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The woman was driving me crazy.


I should have been grateful to her because her unexpected visit to my office was allowing me to postpone the next item on my schedule—the one I’d been dreading ever since I decided it had to be done. But I wasn’t grateful. She was annoying me beyond tolerance.


Her name was MaryDell Paine—appropriate, since she was one—and she was seated across from me, on the other side of my desk at the Port Frederick, Massachusetts, Civic Foundation, where I’m ostensibly the boss. Her mission, on this cold, gray October day in “Poor Fred,” was to persuade the foundation—as represented by me—to purchase a site for a recreation hall for former mental patients and to do it immediately, this very week. It was a ridiculous, an impossible request—we may be small, but we’re still a bureaucracy. We don’t just instantly write out checks for thousands of dollars to anybody who walks through the door with a sad story.


“I am the president of the board of directors of a local organization which is devoted to helping these poor people mainstream back into society,” Mrs. Paine had informed me, pompously, straightaway.


First of all, the “which” annoyed me—it should have been “that.” Which just proves how tightly strung I was that day. Second, “mainstream” is psychologists’ jargon for living like a normal person. Ever since she’d rushed into my office half an hour earlier, without an appointment, she’d sprinkled her conversation with pseudowords like that, as if there weren’t enough plain and simple ways to say the same things. Every time she did it, I wanted to mainstream her back into the interpersonal socialization from which she’d come. I knew it wasn’t fair of me, but I did have an excuse for my antipathy toward this messenger, if not toward her message. My own mother was a resident of a psychiatric hospital and had been for years. Having lived with the ugly reality, I had little tolerance for people who sentimentalized it or who detached themselves from it with words like poles. But Mrs. Paine was impassioned, and it’s my job to listen to impassioned people plead for money, even when they annoy me. I reminded myself that it was not the fault of the crazy people that they were represented by a patronizing fool of a patron.


It is also true that I was in a foul mood even before she barged in, and she was, innocently in a way, only making it worse. I—equable, even-tempered, famously sweet-natured I—was in the sort of mood that’s blamed on premenstrual syndrome, but on this day raging hormones had nothing to do with it.


My visitor was at the upper end of middle age and the lower end of rich; short, chubby as a cookie jar, expensively packaged, and enervatingly energetic. From her red leather pumps up through her red silk suit to her stiff, dyed blond hair, she radiated kinetic energy and resolve. Just being in the same room with her made me want to go home and take a nap. Through luck and planning, I had managed to avoid serving on any committees with her, so until now we had had only a formal, nodding acquaintance. She was the sort of woman who did so many good works around town that I felt guilty for not liking her any better than I did, which was not at all. This meeting was accentuating the negative.


Ever since she had barged into my office, she had been trying to impart a sense of urgency to her request. So far she had not said anything to convince me to rush tens of thousands of dollars of foundation money to the aid of her cause.


“I beg you!” she was exclaiming now.


She seemed to have a habit, when saying melodramatic things like that, of widening her blue eyes to full moons. It produced such a soulful look of sincerity that it automatically made me doubt that sincerity. In addition, it’s very difficult to reply without stuttering to somebody who looks at you like that. I was, of course, perversely tempted to point to the carpet and bark, “On your knees, then!”


I told myself I was being a creep.


She was still gazing soulfully at me, and I was beginning to stutter some reply, when my assistant director, Derek Jones, strolled into the outer office, forty-five minutes late from lunch. Instantly, my blood pressure rose another ten points.


“Derek,” I called out. My voice sounded brittle. It startled Mrs. Paine, so that she jerked her head around to see who I was yelling at. “Come in here, please.”


He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his baggy khaki trousers and sauntered in, nodding at my visitor before offering to me his best irrepressible, I-know-I’m-impossible grin. He wore old, scuffed Italian loafers on his feet and a sweater that also looked old and Italian. The total effect was that of a man who should have been sitting under a café umbrella in Paris, rather than walking into an office in New England. He said, in lazy tones of no particular regret, “Sorry I’m late, Jenny.”


I had heard that phrase so many times in the last couple of years out of the five that he had worked for me that I had by now lost all curiosity as to why he was late. Flat tires, dead batteries, slow waitresses, bad traffic—Derek had run through them all innumerable times. Because of that and because of his increasing tendencies to skip Mondays altogether and to slough off his assignments onto other people, I had finally placed him on a three-month probation six months earlier and then extended that for another three-month period that was up today.


His grin, his cocky Derek-walk, his general insouciance informed me that he had forgotten—or didn’t give a damn about—the significance of this date. I had not forgotten. It was on my calendar, staring up at me now.


It was the original source of my agitation.


“Mrs. Paine, this is Derek Jones …” I found myself pausing, before completing the introduction, “our assistant director. Derek, this is Mrs. MaryDell Paine….”


He grinned charmingly as he slipped into the empty chair beside her. Ironically, or perhaps not, he had become cuter—there’s no other word for it—as he got more irresponsible. By now, short, trim, and curly-haired, thirty-year-old Derek, resembled nothing less than the most popular boy in some senior class. I tended, cynically, to think of it as a high school class.


“I think we may have met at the last fund-raising dinner for multiple sclerosis, Mrs. Paine,” he said in a mock-respectful tone that fooled only her.


“Oh?” she replied, with a stiff hint of nobility responding to peasantry. But a dimple appeared in her fat cheek, the side that faced me. Derek had that effect on women: they (we) wanted to pinch one of his cheeks but slap the other.


Briefly, I explained her mission to him.


In upper-class accents, Mrs. Paine now deigned to include Derek in her plea.


“Mr. Jones, Mrs. Cain …” She’d been in my office forty minutes, and she hadn’t gotten my name right once. “Plead with your trustees. Persuade them to contribute funds to our recreation hall. Really, you simply must.” Her voice dropped dramatically on the last word.


“Really, it’s not so simple,” I said.


“But this is so dreadfully important!”


As if the foundation’s other projects weren’t, I thought sourly just inconsequential little jobs like a pediatrie surgery center and cancer research. (God, I thought, you are a bitch today, Cain.) But Mrs. Paine had a reputation for bulldozing through people, projects, and committees to get her way.


I exchanged glances with Derek.


He widened his eyes at me in a dangerous imitation of our guest. In spite of everything, I had to stifle a laugh. I felt some of the hot air of irritation seeping out of me. Derek could still punch a hole in my bad moods, even when he caused them. Would he make a joke when I fired him?


She said, “I’ll admit this is short notice, Mrs. Cain, but we didn’t know the landlord would try to sell the building out from under us! And so soon!”


She didn’t speak, she exclaimed. I wondered if that’s what she sounded like all the time. When she pulled up to a gas pump did she cry: “I want unleaded! Oh, fill it! Do it right away!”


She was saying, “There’s no way we can come up with enough money in time!” To which she added coyly, “At least, not without your help. We simply must put a deposit on the building immediately—this week, the sooner the better, tomorrow if possible …”


“Whoa,” I said.


But this horse was at full gallop and didn’t respond to my tug on the reins.


“… or we’ll lose the best site in town! Mrs. Cain! If the foundation doesn’t help us, we’ll have no defense against the opposition, and if we don’t open the hall, there will be no safe refuge for our clients!”


“Safe refuge,” I said.


Derek, who knew redundancy was a pet peeve of mine, scratched his side and smiled down at his lap. And suddenly, I experienced a surge of helplessness, frustration, and sadness. I had given him every chance, hadn’t I? I had tried everything I knew to motivate him. This was the consequence of his own actions, wasn’t it? But I was going to miss his grin, his devilish wit, even his irreverent attitude toward me, an attitude that usually contained just enough respect to restrain his natural impulses toward flirtation.


Mistaking my echo for interest, Mrs. Paine nodded so violently that her pinked cheeks shook.


“Exactly right,” she said, compounding the error.


Safe refuge. Baby puppies. I dislike redundancies in speech, and I am trained to avoid them when spending foundation money on charitable grants to good causes. Furthermore, I’m suspicious of people who don’t recognize them in their speech or lives: once is enough for almost everything but sex and chocolate; history only repeats itself for people who aren’t paying attention. And that was why I was going to fire Derek this afternoon: his procrastination, his tardiness, his failures, his laziness were all infuriatingly, boringly redundant by now. I was exhausted by that history. It wasn’t going to repeat itself anymore.


I realized I wasn’t paying attention to her.


“They’ll be lost, Mrs. Cain!” She widened her eyes dramatically. I narrowed mine. I knew I was being nearly as obnoxious as Derek was, but I couldn’t help it. “They’ll wander the streets, they’ll end up eating out of garbage pails, they’ll become beggars and bag ladies! They’ll be lost to themselves and to society! But if we obtain the recreation hall, we’ll have a place for them to come in out of the weather, a place for them to be with each other, to socialize …”


In mental-health jargon, that meant make friends. I dislike jargon, and I’m suspicious of people who use it.


“… have a hot meal, learn simple crafts …”


If she was such a patron, I thought, why didn’t she spend her own damn money?


“Who’s the opposition?” I asked.


“Oh, the neighbors, of course.” She turned down the corners of her plump red mouth and flicked a manicured hand at me, then at Derek. “They’re getting up a petition. A petition! The way they carry on, you’d think we wanted to move homicidal maniacs onto the block.”


“Do you?”


“Mrs. Cain, these dear people are perfectly harmless!”


I should have recognized Famous Last Words when I heard them, but then, I should have been paying more attention to her altogether. But I wasn’t, not at that moment. I wasn’t even taking her seriously. I was focused not on her but on Derek and on myself.


“It’s Ms. Cain,” I said, with emphasis, and not for the first time. Her glance flickered to my wedding ring, still fairly shiny, then back up to my face. Derek grinned and coughed behind his fist. I sighed. “I’m married to a man named Geoffrey Bushfield—a policeman. He is Lieutenant Bushfield. I am Ms. Cain. We thought that was better than Cain-Bushfield or Bushfield-Cain, which sounds like something you’d plant in the spring.” I couldn’t bring myself to invite her to call me Jenny—it might result in my having to call her Mary Dell. That sounded like something you’d name a sheep.


She had failed to laugh at my little witticism.


Derek, however, was now grinning openly at me. He was safe in doing that; she’d never get the joke—she probably never got any joke. I wondered if MaryDell Paine knew any of those “dear people” personally, or if she only administered her good works from the safe and sanitary confines of a boardroom. And had she bothered to speak personally to any of those antediluvian neighbors? Had she tried to understand and assuage their concerns, or did she just take it for granted that she was compassionately enlightened and they were reactionary idiots? She probably never got her fat little hands dirty by actually touching any real people with real feelings. Just by looking at her, all dry-cleaned and permed, I could tell she was one of those professional volunteers who go to meetings to learn how to hold better meetings. If she had been a football, I’d have kicked her.


She was pleading prettily again, an ugly sight in a middle-aged woman. “Do give us the financial backing we need, Miss Bushfield! Oh, do! It would simply make all the difference in the world!”


Do give. Simply make. She needed a good editor and a tough aerobics instructor to excise the flab that puffed out her red silk suit and her sentences.


“I’ll have to talk to a few people,” I said.


“They’ll agree with me!” she declared.


“And then, if I think this is a project the foundation might fund, I’ll have to present it to our trustees. As it happens, they’re meeting this week, so it’s possible that I might have their decision by as early as Thursday.”


She actually brought her hands together and clapped them, arcing the tips of her fingers so she wouldn’t knock off any of her red fingernail polish.


“But”—I affected a warning tone; I didn’t have to fake the frown that accompanied it—“that’s less than four days away. I won’t even have an opinion until I take a look at the site for the recreation hall, or until I talk to some of the other proponents and the neighbors as well. You’re asking me to work this out a good deal faster than we usually move, and I don’t want you to get your hopes up about whether or not I can manage it.”


“I know you will!”


“Even if I manage the groundwork, there’s no guarantee that I’ll recommend this project to my trustees, or, that if I do, they’ll approve it. I hope that’s clear, Mrs. Paine?”


Her smile was a simper. “Oh, call me MaryDell.”


I was afraid of that. Out of revenge, I went for the jugular: “And how did you come to be so involved in this business, MaryDell?” I knew what she’d say, something civic and pious. But between her syrupy words about helping people, there would lie, like a greedy snake, her own neurotic need for attention and for something, anything, to occupy her empty, unfocused days.


Sure enough, her eyes filled like ice-cube trays, and I thought, Here it comes—how she just feels so sorry for all those poor, sad, crazy people, and if she can just do her teensy-weensy bit to help them, she’ll feel she’s done something to help clean up her little-bitty corner of the—


“My brother is paranoid-schizophrenic,” she said.
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She had finally got my attention, all of it.


I stared at her, and then I glanced away with a feeling of contrition. Unable for the moment to meet her eyes, I watched her soft hands roll into fleshy balls on the arms of her chair, then creep into her lap. The hands huddled together, like frightened or angry animals, on the hills of her thighs.


When I looked up, MaryDell had closed her eyes, so that for a moment the full blue moons were eclipsed. I felt as if I were, in fact, staring at a dark, private side of her. Derek and I exchanged glances again, but of a different sort this time. Neither of us spoke. We waited for her.


When she opened her eyes, they were dulled, like her voice.


“It isn’t a secret,” she said, although her strained, hushed tone gave it the feeling of one. “I suppose you might as well know. Everybody else does. I … I used to be ashamed of him, but … I’m … older now.” She shook her head, as if somebody had disagreed with her. Not a hair of her lacquered bowling ball moved. Even then, I found it difficult not to observe her cynically. “So’s he, Lord knows. Older.” She took a breath, like a diver plunging into deep water. “My brother is forty-six years old. And he’s insane. He’s been in and out of institutions since he was sixteen. They released him again last month, and they won’t take him back because they say he’s not sick enough. Not sick enough!” A little of her old energy came back into her voice and eyes. “He can’t support himself, he won’t come home, he won’t even talk to any of us in the family about it! The last time I saw Kitt, he was sleeping on a park bench!” The face she turned toward Derek was shocked, indignant. “Did you know that people from decent homes really do that? He doesn’t have a place to live, he can’t hold a job, heaven only knows what he finds to eat….” She shuddered; a fold of red silk fell from her lap, making a soft swishing sound on its way down her leg. “Winter’s coming! What’s he going to do then? What are any of them going to do then?” She beat her small, fat fists on her lap. “He doesn’t want the family’s help. He yells and says simply terrible things if we try to help him, but he’s my only sibling.”


Sibling. My teeth clenched involuntarily at the pompous sound of the word.


She opened her hands then, and frowned at them as if she didn’t recognize them. They snapped shut like turtles. She raised her chins, and some of the old arrogance returned, but not enough to hide the naked pleading.


“I’d buy the damn hall myself,” she said, surprising me again, this time with the profanity that seemed out of character. “If I could. But it’s all we can do to keep him in psychiatrists now. I just can’t ask my husband to do more than that. I can’t!” She leaned toward me, reaching out her right hand to me, across my desk. “If you don’t help us, if you don’t help Kitt and all those other crazy people just like him, I don’t know what we’ll do, I just don’t know. You simply must help us, Mrs. Bushfield!”


“Jenny,” I said quickly, reaching across my desk to meet her halfway, to pat her hand. I ignored the base feeling I had that even that impassioned speech of hers had seemed canned. I felt my voice go softer. “Please, call me Jenny.” I pushed my telephone across my desk toward Derek. “What’s the landlord’s name?”


“George Butts,” she murmured.


Derek, taking my hint, reached for the receiver with one hand and dialed Information with the other.


“Oh, I do thank you,” MaryDell Paine murmured. She leaned back in her chair and dabbed at the corner of her eyes with her knuckles. I had the fleeting, unworthy thought that it was a practiced gesture, to keep her long red fingernails from poking her eyes out.


Butts couldn’t see me for an hour and a half.


That allowed more than enough time for MaryDell Paine to leave my office, for Derek and me to discuss her request, and for me to reach the property in time for the appointment. Unfortunately, it also left enough time for me to move on to the next piece of business on my agenda.


“Derek,” I said, as if to stop him from leaving my office. In fact, he had propped one leg on another, slouched down in the chair until his blond head rested on the back of it, entwined his fingers over his chest, and looked, generally, as if he might spend the rest of the day at ease there.


He cocked an eyebrow at me.


That small gesture, so typical of his minimalist approach to his job, annoyed me so much that regret and guilt slipped instantly away from me. If my decision needed clinching, that raised eyebrow did it.


When I had hired him five years previously, I had figured him for an ambitious young man who might use the foundation as a stepping-stone. In the meantime, I hoped we would benefit from his talents, which seemed to include initiative and ingenuity. He had those skills, all right—he used them brilliantly to concoct his excuses. I’d also hired him because he seemed to have the spunk to disagree with the boss, to say no even when everyone else around me was saying yes. Eventually, I’d come to view even that as merely a remnant of adolescent rebelliousness. Five years earlier, I had thought I was hiring a man, but he had turned out to be, in many ways, still a boy—cute, funny, mischievous, bright, thoughtless, unable to commit himself fully to anything meaningful or to anyone, self-centered, and impulsive as a monkey.


“It’s October fourteenth, Derek,” I said.


His attitude didn’t immediately appear to change, but something in his blue eyes—a change in the pupils, some slight movement at the corner of his mouth—betrayed an awareness.


“Your final probation period ends today,” I said.


He slid to a sitting position in the chair, placed both feet on the carpet, straightened his shoulders, his back, his posture. Like a schoolboy, he grinned at me with mock innocence and said sweetly, as to a schoolteacher, “You look real pretty today, Ms. Cain.”


“You’re fired, Derek.”


The words felt like bullets coming from my mouth. They stung and burned me. But I also had to acknowledge a tingling feeling—a small, vicious electrical charge of spite, of getting even, of power, or why else would I have chosen to say it so bluntly?


He blinked—an involuntary reaction, I think, as if something unexpected had blown into his eyes. Then he started to grin at me, as if I’d made a joke. But the grin dissolved before it reached his eyes; the corners of his mouth turned down, imparting to his mobile face the appearance of those theatrical masks that display comedy and tragedy. He leaned forward slightly, as if to see me better.


“What?” he said.


I gazed back at him, biting my lip to keep my mouth shut. I had decided earlier that I would not rationalize, I would not justify, I would not defend, I would not apologize. I had said it all before, he had heard it all before. I had his employee evaluations in my desk. I had his signature on his probation agreement, where he had agreed in writing to clean up his act within a specified time, or be, as they say, terminated. He had not kept his word, and so this time had arrived.


He laughed briefly, the most popular boy turned down for a date and not believing it.


“You’re not really going to do it, Jenny?”


I couldn’t help it—I cocked an eyebrow at him.


“Oh, come on, Jenny, so I’m late a few times. So—”


In the face of whatever he saw in my expression, he stopped cold. And laughed. Then stopped laughing just as abruptly. Laughed again. Looked at me, stopped again. It was finally sinking in. I would know that he believed it, and accepted it, if he didn’t try to charm me out of it.


He was breathing fast and lightly, like a skier after a long run. He made several odd, disjointed motions with his hands and body, movements that probably reflected the chaotic state of his mind and emotions. Suddenly, I wanted to be anywhere but there, doing anything but this.


“Five years, Jenny!” he said.


At that moment, I hated being boss. Strangely, this was the first time I’d ever had to fire anyone. There are some experiences in life that I’d rather gain vicariously, and this was turning out to be one of them.


“I can’t believe this!” he said in a loud voice. “You can’t—I can’t—”


He shook his head, as if to clear it. When he finally spoke again, it was to ask, in a voice that was characteristically cocky but uncharacteristically gruff, “So, Boss Lady. When do you want me out of here?”


I started to reply, but he continued, his voice rising as if some fury had exploded, “Do I leave today? Pack it up and get the fuck out? Tail between my legs? Tarred and feathered—” He bit his lower lip to regain control of himself, laughed, shrugged, grinned strangely at me. “Sorry. I mean, when do I have to go?”


This scale of emotions he was playing—and trying to control—was unnerving and upsetting me. Did you think this was going to be easy? I asked myself. Did you think he’d just say, “Oh, well, of course, you’re right, Jenny. So sorry about being such a jerk, but I see your point.” I had known this would be rough, but I hadn’t counted on the raw emotions that were playing unpredictably across his face: first surprise; then disbelief, anger, sadness; then anger, surprise, all repeated again and again, as if he’d completely lost control of his internal emotional thermostat. It occurred to me then: But of course, if Derek had any real control over himself, he wouldn’t be losing this job to begin with.


I wanted to say, “Take all the time you need, Derek, to find another job,” but I knew instinctively that was wrong, so I said, “Two weeks. That should give you time to clear your desk.”


He put his hand over his mouth and chin, as people do if they’re trying to keep from throwing up, but he nodded.


I glanced at my watch, noticing as I did so that my hand was shaking.


“I’ll go with you,” Derek said suddenly. His voice was still rough, edged with self-pity and resentment.


I looked up at him, surprised. “To see the landlord?”


He nodded again, though grimly. “Sure. Why not? If you hadn’t fired me, I’d be going along, right?”


“Right. If you want to. Sure. Okay.”


Shut up, I commanded myself, before you turn into a blithering idiot and start apologizing for his failings. It was going to be awkward riding over and back in the car with him, but I didn’t see how I could turn him down. Besides, he was good at site evaluation. What the hell, I thought wearily, let him earn some of that salary before he goes. I reached for my briefcase, then stood up behind my desk.


“We’d better go,” I said.


He looked at me, and for a moment we simply stared at each other. I was aware suddenly of everything that lay unfulfilled between us. Not just the job, but a friendship that never entirely took root, because we were employer and employee. Even a sexual attraction we had both suppressed for the same reason.


I felt an impulse to put my arms around him, to hug him, and to say, “Derek, I’m so sorry. I didn’t want this to happen. I hoped it would turn out differently. I’m just so damned sorry.” But he’d always had a tendency to misinterpret any physical gesture from me, so I held back. I wish I hadn’t; I wish I had followed my instincts. But I was thinking, rather bitterly, If he doesn’t already know how I feel, then he doesn’t really know me, and that would render my regret pointless after all. What I didn’t consider, but should have, was: We don’t any of us really know how anybody else feels.


Unexpectedly, he laughed, breaking the mood of regret, which maybe only I was feeling. He pushed himself up slowly from the chair. “Well, what the hell. Easy come, easy go.” The moment passed as if it had never been. In a voice that was near enough to his normal casual tone to deceive a stranger, he then merely inquired, “So what was that landlord’s name again, Jenny?”
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“George Butts.” The landlord, a tall, thickly built man of about fifty-five, held out to me a hand as rough and gnarled as a tree stump. He was dressed in a tan workshirt and tan trousers, and he showed us an ingratiating smile in a face full of wrinkles and stubble. “You folks want to see the place?”


“Please,” I said, having already introduced myself and Derek.


We were standing outside the building, on Tenth Street, which was a residential block of New England saltbox-type houses, a few blocks south of downtown. There were maybe twenty houses on the block, most of them as gray and dingy-looking as the October clouds above us. The only exception to the predominant architecture was the one-story cement building we were about to enter through a double door. It was an odd-looking structure, sitting half out of the ground and covered partially—on top and down the sides—by dirt and grass, like an old sod house on the prairie. Instead of walking up stairs to reach the front door, we walked down a few steps.


“It looks like a basement,” I said.


“It is a basement.” Once inside, Butts flipped a switch to his left. Fluorescent lights revealed a short entryway leading into a large open room with a cement floor, cement walls painted industrial green, and insulated water pipes running floor to ceiling. Just to our left was a door marked, “Men,” and another marked, “Women.” Brown metal chairs had been folded up and stacked haphazardly against the wall in the big room, which also contained a blackboard, wiped clean, and a stage with curtains pulled to either side. “You want to shut that door, Mr. Jones? I don’t heat this place.”


“Aren’t you afraid the pipes will freeze?” I inquired.


“By the time the weather gets cold enough to freeze ‘em, they ain’t gonna be my pipes.” The wrinkles around Butts’s eyes closed into a wink, and he smirked at me. “Anyway, as I was sayin’, this is a basement, and with that dirt on top, the temperature pretty much stays the same all year round. Don’t take much to heat n’r cool ‘er. There was a church built it about fifteen years ago, never raised the dough to finish the job, so they just piled on the dirt and used it like you see here. Members kept dyin’ off, though, buncha crazy old holy roller coots, and they run out of dough to keep it up, so I bought it off ‘em. Kind of unique, ownin’ a basement, kinda hate to give the old girl up.”


“I’ll bet you do,” I said.


He caught my wry tone and grinned again.


Derek and I glanced at each other, the first time we’d really looked at each other since we left the office, and I saw immediately that he was thinking what I was: MaryDell Paine was right, this would make a perfect recreation hall for her former mental patients. Right size, good facilities, great location.


“Is there a kitchen?” I asked. In the Sunday school memories of my childhood, church basements always had kitchens. I recalled huge pots of coffee perking and great, steaming trays of hot rolls emerging from vast ovens. Sometimes I think the only thing I miss about religion is the potluck dinners.


“Yeah, a big one, and a couple of other rooms off this hall.” Butts led us farther into the building, talking all the while, and jerking his head back now and then to wink at me over his shoulder. “You folks understand, I don’t give a good goddamn, excuse me ma’am, who buys this place. I ain’t got nothin’ against those crazy people. I suspect they ain’t no nuttier than some of my tenants, and, anyway, ain’t their money that’s crazy. But I’m a businessman, and when somebody makes me a good offer, why I don’t want to be rude and refuse them, you see what I mean?”


“Who made you an offer?” I asked.


“Nordic Realty and Development Company.”


That wasn’t the name of any of the Port Frederick real estate companies I knew, but it sounded vaguely familiar anyway.


“Never heard of them,” Derek murmured. Now every time he spoke, which wasn’t often, he sounded hesitant and sulky, as if he weren’t sure he had the right to an opinion, as if he’d lost his self-confidence, knew it, and resented it. Nice work, Cain, I thought unhappily, you’ve just neutered Derek.


“They’re outa state,” the landlord was saying.


That was interesting—it was unusual for buyers from out of town—much less anyone from outside Massachusetts—to show any interest in Port Frederick properties.


“What do they want it for?” I inquired.


“Fifty-five thousand,” Butts said, and grinned.


That wasn’t what I meant, and he knew it, but he’d given me some information I needed anyway. So, if we wanted this strange bunker, we’d have to do better than that fifty-five-thousand-dollar offer from the Nordic Realty and Development Company. MaryDell Paine had told us he was asking sixty-five thousand dollars for it, so maybe we could get it for fifty-eight or fifty-nine.


By this time, we had arrived in the kitchen—it was all industrial stainless steel that was filthy but possibly operable. Depending on appraisal, it might indeed be a great buy for our purposes. I crooked my index finger over a greasy handle of an oven door, opened it, and peered in: no hot rolls, but it was spotless. All the dirt in this kitchen was on the outside. That shining stove interior gave me a pang—whoever had cleaned it must have loved this kitchen, and the church, and it must have hurt to see it fall into the warty hands of this old rascal. I closed the oven door, took a tissue from my raincoat pocket, and wiped the inside of my finger.


Derek was standing by, his hands stuck down in the pockets of his black ski parka, staring at the floor in an attitude of resentful dejection.


“Nordic, they want to build them some apartments on top of this basement,” Butts said. His eyes flicked rapidly between Derek and me as if he hadn’t figured out yet who was the final decision maker. “Funny thing is, if they buy this place, they’ll take my lot next door, too. You see that empty lot when you come in? Had a house on it, burned down. These apartment fellows, they’ll grade it, pave it, use it for parking. Offering me a pretty good deal—this place, plus that lot, too.”


“All right,” I said, and sighed. “How much?”


“For the lot? Half again as much.”


“So we’re really talking about ninety-seven-five.”


“Thereabouts,” he said cagily.


“Do they have zoning for multifamily units?”


Butts pursed his chapped lips and looked canny. “You got zoning for a recreation hall for loonies?”


“Mr. Butts, I’m sure you know even better than we do exactly how this neighborhood is zoned.” Which was one way of getting around the fact that I had a lot of information to gather before recommending this purchase to my trustees at their quarterly board meeting on Thursday.


He nodded sagely. “That young fellow who’s representing Nordic—one of the partners—he’s got his hands on his checkbook, practically got a pen in his hands; you know what I mean. I ain’t gonna be able to hold him off much longer, probably not no longer’n Thursday.”


“Friday,” I countered.


“Noon.”


“Right,” I said, and smiled at him.


“Here.” He began to dig around in the many pockets of his tan trousers until he came out with a silver key on a string. “Tell you what I’ll do—got nothin’ to hide here, you take this here key, let your people in anytime you want, take a look around.” He flipped the key to Derek, who looked startled and nearly dropped it. Derek took out his wallet and placed the key inside. “That way,” Butts continued, “you don’t have to be botherin’ me about nothin’ until you got an offer to make. You got my numbers, home and office.”


“We’ll call you,” I said.


“Look forward to it,” Butts replied, and winked at me.


Derek and I let ourselves out the front door and locked it behind us. The landlord departed via a back door that led to the alley between Ninth and Tenth streets. As we climbed the front steps to ground level again, Derek glanced at me, and, although his tone was dry, a hint of the imp showed itself in his eyes.


“Old George sure liked you, Jenny.”


“I found him pretty irresistible myself.”


When he smiled at that, I felt again a sadness that things hadn’t turned out differently. We paused on the top step. As usual, he seemed to be waiting for me to tell him what to do.


I said, “What next?”


He blinked, glanced at me suspiciously, but then looked around, suddenly seeming to notice our surroundings. “Well,” he said, making a visible effort to bestir himself. “We’re here. As long as we’re here, I guess we could talk to some of the neighbors, and see how they feel about it.”


“Good idea,” I said, with enough enthusiasm to embarrass both of us. He looked away from me and laughed. Quickly, I added, “Which one first?”


He shrugged, but then he pointed right, then left, then right again.


This time when he laughed, it seemed to be at himself.


“We’ll start there,” I agreed.


The clouds were thicker and whiter now, the air was colder and beginning to smell like snow. I set us a smart pace down the sidewalk, partly in response to his sulky, foot-dragging gait. But also because I was beginning to feel a sense of urgency about MaryDell’s project, an urgency I attributed to a suspicious lack of objectivity on my part. It was difficult not to think about what might have happened to my own mother if she’d ever been released from a hospital prematurely. What if she were one of those who needed “safe refuge”? Suddenly, the phrase didn’t sound redundant so much as it did emphatic.
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The house just to the east of the church basement was a one-story saltbox with a red lacquered door and a bright blue doorknob that were unexpectedly cheerful notes on this drab block. I was prepared to like the owner—basing my judgment solely on those touches of individuality—even before she responded to her doorbell.


She wasn’t, however, as ready to like us.


“No, thank you,” she blurted, and began to close the door on us. “I already belong to a church.”


“No,” I said quickly, and smiled as ingratiatingly as George Butts. This neighbor was a tall, thin redhead in blue jeans, a paisley shirt, and braids, whom I guessed to be about thirty years old. “We’re not selling salvation, at least not directly. My name’s Jenny Cain, this is Derek Jones, and we represent the Port Frederick Civic Foundation. We’re studying the building next door as a possible site for a recreation hall for former mental patients. We’d like to know how you feel about those plans.”


I braced myself for a barrage of hostility.


She reopened her door and shrugged. “It’s okay.”


“Is it?” My surprise made me stupid.


“Everybody’s gotta be somewhere.” Her tone was philosophical. A small child, a girl, thrust her face between her mother’s knees. The woman smiled and was suddenly pretty. “I guess the only thing is, I do have a couple of these monsters, and I wouldn’t want anything to, um … you know. I guess I’d like some kind of assurance the patients won’t do anything crazy.” She laughed when she realized what she’d said. “I mean, I’m an artist, so I understand normal crazy. And I don’t mind gentle crazy. But I could get a little nervous about crazy. You know what I mean?”


I nodded, making no promises.


“Listen,” she added, “I don’t really belong to a church, I just said that to get rid of you. Oh, God …” She clapped her ringless left hand to her mouth in embarrassment. “I mean …”


We were all smiling inanely at one another as Derek and I turned to go down her front steps. The sound of children’s giggles followed us down the front walk. When their mother closed the front door, it was as if she’d shut the lid on a merry music box. Derek and I were once again surrounded by the still, white silence of impending snow. But it’s only October, I thought.


“Wonder if she’s married,” Derek murmured.


“I didn’t know you liked kids, Derek.”


“Sure, if they’re accompanied by a pretty mother.” He stuffed his hands in his coat pockets again and glanced back at the bright red door. He seemed to have perked up a little. “Hell, she’s probably taller than I am.”


“That’s okay,” I said, “her children are shorter than you are.”
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