wooden seat for PJ, padded and reclining, across the canoe’s middle bench. I was eager to try it out.

Humming softly, I fastened the baby with leather straps that Paul had hammered into each side of the bench. I was thinking about the night before. I remembered how rain had pelted the tin roof of the cottage, pounding into my ears as Paul and I rocked together in tangled sheets, our limbs entwined. At the end, I’d cried out Paul’s name, my voice raised above the sound of raindrops lashing against the windowpanes. Afterward we were still, listening to the occasional rumble of thunder as the storm moved eastward over Lake Michigan. Gratitude—for my marriage, my life, my future—wrapped itself around my heart as securely as Paul’s body encircled my own.

Now, twelve hours later, my breath caught at the memory. I paddled onto the bay, which PJ and I had to ourselves, save for a gathering of ducks floating serenely near the shore and a pair of gulls farther out. All the gnats and most of the mosquitoes were gone for the season. Only the occasional dragonfly buzzed over the water, its wings shimmering purple and blue in the sunlight.

I put up the paddle and let the canoe drift. Lulled by the gently rocking craft, PJ babbled cheerfully as he watched birds flying overhead.

I looked up, shielding my eyes from the sun, and as I did, a burst of splashing water erupted to my right. I whipped my head and shoulders around in time to see a trout shooting out of the bay, sending ripples across the surface when it plunged back in.

Pulled off balance by my sudden shift, I felt the canoe tipping sharply. PJ let out a wail. I twisted and saw the baby roll to the side and the top of his head touch the water. His shoulders and torso followed. The leather straps had come loose from the bench—Paul must not have hammered them in securely enough.

I grappled forward and snatched the baby by his ankles just before he went fully underwater. The canoe tilted and I sat down hastily, grinding my hip into the bench as I restored myself upright.

The baby wailed with surprise, his hair soaked, lake water dripping into his eyes and mingling with his tears. I hugged him to my chest and ran my fingers across his drenched head. “It’s okay, my little one,” I murmured. “You’re safe.”

I kissed PJ’s brow, tucking his head against my breast, and with my free hand crossed myself. Thank you, Virgin Mother, I silently prayed. Thank you for watching over us.

The wooden paddle drifted nearby. Shaking, I stared at it. I snuggled the baby under my left arm, dunked my right forearm into the water, and propelled the canoe by hand until I reached the paddle. I retrieved it and tucked the baby more tightly against my body. Awkwardly, one-handed, I paddled toward the shore—graceless but steadfast.

•  •  •

I was just walking in the door when the telephone began to ring—the two short rings signifying the call coming over the party line was for my household. Still trembling, I slipped off my muddy galoshes. I dashed to the bathroom, wrapped the baby in a towel, and placed him on the davenport.

I crossed the cottage’s diminutive living room and picked up the telephone receiver on the desk, turning down the radio volume with my other hand; I’d neglected to shut off the radio before I went out on the bay. Throughout the morning on WDOR, the announcers had been discussing last night’s presidential debate. They said that while Vice President Nixon came off favorably over the airwaves, those who’d watched the televised version felt Senator Kennedy won by a landslide. The first time I heard those words, earlier that morning, I’d raised my fist in a little cheer. In less than two months, I would be voting in my first presidential election. The senator from Massachusetts had my full support.

“Aunt Angie?” The female voice on the other end of the line was unfamiliar. I have more than a dozen nieces and nephews—I’m the youngest of six, and all my siblings have several children apiece—but only a handful of those children were old enough to make telephone calls. And of those few, none had a mature voice like this. Not quite the intonation of an adult, but surely not a child, either.

Only one person might call me aunt in that type of voice.

“Ruby?” I asked. “Is that you? Are you all right?”

There was no answer. I glanced across the room, watching PJ burble to himself as he swatted the loose threads on a sofa pillow. Considering what he’d been through on the bay, PJ was terrifically calm. How lucky I was to have such an agreeable baby, when all I heard from my sisters and sisters-in-law were gripes about colic and crankiness.

“We got us a winner,” Paul said whenever I marveled at this. “The boy’s a winner, Angel.”

And I would smile, both at his words and his pet name for me. Angel.

There was an almost inaudible sound on the line—not spoken words and not quite the clearing of a throat. I hoped it was Ruby, but I suspected it was old Mrs. Bates from down the road, using the party line to snare gossip like catching a weasel in a baited live trap.

“Ruby?” I said again. “Are you there? Are you all right?”

“No,” Ruby answered in that restrained voice of hers, devoid of emotion and cool as the water in the bay. “No, Aunt Angie, I am not all right.”

There was another pause, and then Ruby said, “Aunt Angie, my father is dead. And my mother has run away.”
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Ruby

Stonekill, New York 1960

“My mother left a note,” Ruby says to Aunt Angie on the telephone. “Explaining to my father and me that she was leaving.” Her voice lowering to a whisper, Ruby goes on. “She said she was sorry. But life is too short to wait.”

“That’s awful, Ruby,” Aunt Angie says. “Just awful.”

Ruby doesn’t answer. After a moment, Aunt Angie asks, “And your father . . . ?”

Winding the telephone cord around her thumb, Ruby tells Aunt Angie the rest of the story: her father’s body was found slumped on the forest floor, just a few feet into her family’s woods behind their house. “He was at the base of an oak tree. There was an empty teacup nearby,” Ruby says. “They’re testing the cup for poison. The police told me the coroner will likely rule it a suicide.”

Ruby’s voice is matter-of-fact. Because these are the facts, after all.

“Oh, my goodness,” Aunt Angie says. “I’m so sorry.” She pauses, and then adds, “Where are you now, honey?”

Ruby is silent. She is taking in the word Aunt Angie used. Honey.

Nobody calls Ruby anything like that. Not anymore.

“I’m at home,” Ruby says. “Would you have Uncle Paul call me as soon as he can?”

•  •  •

After they hang up, Ruby turns and opens the patio door. She steps off the patio, crosses the backyard, and enters her family’s dense forest. All she hears are birds and insects and the occasional squirrel scurrying through the underbrush. Passing a thick-trunked oak, she taps it gently, then moves on.

Ruby tramples along the narrow, barely perceptible path. She presses her threadbare gray-white tennis shoes into supple earth and soggy fallen leaves.

Eventually she comes into a small clearing. She sits on a rock. A heavy, rut-topped boulder, two feet in diameter, two feet tall. A rock that’s slick with dew, embedded quartz chips sparkling in the late-morning sunlight that filters through the treetops.

The rocks are the earth; everything around them is temporal. These rocks were here before the Algonquians, who in their turn inhabited this forest long before the Dutch settled New York State a mere three hundred years ago. Boulders like the one Ruby perches on have seen trees, animals, and people come and go. They’ve known the nearby oaks and pines for fewer years than the life span of a tortoise.

She crosses her left ankle over her right knee. Gently, she picks at the little blue rubber tag on the heel of her left shoe. The one that once said KEDS but because she’s picked at it so much now only reads KE.

Ruby lowers her fingertips, anticipating the cold chill of rock.

And then—quickly—she pulls her hand away. Because instead of hard stone she felt something rippling and leathery.

She looks down. Coiled on the rock, not six inches from where she sits, is a solitary, thick-middled snake.

It hisses and she jumps up. She moves away, staring. The snake glowers, its beady eyes gleaming, its forked tongue flicking. Its flesh is mostly dark green—the color of the forest—with narrow stripes of yellow running the length of its body.

To prove she’s not afraid, Ruby extends her hand.

The snake hesitates. It elongates and then recurls itself.

She wiggles her fingers.

That’s all it takes. The snake pulls back its head to gather strength and momentum. With a vulgar hiss, it flings its open mouth toward her outstretched hand.

She could scream. But no one would hear her if she did.
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Angie

I deposited PJ in his crib, put my galoshes back on, and flung myself out the door. I sloshed across the mucky yard as fast as I could.

My mind raced, taking in what Ruby had said. Suicide—what an awful thing. I couldn’t imagine how I’d find the words to tell Paul this news about his brother. He was going to be crushed.

And Ruby! What a situation for a young girl to be in. Abandoned by her mother. And her father, too—brokenhearted, obviously, and had killed himself rather than face reality. How could parents do such things to their child?

I thought about the pet name I’d called Ruby, and how she clammed up when I said it. Honey. It was the term of endearment I used for all my young nieces and nephews, and it had come out spontaneously.

But Ruby was seventeen and I was twenty-one. Ruby would not consider herself my honey. I should have known better.

At the edge of the forest, I picked my way along the wide, muddy path to Paul’s studio. Dappled sunlight fell on my shoulders through the thin stands of cedar and birch. After clear-cut logging in the late 1800s, the woods of Wisconsin’s Door County peninsula were only now beginning to fill with maturing trees. The sparse forest provided the odd effect of simultaneously exposing and enfolding me.

The property—two acres on a gravel road facing North Bay, on the eastern side of Door—once belonged to my paternal grandparents. Paul and I had been living in the cottage on this property since our wedding the year before. Paul’s studio, set back in the woods about ten yards behind the cottage, was doll-size. In the past, my grandparents used it as a storage shed.

“Paul,” I called, banging open the studio door.

Paul looked up from the half-painted linen clipped to his easel. The table next to him was littered with boxes of watercolor paints, brushes of various sizes, water pots, and a couple of rags. On a chair rail that Paul had mounted to the shed’s walls were paintings in various stages of completion—scenes of North Bay, Lake Michigan, and the sunset over Green Bay on the other side of the peninsula.

“What is it, Angel?” Paul stood, facing me.

“I don’t . . . I don’t even know how to tell you this.” I walked into the studio. “It’s Henry. And Silja.”

“What about them?”

I swallowed hard. “Ruby called. She said . . . oh, Paul.” I put my arms around him. “Henry is . . . dead.”

Paul extracted himself from my embrace and sat down heavily on his stool. “I don’t understand.”

“Me, neither, really,” I said. “But Ruby says . . .” I bit my lip. “She says Henry was found in the woods near their house. His body, I mean. The police are expecting it to be ruled a . . . a suicide.” I felt tears stinging my eyes. “And Silja is missing.” I hesitated, and then added, “Ruby said Silja has abandoned them.”

I told him about the note Silja had left. And then I trailed off, letting him put the pieces together for himself.

Paul didn’t say anything. Then he asked, “Are you sure? You’re sure that’s what she said?”

I nodded. He looked out the studio window, blinking, then turned back to me.

“Tell me everything,” he said. “Word for word, Angel, repeat exactly what Ruby said.”

•  •  •

Paul’s brother, Henry, lived in New York State with his wife, Silja, and their daughter, Ruby. I had met them only once, when they came to Door County the previous September for our wedding.

Henry and his family were scheduled to arrive late the evening before the wedding. By the time they made it to Door County, I had long since bid Paul good night at my parents’ doorstep and gone upstairs for my last night sleeping in my childhood bedroom. The next day I didn’t see Paul until I walked down the aisle at St. Mary of the Lake and joined him at the altar, where Henry stood beside him.

As the priest intoned words of welcome, I glanced sideways at Henry, struck by his overwhelming resemblance to Paul. I look like everyone in my family, too—all six of us, from my oldest brother, George, on down through me, have mousy brown hair, freckles across our noses, and round blue eyes under arched brows. But Paul and Henry—both of them tall, thin, with narrow faces, a shock of dark hair, and sparkling, chocolate-brown eyes—looked as if they could be twins.

They practically were, Paul had told me on our first date. Only a year apart in age, the brothers had been inseparable as children. “We didn’t have many friends,” Paul said. “We didn’t need them. We had each other.” They’d grown up in California wine country. Their parents had been caretakers at a vineyard, and Paul and Henry were raised among the vines, helping tend the delicate plants, harvest the grapes, process them into wine.

“Did you squish them with your feet in a big wooden vat, like the Romans?” I asked him, angling myself forward to reveal the tops of my breasts protruding from the neckline of my favorite polka-dot dress.

“Every fall,” Paul assured me with a grin. I felt my heart go pitter-patter.

Well, who could blame me? With his broad smile and twinkling eyes, he looked just like Cary Grant. I’d been powerless against the charms of Paul Glass—this beguiling, almost middle-aged artist who’d shown up in Door County seemingly from nowhere.

When I met him, I had just begun my annual summer job at Gordon Lodge as a cottage girl. It was sweaty, grueling work, cleaning the guest cottages and lodge rooms while wearing the nylon turquoise dress and the stockings that management required of its cottage girls. After my shift one afternoon, I wandered into the Top Deck, Gordon’s lounge, for a drink of water. A bartender I didn’t know was washing glasses and whistling. The top two buttons on his shirt were undone, and a St. Christopher medal peeked out from the nest of dark hair on his chest. As I sat down at the bar, I had an almost irresistible urge to reach out and touch the medal. The bartender smiled at me, flashing his dark eyes and placing a tumbler of ice water in front of me before I even asked for it.

That same night, we went on our first date—which actually consisted simply of me going home, showering and changing, then heading back to the lodge to sit at the bar and wait for him to close up.

Paul told me that both he and Henry had fought in the war; every young man did in those days, as I was aware, although I was only a toddler when the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. Paul went to the Pacific, and Henry was assigned to the European front. Before shipping out, Henry’s company had leave in New York, where he met Silja.

“What kind of name is Silja?” I asked Paul. “Is it Italian, like Saint Cecilia?”

“No. It’s pronounced like that but spelled differently,” Paul replied. “S-i-l-j-a. It’s Finnish. Silja grew up in some little Finnish socialist cooperative in Brooklyn. All for one, one for all—that sort of nonsense.” He scoffed. “But she doesn’t live like that anymore.”

“How does she live now?”

Paul grimaced. “Opulently,” he told me. “Silja lives opulently.”

•  •  •

That first date led to a summer of nights together. Daytimes, too, when I’d slip away to the room Paul rented in town—glancing around furtively before entering the building, making sure no one saw me who would report back to my parents or brothers. I’d never done such a thing before—but I’d never known anyone like Paul before, either. He was as different from the boys I grew up with as a peacock would be among the multitudes of gulls that swarmed outside the lodge begging for scraps of food.

It wasn’t just his charm; it was also his maturity. He’d been everywhere; he’d seen everything. Nothing fazed him—a turn of the weather, a harsh word from a demanding customer, a flat tire on a deserted road. His hands were more capable than any other man’s—with the exception of my father, of course. I could trust Paul with anything.

Marvelously, it turned out he was as enamored with me as I was with him. When he smiled at me, I felt like a beauty queen. So it was no surprise, really, that a wedding took place only three months after we met.

•  •  •

It wasn’t until our reception in the Top Deck that I got a good look at my new sister-in-law. Silja was sensuously plump: large-chested, round-bottomed, and tall. An emerald-green strapless dress accentuated her curves. Her ash-blond hair was upswept in back, styled low on her forehead in front. Her face was not especially pretty; she had a large, rounded nose that overshadowed her other features, in particular diminishing the exquisite hazel color of her eyes, which were hidden behind cat’s-eye-shaped glasses.

Silja told me that she had a prominent job in New York City, managing food operations at the Rutherford Hotel. “It’s not the largest hotel in New York by any means,” Silja said. “Nor the most famous. But we have a reputation for impeccable service, particularly in our restaurants.”

I nodded absently, looking around the room for Paul. He was behind the bar, mixing drinks and laughing with the guests seated across from him. The jovial bartender, even at his own wedding.

“So we’re sorry we can’t stay longer,” Silja was saying, and I reluctantly turned my gaze back to her. “But I’m needed at work on Monday.”

Silja reached into her handbag with manicured fingers, pulling out a gold cigarette case and matching lighter. She lit her cigarette, taking a long drag and regarding me. “And you, dear?” she asked. “What do you do?”

I clutched my handkerchief—something blue, just like the poem says you’re supposed to carry. “Well, I was working here at the lodge over the summer,” I said. “But now . . . with being a married woman and all . . . ”

I closed my mouth, uncertain whether to say more. No one except my family and my closest friends knew the big secret—although once it became obvious, there would be little surprise, given how hastily Paul and I married. I was barely showing, my rounded belly easily hidden beneath the full skirt of my wedding gown—which, not many years before, had been my sister Carol Ann’s wedding gown. Carol Ann was a size larger than me; hiding my expanding waistline wasn’t a problem in the abundant yards of satin and lace. Still—this was Paul’s sister-in-law, after all—his family. Had Paul told Henry about the baby? And if so, had Henry told Silja? I wasn’t sure.

Silja nodded. “Marriage is work,” she said faintly. “Marriage is . . . ” She smiled wistfully. “Well, what do I know about it, right? No more, nor less, than any other wife.” She inhaled cigarette smoke, then blew it away from me. “Every wife has her own story.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “I’m sure that’s true.”

Silja tilted her head, regarding me thoughtfully. “I can see how much you adore Paul. It’s very sweet.” She smiled again. “It reminds me of how I felt about Henry when we met. I was just about your age then.” She turned away, staring contemplatively past the crowd of wedding guests toward the lake outside the Top Deck’s wide windowpanes. “That was such a long time ago.”

A clinking sound filled the room—people tapping silverware against wine and beer glasses, signaling that they wanted the bride and groom to kiss. Paul met my eye and beckoned me over.

“Excuse me,” I said to Silja, and scurried across the room. Leaning over the bar, I received Paul’s warm kiss and our guests’ enthusiastic applause.
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Silja

1942

In Brooklyn, love at first sight only happened in one place: the movies. It happened every Saturday afternoon, to girls who spent their pin money each week to sit in velveteen seats in the Sunset or the Coliseum, contemplatively munching popcorn and watching as Barbara Stanwyck fell hard for an affable Henry Fonda, Vivien Leigh stared hypnotically into Laurence Olivier’s eyes, Irene Dunne found herself defenseless against Cary Grant’s charms.

And then the girls went home through the blustery, littered streets—home to their overworked mothers, silent fathers, and hordes of little brothers and sisters. The starry-eyed girls scribbled things like “Mrs. Emma Olivier” in their school notebooks, imagining what would happen if dreamy Laurence showed up on the doorstep. For surely he would forget Vivien in an instant, if he had her, Emma, to love instead.

That girl was Silja Takala. Twenty years old, bespectacled, and untarnished as a new copper kettle yet to feel the heat of fire, Silja was a girl whose only knowledge of love was through the movies.

•  •  •

But then real love did happen. Just like in the movies.

She met him at a bus stop. She was on her way to visit her friend Johanna. It was Friday, Silja’s short day at Hunter when she only had morning classes. She had loads of homework to do over the weekend, but she hadn’t seen Johanna in months, not since Johanna’s family moved from Brooklyn’s Finntown to New York’s other Finntown, the one in Harlem.

As she waited for an uptown bus, a tall young man, thin as a cane and dressed in uniform—so many young men were in uniform these days—hesitantly tapped her shoulder.

“Hi-de-ho, miss.” He grinned sheepishly. “I’m trying to get to the Bronx Zoo. Is this the right bus?”

“The zoo? Why do you want to go there?” She couldn’t take her eyes off him. With twinkling eyes and an inviting smile, he was Cary Grant’s double.

“I’m only in New York for a few days. I thought I should see the sights.” He looked up at the bright, sunny sky—remarkably cloudless for the first Friday in March. “And it’s a nice day for the zoo.”

Such a peculiar thing for a GI to do on leave. There were burlesque clubs and taverns lining every side street in Manhattan. There were jazz joints and dance halls and any type of restaurant you could want. There were pleasures galore that a young man on his way to an uncertain future should surely enjoy while he could. What nutcase—especially such an attractive one—would choose the Bronx Zoo?

“I’m Henry,” he said, almost as if she’d asked.

“Silja,” she replied. The bus roared up next to them, spitting diesel fumes. “This is your bus,” she informed him. “Mine, too.”

•  •  •

Silja never made it to Johanna’s. She arrived home well after supper time, her neatly rolled hairdo ruined by the wind at the zoo. She and Henry had strolled past the lions, the seals, the monkeys rattling their cages. Though Henry had claimed he wanted to see the sights, he seemed not to notice the animals. His eyes were on Silja.

They caught a downtown bus just before dark. Sliding into a seat near the back, Henry put his arm around Silja’s shoulder, which she found both unsettling and exhilarating. She’d never before been the object of anyone’s affection in public. But with the war on, boys in uniform—and the girls accompanying them—could get away with nearly any degree of necking. When Henry leaned in to kiss her, no one around them batted an eye. He pressed his mouth against hers softly but persistently, his tongue only scarcely flicking between her lips. Her heart was pounding when they broke apart.

“I have to see you again, Silja,” he said. “Can I call you?”

Could he call her? What a question! She got off at Sixty-Eighth Street near Hunter and headed for the subway, leaving Henry on the bus holding a slip of paper with her number.

At home, her mother glared and asked Silja where she had been.

“I’m sorry, Äiti,” Silja told her. “The subway trains were running late.” She bowed her head so her mother couldn’t see her faint smile.

Love at first sight? Silja asked herself that night as she fell into bed. She reached inside her nightgown, absently stroking her breasts. But love at first sight isn’t real, she reminded herself, squeezing her nipples, feeling them stand erect against the thin cotton of her gown. It only happens in the movies.

Perhaps, she thought, lowering her hands. And perhaps not.

•  •  •

They met the next morning at Vic’s, near Hunter on Sixty-Ninth Street—a spot Silja selected intentionally, hoping some of her classmates might see her with this dreamboat of a GI. But she saw no one she knew in the café.

“New York is my town,” she told Henry as she sipped coffee and he drank black tea. “I can show you anything you want. I’ve lived here my whole life. I know everything about this city.”

Henry chuckled. “Is that so, hotshot? We’ll see.”

He professed an interest in abstract paintings, so she took him to the newly opened Museum of Modern Art. As they wandered the galleries, Silja admired the Kandinskys and the Picabias. But Henry scoffed. “I’d hardly call this abstract,” he said, waving at a Kandinsky woodcut. “Where’s the daring? Where are the guts?”

Overhearing him, a fellow nearby butted in. “Do you know of the Riverside Museum?” When they shook their heads, he handed them a pamphlet. “They’re having a swell show of American abstract artists. It’s worth your time.”

So they headed uptown. “This is more like it,” Henry said as they took in the works of Rothko and Gottlieb and others. “These Americans, they know how to cook with gas.”

•  •  •

He knew what he liked; she had to give him that. On Saturday, she’d worn a clingy green sweater with pearl buttons and a matching pencil skirt. Henry remarked how swell the outfit looked on her. “You should always wear green,” he told her, eyeing her up and down. “It brings out the color in your eyes.”

But he wasn’t looking at her eyes when he said it.

Silja smiled and thanked him. On Monday, when they met again at Vic’s during her lunchtime break, she was in a loose-cut pink blouse and a gray wool circle skirt. It was one of her favorite outfits and she thought he’d like it. But when he saw her, Henry frowned and asked sharply, “Where’s the green?”

“I forgot,” she said.

“Don’t forget next time, baby doll.” He escorted her to a booth in the back of the café.

She resolved she would go out of her way to include something green in her ensemble—a scarf, a hat, jewelry—every time they got together. After all, she told herself, Henry is a GI about to put his life on the line for everyone in this country. It was peanuts, what he asked of her. It was the least she could do.

•  •  •

She was never sure exactly when she’d see him. His troop was stationed at Camp Kilmer in New Jersey, and there was a snafu with their orders—one she didn’t understand but knew wasn’t unusual. President Roosevelt had declared war only three months ago; the army was trying to sort it all out and get troops trained and moved into service efficiently. But it took time.

Silja, who before she met Henry had all but lived in the Hunter campus library, took to studying in the apartment she shared with her mother, Mikaela, in the Alku, their Finntown co-op. Mikaela frequently went out in the evenings—she was one of a small group of Finntown female air raid wardens—so she wasn’t there on the nights when the telephone rang and Silja grabbed it, a broad smile on her face if it turned out to be Henry calling to say he was in Manhattan.

“Can I spring you from that gloomy prison of yours?” he’d ask over the line. “Take you to some ritzy joint and get our kicks, Silja, how about that?” She never knew whether he was kidding or if he truly believed what he said about the Alku, which he’d never seen. A prison? Hardly—their apartment was light filled and pretty. Either way, she always replied yes, she’d be there in thirty minutes.

As she emerged from the subway and into his welcoming arms, her heart thudded. Whenever he touched her—even small touches like helping her into her coat after a restaurant meal—she felt her body flush and warm all over.

She half hoped, each time she saw him, that he’d suggest getting a hotel room. She had never been a type of girl to think such things. Previously, her sexual notions had been foggy and vague, mostly centered on kissing some shadowy, indistinct male.

But that was before Henry. Now, alone at night in her bed, when she closed her eyes she saw his face and imagined his kisses raining onto her. She felt Henry’s warm hands when she touched her own bare skin.

•  •  •

On the third Monday in March, when they’d known each other exactly ten days, they strolled through Central Park on a warm afternoon. As they rounded Bethesda Fountain, Henry took Silja’s left hand. He placed a modest diamond solitaire on it.

“Marry me now,” he said. “Marry me, Silja, and after this war is over, I’ll come back and we’ll make a life together. A life beyond your wildest dreams.” He gently squeezed her hand. “I’ll be yours forever, if you’ll be mine.”

Silja was speechless. Was this really her he was speaking to? Silja Takala, pleasant but ordinary girl from Brooklyn? The girl who was valedictorian of her high school class, went on to study at Hunter, and was the pride and joy not only of her mother but also of everyone in the Alku? How could she, of all people, be the one receiving this ring, accompanied by this illogical but madly romantic proposal? It was the stuff that Hollywood movies were made of.

She could barely believe it when she heard her own voice responding yes.
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Ruby

She’d thought no one would hear her if she screamed, but it turns out she might have been wrong. Because glancing to her left, Ruby sees Shepherd parking his car in the cemetery beyond her family’s forest. He gets out, closing the car door softly, and looks up to see her watching him. He weaves through the gravestones, steps over the stone wall, and stands beside her, next to the rock.

The snake has slithered off into a thicket. It didn’t bite her. Ruby is too fast to let that happen—and besides, garter snakes usually don’t bite or even lash out. They generally keep to themselves and mind their own business.

That one, though—Ruby thinks it was a crank. It had to have been a crank, to get so riled up about a finger or two wiggling in its face.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she tells Shepherd. “The cops were here an hour ago, taking measurements of the oak tree and talking and writing notes. I saw them but they didn’t see me. They’re gone, but what if they come back?”

He nods. “But you’re here, Ruby. Are you supposed to be here?”

“Not really,” she admits. “I’m supposed to be at Miss Wells’s apartment. She said it was okay for me to stay home from school and call my uncle whenever I was ready to talk to him. And then she left for school.” Ruby shrugs. “I didn’t want to be there alone,” she says. “And I didn’t want to run up Miss Wells’s telephone bill. So I came back here. I tried to reach my uncle, but I had to leave a message with his wife.”

Shepherd nods again. “I thought you might be here,” he says. “Want to go for a walk?”

Ruby knows she should go back to the house and wait for Uncle Paul to return her call. But looking into Shepherd’s eyes—which are cloudy despite the brilliance of the day—she can’t refuse.

“Just for a few minutes.” She turns into the woods and Shepherd follows her.

Silently—because what is there to say?—they single-file walk, with Ruby leading the way. Sunlight filters through trees brilliant in reds, yellows, and oranges. Leaves crunch under their feet. It’s the exact kind of day that makes people say fall is their favorite season.

They walk west, then north. There are no fences or markers separating these woods, but Ruby knows where her family’s property is divided from the Burkes’ on the north, the Powells’ on the south. The old, abandoned Dutch Reformed Church cemetery—the one nobody ever gets buried in anymore, the one where Shepherd parks when he visits—is to the east.

They sit on a fallen black birch, its rotting core soft and crumbly to the touch. She sifts the broken pieces through her fingers. Heart rot, that’s called—when a tree decomposes from the inside. Shepherd taught her that.

He puts his hand tentatively on her shoulder, and she raises her face to his. His eyes hold sorrow like buckets hold water.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks.

She shakes her head. “Let’s talk about something else.”

And then she tells him a story.

“When we first moved here,” Ruby says, “the summer after I turned ten, I used to lure the neighborhood kids into the forest after dark. I wasn’t scared, because nothing out here is more harmful than what’s inside everyone’s houses. Like the television—even back then, I knew television was doing those kids more harm than anything they’d encounter at night in the woods.”

He nods because he knows it’s true.

“This is what I’d do. I’d sit on a low tree branch behind the Burkes’ house next to ours, where they were all playing in the backyard, and I’d give a soft hoot. I’d be in my navy dress because it was my favorite, I wore it long past the time I outgrew it, but I loved it because if I wore it with dark tights, it made me look more like a shadow than a girl. I’d tie a black scarf over my head to hide my hair. I’d pretend that instead of being blond like my mother, my hair was dark like my father’s.”

“So you wanted to look like your father?” Shepherd asks. “More than you wanted to resemble your mother?”

“No,” Ruby explains. “I didn’t want to look exactly like my father. But dark hair would have come in handy for this situation.”

“Ah,” he says. “I see what you mean.”

“The kids would hear the hoot, and the talk would stop and I’d do it again and someone would say, ‘Did you hear that?’ And someone else would answer, ‘That’s just some old hoot-owl; it can’t hurt you.’ And someone would say, ‘Let’s go find it.’ So they’d trudge near me but before they could get close enough to see me, I’d run to another tree and do it again. And they’d stand where I originally was and someone would say, ‘It flew off—we’re not going to find it,’ and someone else would say, ‘Wait, be quiet!’ And they’d all be quiet and listen and sure enough that hoot would come again, and someone would say, ‘This way!’ And they’d all tramp near me, breaking branches and making a hullabaloo and I’d wonder, do they not understand that if I really was an owl, I’d want nothing to do with all that racket?”

Ruby can hear in her own voice that she’s become caught up. Telling a story makes her feel less sad. Not long ago, Ruby’s mother made the observation that once you got her going, you’d never guess she was a quiet girl. “Put you with the right company, Ruby,” her mother said, “and you’re a different person.”

“I’m sure you can guess how this goes. By the time we’d been through the routine a few more times, we were so deep in the woods nobody except me knew the way out.”

She reaches for Shepherd’s hand. He hesitates not even a second before clasping hers. This is the sort of thing she loves about Shepherd—how he never hesitates.

They stand and begin to ramble through the underbrush, Ruby savoring the feel of his dependable hand in hers.

“Those kids were so stupid,” she says.

“They were just kids, Ruby,” he replies, and she worries he might let go of her hand. But he doesn’t.

“I know that,” she says. “But I couldn’t help myself. By then I’d have tired of the game and stopped hooting, but nobody knew how to get out of the woods. Somebody would inevitably cry. Somebody else would say the first somebody was being a baby. Then there’d be arguments about what makes someone a baby and what doesn’t. Some kid would say that anyone who wasn’t scared was stupid.

“Eventually, after they’d turned in circles for a while, the streetlights would come on over on Stone Ridge Road, and someone would notice, and with shouts of relief they’d make their way out. There’d be cheering and rejoicing. There’d be slapping of mosquitoes on bare arms and legs. And then the mothers would start hollering for kids to get on home and soon everything would be quiet.

“That,” Ruby concludes, “is when I would finally make my way out of the woods.”

He looks at her. “I can picture it. You’re a good storyteller, Ruby.”

She says thanks and then reminds him she has to get back and wait for her uncle’s call.

They turn left and approach a narrow space between the wide trunks of two elms. They drop hands to pass through, but he stays right behind her and she can feel his breath on her neck.

“I did that at least once a week all summer long,” she tells him. “But I wonder if those kids recall it differently. ‘Remember that old hoot-owl in the summer of fifty-three? Remember how we never found that thing, no matter how many times we looked?’ ”

“Nineteen-fifty-three,” he murmurs. “So long ago.”

She turns to face him. “Do you think it was wrong, leading those kids on?”

Shepherd tilts his head thoughtfully. “I suppose in some ways it was,” he says. “But it’s not your fault you were smarter and braver than them, Ruby.”

“No,” she agrees. “It’s not my fault.”

Ruby never asked to be Ruby.
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Angie

Paul followed me to the cottage and picked up the telephone. While it rang on the other end, he glanced at me.

“Angel . . . would you mind . . . I need a little privacy here.”

I felt my mouth pucker into a frown. What did he have to say to Ruby that he couldn’t say in front of his wife?

Paul didn’t notice me scowling. He was hunched over the desk, his hand cupped around the receiver. His voice was low, offering soothing whispers over the line.

I took a few steps back, but I didn’t leave the room. Instead, I hovered in the shadows, straining to hear what Paul said to Ruby.

As he hung up I ducked back by the bedroom door. I hadn’t realized that I’d been creeping forward, step by small step, in an attempt to overhear him. I hadn’t caught much of anything—just a few mumbles of “Yes, sweetheart,” and “Don’t worry, Ruby,” and other such platitudes.

I moved into the living room. “What did she say?”

“Probably the same thing she told you.” Paul reached for the yellow pages on the bookshelf next to the desk. “I have to get out to New York right away.”

“Yes. We all do.”

Paul turned to me. “All? What do you mean?”

“You, me, and PJ, of course.” I couldn’t believe he’d consider going without me. We were a family, after all—and during a crisis, families stick together.

Paul sighed. “I don’t know what it will be like there,” he said. “I don’t know what will be expected of me, and how Ruby will be. On the phone, she sounded . . . well, you talked to her. Not like her true self.”

I had no answer for this. I’d met the girl only once. I had no idea what Ruby’s true self was like.

I thought about my first glimpse of Ruby at my wedding reception. I recalled Ruby’s lanky, awkward body, her chest flat as a board and her long legs sticking out uncomfortably below the knee-length hemline of her blue taffeta dress—its length too long for a schoolgirl, too short for a woman. Ruby wore low heels that matched her dress, and I wondered if it was her first time wearing them. I remembered how Ruby’s face lit up when she spotted Paul, and how, despite the heels, the girl had quickened her steps toward her uncle.

“Ruby!” Paul had cried. He left my side, striding across the dance floor to embrace the girl in a bear hug.

I recalled my sting of jealousy—and how I had chided myself about it. For heaven’s sake, Angela, I thought, this is your husband’s only niece. Of course they adore each other.

It won’t be long, I assured myself, before he feels that close to my family, too.

Remembering it now—a year later—I tilted my head tenderly at Paul. “You shouldn’t go to New York alone,” I said, touching his sleeve. Through the fabric, I massaged his upper arm, feeling the muscles underneath. “We should be together.”

“Angie, I really don’t think it’s a good idea.” He shook his head. “I’ll have to focus on Ruby’s needs. I’ll have to . . . grieve, I guess would be the right word. I can’t do that if I have to think about you and PJ, too.”

“Of course you can,” I said. “PJ and I won’t be in the way. I’d be there to help.” My hand lingered on his arm. “You and I—we’re in this for better or for worse, right? Mine is the shoulder you can cry on, Paul.”

He smiled tenderly. “It’s a long way down to your little shoulder, Angel.” He looked out the front window toward the bay.

I reached up and turned his face gently toward mine. “If you don’t take me,” I said, forcing him to look me in the eye, “I’ll buy my own ticket and follow you there.”

Annoyance flickered across his face but quickly disappeared. “I wouldn’t put it past you, Angel.”

I slid my arms around his neck and pressed the length of my body against his. “Trust me, Mr. Glass,” I whispered. “You won’t regret it.”
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Silja

1942

In the few days between accepting Henry’s proposal and their wedding, Silja experienced frequent moments of panic and self-doubt. But she kept them to herself. All brides-to-be are nervous, she told herself. It would be fine.

More than fine. Beyond her wildest dreams—just like Henry said.

They were married at the city clerk’s office in Manhattan. Silja wore green. Her friend Johanna, who had forgiven Silja for their missed date and was caught up in the romance of it all, agreed to be Silja’s witness. One of Henry’s buddies from his company, a fellow named Bill Something-or-Other, stood next to him.

They did not invite Silja’s mother. In fact, as of yet Silja had failed to mention Henry to her mother at all.

Following the ceremony, they parted from their friends on the street corner—replete with warm wishes from Johanna and cries of “Hubba hubba!” from Bill. And then they took the subway uptown to the Hotel Seville, where Henry had booked a room.

•  •  •

It was what she’d been waiting for, Silja told herself as she undressed in the hotel room’s bathroom. She put on the rayon negligee she’d bought at Woolworth’s for three dollars, using money her mother gave her for incidentals. As she slipped the matching bed jacket over her shoulders, Silja was certain this wasn’t the type of incidental her mother had in mind. The negligee was mint green with a lacy bosom and a midthigh hemline. She hadn’t worn anything so short since childhood.

This was what she’d dreamed of, at home in her lonely single bed. And those times she sat on the subway, her eyes closed, her knees pressed tightly against one another. So why was she scared? She couldn’t say. But her legs felt shaky as she opened the bathroom door and peered into the room.

Henry lay on the bed, the lamp beside him dim. He was shirtless, only a sheet covering him from the waist down. When he saw her, his face broke into a smile. “Come here,” he said, sitting up.

Silja walked across the room, her heart pounding. At the bedside, he placed his hand just above her left breast. “Your heart is racing,” he said. “It’s okay, baby doll. Calm down and come on in.”

He threw back the sheet and she saw that under it, he wore nothing.

She’d never seen a naked man before. Fatherless and brotherless, Silja lived in an intimate world inhabited only by her mother, herself, and the Finnish immigrants—only females, of course—welcomed by Silja’s mother as others had once welcomed her, boarding with the Takalas until the young women got on their feet in the new country.

During the summers, on hot Brooklyn evenings, the Alku men would gather in the courtyard in their undershirts and carpenter pants, their broad backs glistening with sweat as they smoked and drank beer. As the boys Silja’s age matured, they joined the men. Sitting on the fire escape above, Silja and the other Alku girls would giggle, whispering about Tavho’s sleek, muscular shoulders, about Olavi’s puny build, which all the girls agreed would look better with a work shirt covering it.

Henry was the first man Silja had ever seen with no clothes at all. His legs were long, his torso narrow but powerful, his stomach flat. His erection, emerging from a mound of dark pubic hair, took Silja by surprise. She’d never seen one before, not even in pictures. She’d had no idea it would be so veiny and red, as if all the blood in his body was concentrated in that one area.

“That’s quite a pretty outfit,” Henry said. “Now take it off.”

Her hands shaking, Silja let the jacket and gown fall to the floor.

She’d long ago accepted the fact that she didn’t have an especially attractive face. She thought of her looks as simply a fact of who she was, no different from her smart brain or her Scandinavian heritage. But her body, she knew, was just right—full in the bosom and hips, nipped in the waist. Not that anyone saw that usually; the green pencil skirt and matching sweater she’d worn the day she and Henry had their first date was the tightest outfit she owned. And no one, save her mother when Silja was a small girl and needed help bathing, had ever seen her fully unclothed.

But now she was married. And being nude in front of each other was what married people did.

“Hot damn.” Henry let out a soft whistle. “You are one sexy cookie.”

He reached out a hand and drew her onto the bed. She took off her eyeglasses, set them on the bedside table, and turned to face him.

She tried not to worry about what might happen next. She knew it might not be easy, that it didn’t always work out the first time. She’d heard such things whispered at Hunter, had overheard conversations among girls who had done it. Girls who were married like Silja was now, or engaged and pressured by a fiancé to go all the way before he shipped out.

And then, of course, some girls were simply fast. They saw no reason to save it for one particular boy; they moved from boy to boy like changing hats or gloves. In another life—a life in which she didn’t have a bright and tenacious mind, not to mention a mother’s encouragement to better herself—Silja knew she might have become such a girl herself.

If it’s not going in, the girls would murmur to one another at Hunter, use Vaseline. So Silja had a little jar in her pocketbook. When it turned out just that way—Henry pushing, Silja trying to relax—she hesitantly suggested it to Henry.

“I’ve never heard of that,” he said. “But if it will help, let’s try it.”

Silja slipped out of bed, retrieved the Vaseline, and asked him to turn his head. When she got back in, they tried again. Henry’s girth startled her; it seemed impossible that such a thing was designed to fit inside her. But the girls were right; the Vaseline did help. Henry found a rhythm; Silja heated up and moistened, responding to his thrusts. She clung to his back and pulled him tightly against herself. She felt sweat glistening on his body where it met hers.

Silja had never felt so close to another person in her life. She was shocked that the act made not just her body but also her entire being feel interwoven with Henry.

She wanted it to go on forever, but then he was done, crying out so loudly she wondered—but didn’t care—if the people in the next room heard them. He collapsed on top of her and then rolled to the side. “My baby doll,” he whispered.

Silja snuggled against him, wrapping both of them in the top sheet and cocooning her body against his. She knew he had to rest. She breathed slowly in and out, calming her own racing heart.

She couldn’t wait to do it again.

•  •  •

After their wedding, instead of sharing meals or going sightseeing as they’d done when they first met, when he came into Manhattan they rented a hotel room. Henry paid for the rooms and signed the registers, “Mr. and Mrs. Henry Glass,” in his block-shaped penmanship. The clerk would smile at Henry in his uniform, nod toward Silja beside him with her ring flashing on her finger, and tell them to enjoy their stay—which Henry assured him, they certainly would. Riding the elevator, they held hands.

And every time was as good as the first. She adored running her hands all over his skin, touching every part of him. Feeling the hair on his arms, his chest and legs. She even enjoyed the feeling of his penis as she held it. The first time she reached out tentatively to stroke it, she was astounded by his reaction, as if her hand gave him as much pleasure as being inside her did.

He moaned and slid closer to her. He placed his hand around hers so they were both holding his pulsing member.

“Put it in your mouth,” he directed her.

She stared at him, astonished by the request. His eyes softened. “Do it, Silja,” he said. “Please. I’ll do anything for you if you do.”

He placed one hand on the back of her head and gently pushed her face toward his lower body. She drew a breath, then put her lips around him. Grasping her hips, he turned her so she was lying below him. On his hands and knees, he thrust his mouth toward her lower lips. She was shocked at how it made her feel—like a jolt of electricity coursing through her. They fell into a rhythm, tongues and fingers moving until both of them were spent.

Silja was amazed at herself. She’d been unaware that people even did such things. And here she’d done it as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

Well, she was married now. Henry—beautiful, perfect Henry—belonged to her and no one else. She had rights to his body that no other woman ever would; nor would any man besides Henry ever lay claim on hers. Not for the rest of their lives.

“I’ll never regret this,” Henry whispered as they lay together, slack with fulfillment. “Baby doll, marrying you was the smartest thing I’ve ever done in my life.”
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Angie

My first view of New York City was through the window of a 707. The day was clear, the sky a bright blue. “A perfect afternoon for landing in New York,” the pilot said over the intercom. “Look out the left side of the airplane, folks, for a wonderful view of the Manhattan skyline.”

I peered through the tiny oval-shaped window, unable to wipe the grin off my face. Flying was every bit as exciting as I’d always imagined it would be. I easily picked out the Empire State Building rising above the other buildings in the center of the city, and I thought it was probably the Statue of Liberty that I was seeing on its own little island in the distance.

I fastened my safety belt, as instructed by a stewardess over the intercom. Snuggling PJ to my chest, I pointed out the sights to the baby as the plane descended. I kept my voice low so I wouldn’t disturb Paul, who had been reading magazines and chain-smoking during the entire flight. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched as a leggy, pouty-lipped stewardess came through the aisle and gently reminded Paul that all smoking materials needed to be extinguished for landing. Paul stubbed out his cigarette in the armrest ashtray and gave the stewardess—who, despite the curves inside her form-fitting uniform, had the chubby-cheeked, fresh face of a twelve-year-old—a warm smile.

I frowned, then turned back toward the window, reluctant to let Paul see my jealousy.

•  •  •

No one was meeting us at LaGuardia Airport. There was no one who could meet us, because who did we know in New York except for Paul’s family? No one, that was who.

I knew Paul had flown commercially only a few times himself, but he handled the experience like a seasoned traveler, knowledgeably reading the terminal signage and leading me to the baggage claim. After we fetched our luggage, he said he’d see about renting a car. I sat with the baby on my lap, looking around. Everything at LaGuardia—from the fast-moving luggage conveyor to the orange molded plastic seat I sat on—was modern, bright, and hard. I felt as if I’d landed in another country entirely, not even in America anymore.

And this was just the airport. Who knew what I’d find in Stonekill?

What an odd name for a town.

“ ‘Kill’ is Dutch for creek,” Paul had told me when I mentioned how peculiar I found the name of the town where Henry and Silja lived. “So it’s Stone Creek, if that seems less strange to you.”

It did seem less strange, but only slightly so. A creek is called a crick at home. Depending on where they’re from, tourists say the same thing, or else they use the word creek.

I’d been a cottage girl at Gordon’s for four summers—every year since I was sixteen, except the past summer, when PJ was a newborn. With all my experience, I thought of myself as rather worldly. I’d cleaned rooms for people from as far away as Philadelphia, Washington, DC—and yes, New York. I even saw Californians one time, a group of three childless couples who took rooms in the lodge and sat in the Top Deck drinking tequila shots into the wee hours.

But none of those tourists—and tourists do all kinds of crazy things—ever did anything as odd as calling a crick a kill. Although I was trying to keep an open mind, I found the name of the town sinister.

•  •  •

The drive to Stonekill in the turquoise Ford Fairlane Paul rented took over two hours. Paul got lost twice, missing the exit onto something called the Bronx River Parkway, and then missing the exit onto another road that led into Stonekill. He handled these inconveniences with fortitude—neither flying off the handle like some people would, nor getting flustered as I surely would if I had to drive on these narrow, congested roadways and make split-second decisions about when to turn. When he got it wrong, Paul took the next exit and pulled over to consult the map the rental car agent had given him. Once satisfied that he knew how to get back on track, he said nothing and continued on.

It was almost seven when we pulled from Stone Ridge Road into the driveway of Henry and Silja’s home. “Ruby said she wouldn’t be here,” Paul told me. “But she left a key under the doormat for us.” Ruby, Paul explained, was staying at the apartment of a Miss Wells, her English teacher, who lived alone on the other side of town.

I thought that odd. Surely Ruby would be better off staying with a family, in a house with a mother and father. “Doesn’t she have any friends her own age?” I asked Paul. He shrugged.

I shook my head fondly at him. A man can’t be expected to understand such things, but every girl should have at least one close girlfriend. I thought of the girls I’d grown up with. Besides my sisters Dorrie and Carol Ann, there are Joyce Lang and Alice Solberg, whom I’ve known since first grade. The Three Musketeers, we were back in school. Joyce still lived in our hometown of Baileys Harbor, just down the road from North Bay. Alice was a couple miles south, in Jacksonport. We saw each other most Sundays after church. We went to our parents’ homes for Sunday dinner, and we’d generally gather at one house or another for part of the afternoon, toting our babies along. The other girls had married local boys; they found my relationship with Paul wildly exotic and were always pressing me for details about his painting, our home life, and even our romantic moments. I laughingly measured out such details only in minimal doses.

I usually didn’t see the girls during the week; none of us had her own car and we all had limited use of our husbands’ vehicles. But I couldn’t imagine a day going by without speaking on the telephone with at least one of my friends or sisters.

I didn’t see how it was possible that Ruby had no one her own age to rely on. The poor girl clearly needed a woman in her life—someone besides a teacher. Perhaps, I decided, my role in Stonekill was to stand in as both mother and friend to Ruby.

It was fortunate I’d convinced Paul to bring me along. It would be a disaster if Paul were there without me.

•  •  •

Henry and Silja’s property sat on a winding, thickly wooded residential street. An expansive lawn sloped gently toward the road. On either side of the house, stands of thick pines, oaks, and elms separated the home from its neighbors. The country location surprised me; despite Ruby mentioning that Henry’s body was found in the woods, I’d been unable to let go of my lifelong mental image of New York as consisting only of skyscrapers and asphalt.

The house was modern, one story, with dark wood siding on the right half and a wall of glass on the left. The setting sun’s rays reflected off the glass. The roof was composed of several zigzagged peaks and valleys. It reminded me of an article I once saw in a movie magazine about stars’ houses in Palm Springs, California. In the magazine spread, such houses fit right in, their peaks mimicking mountain ranges, with scant desert foliage around them and the bright blue western sky as backdrop. But here, set into dense woods, the overly modern house felt out of place. It looked as if it had been constructed here by mistake.

Paul told me that Silja and Henry had the house built about seven years earlier. “Silja wanted something contemporary,” he said, pulling suitcases from the trunk of the Fairlane. “Their last house dated from the 1890s. Big Victorian place with gingerbread trim work and a creaky front porch. It was in the center of town, near the train station. In the old days, I’d arrive here from Grand Central and Henry would meet me at the station. We’d walk back to their place.” Paul looked toward the road, squinting into the setting sun. “Henry loved that old house. He was constantly remodeling and repairing. But Silja complained about things breaking all the time—no matter to her that Henry fixed them right away. She wanted a brand-new house, one that no one had ever lived in except them.” He slammed the trunk shut. “Well, she got what she wanted.”

I didn’t know how to answer. I cradled the baby to my chest and followed Paul up the steps to the fancy house.

As Paul was unlocking the front door, a female voice behind us called out a greeting. I spun around to see a woman climbing out of a Chevrolet parked at the curb beyond the sloping lawn.

“Yoo-hoo!” the woman exclaimed. “Might I have a word?”

Paul set down the bags, then strode the length of the driveway with swift, firm steps. I hurried behind and caught up as he reached the woman. “Can I help you?” Paul asked, his voice cool.

I inspected the woman. She had short, frosted-brown hair and looked to be in her early fifties. Her legs were slender, but she had the thickset middle common to women her age; I had seen it happen to my mother and prayed it wasn’t my own fate.

The woman held out her hand to Paul. “Jean Kellerman, Stonekill Gazette.” She paused and then added, “Surely you remember me, Mr. Glass.”
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