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—Lisa Genova, New York Times bestselling author of Left Neglected


“Monninger is a brilliant writer. No one understands nature the way he does, under his skin and straight to his bones. He writes about new love with such tension, emotion, and the deep passion and understanding that develops between two people. The novel will keep you up all night. Eternal on the Water will be a classic.”
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—Dorothea Benton Frank, New York Times bestselling author of Lowcountry Summer
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—Susan Wiggs, New York Times bestselling author of Just Breathe


“Eternal on the Water is a compelling and poignant love story. Monninger’s two characters, both strong and independent, meet by chance in the Maine wilderness and find in each other the depth of connection they have been searching for and the confrontation with mortality they have been dreading all their lives. Their celebration of life and their emotional parting will touch you deeply and move you to tears.”
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The one red leaf, the last of its clan,
That dances as often as dance it can.
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1


YEARS AGO, on a cold New Hampshire day, my brother and I tried to skate to Canada. It was still early December and our first full snow had not yet fallen, and the rivers and lakes around us became pale green mirrors reflecting sunlight back to the sky. At night the stars reflected themselves also, and the moon rose above a second moon that appeared to rise from the earth and all its waters. In that same winter I recall hearing geese pass overhead late at night, their honking insisting they were late, late, late, and we listened from our twin beds in the attic bedroom, the windows frosted, the down comforters piled high on top of us by our parents in compensation for the lack of wood heat that made its way to us. In that same winter, as I remember it, the water glasses beside our beds turned to white plugs of ice each night so that, in the morning, we carried them downstairs to show off to our parents, proof positive of our suffering and heroism in sleeping upstairs. In the warmth of the kitchen, my mother pulled flapjacks off the stove—we were a family of enormous breakfasters—as the tick of the woodstove burned scraps from my father’s carpentry shop. My brother and I proved our derring-do, our closeness to the eternal elements, as we watched the ice melt in the glasses as if they were fragile trophies we had brought back from distant lands.


We loved the outdoors, and we loved the sound of storms and rain on the roof, the protection under the eaves, the approval of our mother, who pretended concern over the frigid temperatures in our room, but who boasted to other mothers, women in the market, that her boys never got sick because they slept in the cold, naked except for boxers, and that they slept deep, full slumbers that carried them away each night and brought them back with the cock crow. She had that line from Dylan Thomas—she was a great reader, a volunteer librarian at the Joseph Patch library—but it was true nonetheless. We slept, too, beneath a map of Canada. It was not a typical map, not one of normal size, but one that my father had found in a thrift store, a map fifteen feet across and ten feet high that included little below the forty-seventh parallel. It had been exploded to that size for a conference on the northern forest that my father had heard about from fellow carpenters, and he bought it for fifteen dollars and tacked it to the rafters in our attic bedroom.


“A dream map,” he told my mother. “The boys will never be trapped in their own heads with a map like that.”


It was true. On certain nights he lay down beside us in one of our beds, my brother, Ed, curled on one side, me on the other, and we let our eyes roam together as other children studied clouds. My father loved the idea of Canada, its vast wildernesses, its freedom, its call to adventure. He liked to remind us, as we lay in bed, the wind whipping, the snow threatening to arrive any day, that the animals of the north had already returned to their hibernations, sinking into their blood and stupor, the great turtles asleep in the pond muck, the bright white polar bears leaping from ice island to ice island.


“Up there, near Churchill,” he would whisper, pointing with his chin, “the sea ice has already closed in and the polar bears float away for the winter, traveling deeper and deeper into the northern seas. They crawl on their bellies and wait beside the seals’ airholes, and then, when the bears time it correctly, they reach one great mitt down into the icy water and pull a seal through the hole so quickly that it occasionally shatters all the seal’s bones. Did you know that, boys?


“And sometimes if the light is just right, they can see the seals approach the holes through the ice—dark, quick-moving things, like moths on a lampshade. And the seals see the bears’ shadows, too, but they need air and they must come up and the bears are always waiting. But now and then the bears go after walruses and the walruses do something different. Instead of fleeing they hug the bears and jab their tusks through the bears’ hearts, and they have found more than one pair of skeletons locked together forever, bear and walrus, gliding for eternity beneath the cold blue ice.”


Such stories. Given the map and my father’s interest, it was natural that we should decide to skate to Canada. For a week or more Ed charted the course. In the interval between lights out and sleep, he shined a flashlight on the area directly north of New Hampshire, moving the beam over the attic roof.


“See that river?” he asked me, pointing his flashlight and running it north and south. “And then that one? That water links to the Baker River right here. We can get on the river and just skate away.”


“The Baker River runs south,” I reminded him.


“Allard, in the winter nothing runs any which way. It’s all ice. The streams are like ladders through the countryside. It’s a great big skating rink.”


And it was. In those first weeks of December, before the snow, we skated every day. On two pairs of secondhand hockey skates, we glided back and forth in front of our house, and followed the Baker River over to Beaver Brook then over to Turkey Pond. Cattails clogged the brook and the mouth of Turkey Pond during the summer, but in winter the grasses froze in place and we ran through them with our skates, the lacy ice brittle beneath us, the grass stems breaking like whips of light as we passed. We skated in the gloaming, the gray quiet of the afternoon, and it was impossible not to feel anticipation tinged with the desire for all things in the universe spiraling in our guts. We knew nothing, really, and yet we knew a great deal, and some small part of us, of our shared wisdom, understood that this winter gave us a paradise and that we skated in a quiet glory that sharpened itself against the warm white light that waited for us, against my mother’s wonderful food and my father’s quiet carpentry work. The sun is young once only, my mother said, quoting Dylan Thomas again, and this winter, as the poet promised, we were green and golden in our days.


IT WAS ON THAT first afternoon of snow—the snow that would reduce our world to a small hockey rink we shoveled clear daily—that I saw Sarah. I was skating beside my brother, Ed, the sky heavy with promise. We had scouted Turkey Pond and Beaver Brook, gliding like Dutch boys across the countryside. Seen from a distance, our progress appeared miraculous: two boys, both knotted in clothes, skimming the earth without apparent friction. Ed, squat and powerful, skated in a side-to-side motion, his thick legs pushing him off one blade onto the next, a beaver-shaped boy happy in his winter fur. He wore a backpack with our camping gear inside it because on this day we planned to make a foray up the Baker River. We did not know precisely if the Baker connected to any important streams, or if it would advance us on our journey, but we were young enough to believe Canada waited on the other end of a web of tributaries, that water, if we were patient, might lead us north to the heart of the great land, as my father called it.


We skated north. My brother led us along a spine of ice, the center of the river where boulders and logs sometimes interrupted our glides. Wind and currents had shaped the ice into burls and ridges, and we skated less effortlessly, the water humming deep below us. Both of us knew we entertained a fantasy; we never challenged it directly or promised too much to one another. We did not honestly believe we could skate to Canada, but with our father’s prodding, and our own need for adventure, we continued past the Hewetts’, the Benders’, their river houses stately and large, built during the height of the New Hampshire logging days, their yards sloped to keep the river in its place during times of flooding. Had the people inside these houses chanced to look out on that dark afternoon, they would have been charmed by two boys pioneering the river, by the beautiful ribbon of black against the frigid pine trees.


The river tightened. The boulders became more plentiful. Our skating grew plodding. We did not know the river well this far up, and Ed, faithful to our adventure, pulled out a pair of binoculars and scanned the ice ahead of us. Only one lens worked, so he held it like a spyglass and swept it back and forth. As I waited for his report, I dug a 3 Musketeers bar out of his backpack. I opened it and split it in half. When he finished with the binoculars, he took the other half.


“Someone’s up there ahead,” he said, tucking the binoculars back in his pack.


“On the river?”


“Looks like it. They just went around the bend.”


“What are they doing?”


He shrugged. “Let’s go. We’ll find out.”


We went. The afternoon sky had grown brooding, the clouds lowering themselves as if to rest on the pines. Christmas was not far off, which meant we were approaching the longest evening of the year. We skated ahead, and as we went forward snow began to fall. I was aware of it completely only when I saw a blue jay snap onto a pine bough and scold us for a moment. Then I saw the snow, white and gentle against the green.


“It’s snowing,” Ed said. “Here it comes.”


“So much for skating,” I answered. “It will cover everything.”


“We should turn back soon.”


Then we came around the bend. The next thing that happened seemed strange and surreal and out of cadence with the afternoon. A girl stood in the center of the river, but she had obviously gone through the ice. She stood up to her waist in water. She was our age, twelve or thirteen. A dog swam in circles around her, and each time it put its paws on the thin ice, it broke away and made the hole wider. The girl did not call for help, nor did she seem particularly panicked. Her only interest seemed to be in getting the dog back onto solid ice. She lifted the dog and shoved it toward us, but the dog slipped back in and continued its nervous paddling.


We ran toward them as best we could on our skates. The dog circled her like a small planet around a sun. The girl wore a pink wool cap and a navy down jacket. As we approached, the dog began trying to climb on her, as if entreating her to do something, and she obliged it by holding it to her chest. After a moment it wiggled away. Its paws made no sound, but its breathing came in short puhhhh, puhhhh, puhhhhs.


We skidded to a stop about twenty yards away. The ice still felt solid under us.


“There’s a current,” she said calmly, her voice slightly froggy and deep, “and it’s trying to pull me under the ice. I’m afraid to take a step. I’ll go under if I do.”


“Just hold on,” I said.


“It’s running toward you,” she said. “It’s strong. It’s pushing at the back of my legs.”


“Can you work your way to the bank?” Ed asked.


“I don’t think so. I’m losing feeling in my legs. And I’m not leaving Natasha.”


“She’ll follow you,” I said.


The girl shook her head.


“Let’s go to the bank and work our way out,” Ed said to me. “We don’t want to be in the middle of the river if it gives way. And we don’t want to add our weight to the ice.”


We skirted diagonally across the river until we reached the western bank. Ice at the edge of the river snapped under our feet. It felt strange to walk on solid ground in skates. From this vantage point we could see the girl was not far out, maybe fifteen feet at most. But the ice trapped her in a perfect hoop. It would give way north and south, but on either side of her it was thick and wet and impossible to grab.


“I’ll tie you off,” Ed said to me, immediately coming up with a plan. “You’re lighter. You should go out alone.”


I nodded. Hundreds of nights gazing at the Canadian map had prepared me for this moment. Ed dug a rope out of his backpack, a thin clothesline we had retrieved from the basement. Of all the uses we imagined for it, this wasn’t one of them.


Ed tied it around a thin pine and then knotted the other end to his pack. At first I didn’t understand, but then I realized it would serve as a life ring. If she couldn’t grab the thin rope, she might be able to hold on to the pack.


“Hurry,” she said. “Please. I can’t feel anything and Natasha is getting weaker.”


Ed handed me the backpack. He sat down on the frozen river and kicked the heels of his skates into the ice. He looped the rope around his back the way our father had shown us when we worked with pulleys or heavy logs.


“I got you,” he said. “Go on your belly. Spread out your weight as much as you can.”


I did as he instructed, although later it occurred to me we might simply have thrown the bag to her. That would have allowed us both to pull her to safety. But so fully did I believe in my brother, I didn’t hesitate. I fell onto the ice and pushed the backpack in front of me. I listened for the ice to crack, but all I heard was the rush of water beneath my knees. I was conscious of snow falling, the soft, dreamy silence of it as I snaked my way out to her. She had stopped trying to lift her dog, I noticed. She stood with her feet planted, afraid to move for fear of slipping.


“Almost there,” Ed said.


The dog swam toward me, tried to climb onto the ice, then fell back into the current. I spread my body wide. I deliberately kept weight off my knees and hands, afraid they would puncture the ice and pull me through. As I neared the hole, I saw the water move rapidly against her. A V formed in front of her as it would for any rock.


Then things happened quickly.


The ice snapped beneath me and for a terrible moment I did not feel myself going through so much as the water climbing above the ice. It shivered across the ice like ants searching for sugar. “Look out,” the girl said, but then the ice gave away entirely and I felt the cold sputter of my breath slam out of my chest. The skates pulled my feet down; I was aware, absurdly, of how they served as anchors, and it hardly mattered that the water was only four feet deep. Somehow, I decided, I did not want to die wearing a pair of skates. I clutched the backpack and felt the rope behind me begin to grind over the surface. I went headfirst into the current, and it pushed me sideways under the ice shelf in such a way that I felt I could glide, like the walrus and polar bear, forever southward along the river bottom.


I swung my feet down and tried to stand, to get air, but when my body uncurled, it slammed against the ice above me. I remained bent like a young Atlas, the weight of the world on my shoulders, the backpack floating away in the current like a dizzy black balloon. I grabbed at it and missed, and when I grabbed again, I felt the girl’s hand in mine, pulling me toward her. With one final lunge I snagged the pack and held it in my left arm, and followed her arm closer to the hole. She pulled me toward her and I saw light and freedom and her face.


She had put her face under the water to see me. For an instant—the moment that bound us together—our eyes met. Then in the cold, black water of the Baker River, she pulled me forward until our lips brushed, and then we both exploded upward into the air and snow and my brother’s screaming.


“THERE’S A CHANNEL,” the girl said.


She appeared frightened and cold. Her face coated with mist and thin ice made her a creature more of water than land. I stared at her and it seemed as if I could see through her skin down into her organs and bones. The dog swam around us, a retriever mix I saw now, and it took me a moment to understand her.


“Where you went through,” she repeated slowly, “you opened a channel.”


“Come on, grab the backpack!” Ed screamed.


We did. Each holding a strap, we pushed to the edge of the opening, then fell upward onto our chests to get on the ice shelf, the bag between us. Ed pulled and I felt the bag slipping out of my hands, and I saw that the girl could not hold on, either. I told her to put one arm through a strap, while I did the same on the other side. With two good tugs, Ed had us within ten feet of shore. I knew quickly enough that we were saved. I used the tips of my skates to dig into the ice and help slide us toward the bank. The girl’s jacket made a nylon sound when it went across the ice.


The dog opened the final channel. Bursting toward the shore beside us, she pushed past us and the last of the ice began to cave in. Ed edged into the water, but he was in no danger. I stamped a leg down through and found the bottom. The girl went on her knees and crawled the final yards to shore. She could barely move.


“Good, good, good,” Ed said, yanking the rope fast now. “Come on, come on, we have to move. She’ll freeze if we don’t get her inside. So will you, Allard.”


“Where do you live?” I asked the girl.


She lifted her hand and pointed across the river. Ed stood and tramped through the shore ice and grabbed her jacket. He smacked it hard, trying to get some of the ice off it, and trying to rouse her as well. He nodded at me. I knew what he wanted so I scrambled to my feet and helped lift her. Her eyes remained closed.


“We have to get you home,” Ed said. “Now, right away. Come on.”


He slapped her coat again, but when she started to walk, her movements lacked coordination. The dog, meanwhile, shook herself furiously, trying to get water out of her fur. Ed swung the backpack around his shoulders and detached the rope, then grabbed the girl by the elbow and tried to keep her going. She wanted to sit down. Her hat came off to one side and I saw she had beautiful blond hair, frozen in ringlets.


“No, no, no,” Ed said, pulling her forward more quickly, “you can’t sit. We have to get you warm. Come on. Allard, she’s going under. We’ve got to get her home.”


I only heard every third word or so. My body had begun to shiver in great, shocking tremors. I felt the cold in my ribs, felt it deep inside my brain. Ed slapped my jacket and tried to get the water off it. Then he got behind us and began shoving us back onto the ice toward the far shore. We skated like zombies, like two Frankensteins, our arms stiff, our legs impossible to bend now that the ice had formed on our pants. The dog raced ahead. Ed continued to shout at us.


It took all three of us fifteen minutes to skate back across the river where it was the thickest. Twice the girl stopped, terrified when the ice shifted or boomed in contraction. Each time we had to push her forward, shouting and warning her to keep going; each time she reluctantly agreed. She hardly spoke. She managed, however, to tell us her house wasn’t far. We knew the house. It had belonged to the Benders. New people had moved in, we had heard, but we didn’t know the family. Obviously, this girl was part of them.


The sun disappeared. Whatever light we had now came from a thumbnail moon. The snow fell harder, and as we skated off the river, smoke from a nearby chimney drifted in folds of quiet light, its white haze pocked by kernels of sleet that turned the hillside to glass.


MRS. PATRICK — WE DIDN’T KNOW her name at the time—grabbed us at the door. She had seen us approaching through a large picture window and had, at first, thought how lovely that her daughter had made some friends. But then she saw the stiffness of our gaits and heard Ed yelling and slapping us, and she knew something had gone wrong.


She was large but vital, her hair dyed the red-orange of a robin’s breast. Her eyebrows, too, had been painted to fullness and she wore a hooded sweatshirt that said IF MOMMA AIN’T HAPPY, AIN’T NOBODY HAPPY.


“My lord, what happened?” she asked at the door.


“I went through the ice, Mommy,” the girl said. “Natasha broke through first.”


“Oh, my God,” Mrs. Patrick said to the girl, meanwhile grabbing her and pulling her inside. “Come in, come in, come in, you all look frozen.”


“Natasha,” Sarah said.


I had forgotten about her dog, but she hadn’t. Mrs. Patrick opened the door wide to let the dog inside. We followed. Then she closed the door behind us. We stood on a small throw rug, our skates like cold bones on our feet, as Mrs. Patrick began undressing Sarah. She peeled off Sarah’s coat and yanked off her hat. At the same time Ed began pulling off my clothes. As he worked, my hands and feet began to sting. As cold as I felt, I imagined Sarah must feel a hundred times colder. Occasionally when her mother yanked something free from her body, a thin coating of ice skittered to the floor.


“That river is just too tempting,” Mrs. Patrick said to no one in particular, her hands furious on her daughter. “You’re lucky these boys came along. I told your father about living next to water.”


“It’s a good river,” Ed said because we loved the river.


“Natasha went through and I tried to help her,” Sarah said, her voice stuttering with cold.


“I’m putting you in a bath right now,” Mrs. Patrick said. “And you, son, what’s your name?”


“Allard.”


“You need to undress and we have a shower downstairs here. And your name?” she asked, speaking to Ed.


“Ed.”


“Well, Ed, you help your brother. I’m impressed with you boys. You saved my daughter’s life. My husband will be home shortly and I’m sure he’ll be very thankful for all your help. Now come on, Sarah. I need to get you into a bath. I’m tempted to call the doctor, but you seem to be all right.”


“I’m fine,” Sarah said. “I’ll be okay in just a minute.”


Before Sarah went, she kissed each of us on the cheek. First Ed, then me. I had never been kissed by a girl before, unless our lips brushing underwater counted, and her nearness warmed my skin. She was beautiful and I knew that all my other desires paled beside my wish to stay beside her.


“Come on,” Ed said to me, “let’s get you thawed out.”


Mrs. Patrick pointed out the shower, then went upstairs with Sarah. Ed came into the bathroom with me. It was large enough to house the shower and a washer and dryer. A dog dish sat on a doormat partially under the sink. Ed helped me with the last of my clothes. Now that I was inside, I didn’t feel so bad, but the cold still made me shudder and feel that something deep in my core had been lost.


“We’ve got to call home,” Ed said when I stepped into the shower. “Mom will be worried. You okay in there?”


“My blood is coming back and it hurts,” I said through the building fog. “But I’m okay.”


“We did pretty well out there. I thought you were a goner for a second.”


“We could have just thrown her the bag.”


“I know. I thought of that later. Next time I’ll remember what to do.”


“You think we’ll have a next time?” I said over the sound of the shower.


“Oh, sure. You always have to be ready for something like that. I’m going to go out and call Mom. Just stand under the hot water for a while. Make sure you warm up because we still have to get home.”


I heard the bathroom door open and close. I turned up the temperature, letting the water scald me. It took a long time to heat me down to the core. As I was getting ready to climb out, I heard someone knock. Mrs. Patrick stuck her head in the door and called out that she was leaving me a pair of trousers to wear and a hooded sweatshirt. I looked to be about her nephew’s size, she said, and he left these behind last visit. She also said she was making hot chocolate.


I turned off the water after I heard her leave. It felt odd to be naked in a stranger’s house. I found a towel and dried myself. The corduroy pants Mrs. Patrick had left fit me fine. I pulled on the sweatshirt and went out and found Mrs. Patrick serving hot chocolate to Ed.


“How do you feel?” Mrs. Patrick asked. “You’re Allard, right? That’s an interesting name. Kind of old-fashioned, isn’t it?”


“Yes, ma’am. It was my grandfather’s name.”


“And Ed,” she said. “You don’t find many boys with short, simple names anymore. I like Ed. It seems sort of dependable and safe. And your last name is . . . ?”


“Keer,” Ed said. “Edward and Allard Keer.”


“Dutch? It sounds Dutch.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Ed said. “Dutch ancestry, our mom says.”


I sat and looked around. The kitchen was a large, comfortable room. Someone had built a breakfast booth near a sliding door that looked out on the backyard. The booth formed a natural center to everything. Sitting in its half circle, it made me wonder why every house didn’t have one. A large woodstove pushed heat from the far wall of the kitchen. I felt comfortable sitting in the room, and I knew Ed did as well.


Mrs. Patrick gave us hot chocolate and cinnamon toast that she cooked on a little grill on the woodstove. The smell of cinnamon filled the room. She asked us general questions: who we were, where we went to school—we didn’t, we said, we were homeschooled—and what the neighborhood was like. She was still talking when I heard a dog’s collar jingle and Sarah stepped into the room.


She wore striped socks and a terry-cloth bathrobe over a bulky cable sweater. Her hair was up in a towel, which left her high, sharp cheeks exposed. Her eyes were deep blue. Her body hinted at that of a woman’s, but she was still a girl. Natasha was at her side. In the warm lamplight, I saw that the dog was devoted to her. When Sarah crossed the kitchen, her socks gliding on the wooden floor, her posture perfect, the dog clicked beside her, her claws ticking on the wood. Sarah put something in the sink, turned the faucet on, then shut it off. I could not take my eyes off her. She came and sat beside me, her mother handing her a hot chocolate, and I inhaled her shower odor, the scent of her shampoo and soap, the wet tendrils of her hair sometimes dropping small drips onto her shoulders and the seat between us.


“Well, all safe and sound,” Mrs. Patrick said. “No harm done, I suppose. Now, tell me what happened. I have it in bit and pieces from Sarah. She was standing in the water when you found her?”


Ed told the story. I remained quiet while he explained our idea of skating north, our plan to meet one river leading into the next and to ascend them like so many ladders of ice until we reached the great land. Mrs. Patrick listened as she sipped her hot drink, her eyes intent on Ed. Meanwhile, I concentrated on Sarah, her nearness making me nearly sick with nerves.


“That’s an incredible rescue story,” Mrs. Patrick said when Ed finished. “Thank you both for being there.”


“We might have done better,” Ed said, “if we had simply thrown your daughter the bag. We put Allard in danger when we didn’t have to.”


“You saved my life,” Sarah said in her scratchy voice. “If you two hadn’t come along when you did, I wouldn’t be here right now.”


Mrs. Patrick reached to Sarah and held her hand.


How had we landed here? How had my life changed so dramatically in a single day? It was a strange and wonderful afternoon. Mrs. Patrick wanted us to wait for a ride, but Ed explained we needed to get going. She offered to drive us, then realized she did not have a working vehicle. Her Subaru was in the shop, she said. To compensate, she made sure we had enough dry clothes to keep us warm. She also made us promise to stay away from the river, despite the fact that we had skates. After a few minutes of discussion, we clumped into two old pairs of enormous boots her husband had left near the woodstove. Then it was time to go.


At the doorway, Sarah thanked us both again. She kissed our cheeks. When she stepped back, she smiled at me. Then we stepped out into the quiet night, our skates slung over our shoulders, the bright white of new snow catching the falling moon.
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THEY’RE THE LOTTERY WINNERS,” my mother said later that night at dinner. “So that’s where they moved in? The old Bender place. That’s one mystery solved.”


She served lentil soup out of our large Dutch oven, her ladle pulling out steam with each bowl of soup. Snow had continued to fall. I was glad to be inside and happy enough to listen to Ed’s retelling of the rescue story to my mother and father, but I felt impatient, too, to get away and contemplate Sarah.


“Who is?” my father asked. “This family Ed is talking about?”


“They must be,” my mother said. “Ginny at the market told me they had moved in here somewhere recently. The timing makes sense. Apparently it was big, but not one of those gigantic jackpots.”


“How much?” Ed asked.


“Eleven million,” Mom said. “That’s what I heard.”


Ed whistled.


“That’s not gigantic?” my dad asked.


“Or maybe it was seven million,” Mom said, sitting as she finished serving. “I’m not positive.”


“Either way, it’s a lot of money,” my father said. “On the river here, especially.”


He stopped for a moment. It was time for a blessing. We were Quakers, so that meant, at least as we practiced it, that we did not have organized prayers. Instead, we remained silent to collect our thoughts and give thanks.


Tonight my mother spoke in her soft voice. “It’s our first snow today and I am reminded of how beautiful the world is around us. I am grateful for my boys’ safe return, and for their courage in helping a young girl in a difficult situation. We are adjured to build a house beside the road and be a friend to man, and my sons practiced the best of that this afternoon. We welcome winter this quiet evening, and we welcome this new family into our community. May we all be warm and have sufficiency, and may the animals be safe in their dens and burrows. Amen.”


“Amen,” we intoned.


“They won the lottery?” I asked as soon as the meal began again.


“According to the local gossip,” Mom said, passing a plate of rolls. “Ginny’s aunt is a realtor at Baker River Realty. She said she had been contacted by a family and they wanted waterfront property, but it was more the husband’s idea than the wife’s. They’re from southern New Hampshire, down around Manchester, but they wanted to move up north here. The rumor was they had won the lottery. I guess they paid for the house in cash, just like that, one check and bingo.”


“Why here, though?” Ed asked.


“Because it’s a pretty valley,” my father said. “And it’s quiet and peaceful. They have to live somewhere, I guess.”


“When you think about it, it’s sort of a compliment,” Mom said.


“Allard has a crush on Sarah,” Ed said plainly, and I didn’t hold it against him because he didn’t do it to taunt me. “She’s the one we saved.”


“Well, if he does, that’s fine,” Dad said, “although I don’t think anyone can fall in love in a single afternoon.”


“And why not?” Mom asked. “I fell for you as soon as I saw you.”


“Yes, but I was especially dashing,” Dad said, smiling. “I had a full head of hair and I looked like a young Zeus, you said.”


“Just the beard,” Mom said. “No lightning bolts.”


“What would you do with that much money?” Dad asked, changing the topic.


“Not a thing,” Mom said. “I’m happy with our life.”


“I’d go out West and go camping,” Ed said. “Or maybe go to Canada.”


“How about you, Allard?” Mom asked.


Before I could answer, someone knocked at the door. We all looked at one another to see if someone knew who it might be. As a rule the people of Warren did not pay visits on winter nights. A glance around the table informed us that no one expected company. Ed, who handled so many of our family obligations of this type that we occasionally joked about his being our butler, slipped out of his chair and went to answer the door. We did not move our silverware. We listened to the door crack open and Ed’s voice rise in greeting.


A moment later Ed returned with a large man in his wake. Sarah walked behind him, carrying a plastic bag containing our clothes, although I didn’t know that at the time.


“Dad, Mom, this is Mr. Patrick,” Ed said. “And this is Sarah.”


“Just Charlie,” Mr. Patrick said, his voice loud and slightly watery. “Just Charlie Patrick.”


I did not look at Sarah too closely, for fear my parents would see too much. I observed only that she wore a bulky sweater and a pair of faded jeans. As a result of my feeling shy about Sarah, I studied Charlie Patrick closely. He was, for starters, more than large. He was easily six feet seven inches and broad. He wore what appeared to be a new plaid wool parka, and the plaid seemed to stretch as wide as a movie screen. He had soft blond features and a chin that gave his movements a wattle slowness. More than anything else, he struck me as a dude. The jacket, for instance, seemed a recent purchase, probably from L.L. Bean, and while it successfully captured the idea of life in northern New Hampshire, it lost in its newness any degree of authenticity. My mother popped up and offered them both a bowl of lentil soup, which Charlie accepted on their behalf with no hesitation. He pulled off his jacket and revealed more plaid, this time green, underneath a pair of suspenders as wide as a pair of croquet wickets.


“Boys,” Charlie said, his voice filled with emotion, “before I sit, I want to shake your hands. You’ve earned our eternal respect and gratitude for what you’ve done earlier today. I’ve come up with a little thank-you that I hope you’ll accept in the spirit it’s given. Of course, no gift could compensate you for rescuing my little girl, but this token from Sarah’s mother and me, well, it’s just a little something to make tangible how much we appreciate what you’ve done.”


Solemnly, he shook each of our hands and handed us two envelopes. Then he sat down. Sarah remained standing at his shoulder.


An envelope from a lottery winner was enough to set my mind racing, even with Sarah in the room, but as my mother filled two soup bowls, my dad thanked Mr. Patrick and answered for us.


“I know I speak for the boys when I say they would never accept a gift for doing a service to a neighbor. Boys? Isn’t that true?”


Ed looked at me. I nodded and passed him my envelope, which he placed on top of his own and handed to Charlie Patrick. Charlie took the envelopes back grudgingly, and Sarah patted her father’s shoulder.


“That’s just a shame,” Charlie said, shaking his large dragon head. “It really is, but I understand and I appreciate your position. I do. Well, do you boys like the Red Sox? I can get us tickets to sit on the Monster Wall. How would that be? Maybe you’ll permit me that little luxury. Let me see what I can arrange. I need to say thank-you somehow. The Patrick family has had a run of luck lately, so we’d like to share some of that with these boys. I mean, what happened today, when I think of it . . .”


He choked up. My father asked me to go get another chair for Sarah. I placed the chair next to Charlie Patrick and she sat. Her father composed himself.


“I’m an emotional sort,” Charlie said, pulling the bowl of soup toward him. “In my field—I am a high school guidance counselor—it makes some sense, I suppose. Empathetic, you know. But I think people get uncomfortable when a big person gets emotional. People always favor Jack in the Beanstalk story, not the giant. When you think about it, the giant is always made out to be a fool. But it’s Jack who sneaks in and steals the hen that lays the golden eggs. The giant is living a peaceful life until Jack comes along. . . .”


“Are you still planning on being a counselor?” my father asked.


“I just stopped this fall. I was down at Trinity High School. I guess it doesn’t make much sense to hide it. We’re lottery winners. We won last spring, fourteen million dollars. I bought a Powerball ticket when I went out to get some milk. Isn’t that the craziest thing? Worked for years, my wife, Mrs. P we call her, she worked, too. And then one day, just like that, poof. We’re rich. Of course, we didn’t get all that money, but we did just fine. Taxes. We paid our share. Now, I’ll be honest, we are looking for a simpler life. I may be doing a little part-time counseling at the high school here. I’m negotiating that right now. It’s getting too crowded down around Manchester. Let’s face it, Manchester is northern Boston, really. Up here, you still have the old flavor of the state. And we can be a little more anonymous.”


“What a story,” Ed said. “What did you feel like when you realized you won? I’ve never met anyone who won something like that.”


“He lost the ticket,” Sarah said.


“I did,” Charlie said, his voice amazed at his own mistake. “Lost it after I knew we won. Can you believe that? I was so concerned that I not lose it that I put it away someplace safe, then immediately forgot where that was. A doctor friend of mine said it’s an amnesic reaction to traumatic news. He said sometimes killers forget up to sixty percent of their murder scene. They call the police and they have a knife in their hands, and they say, ‘Hello, my wife is dead and I don’t know what happened, but I have a knife here and there’s a lot of blood.’ He says it happens all the time.”


“So where did you find the ticket?” Mom asked.


“We went on lockdown. My wife made us all sit down and calm ourselves, and then she put tape over the toilet and over the doors and over everything. At first I thought she had lost her mind. But she wanted to make sure we didn’t inadvertently chuck something out or flush it. You know. It took us a day and a half to find it. It was in a book I was reading. I must have placed it there for safekeeping. I still don’t remember putting it in there.”


“Then Mom took it and she put it in a small change purse and taped it to her wrist until we could get to the Lottery Commission on Monday morning,” Sarah said.


“That’s our story,” Charlie said, digging a spoon into the soup. “I’m sure we stirred up some gossip coming here. That’s just a fact of life for us now. You know, you can’t complain to anyone when you win something like that, but it does have its downside. It isn’t always easy. We get solicitations constantly, and many of them are from excellent causes. But you can’t fund everything. . . .”


“I can imagine there are a lot of hurt feelings,” Mom said, blowing on a spoonful of her soup. “A lot of misunderstandings.”


“And when you do give, it’s never enough,” Charlie said, sipping the soup. “Delicious soup, by the way. Lentil, right?”


“Yes,” Mom answered.


Charlie ate. Sarah took a spoonful or two. We resumed our meal. Afterward, my father offered to show them his workshop. We often gave this small tour to visitors because my father made instruments, double basses, that were reasonably famous in the music world. He sold four or five a year, depending on the market, each costing between $7,000 and $10,000. He had placed close to twenty instruments in the major symphonic orchestras around the country over the years.


Built along Ed’s body type, my father was square and solid, a man who walked on the flat of his foot. He had dark hair, turning gray, with good shoulders beneath his neck, and hands that appeared rough and common until you saw them move across wood. His workshop—a converted two-horse barn with a large, nickel-plated Franklin coal stove in the middle—was the kind of space that made visitors stop and silently evaluate their own lives.


For one thing, it was orderly to a degree that promised a better, less chaotic world. Each tool, scores of them, hung from its own hook. Without inspecting a thing, one understood that every tool held a fine edge, that nothing shoddy would be permitted to leave this space, that music wrung from the lumber stacked scrupulously on racks blossomed organically from the soil and water that sent up trees. The shop smelled of wood and sawdust and woodsmoke. The halves of instrument tops—spruce, primarily, with willow bottoms, or sometimes maple or poplar, depending on the sound a bassist sought—were glued in butterfly patterns, translucent and wavy with the slightest shift of light. People smiled at seeing the shop, smiled as they might at a clean, tidy British country house, and most ran their hands over the wood after first getting permission from my father.
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