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Chapter One



THEY LEFT Virginia in the soft blush of the summer dawn, the Camaro crammed to the roof with suitcases, string-tied cartons, TV, stereo, a two-foot stack of LPs, and Claire’s IBM Selectric in its vinyl shroud. April rode beside her tucked down sullen and silent in the bucket seat with her arms folded, uninterested in the sights along I-95.

They crossed the empty four-lane bridge into Washington, where the Lincoln Memorial glowed lambent in the wash of the rising sun. The city hadn’t wakened yet, not quite; the broad avenues were as free as superhighways, and Claire drove out Constitution with the needle dancing on the high side of fifty-five. They swung around the Capitol, Claire’s last view of it, looming flagrant and serene and outsized even in this city of shrines, of monuments and temples. Power and secrets, Claire thought. Yes, that’s what was hidden, locked, inside all that marble vastness, the only currency that mattered. Power and secrets—like the gold in Fort Knox. She pushed in the dashboard lighter and felt down between the seats for her cigarettes.

April wrinkled her nose. “Already?” she said.

“You bet,” Claire said. She drew the gentle, savory smoke down through herself, felt it take hold in her bloodstream, restful as liquor.

“I hate it when you smoke in the car,” April said.

“I know,” Claire said.

She tried not to look at the marble fortress of the Old Senate Office Building as they passed it on their left where Constitution rode up past the Capitol and the park. A Capitol policeman in dark blue stood at the top of the corner steps with his hands behind him, staring out into the new light. He didn’t notice how fast the Camaro was moving, or didn’t care. Not at 5 A.M. Claire thought of the lofty cave-dim corridors with their lustrous wood doors, their muted echoes and whispered voices, and everywhere the heady sensation, the quiet thrill, of history being made all around you, day to day, moment to moment.

“The smoke gets in my clothes,” April said.

“Grandma’s got a washer,” Claire said.

“It doesn’t get the smoke out.”

“April, don’t be a pain,” Claire said.

“It isn’t fair.”

“Don’t expect life to be fair,” Claire said.

April sighed. “What are you going to tell Grandma?” she said.

“About what?” Claire said.

“You know what. Leaving like this.”

“I’ll tell her what I told her over the phone.”

“That won’t cut it. Not in person.”

“It’ll have to,” Claire said.

The park and Capitol were behind them now, the giant dome bathed in the clean, sweet light above the trees, dropping out of sight off the rearview mirror, gone. Pretty soon the colored neighborhoods began, dingy brick houses with rickety-looking front porches. Black, you were supposed to say now. Black power, black pride. Black is beautiful.

“She’ll bug you till you tell her,” April said.

“Can we talk about something else?” Claire said.

“Ezra says I have a right to know.”

“Ezra ought to mind his own business.”

“I asked his opinion,” April said.

“You do know,” Claire said. “I’m sick of Washington. The politics. How many times do I have to say it?”

“You don’t leave in three days because you’re sick of a place. Ezra agrees.”

“Ezra’s a nice boy,” Claire said, “but he ought to mind his own business.”

“I am his business.”

“I’m sorry about Ezra. You know that.”

“I’ll never see him again,” April said.

“Sure you will.”

“Bull.”

“Don’t use that expression,” Claire said. She crushed out her cigarette in the pullout ashtray on the dash and thought immediately of lighting up another. In three days she hadn’t slept much, existing on coffee and cigarettes and the savage desire to leave this place forever, to be back north where she belonged, if it could be said that she belonged anywhere.

“You swear all the time,” April said.

“I’m the grown-up,” Claire said.

“So?”

“Are we going to fight all the way to Boston?” Claire said.

“We’re not fighting,” April said, “we’re discussing.”

They were on I-95 again, wide and empty and white in the hardening morning light. On either side the land lay low and rolling under the gin-clear air, the building heat.

“How do you like the car?” Claire said.

April shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“Better than the VW, huh?”

“I hated the VW,” April said.

Claire had bought the Camaro two days ago through an ad in the Post. It was a ’65, yellow with a black-vinyl roof, 42,000 miles on the dash. A rash expenditure: $1,500, but Claire had the money and didn’t know when she would again. Then she’d unloaded the Volkswagen at a used-car lot in Silver Spring, taking what the man had offered, $500, not bothering to try to dicker him up.

“You’ll be driving it soon,” Claire said. “Less than a year.”

April didn’t answer. She wasn’t interested yet in a truce. She had no interest, either, in cars or learning to drive. Cars were a boys’ thing, though Claire had learned to drive when she was fourteen, receiving private lessons from her boyfriend at the time, Tommy Riordan, in his father’s snub-nosed Chevrolet. Tommy’s father was over in Germany helping the good guys finish the war Hitler had started when she, Claire, was still a little girl. A war that had a logic in it that anyone could see, not like Vietnam.

“That’s another thing,” April said.

“What is?”

“The car. Why’d we get a new one?”

“Did you want to drive eleven hours squeezed inside a VW bug?”

April shrugged her shrug. “We could have.”

“April, I want to remind you of something. You hated Fairlington. You told me that a million times.”

“I didn’t hate Ezra.”

“There’ll be other boys.”

“I don’t want other boys.”

Claire turned on the radio, found Feliciano’s “Light My Fire.” It was all over the airwaves that summer. “You will,” she said, “believe me.”

“Maybe I will, maybe I won’t,” April said.

The sun climbed higher up the blue dome of the sky and the highways came alive with their heavy summer traffic—families on the move, trucks, and Greyhound buses. The roads now gave back a dull, persistent glare while car chrome flashed and glinted till Claire’s eyes hurt, even under dark glasses. Have I ever been this tired? she wondered. And later: What happens next? And where? She smoked cigarette after cigarette and brought out a large coffee each time they stopped for food or gas or to use the ladies’.

In New Jersey, in the noise and hurry and swelter of the Turnpike, April looked up from the book she was reading. “Mom? What did Senator Mallory say when you told him you were quitting?”

Claire kept her gaze pinned to the road. “I didn’t tell Senator Mallory.”

“You didn’t say good-bye?”

“I didn’t see him.”

“Why not?”

“I never went back to the office. The AA came over to the apartment. Mark Fairchild. You were at school.”

“Why didn’t you go back?”

“I didn’t want to see the senator again.”

“Why?”

“He did something, April. I didn’t want to work for him anymore. I didn’t want to see him.”

April thought a moment. “Did he want to see you?”

“I don’t know. I doubt it.”

“What did he do that was so awful?”

“I can’t tell you, sweetheart. I can’t tell Grandma, either.”

“You can tell your own daughter.”

“Not now. Maybe sometime.”

“‘Sometime’ means never.”

“No, ‘sometime’ means ‘sometime.’ Hand me a Kleenex, will you?”

“You aren’t going to cry, are you?”

“I don’t think so.”

April doubled down and found Claire’s purse on the floor. She rummaged around in the purse and dug out the Kleenex and passed a wad of tissues to Claire. Claire placed them in her lap.

“Want to pull over?” April said.

“I’m all right,” Claire said.

“Because I don’t want to have an accident.”

“I don’t either,” Claire said.

•   •   •

SHE KNEW it wouldn’t be easy holding off her mother. What was ever easy with Violet O’Brien?

“I just quit, Ma,” Claire said. “I had some trouble I don’t want to talk about.”

“Trouble.”

“Correct.”

They’d washed and stacked the dishes. April was upstairs lying on the double bed in the guest room reading a book. Daylight lingered at the windows, golden where it struck the high trees and slanted rooftops.

“What kind of trouble?” her mother said.

“Did you hear me say I didn’t want to talk about it?”

“Give me a hint,” her mother said. “What’d you do, get caught screwing somebody in the office?”

Claire blushed hard and didn’t look at her. “Ma,” she said. “Jesus.”

“Well, it must be something like that, they throw you out on your ass without giving you notice.”

“I told you, Ma. I’m the one that quit.”

Her mother got up, put the kettle on to boil, and sat down again at the little drop-leaf table. She lit a cigarette and crossed her legs, sitting sideways to the table. She still had good legs. She still had boyfriends, Claire knew, till she drove them away with her nagging.

“What about April?” she said.

“What about her?”

“You took her out of school?”

“There’s two weeks left, Ma. She’s getting all A’s.”

“It’s illegal to take a kid out of school.”

“What are they going to do, put me in jail?”

“Why not let your daughter finish school?”

“I’m done talking about it, Ma.”

“Well, you must have screwed up royally, is all I can say. Best job you ever had. A frigging senator, Clairie. Bigger than Teddy Kennedy. Big as Jack was when he was a senator, God rest his soul.”

“It isn’t so hot when you get to know it,” Claire said.

“You didn’t seem to mind it. I mean, how bad can it be, you spend ten years down there?”

“Eight,” Claire said.

“You look thin,” her mother said. “You been sick?”

“I haven’t slept in three nights.”

The kettle began to whistle. Violet unfolded herself from the spindle-backed chair. She went to the counter and spooned instant coffee into a mug, standing small and willowy with a hip swayed out. Claire watched her. She seemed to have shrunk over the years, to have withered, but she had a fineness of neck and waist and ankle, a sexy slouch, that won and held men’s interest until the poor bastards got fed up with taking orders. But another would always appear.

Violet lifted the steaming kettle and poured. “You want some of this?” she said.

“I drink any more coffee, I’ll be up peeing all night,” Claire said.

Violet sat down with her coffee. She recrossed her legs.

“Tell me this,” she said. “They give you decent severance?”

“No,” Claire said.

“What’s ‘no’ mean?”

“It means I didn’t get any.”

Her mother looked at her. She reached for her smoking cigarette and shook her head. “This gets worse and worse,” she said.

“I didn’t want any,” Claire said.

“Just like you didn’t want any child support from Scott.”

“Something like that,” Claire said.

“They screw you up the old wazoo and you let ’em off free.”

“I don’t want their money,” Claire said.

“Just a little saint, aren’t you?”

“No,” Claire said. “I’m not a saint.”

“I got every penny I could out of your father.”

“I’m not saying you shouldn’t have.”

“You take what they owe you. Think of April before you act so proud.”

“I support April just fine.”

“She looks like hell, by the way.”

“April?”

“She ever brush her hair?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“Does she?”

“Sure she does. She’s got a boyfriend now. She’s paying more attention to herself.”

“She isn’t paying enough.”

“In three, four years April’s going to be beautiful. It’s all going to come together for her.”

“Who’s the boyfriend?”

Claire shrugged. “Just some scrawny kid. Name’s Ezra. He plays the violin.”

“Ezra. Must be Jewish.”

“I don’t know. Ezra Teller. Maybe.”

“I dated a Jewish guy one time. It wasn’t so bad, actually.”

“Ma, for Christ sake.”

“Well, it wasn’t.”

“I’m going to bed,” Claire said. “I got about three hours last night.”

“What are you going to do, Clairie? Where you going to go? You’re almost forty years old, do you realize that?”

“I realize it.”

“Be a secretary again, I guess. Right back where you were eight years ago.”

“I was a secretary in Washington,” Claire said.

“You weren’t a secretary.”

“Yeah, I was.”

“You weren’t a secretary secretary.”

“I know what I was,” Claire said.

“There was a difference,” her mother said. “Don’t tell me there wasn’t.”

There was a difference, all right. Claire watched her mother shoot out a cloud of blue smoke and drop forward to rub out her cigarette. In the pale, rouged face Claire couldn’t see any trace of what a mother was supposed to be feeling at a time like this, only censure, a moody impatience. She wondered if Violet really wanted her to succeed or if maybe this was better, the punishment Claire deserved for a lifetime of sassing and disregarding her mother.

“I’ll be okay,” Claire said. “There’s always somebody can use a secretary.”

“When you going to start looking?”

“Soon, Ma. Don’t worry.”

“I’m not worrying. I was just wondering how long you’ll be staying.”

“Ma, I’ve been driving all day. I can’t think straight.”

“I go out sometimes, you know.”

“I expect you to,” Claire said.

“Just so you know,” Violet said.

•   •   •

HER MOTHER’S house was a frame two-story in a quiet crime-free neighborhood an easy walk from the last stop on the T, which Violet rode into the city two or three times a week to shop or have lunch with a couple of friends left over from the days when they were all married. Violet had bought the house out of her alimony. Claire’s father had paid through the nose for his sins and had gone on paying. The nice car, the color TV, the clothes. Fortunately, Richie O’Brien knew how to make money, if nothing else. He’d begun as a derrick operator, had become a partner in the business and then full owner when the other man went to prison for giving kickbacks to elected officials. Richie had done very well as sole proprietor. He’d sold the business a few years ago and headed for Florida.

“Does he ever come up here?” Claire said.

“If he does, I don’t know about it,” Violet said.

“Are Joey and Kevin in touch with him?”

“You’d have to ask them.”

“How’re they doing?”

“You ought to go see ’em.”

“I will.”

“Their wives give me a pain in the ass,” Violet said.

“Me, too,” Claire said.

“That Angela. Little wop princess. I’d like to shoot her sometimes.”

Claire smiled. “I wonder how Daddy likes Angela.”

“He probably does, knowing him.”

“He still sends me a present every Christmas,” Claire said.

“Me, too,” Violet said. “Every month I get a present from him.”

“You shouldn’t gloat, Ma.”

“He asked for it,” her mother said.

“I know that,” Claire said.

•   •   •

THE TWO kids she’d hired turned up in the U-Haul with her furniture as promised and lugged it uncomplaining down the narrow, treacherous stairs to the cellar, knocking the leg off an end table and a knob off the frame of Claire’s double bed. She paid and tipped them for carrying the furniture down the stairs, then followed them to the U-Haul return. She waited while they dropped the truck off, then drove them to Logan for a 10 P.M. flight back to Washington. They’d left at daybreak this morning, hadn’t even brought toothbrushes.

“You guys are amazing,” Claire said.

They apologized for the breakage and Claire told them not to worry about it.

“Where’d you find those kids?” Violet said.

“American University. I put an ad on the bulletin board.”

“They looked like hippies.”

“So what?” Claire said.

“They looked like drug addicts.”

“Ma. Please.”

It was exhausting living with Violet. Like being in a place where the wind never stopped blowing, never stopped worrying at you. Claire wondered if her father had made Violet that way, had aroused the sleeping mistral with his neglect and infidelities.

She bought the Globe and studied the want ads. Every day she saw five or six jobs she could get even without a reference from Bob Mallory’s office. She could get them just by showing up for the interview and crossing her legs where they could be seen, provided the employer was a man. You can always screw your way up the ladder, Mark said. You’ll always have that, won’t you, Claire?

She held off.

On the fourth night she sat again with her mother at the drop-leaf table while the dishes dried in the rack and the sun went down behind the trees and utility poles and peaked rooftops. Upstairs, April talked long-distance with Ezra Teller, her voice a smoke-thin murmur through the flooring.

“What’s the point if she’s never going to see him again?” Violet said.

“I’ll pay for the call if that’s what you’re worried about,” Claire said.

“You better save your money,” her mother said.

“Ma, listen to me. I’m going to drive down to the Cape tomorrow.”

“What for?”

“Look for a job.”

“On the Cape?”

“What’s wrong with that? I want to try someplace new.”

“Not some hick town on the Cape,” her mother said.

“I need a change, Ma.”

“You think what happened to you in Washington won’t happen on the Cape?”

“I know it won’t.”

“You going to tell me what it was?”

“Someday, Ma. Not now.”

“Someday I’ll be dead.”

“I’ll tell you before that.”

“I’m your mother, Clairie. I’m your goddamn mother.”

“Someday I’ll tell you,” Claire said.

•   •   •

THEN GOD, luck, fate—whatever you wished to call it—took a hand. In the morning her car wouldn’t start. Her new Camaro. She cursed it. The man had said the battery was brand-new. She cursed him, too.

There wasn’t any good reason not to call the garage and get a late start or even go tomorrow, and Claire almost did. She got out of the car and stood in the blue-gray early-morning shadows listening to the traffic sough by over on the highway, thinking. Dew glistened on the dark green grass; Claire thought she could smell it, like sweet white wine. She filled her lungs with the summer morning air. She looked to the south, toward the Cape, and above the still treetops saw a sky that was as soft and bright as blue silk. She relocked the Camaro.

April and Violet were still asleep. Claire went quietly into the house and left them a note on the kitchen table. She walked to the subway, rode a train into the city, and got on a bus.

And stepped down two hours later at a little bus station of white-painted brick in a cul-de-sac, an open expanse of warped and bleaching asphalt with woods running uphill beyond, the new leaves pale green in the clean light of June. There were, she saw, rusted railroad tracks passing between the depot and the woods. Weeds and baby pitch pines wriggled up through the cinders between the rotting splintered ties.

Beside the tracks on the same side as the bus station, sharing with it this quiet sunny space in a kind of partnership, crouched a low white-shingle building with Irish-green shutters and an elm tree towering over it like an umbrella. Above the door a sign in Gothic letters: THE COVENANT. A newspaper office. Claire studied it, crouched there in its elm shade across the uneven, often-patched blacktop where the buses maneuvered in their comings and goings, then went into the depot, to the ladies’ room, thinking about what she might do in a newspaper office.

The bus was gone when she got back outside. The arriving passengers had all disappeared. She wondered where Main Street was, with its law and insurance offices, its town hall. A taxi waited by the platform where the trains had once dropped riders from Boston and New York. The fat cabdriver leaned back against his car with his arms folded. He looked at Claire, squinting against the sun.

“Take you someplace, ma’am?”

She glanced at him and again regarded the newspaper office. She thought of the Camaro refusing to start this morning and her now standing where she never would have otherwise, face-to-face with this unpretentious little building beside the abandoned railroad tracks where you couldn’t miss it getting off the bus, couldn’t ignore it.

“I guess not,” she told the cabdriver and went across the blacktop cul-de-sac, watched by him, high heels clicking in the stillness.

A receptionist was clipping stories out of a newspaper with a pair of long scissors. She put the scissors down and looked pleasantly up at Claire. She was plump and very short. Round. Her hair was snow-white, close-cut, and frizzy.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“I was wondering if you had any job openings,” Claire said.

“Could be,” the woman said. “Would you like to talk to John?”

“John would be…?”

“John Hillman. The editor, dear.”

“If it isn’t any trouble.”

“No trouble,” the woman said.

She got up and went into another room, swaying as she walked. Claire waited, standing with her purse hung on her shoulder. There were three desks besides the receptionist’s, packed in tight. A second woman, plump also but younger, was tallying figures on an adding machine. Two men talked on the telephone. One of them sat hunched over, thin in his white shirt and loosened necktie, scribbling notes with a pencil. The other tilted back leisurely in his chair. He wore an ink-smudged canvas apron. Neither of the men paid any attention to Claire. She could hear a rattle of typewriters in the adjoining room where the receptionist had disappeared, and from a back room a whir and clatter of machinery. Her heart beat fast now, and she wondered if she’d made a mistake coming in here.

The receptionist waddled back in from the side room. Behind her came a dark-haired, balding, thickset man, not tall but bigboned, solid. He moved with deliberate grace. His white shirt looked unironed and his sleeves were rolled and his tie loosened.

“John Hillman,” he said, and put out his thick hand.

“Claire Malek.”

His grip was strong, brief, impersonal. He took in her face with a glance, then turned and moved in a smooth and weightless-seeming trudge toward the back room. Claire understood she was to follow him and did, walking well behind.

The back room was easily larger than the two front rooms combined. Daylight seemed to stop at the open windows, as if the inside air were too thick, too clamorous and pungent, to admit it through the glass panes and window screens. The pungency was a sour-sweet perfume of oil, solvents, black grease, printer’s ink, newsprint, and wood. The noise came from a pair of tall loomlike machines operated by a man each, sitting at a keyboard. Along high workbenches under pallid fluorescent tubes, men were setting type, ramming the blocks of shiny lead in snug with the heels of their hands. The press, idle at the moment, was long and jet-black and primitive-looking, with square-toothed cogwheels and a drive shaft like a locomotive’s. A sheet of newsprint ran through it, doubling back on itself.

Claire followed John Hillman into a modern carpeted little room, anomalous in its newness and knotty pine decor, attached to the rear of the building. He closed the door, shutting out the noise, and sat down behind the desk, on which sat a covered typewriter, a telephone, a clean ashtray, and a photograph in a leather frame of a woman kneeling with her arm wrapped affectionately around a collie dog. Claire sat down in the wooden armchair in front of the desk. She unstrapped her purse and placed it in her lap.

“You’re looking for a job,” Mr. Hillman said.

Claire nodded.

“What sort of job?”

“Maybe you should look at my résumé before this goes any further,” Claire said.

She brought it out of her purse and handed it to him across the desk. He studied it awhile. His broad ruddy face was shadowed in melancholy, as if he were wistful for something long gone or for some promise, perhaps, unkept and forever unattainable. Claire looked out the window across the rusted red-brown tracks to the leaf mosaic of the woods. Mr. Hillman passed the résumé back to her. He folded his arms. He looked out the window.

“I lost a reporter day before yesterday,” he said. “A young boy.”

Claire said nothing.

“Can you spell?” Mr. Hillman said.

“Spell,” Claire said. “I think so. Yeah. Sure, I can spell.”

“Because that boy couldn’t spell. He’d been to the Sorbonne, but he couldn’t spell.”

“I guess it’s hard for some people,” Claire said.

“I need a reporter.”

“Look, I’m not…”

“For the summer, at least. Longer, if I can get a good one.”

“You read my résumé, right?”

“My son’s coming home from college tomorrow. He’ll work for me till September, but I need someone else. Summer’s a busy time.”

“I don’t have any experience.”

“I have to teach all my reporters. I’ve never had one I didn’t have to teach.”

“Yeah, but they were reporters to begin with. I’m a secretary.”

“Reporters who couldn’t spell. Reporters who didn’t have any curiosity.” He unfolded his beefy arms and pawed a pack of Lucky Strikes from his shirt pocket. He shook a cigarette halfway out and offered it to Claire.

“I have my own, thanks.”

He lit it for her, lit his Lucky. He pushed the ashtray halfway across to Claire.

“I need someone right now,” he said.

“I just don’t know,” Claire said.

“I don’t need a secretary. I couldn’t use one.”

“I mean, I’d like to, but like I’ve been saying, I’m just not…”

“As I’ve been saying.”

“What?”

“As I’ve been saying. ‘Like’ is a preposition.”

Claire blushed, then smiled slowly out toward the woods.

“My son’s a good reporter,” Mr. Hillman said. “Not as good as he thinks he is, but he’s good. I never have to tell him anything twice. I tell him once and he remembers.”

“Like ‘as I’ve been saying.’”

“If I were you, I’d take the job.”

“And you really think I can do it?”

“I’d start you at a hundred dollars a week. We’ve got a good health plan.”

“I’ll need a few days.”

“The fewer the better.”

“Give me three,” Claire said recklessly.

“All right.”

“You sure you want to do this?” she said.

“Why not?” he said.

•   •   •

THAT NIGHT they ate Chinese takeout at the kitchen table. Claire and Violet drank Bud out of the bottle.

“A hundred dollars a week,” Violet said. “Why’d you say yes?”

“What was I supposed to say?”

“Tell ’em Lincoln freed the slaves after the Civil War.”

“During it,” April said.

Violet looked at her. “What?”

“The Emancipation Proclamation was during the Civil War.”

“What did I say?” Violet said.

“You said ‘after the Civil War.’”

“You read too much, you know that, April?”

“It’s what they pay, Ma,” Claire said. “Anyway, I’ve never been a newspaper reporter. I can’t expect to start high.”

“Higher than that.”

“I don’t have any experience. I’ve never written anything that someone didn’t dictate to me.”

“You tell him that?”

“Of course I told him. I gave him my résumé.”

“And he still hired you.”

“Yup.”

“Well, you better not screw it up, Clairie.”

“I don’t need to hear that, Ma.”

“When are we moving?” April said.

“I told him I could start in three days.”

April looked at her. “Three days?”

“Sit up straight, April,” Claire said.

“Where you going to live on a hundred dollars a week?” Violet asked.

“I’ll find something. I’m going to drive down tomorrow, look around.”

“I thought you were going to see Joey and Angela.”

“I’ll see them another time.”

“When?”

“I don’t know, Ma. Sometime.”

“Will I have to go back to school?” April said.

“No,” Claire said.

“The whole thing’s nuts,” her mother said. “You’ll go crazy in a small town. How you going to meet any men?”

“Maybe I won’t. Maybe I’ll be lucky.”

“May I ask what that means?”

“It isn’t at the top of my list right now, that’s all.”

“Why not?”

“It just isn’t.”

Her mother pushed her plate back. “It just isn’t,” she said.

“I’m not thinking about men right now, that’s all I mean. Let’s not make a big deal out of this.”

“It won’t last,” April said.

Claire glanced at her, wondering what she suspected, but April’s face was sullen and inscrutable, her head propped on her hand, her eyes lowered.

“You have man trouble down there?” Violet said.

“No, I did not.”

“Did she, April?”

April shrugged. “Not that I know of.”

“Can we please change the subject?” Claire said.

“Guess we’ll have to,” Violet said, “if you won’t talk about it.”

April seemed not to be listening. She played sullenly with her food.

“I’m going to be a newspaper reporter,” Claire said. “Will somebody please look happy around here?”

“We’re happy, aren’t we, April?” Violet said.

“No comment,” April said.








Chapter Two



THE OLD door latch woke Lane, releasing with a hard, sharp sound that seemed to come from inside him, the furious echo out of an already forgotten dream. Then his father’s voice: abrupt, bitter with the news he brought.

“You’d better get up. Bob Kennedy’s been shot.”

Lane came instantly full awake, but instead of rising sank back down, as if a bullet had hit him too, pinning him to the bed. Already his father was gone, turning as he spoke and letting the door swing open. The bedroom was downstairs, at the front of the house; in the kitchen, two large rooms away, Lane could hear his mother sobbing. He could hear the taut, rapid voice of a radio newsman.

For a while he lay there staring at the plaster ceiling, which was whorled and ridged like a white relief map. The room swam in purplish shadow. It smelled sadly of mildew. A car muttered by out front, beyond the lilac hedge. Shot, Lane thought. Not dead. Shot. He rolled his head, looked out above the lilacs. The sky was pure blue. Bob Kennedy’s been shot. His father never said “Bobby Kennedy,” always “Bob,” as if the diminutive were inexact or misleading. Lane threw back the covers.

His father and his sister Meg were at the dark oval of the dining table when he came to breakfast. His father was reading the Boston Herald. KENNEDY WINS CALIFORNIA said the headline. John Hillman didn’t look at Lane or speak to him. Nor did Meg. Her eyes were tear-swollen and unseeing, and she was spooning hot cereal into her mouth without tasting it. Meg was fifteen and brittle.

The kitchen was sunlit, cluttered, and smelled of coffee and sweet spices and overripe fruit. On the counter the radio blared its newscast. Lane’s mother stood at the stove with a spatula in her hand. She was weeping silently now, her cheeks wet and palely luminous. She smiled wanly at Lane.

“I’m making you an egg-in-the-hole,” she said.

Lane patted her shoulder. “He isn’t dead,” he said. He’d been listening to the radio while he shaved. “He’s breathing on his own.”

He took his coffee and plate of food into the dining room. His father didn’t look up from his newspaper. “I want you to spend the day out of the office,” he said. “Move around. Make a record of what people are doing today. What they’re saying.”

“He might not die,” Lane said.

His father looked up from the paper. “He might not,” he said.

“It’d be a waste then, wouldn’t it?”

“You write it well, it won’t be a waste.”

“All right,” Lane said. He ate his fried bread and egg.

“The new girl starts today,” his father said. “I’m going to give her the Julius Littleton obit.”

“I was going to do that,” Lane said.

“You’re going to be busy.”

“It’s an important obit,” Lane said.

“I hired the girl, I might as well use her,” his father said.

Lane shrugged.

Meg got up from the table. She picked up her cereal bowl. “Martin Luther King,” she said, “and now Robert Kennedy.”

“He’s got a chance, Meggie,” Lane said.

“All the good people get killed in this country,” she said.

“He’s got a chance,” Lane said again.

“They always say that,” Meg said.

“Why don’t you two argue somewhere else?” their father said.

•   •   •

THE NEWSROOM was spacious and sunny and smelled of pipe and cigarette smoke, of newsprint and liquid paste, a soothing sweetish odor that reminded Claire of the insides of old books or an attic on a rainy summer day. Maple desks butted up against each other along three walls, two desks to a wall. Along the fourth wall, by the door to the business office, was a waist-high counter with wide drawers containing the precinct maps and voter lists. The dictionary lay on top of it, a huge time-stained butterscotch Webster’s unabridged.

In the corner farthest from the door, behind Mr. Hillman, stood the graveyard file, three file cabinets of battleship-gray as tall as Claire in heels. Anyone who ever made news in the town, if it was only by being born, had his or her own brown envelope that opened at the top like a shirt pocket with a flap. Everything went into the graveyard file, from items of no more than an inch or two to long writeups folded over double or triple, the older ones fraying along the folds, beginning to come apart. Some had turned brown as flypaper with age. Some were so old they crumbled when you handled them.

A file could be copious or pathetically meager. Some people had built files so thick the envelopes were stretched taut and stiff. Some people had two envelopes. Other envelopes felt empty; you shook them, and out fluttered two or three yellowed items of a paragraph or two, the entire written record of a life after sixty, seventy, eighty years.

This was where Claire began, the graveyard. John Hillman gave her the names—hastily typed, caps floating off the line—of three prominent dead men whose obituaries she was to study for style and content. She pulled as well the file of Julius Littleton the artist, dead of a heart attack at seventy-eight. She placed them on her new desk, then turned and sat down on the maple chair beside Mr. Hillman’s. A deeper melancholy than before, a look of strain and weariness, shadowed his face. Claire wondered if the Hillmans were Democrats, supporters of RFK. Probably. She wondered if the son who was working here this summer was in danger of being drafted for Vietnam.

“Call the funeral home,” he said. “You might need to make some other calls. Family, if he had any. Museum curators. Gallery owners. See what’s in the file.”

Claire nodded. How am I going to do this? she thought.

“When you’re ready to write, slug it ‘Littleton Obit’ in the top left corner with your initials in lower case underneath. Start your copy about a third of the way down.”

How am I going to do this? She’d had dreams in which she was expected to play the guitar or piano, had pretended she knew how. People were gathered around, waiting, and there was no way to explain it had been a joke, a lie, a misunderstanding.

“I guess you’d better meet everybody before you start,” Mr. Hillman said.

He walked her around, wordless except to introduce her. Jean and Ellie, Everett and Manny in the business office. Walter, Frank, Red, Sterling, Jimmy Wheeler in the back shop. Jimmy was the boss out there, the foreman, tall and muscular and florid, his black hair oiled and parted in the middle so that he looked like the big baritone in a barbershop quartet. The men were ink-begrimed already. They greeted Claire politely, shy in their stained T-shirts, their gray chino trousers (she in spike heels and a flowered summer dress, like a gaudy butterfly in their midst), oppressed perhaps by the shooting of RFK. Only Jimmy Wheeler smiled at her: a broad face-splitting grin of bonhomie and welcome, as if to say life goes on here at the Covenant even on days of national tragedy.

In the newsroom were Fred Purdy, the associate editor; Henry Braden, photographer and features writer; and Ruth Engle, a longtime reporter who, Claire soon learned, never left her desk, having somehow over the years earned the privilege of covering only what could be done by telephone. Mrs. Engle’s hair was wood-ash–gray, but her face was finely sculpted if not young, and she still had her figure.

“Anyone think to offer you coffee?” she said.

“No, but that’s—”

“Come on.” Mrs. Engle pushed back her chair. “I’ll show you how to work that urn. It’s always the women who have to refill it.”

“I know how that is,” Claire said.

The coffee was just inside the doorway to the back shop. Ruth Engle found a mug at the back of the ink-smudged, teal-painted wall cupboard and wiped the dust out of it with a paper towel. There were ink marks on every touchable surface in the room: walls, windowsills, steam radiators, light switches, bathroom door and doorknob. The hardwood floor was stained to an oily almost-black. This is real, Claire thought. This is honest.

“Have you met Lane yet?” Mrs. Engle said.

Claire shook her head. “No milk for me,” she said.

“He went to school with my son, you know.”

“Did he,” Claire said.

“Every now and then give a dollar to Jean toward the coffee.”

“All right.”

“Well. If you need any help with that Littleton obit, let me know.”

“I appreciate that,” Claire said.

•   •   •

LANE HAD the privilege of driving the office car while he was working at the paper. After work he drove it home, kept it; it became his car for the summer, for business and pleasure both, with the unspoken permission of his father. He charged the gas to the Covenant at Dimmock’s Gulf down Depot Avenue at the corner.

He loved that car. It was a finned ’56 Chevrolet of limeade-green with automatic transmission. The paint job looked brand-new and the body had been oddly immune to rust.THE COVENANT was stenciled on both doors in small white Gothic letters, giving him, Lane thought, an air of importance and professionalism as he drove around town.

The engine was sluggish, but powerful once you roused it. You floored it and there was a pause, as if the car were a big cat gathering itself to spring, until with a muffled velvety snarl the Chevy took off, the needle swinging, rapid and steady, to forty, fifty, and on up. The lack of a radio was the car’s only drawback. Lane’s father considered a car radio the height of needless luxury.

He drove on that June morning, heartbreaking in its loveliness and clarity, to the police station, always the place to begin when you’re looking for a story. Lane had been coming here to gather news almost every day for two summers. Housebreakings, traffic accidents, vandalism, drunk-and-disorderlies. He parked out front where the little fleet of cruisers, painted white on black like spats, stood side by side in the sunshine. He went up the cement steps with his notebook.

A TV was on, soft, on a shelf high on the wall. An enormous slope-shouldered man in plainclothes stood watching it with his hands stuffed down in his trouser pockets. A woman in uniform, navy skirt instead of pants, was at the desk. She watched the TV, sitting sideways to the desk.

“Morning,” Lane said.

The big man glanced at him and nodded. The female desk cop ignored him. On the television a reporter was interviewing a doctor.

“Anything new?” Lane said.

“It don’t look good,” the big man said.

“I heard there was no brain damage,” Lane said.

“What’s he doin’ in a coma if there’s no brain damage?”

“He’s being operated on,” Lane said.

“You get shot and don’t wake up, that’s a coma.”

“Shot in the head,” the desk cop said. “In the brain.”

Lane put his notebook down on the counter and made some notes. The TV on the wall. Captain Murcer standing massive and gloomy in front of the desk. Ginny Woodling behind the desk. He returned the pencil to his hip pocket.

“Is the chief in, Mrs. Woodling?”

“He’s busy,” she said, watching the TV screen.

“For how long, do you think?”

“I couldn’t tell you.”

Lane reached down behind the counter and picked up the stack of pink cards recording last night’s auto accidents. He went through the cards, taking his time, letting a couple of minutes go by.

“Maybe you could let him know I’m here,” he said.

Mrs. Woodling gave no indication she’d heard him. Lane continued to look through the cards. Mrs. Woodling watched the newscast. A revolver was strapped to her skinny hip; Lane had always wondered what she expected to do with a gun, sitting as she did behind the desk from eight to four in the daytime. He came to the last card in the stack and began again. There wasn’t anything worth reporting, just fender benders. He continued shuffling through the cards, listening to the TV, and finally Mrs. Woodling picked up the phone. Lane heard a faint muffled ring down the hall.

“Lane Hillman’s here, sir.” She hung up and gestured with her chin. “He’ll see you.”

Lane thanked her as if he were truly grateful and went down the narrow lightless hallway to the chief’s office. He knocked. The chief, Paul Williams, told him to come in. Williams was behind his desk, sitting back with his hands clasped over his gut.

“Hey, buddy,” he said.

“’Lo, Paul.”

A squat, dark, tough-faced man sat in one of the captain’s chairs in front of Williams’s desk. He watched Lane come in and close the door behind him. He wore a short-sleeve white shirt open at the neck, no jacket.

“This is Ed O’Neill,” Williams said. “Ed’s with the state police.”

“Nice to meet you,” Lane said.

O’Neill nodded. He didn’t offer to shake hands. Lane sat down with his notebook on his lap.

“Lane just finished up at Harvard,” Williams said.

“That right?” O’Neill said.

“A football player,” Williams said. “The all-American boy.”

O’Neill looked at Lane. His eyes were small, black, penetrating. He didn’t say anything. Lane wondered what he was doing here.

“Sad day, huh?” Williams said.

“Yes,” Lane said, “it is.”

“An idealist like you, you’re going to take it especially hard.”

Lane shrugged. “I believe in him,” he said.

“Sure you do,” Williams said.

“I guess you either do or you don’t,” Lane said. “You either see it or you don’t.”

O’Neill watched him.

“Lane’s going into the Peace Corps in the fall,” Williams said.

“Not the Peace Corps. VISTA.”

“All right. VISTA.” Williams looked at O’Neill. “They put you in some fucking slum on about forty bucks a week and expect you to wipe out poverty.”

“Not wipe it out,” Lane said.

“Ameliorate it,” Williams said.

“Try to,” Lane said.

“Can’t hurt,” O’Neill said.

“Fuckin’-A right,” Williams said. “It can’t hurt.”

He’d been in town just two years. The man he’d replaced had been police chief for almost thirty-five years, since before this obsolete and too-small Georgian-style building had been erected with money from the WPA. Williams had been brought in to bring the department into the modern era. He’d accomplished this task once previously, rapidly and efficiently and without making enemies, in a town up in New Hampshire. Before that he’d been a beat cop who’d made captain in a tough city south of Boston.

“I was wondering,” Lane said, “if you had any thoughts about the shooting.”

“You doing a story?” Williams said.

“Yeah,” Lane said.

“Give him a quote, Eddie,” Williams said.

“I don’t think so,” O’Neill said.

“He’s a good kid, Eddie. Give him a quote.”

“Think Bobby’s going to make it?” Lane said.

“No,” Williams said, “I don’t.”

“It was a .22, Paul,” O’Neill said.

“Might make a difference,” Williams said.

“A .38, he’d bleed to death. A .22, you got a chance.”

“Slim,” Williams said.

“Slim,” O’Neill agreed.

Lane made some notes. “Any news I should know about?”

“Can’t think of any.”

“Bar fights? Break-ins?”

“It’s June. Things are quiet yet.”

“Why is Mr. O’Neill here?”

Williams smiled. “Why are you here, Mr. O’Neill?”

“Just passing through,” O’Neill said.

Lane looked at Williams.

“It isn’t anything,” Williams said. “A parole jumper. Eddie heard he had some friends took a room at the Ebb Tide. There wasn’t anything in it.”

Lane nodded. He shut his notebook. “Well,” he said. “Thanks.”

“Any time, old buddy.”

Lane stood up. He could feel O’Neill’s sharp eyes on him. He looked past Williams out into the brightening morning. Behind the police station the land fell gently to the dark blue bowl of a kettlehole pond where swans drifted and kids fished for perch and bluegills through the long summer afternoons.

“Eddie’s right about the .22,” Williams said. “Your boy might make it yet.”

“I think he will,” Lane said.

•   •   •

THE DESK abutting hers belonged to Fred Purdy, the associate editor. He was about Mr. Hillman’s age, she figured, mid or late forties. He smoked a cob pipe. He was lank and rawboned with a backswept mane of rust-red hair above a face that was long and hollow-cheeked and sleepy. His manner was relaxed, almost languid, and he seemed to Claire to typify the place in a way that Mr. Hillman did not.

By nine o’clock the newsroom was busy, alive with the ringing of phones and rattle of typewriters and traffic of people coming and going, and yet there was a measuredness in all its constant activity, something casual and plain and unselfconscious, reflected in the placidity of Mr. Purdy. It wasn’t in the least like Washington, like the Hill, where everyone believed in the high importance, the sweeping relevance, the necessity, of every little thing they did. As if they had a direct line to God and were pulling the strings for Him. Not just the senators and congressmen but aides at all levels, down to the pretty girls who answered the phones. And you were just as bad, Claire thought. You had your head turned like everybody else.

Mr. Purdy never looked at her, though he sat so close they could have reached across the two desks and shaken hands. Everyone, in fact, minded their own business. No one eyed her when they thought she wasn’t looking. No one seemed curious about what she was working on, as if that were strictly between her and Mr. Hillman. Jean or Ellie coming in to hand Mr. Hillman a note or leave a phone message under the bail of Lane Hillman’s typewriter didn’t look at her as they went by. Nor did Mr. Hillman, silently crossing the room to deliver copy to the linotypists. He would pass within a few feet of her and not look down. Until Claire wondered if this fastidiousness was an unwritten rule of the newsroom applicable to everybody or if they sensed her unease, knew of her inexperience, and were kindly looking the other way.

She called the funeral home and took down the undertaker’s information on Julius Talbot Littleton. She called Littleton’s sister in New York City, and got through to an assistant to the director of the Museum of Modern Art. She read everything in Littleton’s thick file, then spread the clippings in chronological order on her desk. She studied the obituaries of a bank president, a superintendent of schools, and a longtime selectman.

She rolled copy paper into her typewriter. She slugged it LITTLETON OBIT and typed her initials underneath. She was used to the light touch and sensitivity of electric typewriters, had forgotten how simple and rugged a manual was. You had to make it do your bidding: attack, strike, bully it.

She rolled the page a third of the way down and lit her first cigarette of the day. She took a deep breath and put her hands to the keys. She took them off again. She reached for her notebook and read her notes once more from beginning to end. Again she examined Littleton’s clippings. She reread the leads of the obits of the bank president and school superintendent. She swiveled back to the typewriter, put her hands to the keys, withdrew them. She folded her arms and stared at the blank ecru-white sheet of paper. Julius Littleton…No. Julius T. Littleton, who was a well known artist in this area…No. The well-known artist, Julius T. Littleton, had a heart attack and…No. Julius T. Littleton died on Tuesday evening…. No. Julius T. sonofabitch why can’t I do this? She smoked her cigarette down and lit another, and still hadn’t written anything.

•   •   •

HE PARKED in front of Martin’s Photo Supply and walked down Main Street toward the village green. Store doors were propped open and from within came the taut portentous voices of radio newsmen, reminding Lane of the world Series when he was a kid, of clear fall afternoons with the shadows creeping out and the play-by-play, the cheering, behind and ahead of him as he dawdled along Main on his slow walk home from school.

He went into Donnelly’s Barbershop and sat awhile listening to the radio and talking to Phil LeBrach and George Blair, whose silver hair Phil was trimming. Mr. Blair was a lawyer who’d turned most of the practice over to a younger partner. Lane had heard somewhere that he’d become slightly senile. Phil LeBrach had been a couple of years ahead of Lane in school, too old to nod or say hello or learn his name, though they might pass one another in the hallway two or three times a day. But you catch up when school is behind you; one day in the barbershop Phil spoke to him, called him Lane, as if it had always been like that between them. Maybe he thought it had.

“What I want to know,” Phil said, “is what that guy was doing in the kitchen. Waiting for him. How’d he know Kennedy was going out through the kitchen?”

“Somebody told him,” Mr. Blair said.

“Exactly,” Phil said.

“Who?” Lane said.

The radio reporter said there’d been no change in Senator Kennedy’s condition. His condition is extremely critical, although his heartbeat at this time is good.

“I bet it was Johnson,” Mr. Blair said.

Phil paused, holding his scissors in midair. “President Johnson?”

“Sure.”

Phil resumed cutting, stroking with the comb, snipping here, snipping there. “I don’t think so, Mr. Blair.”

“Why not?”

Phil paused again and looked over at Lane. “You believe in these conspiracies, Lane?”

“I don’t know,” Lane said.

“I don’t either,” Phil said.

He went across the street to Kasselman’s Pharmacy and bought a pack of Dentyne.

“What a terrible thing,” Mr. Kasselman said.

He had a bald head and a pink baby-soft face, and Lane couldn’t remember him ever looking any different, any younger. The magazines were at the front of the store out of sight of the counter, and while Mr. Kasselman had put up prescriptions—Lane’s mother sending him on his bike for cough syrup or nose drops or penicillin—he would pass the time browsing through Playboy and Penthouse and Escapade, marveling at the existence of such women and wondering if someday a girl as incredibly endowed would stand alone and naked before him, smiling the same amenable smile.

“Your family well, Lane?” Mr. Kasselman said.

“Except for this,” Lane said.

“We’ll all say our prayers,” Mr. Kasselman said.

The other Main Street drugstore was Chamberlain’s, just up the street. It was older and larger than Kasselman’s and had a lunch counter. Beth Weeks was behind the counter, as Lane had hoped.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey, Beth.”

“When’d you get back?”

“A few days ago.” He sat down and laid his notebook on the counter. A radio played mutedly in the background.

“You’re looking good,” Beth said.

“So are you.”

“Terrible about Bobby, huh?”

He ordered coffee and watched her go down the counter to the stainless-steel urn. She’d been his classmate since grade school. She’d been overweight all through high school, an unhappy girl burdened with too much flesh, her quiet, dark eyes smoldering with resentment. Then a couple or three summers ago Lane had come into Chamberlain’s and beheld a zaftig sexpot with a pinched-in waist and slender ankles, and he had stopped, had frozen, and stared at her. Beth had looked at him and smiled; she’d seen identical surprise on other male faces, had become used to it.

After that he’d wondered if you could go to bed with a woman in friendship and not love. No strings attached. It seemed reasonable enough, ideal in some ways, but there’d always been another girl in his life, or too little left of the summer, one or another reason to postpone trying his luck with Beth Weeks.

“So how’s Harvard?” she said.

“Well, I graduated.”

“I know. I read it in your dad’s paper.” She glanced down the counter where a man slouched glumly over a mug of coffee. She looked at Lane’s notebook. “You working for your dad?”

“For the summer.”

“Then what?”

Lane told her about VISTA.

“Just stay out of Vietnam,” she said.

A woman came in with a little boy. She lifted him under both arms onto a stool. “’Scuse me,” Beth said. Lane watched her go. He drank his coffee and listened to the radio. The suspect, as they called him, had not yet been identified. Some lost soul, delusional and messianic, like Lee Harvey Oswald. Like John Wilkes Booth, Lane thought. No grasp, no idea, of the evil they were doing. A sudden despair gusted through him, there would be no good news on the radio, and he imagined himself being comforted by Beth Weeks. Touched by his grief, loving him for it, she would strip, hold, mother him.

He watched as she put a Coke in front of the little boy and gave his cheek a pinch, bending sassily forward with her other hand on her hip. He’d never asked her how she lost all the weight: diet, exercise, or what. She came back and stood in front of him again.

“Guess what?” she said. “I’m engaged.”

“Really,” Lane said.

Beth was watching him. Smiling. “Look,” she said and extended her pale soft hand, showing him the ring. “Nice, huh?”

“Who’s the lucky guy?” Lane said.

“Brad Wormel. Remember him?”

“Sure.”

She glanced down the counter, checking on everyone. Lane opened his notebook.

“You going to put me in a story?” Beth said.

“Say something about Bobby Kennedy and I will.”

“I don’t know what there is to say.”

“That’ll do, right there.”

“Really?”

He made a note then swung away from the counter on the high round stool and slid down. He reached for his wallet.

“Coffee’s on the house,” Beth said.

•   •   •

SLOWLY, a word at a time, she began to write. Julius Talbot Littleton, the well-known artist, died on Tuesday of a heart attack. He was 78 years old. He died at home. She lit another cigarette and studied what she’d written. Mr. Purdy and Mr. Hillman were writing. They wrote in bursts, spraying words and whole paragraphs onto paper as fast as a person could speak. Then they’d fold their arms and sit back and think awhile. Then they’d move their hands to the typewriter, lightly, hoveringly, and after a moment the furious rattle would begin again.

She dropped to a new paragraph, then turned and scanned her notes and the newspaper clippings. Mr. Littleton was born in New York City on March 17, 1890. She took a sip of cold black coffee. She put down the mug and x-ed out the date and wrote St. Patrick’s Day, 1890. She took a drag on her cigarette. His father taught philosophy at Columbia University. She x-ed it out. His father, William C. Littleton, was a professor of philosophy at Columbia University. Mr. Littleton went to Choate Academy and Harvard University. He left Harvard after two years of study and went to Europe to become a painter.

A few minutes after twelve the machines ceased their racket in the back shop. Mrs. Engle stood up and shouldered her purse.

“Buy you lunch,” she said.

Claire threw her a grateful smile. “I’d better not. This is coming kind of slow.”

“Sometimes it’s good to take a break from it,” Mrs. Engle said.

“I’d better not,” Claire said.

Mr. Braden, the elderly photographer and features writer, got up from his desk and slouched out, gaunt and leather-skinned, with crew-cut iron-gray hair. Mr. Purdy dropped forward in his chair and hung up the phone. He tapped the ashes out of his pipe and placed it upside down in his ashtray. He stood up, stretched, and sauntered out of the building with his hands in his pockets.

Mr. Hillman rose finally. He picked up a newspaper and folded it to take with him. “You’d better get some lunch,” he said.

“I’m all right,” Claire said.

He stood a moment, looking down not at her but at the beige linoleum floor. Then he nodded and went out. She watched him cross the street to the depot platform, where evidently the newspaper employees had permission to park. There was a dirt lot as well, smothered in elm shade. Mr. Hillman folded himself down into a little Ford Falcon and drove away.

Now she could hear a couple of the men conversing quietly in the back shop. In the business office Manny Dutra, the circulation manager, talked on the phone. A bus arrived with a groan and grinding of gears. The engine revved and died. Claire pulled the sheet from her typewriter, rolled in another and rewrote her first page, improving it, she thought, here and there. She rolled in page 2 and lit another Salem.

•   •   •

HE WOULD remember how slowly the day passed, the sun wheeling as if reluctant to cross the fierce blue sky while the world waited for Bobby Kennedy to live or die. He drove to the outlying villages, sleepy places with one-room weathered-shingle post offices and Indian names bequeathed by the Wampanoags who once held this land of low hills and scrub plain and ocean. He sat at lunch counters and visited boatyards and filling stations where men sat in the shade on tilted chairs and talked of Robert Kennedy and the times they lived in. The war, the assassinations. Hippies and black militants. The SDS. A world being remade, Lane thought, and so did they all, for better or for worse.

At four he was back on Main Street. He drove out past St. Patrick’s Church and the old-age home and the town rec building to the new shopping plaza. There’d been fields out here when Lane was a boy—all stores and blacktop now. He parked and went into Friendly’s, where a teenage waitress, red-eyed from weeping, told him that if she were old enough to vote she’d write in Kennedy’s name in November, living or dead. He drank a cup of coffee, and when he came out again into the warm gray shade of the overhang, he saw his old teammate Ron Viera coming out of Marshall’s carrying a white shopping bag with handles.

“Ronnie,” he said.

Ron squinted at him for a moment as if he didn’t know him. His older brother Tommy had been killed in Vietnam two months ago, the third boy from town to die over there, and the grief lay deep and eloquent in Ron’s chiseled olive face. They shook hands, but Ron still didn’t smile.

“I’m sorry about Tommy,” Lane said.

Ron looked out over the sunlit parking lot and nodded.

“Buy you a coffee?” Lane said.

“I got to get home,” Ron said.

“Talk a few minutes,” Lane said. “It’s been too long.”

They sat down on a bench in the shade. Ron hunched down with his wrists on his knees. He wore Bermuda shorts and his legs were copper-colored and leanly muscled. He and Lane had been the backfield: a two-pronged slashing attack that tore holes in a defense, broke it like eggshell. Ron had gone to Springfield College, and the first two summers he and Lane and three or four teammates from high school played touch football every evening on a mown field near Lane’s house—fast pauseless games that built their wind and legs and polished their moves. Afterward they would sit in the uncut grass beside the playing field and unlace their cleats and talk about football and girls and the old days of high school. The sun would be down, the air cool and sweet-smelling with bayberry and honeysuckle. It was the best part, the talk and laughter afterward, night descending, the muffled wash of the ocean in the distance, the pleasant sourish smell of your own sweat, a good tiredness down your thighs and calves.

“You upset about Bobby Kennedy?” Lane said.

Ron blew air through his lips and shook his head sadly. “It’s just one more thing, isn’t it?”

“One more,” Lane agreed.

“It’s a bitch, isn’t it?” Ron said.

“They aren’t going to draft you, are they?” Lane said.

“Not now. Last surviving brother.”

“I’m not going,” Lane said. “I’ve filed as a conscientious objector.”

Ron didn’t say anything.

“Does that bother you?” Lane said.

“Why should it?”

“On account of Tommy.”

“You know what he told me last time he was home on leave? He said, ‘You’re not going. No way. Go to Canada if you have to.’”

“I feel a little guilty,” Lane said. “Guys like Tommy getting killed and I refuse to go.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Ron said. He sat quiet for a while still slumped down with his hands clasped between his knees.

“Did you know my parents broke up?” he said.

“Broke up?”

“I’m leaving in a couple days. Driving out to Seattle. Going to get my master’s at the university.”

“Seattle,” Lane said. “That’s a long way, Ronnie.”

“I can’t stay here anymore.”

“I’m leaving myself, in September.”

“I saw it in the paper. Chicago, right?”

“Detroit.”

“I guess one’s about as bad as the other where you’re going.”

“I guess,” Lane said.

“I better get home,” Ron said.

“I’m sorry, Ronnie.”

“It happens so fast,” Ron said. “You can’t believe how fast it happens.”

“I’m sorry,” Lane said again.

Later he thought that that was the moment in which he understood that the touch football and talk afterward in the summer twilight were not just gone but irretrievable, and that there was a difference. And how it had never occurred to him to treasure those vivid evenings as entities finite and soon to pass, as if there were no endings in life, just beginnings.

•   •   •

AT FIVE o’clock Lane Hillman finally showed up in the newsroom. He came in frowning and preoccupied, and when he looked up and saw Claire he stopped, hesitated, as if she’d startled or disoriented him. She noticed him, certainly, but didn’t make the connection right away, thought he was just some good-looking boy who’d come in off the street for one reason or another, as people had been doing all day. He looked at her in a surprised and almost disconcerted way, then lowered his sea-blue gaze and came on across the room to his father’s desk.

And then she knew. He had his father’s frown and black hair, but the son was taller, more loosely assembled, with an angular fluidity of movement. He fell dejectedly into the chair beside Mr. Hillman’s desk.
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