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For Bernadine, without whom nothing would be possible; our daughters Cathleen, Krista, Lisa, and Heather; my sister, Julie; and my toughest critic, Nikki Smith.


1

ON THE LAST DAY OF HIS LIFE HE READ A WARNING IN HIS horoscope and cast the newspaper aside when a woman asked if she might share the bench. Sitting close, her shirt open to a dash of white, she doubled a leg beneath her and said, “Let me guess, you’re fourteen.” He was sixteen, he told her, which was the exact truth, though he was slight for his age and wore braces on his teeth. It was his birthday, which he didn’t tell her. She said, “I was never sixteen.”

His involuntary smile revealed the braces. “You must’ve been, once.”

“No, I skipped it.”

They were in the Public Garden, where daffodils flung out bells and tulips were cups awaiting offerings. Beyond, in the direction of the lagoon where swan boats carried children and tourists, brilliant forsythia clashed with red rhododendron. The Boston sky was veined marble.

“My name’s Mary. What’s yours?”

He would have guessed something less ordinary, Naomi or Daphne. Her auburn hair flowed from each side of the center part, and her left cheek bore a small blemish, like postage, as if she had come a way. Her face, expressive, was a puzzle beyond figuring. His was delicate, marked by pallor, and harbored an air of privacy. His name he meant to keep to himself, but it came out anyway. “Glen.”

“Fits you,” she said.

He hoped not. It was too light a syllable, too quick a sound, which seemed to dismiss him as soon as he said it. He would have preferred Anthony, which had strength and was the name of someone from school.

The woman, her tone winsome, said, “I love Saturdays, don’t you?”

Not particularly, and he let the click of a heel claim his attention. An extremely attractive black woman with dangling chains of hair strutted by on legs as splendid as those of his stepmother, whom he thought the most beautiful creature in the world. Then came a rush of guilt, for his loyalty lay with his mother, with whom he lived.

The woman touched his arm. “Are you all right?”

His heart was racing, his breathing was dense. More than a year ago, a Saturday, the doctor had given him the odds and the minister had laid his future in the hands of God, which made him feel like a tossed coin that would eventually land heads or tails. Heads was hope, tails a tunnel at the end of which, some people claimed, was a blast of light. He didn’t believe it. “I’m fine,” he said.

“Are you sure?”

What had struck was already passing, leaving him with no epiphanies, only vague understandings he didn’t bother to sort out. Instead he watched a trim man with gray locks and dimples feed bread to pigeons. The man didn’t scatter torn pieces but sailed out whole slices onto the grass, which raised a clamor and provoked battles.

The woman said, “Would you rather be alone?”

Though his horoscope hung heavy, warning of a false friend, he said, “No, ma’am.”

“Call me Mary.”

Looking her full in the face, he likened the flaw on her cheek to the bruise on a windfall apple: Eve tempting a callow Adam. She looked thirty-five, but he was no judge. She could have been much older or much younger. With a frown he read his watch. “I’m waiting for my father.”

A shape advanced, but was not familiar. It passed, followed by sauntering youths with legs muscled into jeans, baseball caps worn askew. Pigeons racketed around the man who had finished feeding them, some pied, some shedding fluff, a few nursing hurts. Several, beating their wings, seemed set to fly up at the man. Bigger birds might have done it.

Mary’s whisper heated his ear. “He’s not coming.”

“What?”

“I would bet on it.”

Her smile, a challenge, went unanswered, for he presumed that all contests were fixed, all events predetermined. Adults kept score. She pulled her leg from under her and softened her smile.

“People tend to disappoint us. Isn’t that the first thing you learned when you were little?”

The question was meaningless, for he had doctored most memories and lately had learned to walk a wire from one mood to another. A drop of rain spotted his shirt, though the sun continued to shine. A sudden breeze raised a disturbance in the woman’s hair.

“We mustn’t let it bother us,” she said. “Worst thing is to dwell on it.”

Dwelling on nothing, he drew in sights and sounds existing only for that moment. Sparrows sprayed from a Norway maple and took flight. Children near the weathered statue of a warrior raced and rolled on grass, arms and legs flying out as if detached.

“The trick is to relax, accept what comes along. Can you do that, Glen?”

He held out a hand to feel for more rain, but his palm stayed dry. The breeze vanished, the world went on. From other benches old men, craning their necks, sunned themselves like turtles on logs.

“You’re an only child, aren’t you?”

Everything she said was a sort of surprise that gave him a turn, as if they had met in another life, planet Pluto, winds whistling around them. “How did you know?”

“Something in your eyes.”

He was interested. He wanted to know more about himself, particularly on this special day, with candles yet to be lit. “What else do you know about me?”

“You’d smile more if it weren’t for those braces.”

“They don’t bother me,” he lied and concentrated on people parading by, the intensity of this man, the lack of it in that one. Here was a woman with effortless steps, another with labored ones, the sun scalloping her. Suddenly he was tired. An eye twitched as he flung his watch a final look.

“I told you,” she said.

She was on her feet, as if a little clock had chimed. Her shirt, plum with white buttons, traced her breathing. In her face was a kind of caring, aloof but vivid, alive but contained, leaving him without thoughts, only sensations.

“Your age, every problem is magnified.”

He knew that, he didn’t need to be told. He had graduated the past week from Phillips Andover, the youngest in his class, fitting into no social cluster, possessing only his own thoughts, with the sin of Onan to put him to sleep at night.

“You mustn’t fear anything.”

“I don’t,” he boasted, but the truth was that he suffered nightsweats, had demons in his dreams, and didn’t feel wholly human in the morning. But the feeling always passed.

“And you won’t. Promise.”

He didn’t want her to leave. Sunstruck, her face was a palimpsest of feelings, with no way for him to read through the rough to the original. Her blemish acquired the textured translucency of a watermark. “I won’t,” he promised, his tone rash, as if he had bitten into the apple with no thought of the worm.

“I won’t forget you,” she said.

Each moment expecting her to look back, he watched her stride toward Beacon Street. A few minutes later he rose reluctantly and strode in the opposite direction, past dogtooth violets and coral bells, to Boylston, where cars bumper to bumper honked and fumed. At a crosswalk girls with riots of glazed hair and candy faces colored the air, their torsos in the squeeze of tank tops and bicycle pants. He picked out the prettiest and stashed the image for another time.

In the gray air of the subway station, he sidestepped a derelict who smelled like old fish and bumped through a turnstile. On the platform, people compacted around him. A train flowered with graffiti reverberated by on the opposite tracks, the cars like massive coffins destined for slots in hell. On one side of him was an Hispanic youth with the consumed look of a user and on the other an elderly woman preoccupied with her pocketbook. From behind a man’s voice, private in his ear, startled him. Twisting, he glimpsed gray locks and a dimpled smile aimed at no one.

The crowd shuffled and, at the rumble of an approaching train, pressed forward, forcing him to the verge of the platform, the view of the rails naked. The Hispanic youth gave off a cloying scent of cologne. The woman clutching her pocketbook exuded lilac.

“Better worlds are coming,” the dimpled man whispered in his ear.

The beam of the train, an unearthly eye, appeared abruptly, and in the prick of the moment Glen’s mind filled with childhood drawings his mother had preserved for him on a wall, like cave art. The colors were brilliant, primary, waxing in his mind with the roar of the train.

“Now,” the man said in his ear.

• • •

A half hour away in the bedroom town of Bensington, Police Chief James Morgan was crossing the village green while watching robins worm the ground. With his loose, easy stride, he was a limber figure in an old sports jacket and narrow chinos. His step slowed when he glimpsed a woman near a billowing red maple, and his spirit quickened when she lashed her thighs over a boy’s bicycle, bent forward, and pedaled toward him. But then she glided past him without a word, only a slender smile one might have given a stranger. Picking up speed, she vanished behind explosions of forsythia and moments later reappeared on the street.

From a bench, he craned his neck and watched her sail by the white facade of the town hall, by the Blue Bonnet Restaurant with its window boxes of geraniums, by the war memorial near the ivy-matted library, by the pink brick of the post office. Then he lost sight of her behind a curving bank of parked cars beyond the Congregational church.

Waiting for her to reappear on the far side of the green, he stretched a leg and viewed with mixed feelings the backdrop of chic little shops that had sprung up in the long stretch between Pearl’s Pharmacy and Tuck’s General Store. Brand-new, Minerva’s Tea Room announced itself in tasteful gold leaf lettering. Relatively new, Prescott’s Pantry sold gourmet food and catered private parties, and Elaine’s dolled up children in designer clothes. The Gift Shoppe featured crystal and Wedgwood in its window.

Burger King had sought entry near the green but was relegated to the outskirts of town, near wetland that now harbored a fleet of Japanese cars.

From his vantage point Chief Morgan watched comings and goings of Saturday shoppers at Tuck’s. From the street came the toot of an old station wagon’s horn. A familiar hand waved from the open window, and Morgan waved back. He knew nearly everyone in town, certainly all the natives and not a few of the wealthy newcomers who occupied the Heights, a prestigious area once unmolested woodland and now groomed with extended lawns, ornamental ponds, and geometric gardens surrounding grand houses. As a boy, pretending to be a pioneer blazing a trail, he had wandered those woods.

He pulled his leg in when he heard the crunch of grass. Surprising him, the woman on the bicycle had breezed up from behind and was now wheeling in front of him. Abruptly she braked and stood straddling the crossbar. She was tall, husky, and athletic. Morgan could almost see the gallop in her legs, the spring in her toes. She was from the Heights.

“Are we speaking?”

“It’d be foolish if we didn’t,” he said, his head full of her. A widower, he enjoyed women, and with them he had a livelier voice, a warmer smile, special eyes. Each new woman in his life was a tonic.

“I didn’t mean to stand you up,” she said. She had thick blond hair bundled back, a striking and aggressive face, and an orotund voice thrilling to men and intriguing to other women. Before marrying and moving to Bensington three years ago, she had been a television reporter in Boston. “I’m sorry,” she added.

“It’s okay,” he said, though it was not. Yesterday he had waited two hours for her in the lounge at Rembrandt’s, a restaurant in neighboring Andover. It would have been their first date. “Did you get cold feet?”

“Something like that.”

“You could’ve called.”

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t.”

“It wasn’t convenient. Harley was in and out.” Harley was her husband. The marriage, which was not working, was her first, her husband’s second. She shifted her weight over the bar of the bicycle and said, “Did you wait long?”

“No,” he said and wondered what it would be like to be greedily in love again, to wear his whole heart on his sleeve. She had turned thirty, which he knew from a check of the voting list, and he was well into his forties, but with no gray in his hair, he was proud of that. And proud too that he still had his looks, though his nose played slightly too large a part in his face.

“But you’re angry.”

“Maybe it’s all just as well,” he said without meaning a word of it. His truths he told with a smile, his lies with solemnity. “Still friends, aren’t we?”

“I hope so, James.”

“And no reason we can’t bump into each other at the library.”

The library was where they had got to know each other, where she read out-of-town newspapers and borrowed biographies. Fitting herself back onto the bicycle seat, one foot on the ground and the other poised on a pedal, she said, “No reason whatsoever.”

He did not want her to leave, not so quickly. The anticipation of loss was with him always, the chill rooted in childhood when his father was killed in the war and reinforced tenfold when early in his marriage his wife was killed on a winding road.

“I suppose you have to go somewhere,” he said.

“A party,” she replied. “The Gunners.”

“Paul and Beverly.”

“You know them?”

He knew what they looked like, he knew they were rich as God, and he knew they had had a loss of their own, two, maybe three years ago. “Not really,” he said, watching a monarch wobble in an errant breeze, its flight redirected. “I don’t suppose you’ll be at the library on Monday.”

“Let’s not plan anything, James. That way neither of us will be disappointed.”

Too much truthfulness in her face. He would have gratefully accepted a lie, the sort he told, which gave hope and fleeting comfort. He watched her pedal away, her torso flung forward, her bottom arched over the tiny seat, and her legs shedding light. Then he was on his feet.

“Kate,” he called. But she did not hear him.

• • •

Mary Williams lived one flight up in a brownstone on Beacon, near Charles, near the Public Garden, a mere walk from the Ritz, where her grandmother used to take her to breakfast and taught her to eat her egg from a porcelain cup, the continental way; where her grandmother had read the Times, which had no comics she could borrow, though waiters had occasionally amused her and dowagers had made much of her. On days such as this, it did not seem that long ago.

Light streaked through the tall front windows and struck ceramic vases and crystalware, picking out the prettiest. The apartment was spacious, airy, with many rooms, the furniture her grandmother’s. The paintings on the walls of the wide passageway were her own creations, the ones she felt she could show: a meadow imbued with the calm of a Corot, a maiden with a Modigliani neck, a street scene reminiscent of Hopper, nothing that would upset her friend Dudley.

In the kitchen she made herbal tea in a pot smothered with delicately etched forget-me-nots, the tints not as striking as when her grandmother was alive. As she poured the tea into a chipped china cup, she pondered the dynamics that would impel one woman to throw the cup out and another to keep it. It was, she felt, as worthy of study as anything else.

Carrying cup and saucer with her, she passed through the dining room, where a bowl of potpourri emitted a strong fragrance, and into her reading room, where walls of books threw out titles in a learned way. The rolltop desk had been her great-grandfather’s and still sheltered some of his papers. She paused only to trail a hand over the humps of an open Oxford dictionary, as if her fingers absorbed words.

She glanced into her studio, where like bad children, canvases were stacked with their faces to the wall. Her mother had called it her therapy room. In the works was a sketch of a nude male, the model an ex-soldier with a shaved head and a quilt of belly muscles.

Her bedroom faced her friend’s. She went into hers. The bed was an old-fashioned four-poster of dark oak and fretwork, beneath which, for effect, was a chamber pot. On the night table were pencil stubs, a wind-up clock, and a candle rising from a tarnished wreath of gilt. Small ornately framed photographs of family members lined a mantelpiece, her father and her grandmother in the forefront. Sitting on the window seat with a partial view of the street, she sipped her tea and waited.

• • •

The grandest house on the Heights belonged to the Gunners. Built on the converging lines of an English manor and a Dutch colonial, it was approachable through a stone gateway. The driveway was an avenue of tapered arborvitae, which concealed video scanners. The cocktail party was at five, and on the hour automobiles of note began arriving. In a foyer of rosy marble the Gunners greeted guests, who gradually would include nearly everyone from the Heights and many from Andover.

Beverly Gunner’s hair was a golden shell perfectly in place, Paul Gunner’s collar bit into his big neck. He shook the hands of the men and planted kisses on the cheeks of the women. His heavy face was wadded with an importance he deserved. A graduate of MIT, he had worked for a software company only long enough to form his own, which he sold seven years later in a deal spectacular enough to put his picture in Forbes and Fortune. Later he made killings in commercial real estate and got out before the market collapsed, for he heeded the signs the greedy ignored, among them Myles Yarbrough, whose hand he was now pumping with a superior grip. Phoebe Yarbrough, a willowy elegance in waist-cinching silk, he slobbered with a kiss.

“You’re lovely,” he said. Pleasure enlarged his face and further fattened his whole look.

Beverly Gunner greeted people warmly but tentatively, her manner shy and uncertain. A gift from her husband manacled her wrist and embarrassed her when it drew the attention of Regina Smith, who was shrewd enough to guess that she would have chosen a small packet of understanding over a diamond bracelet.

“It’s stunning,” said Regina, whose steel smile was a sullen force. Her own jewelry was minimal, exquisitely noticeable by degrees. Her dress left her shoulders bare. Paul Gunner, who had once likened her to a frozen delicacy, suddenly corralled her, but with a subtle shift she avoided the full weight of his kiss.

By six, the foyer clock striking the hour, the party was in full swing. Guests numbering nearly a hundred thronged the long dining room, where high windows stood deep in the walls. Breezes delivered fragrances from the garden, and trimly uniformed Hispanic women served hors d’oeuvres and wine. Stronger drinks were available at the bar in the billiard room, where a crowd surrounded Crack Alexander, the former ball player who stood five inches over six feet and had gained thirty pounds since retiring. Gripping an imaginary bat, an elbow cocked behind him, the big fellow demonstrated the legendary stance that had earned him super salaries with the Boston Red Sox.

His wife, Sissy, stood by herself in a short flare of chiffon, her lurid legs fleshy above the knees, her mouth stiffened into a smile to last the evening. She knew she was an afterthought, an insignificant addition to the gathering. Put a drink in her hand and forget her. Only a pretty Hispanic woman with a tray of delicacies took pity on her, pausing frequently to feed her. Then a small semibald man came up to her on springy feet.

“Excuse me,” he said and reintroduced himself. She had met him before, briefly, another party. He was a mathematics teacher at Phillips Academy, brainy and bespectacled, though in no way intimidating. Inside his neat little beard his grin looked like a woman’s. “What’s it like, Mrs. Alexander, being married to a famous athlete?”

An anchovy glued to something hot went down hard. Ginger ale, which she drank fast, pricked her nose. Behind her someone was telling a joke, and she flinched as if each burst of laughter were at her expense.

“I suppose you’ve been asked that a thousand times.”

Her face, round and wholesome, seemed to contract. “Please,” she said, “could you get me another ginger ale?”

Kate Bodine, her blond hair negligently bundled back, arrived late, shot smiles at those she knew, and was surprised to glimpse her husband. He was deep in conversation with Paul Gunner, their posture stiff. Harley lacked an eye for art and an ear for music, but he had a sure head for business, and he was Gunner’s lawyer.

They broke away, and she, lifting her wineglass high and dodging elbows, went to him.

“I didn’t think you’d make it,” she said.

“I came here directly.” He was tailored tight in a sober suit uncompromisingly correct. Inside he was diffuse, never one thing she could put her finger on but always a series of hedges, a reservoir of suspicions.

“How did it go?” she asked.

“I got tied up. I didn’t see him.”

“He must be very disappointed.”

“I’ll make it up to him.”

“I don’t see how, Harley.”

“Don’t make me feel more guilty than I do,” he said in a tone to remind her the boy was his son, not hers. His gaze roved; his dark, supple face changed expressions. “I’m going to the bar, do you mind?”

“Do as you like, Harley.”

Myles Yarbrough, his nerves shot, his stomach deranged from money losses, sneaked away early. Free of his jittery eye, Phoebe Yarbrough mingled with the weightless gait of a dancer. Voices rose rich and bubbly, eroding an inhibition or two, and she recklessly started a conversation with Ira Smith, his face owlish behind horn-rims, his voice warm.

“I saw Myles leave,” he said.

Her eyes absorbed him. Here was a man she could love, perhaps deeply, perhaps forever, but she knew he would not have it. Nor would Regina allow it. They were, if appearances counted, a happy couple. She said, “He has a lot on his mind.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

Like her husband, Ira Smith was a Boston lawyer but without the greed that might have propelled him into precarious situations. He headed the firm his grandfather had founded, his life laid out for him the day he was born. “Myles is a big boy,” she said. “Big boys take care of themselves, or at least they should.”

“Everybody can use help now and then.”

“I’ll buy that.” Her smile brought out bones while a melancholy twinge made her wonder what he would think if he knew that in her youth she had conducted business out of a Manhattan apartment. Her clients were corporate executives who booked her in advance, flowers arriving before they did. “But I’m not sure Myles would. His pride would get in the way.”

“I can understand that.”

His horn-rims reminded her of a client who at Christmas time had given her a glossy catalog of jewelry, no prices listed, and told her to choose something. The order form was in back, coded, so that his company would get the bill.

“In tough economic times, Phoebe, you learn to live smaller.”

“As long as others don’t notice,” she said and privately brushed his hand, which had the whiteness and dry hairs of a scholar or a minister. Her fingers latched on to three of his.

He pleated his brow and spoke softly. “This isn’t wise.”

“It’s not even possible,” she agreed.

Lighter on her feet after a second drink, Kate Bodine glided into the company of two bankers from Andover, subtly balanced her attention, and charmed them both.

Near a marble mantel graced with silver candlesticks, she joined a clutch of aging men and full-bodied matrons. A white-haired man in a cashmere jacket stared at her without restraint, and she edged away to sample a serving dish of choice little meats. Dick English, under an abundance of silver-streaked hair, gave her an extravagant smile, stepped in, and whispered, “When?”

“Get off it,” she said and moved away.

Someone stepped on her toe. New arrivals shifted patterns and rearranged scenes, and she sought her husband through a whirligig of heads and faces. Young Turks — go-getters in managerial positions at Raytheon, Gillette, and the like — surrounded him, held him in an eddy of talk.

Angling out of the drawing room, Kate sought a bathroom and found it occupied. Another was close by, but she went off track looking for it, the heels of her pumps tapping the oak floor of a passageway that abruptly deposited her into a room of period pieces. A large gilt-framed mirror displayed the tarnish of authenticity, chairs looked appropriately fragile, and Germanic faces from another time peered out of photographs. A solitary figure stood near a baroque lamp. Beverly Gunner was smoking a cigarette.

“Don’t tell. Paul doesn’t like it.” Under the golden shell of hair a smile worked loose. “Is everything all right? Is there enough food?”

“Everything’s fine,” Kate said quickly.

“Paul wants it to be perfect.”

“It always is.”

“He’ll find something.” The cigarette held high, the smoke escaped like a ghost going out on its own. “He’s too smart for me, Kate. He’s too smart for all of us.”

“No man is that smart.”

The cigarette was snubbed out. “He’ll smell the smoke, he always does. Is my face all right, Kate?”

The skin around the eyes was worn, exhaustion written into it. The thin lips looked as if they had been stamped hard with permanent red ink. Kate said, “You look lovely.”

“Then we must get back. Let me go first.”

Kate found a bathroom off the kitchen and used it. The seat was cold. A wall mirror faced in on her, and with a bit of a start she discovered what she looked like sitting on a john. In the lighting, the ivory curve of her hip was bone. The roll was down to its cylinder, and she ripped away the last tissue, more token than whole. At the sink the water ran cold, then too hot. She took out a tube and hurriedly made a mouth as if a camera awaited her.

Returning to the party, she did a double take. Chief Morgan was standing at the edge of the crowd. Despite a wineglass in his hand, he looked very much an interloper with his searching air and the queerness in his expression. A bit of tattered lining hung loose from his sports jacket. She went to him with a challenging smile.

“You a guest or a crasher?”

He drained the wineglass and gave it to her. “I have to talk to your husband,” he said, the words full of weight.

“James, what is it?”

He gazed beyond her. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

“Maybe the billiard room, I’m not sure. James, tell me what it’s about.”

“I think it should come from him.” He edged past her. “Don’t worry, I’ll track him down,” he said, and for a wild second she imagined him scampering on all fours with his nose to the floor.

She tried to follow him, but others got in the way. Regina Smith touched her arm and said, “We must see more of you and Harley.” She nodded and weaved, heads bobbing around her.

She still had the chief’s empty glass and placed it on a table. Strong fingers gripped her arm. “Kate, I’m sorry,” Paul Gunner said. The words and the tone frightened her, and she pulled away, bumping shoulders with someone. Then she saw the stricken air of her husband.

“Harley,” she said, bearing down.

Chief Morgan edged back into the double doorway of the billiard room, where he became a shadow. Her husband stood in bright light, his arms slack, as if the movement had gone out of them for good.

“My son is dead,” he said.


2

IT WAS THE HEART OF SUMMER, THE DOG STAR ADDING ITS HOT breath to the sun’s. On Beacon Street, traffic was packed into a heated whole. From a tall window in the cool of her studio, Mary Williams gazed down at it with a sadness that had to do with other things. When she turned to the man behind her, the endless brow of his shaved head shined in her face. With a smile, he stripped down to his Jockey shorts and tensed his stomach into curling muscles, which he displayed challengingly.

“You can’t hurt me here. I see the punch coming, I can take it every time.”

“Why would I want to punch you?” she said.

“You’d be surprised those who’d like to.”

She watched him flex his arms, the muscles ropes, not a bit of him wasted. His presence was pronounced and emphatic, which made him seem taller than he was. His nude head was the bone handle of his body. The only evidence that he was approaching sixty was the netted skin around his deep-set eyes, like the wingscape of butterflies.

“Where’s the fag?” he said, and she stiffened.

“Don’t call him that. I’d find it offensive even if it were so.”

“Did he leave you?”

“He’s away for a while. He’ll be back.”

“A guy like that, you don’t know what he’ll do.”

“You don’t know anything about him,” she shot back.

“I got eyes, that’s enough.”

Bending, he unzipped a rugged gripsack and pulled out a set of camouflage clothes, which was what she wanted to capture him in. His name was Eaton, but he called himself Soldier. Nearly twenty years out of the army, he still imitated the life.

“I shouldn’t need more than an hour,” she said and watched him reclothe himself into a warrior and blouse his pants with stretched condoms square-knotted at the ends.

“I got the cap,” he said. “Do you want me to put it on?”

“No need,” she said, her gaze fixed on him. His ears lay flat as if in babyhood and beyond they had been taped. A violet hue burned through his suntanned scalp. His temple pulsed.

“Where do you want me?”

She stationed him in the strong light from the windows, where he stood in a way that looked hostile, not exactly what she wanted. “Relax. Act as though you were waiting in a line.”

“I was doing that, I wouldn’t relax. I’d want to get to the front.”

“Okay. Be that way.”

She perched herself on a high chair, with a sketch pad in her lap and a collection of charcoal pencils in the pocket of the paint-smeared shirt she wore over shorts. Her feet were bare, the toes curled over a rung. Quickly, the edge of her hand scuffing the rough paper, she began sketching him but without verve or confidence, without the fire with which she could pretend she was Goya etching madness, Munch darkening a scream. She tore the sheet from the pad, tossed it aside, and started afresh.

He winked at her. “I like it better when you do me in the raw.”

With quick strokes she strove to capture from his stance someone lonely, displaced, and rootless, but produced only caricature. Her nerves were out of order.

“You got nice toes,” he said, “but you ought to paint the nails. Give ’em character.”

Her pencil concentrated on his face, weathered and shatterproof, and on his deep-set eyes, which could go conveniently vacant, immunizing him from criticism and insult. Every line in his brow seemed to have a purpose that defied translation. She was better doing women. Women she understood.

He said, “I know somebody could give you a nice pedicure.”

“I don’t want a pedicure, Soldier. I just want to get this right.”

“You’ll never get me right. I’m nobody you ever knew.”

“You’re commoner than you think,” she declared, shutting the sketch pad and slipping off the chair. “But you’re right, it’s not working. Maybe the next time.”

“Tell me the problem,” he said, “maybe I can solve it.”

She pattered to a table, where she opened a leather bag and extracted bills from a wallet, half the usual amount, which she offered up. “Will this do?”

“Yeah, I’ll accept it.” He deposited the money into a deep pocket. “I know the problem,” he said. “Your friend’s not here, right?”

She took herself to a window and gazed at the traffic, which the city endlessly sucked in and dribbled out. Sometimes her head hurt thinking about it. Pedestrians herded themselves along a crosswalk, their steps quick and their eyes wary, for the change of lights did not guarantee safety. Without turning, she said, “Your girlfriend, Soldier, I’d like to meet her.”

“You would, huh? Why?”

“I’d like to do her.”

“It’s not her thing.” He came up behind her and caressed her back with the heel of his hand. “You’re sad, aren’t you? How long has he been gone?”

“Two weeks,” she said.

His breath closed in on her. “You got different bedrooms. How come?”

“That’s none of your business, Soldier.”

“Don’t get mad, I’m just asking. When will he be back?”

“I don’t know,” she said, unable to muffle the worry in her voice or cloak the tension in her shoulders. He rubbed her back in a circular motion. Leaning over, he brandished his unwanted face.

“You know what I like best about you?” His lips went to it. “This little mark on your cheek.”

She stepped away, nerve-worn, uncertain, vulnerable, all of which heightened her sense of the absurd. His splotchwork of clothes presented farce rather than force. His arms hung long. He was not tall, only middling.

“You want me to go, just say so.”

Her mind veered from one thing to another as she flung a final look out the window. “There’s no rush,” she said.

• • •

Holly Pride at the library may have been the first to take note of the fellow, his appearance scruffy then but not yet derelict. When he breezed through the twin doors, she knew he was no townie and surely no resident of the Heights, but where others might have seen merely untidiness and eccentricity, she went beyond the stubble and rumpled clothes and surmised refinement and poetry, a story within a story.

“May I help you?” she asked when he approached the desk, bringing with him a bath of air, hot and humid. She was ready to rummage shelves for him, but all he wanted was a street map of the town, which she provided with a timidity that arose at vital times, a curse to her, a bit of amusement to him. Seated at a secluded table, he pored over the map and later scanned the town’s ill-written weekly, The Crier.

Only she seemed struck by him. Fred Fossey, the part-time veterans affairs officer, was deep into a war book and never looked up. Other patrons ignored the stranger, but occasionally, with bent brows, Fossey glanced at them.

He stayed an hour and in leaving thanked her with the sort of smile into which she could have read anything. Shifting to a window, she watched him ambulate the green, pausing to admire the rockery of flowers lovingly maintained by the Bensington Garden Club. She was sure he would return the next day or soon after, but he didn’t.

He did, however, reveal himself in the leafy little neighborhoods beyond the green. Mildred Crandall, the town clerk’s wife, answered a knock at the back door and laid eyes on him when his appearance had deteriorated to whisker and grime. He astounded her because she had not seen tramps in Bensington since Depression days, when her mother had hurried them away with table scraps. She sent him walking with a powdered doughnut cocooned in plastic wrap.

May Hutchins let him sit a spell in her gazebo, where she served him a bowl of high-fiber cereal weighted with strawberries and drenched in low-fat milk. He wore a signet ring she hoped was not stolen. The best time of day, he told her, is when the dew is still on the grass. “Yes,” she said, “I’m an early riser too.” A robin’s egg, he went on, is more precious than a pearl. She shied away from the unpleasant odor that flew up at her but relished his words.

Dorothea Farnham, whose husband was a selectman, would have no truck with beggars and threatened him with a bone knitting needle when he failed to move fast enough from the back step. Then she cursed him roundly, which was a mistake. A while later, stepping out the front door, she saw something on the porch that heated her face. It approximated shit and, on closer inspection, was exactly that.

Sergeant Avery responded to her incensed call and cruised the neighborhood in one of the town’s two marked police cars. The sergeant came up dry, but early that evening, five miles away, a man fitting the description was seen bathing his feet in Paget’s Pond, which was conservation property, no swimming allowed.

At the selectmen’s meeting, second Monday of the month, Orville Farnham told the board that a person of disreputable ilk, no apparent abode or income, in other words a bum, was infecting the town. A motion was made, seconded, and Farnham brought his gavel down on a unanimous vote for the police chief to handle the matter forthwith. Chief Morgan, not present, got the message in the morning.

In his investigation, which carried through the week, the chief learned that the fellow had been here, there, and everywhere, including the Heights, where he had been seen plucking flowers. Everett Drinkwater, the funeral director, glimpsed him reading stones in the cemetery, and birders with binoculars spotted him in purple loosestrife behind Wenson’s Ice Cream Stand on Fieldstone Road. Tish Hopkins, an elderly widow with a farm farther up Fieldstone, found him sleeping with her hens, rousted him with a pitchfork, and offered him a meal for an hour’s work, which he declined. She fed him anyway.

Toward the end of the week the man was sighted several times on rural roads near the West Newbury line, which gave the chief a fair idea where he was taking shelter. “I’d better come with you,” said Sergeant Avery, who was off the clock. It was late afternoon, the heat high, with two fans whirring in the station. The chief said, “He’s not that big a deal.”

The chief’s old car, unmarked except for the faded town seal on each side, ran rough. He rode it around the green, turned right onto Pleasant Street, and drove with the sun in his eyes until he reached County Road, a long and lonely stretch through pinewood, with only occasional frame houses to break the view. The sky was irreproachably blue.

A mile from the West Newbury line he slowed at the sight of a weathered post that had once supported a mailbox and angled onto a dirt road that crept into the woods and came abruptly to a clearing. A battered pickup smeared with pine needles squatted on four flat tires. Nearby, the rusted handlebars of a bicycle protruded from weeds like the horns of a slain buck. To the left was a shack of a house with a ruined front step and torn window screens. The persons who had lived in it, Dogpatch types, a father and son, were dead, and another son, who lived in Florida, had forsaken it. The chief slipped out of the car.

Robins sang, jays made noises. Wild raspberry canes, thick with thorns, sprang at him. He ambled toward the house, his eyes on the windows. The door hung loose. Avoiding the rain-rotted step, he edged directly into a kitchen inundated with the hot and gamey smell of animals. Skunks had long had their way with the rubbish, and raccoons with half-human hands had ransacked the cupboards. Beneath the stained sink was the murk of a rat hole. The chief stood still, breathing soundlessly, aware that someone was in the shadows of the next room. He squared himself.

“Come out of there,” he said forcefully. “I’m a policeman.”

He waited, listening to the mad scampering of squirrels on the roof, at least two, maybe three. A dense spiderweb near the ceiling flaunted the remains of moths. From the other room came a silence not of emptiness but of indifference.

“Come out or I’ll shoot.”

A voice sounded. “You don’t have a gun.”

“I’ll get one.”

“What kind?”

“Never mind what kind!”

A floorboard creaked, and a man emerged, his hair matted and his whiskers like needles. The chief drew back from the reek of him, humid like fruit past its time, the juices fermenting.

“Who the hell are you?”

The man was smiling. “Your prisoner.”

• • •

Regina Smith spent the afternoon playing golf at the Bensington Country Club with Phoebe Yarbrough, Anne Lapierre, and Beverly Gunner, but she did not leave with them. She went into the clubhouse to make a phone call, glimpsed Harley Bodine sitting alone, and, with a surge of compassion, joined him at his table. She had not seen him since his son’s funeral.

“It’s not something you can get over,” he said. He was drinking a martini. A smiling waitress brought her white wine. They were the sole patrons.

“In time you will,” she said. “Not entirely, but enough to go on.”

He looked unconvinced, wary, and she, uncharacteristically, reached out to touch his forearm. Actually she had never liked him, too ambiguous, too furtive, but now she was dealing with someone who had lost a child, which changed the rules. He was costumed for golf, but she knew he had not been on the green.

“Where’s Kate?” she asked.

He shrugged, ill at ease with her presence. He did not look at her directly. A certain hauteur on her part had always kept him at a distance, but now, for the moment, she wished to draw him closer.

“How’s she taking it, Harley?”

“He wasn’t her son.”

“But she loved him, I’m sure.”

A seal broke, and his face altered. “Things haven’t been good between us, you probably know that.”

She had suspected it. Kate Bodine was too vital, too spontaneous for him, perhaps even too young, more in attitudes than in years. “I had no idea,” she said.

He brought out a cigarette, which surprised her. She had not known it to be one of his vices. “Do you mind?”

Actually she did. She detested the smoke and the smell. “No, go ahead.”

He lit up and said, “I think she’s seeing someone.”

She was somewhat taken aback because people, particularly men, did not confide in her about such matters. Her aloofness, along with her impeccable looks, tended to have a belittling effect on the cares and concerns of others. She tilted the wineglass and sipped.

“I won’t tell you who,” he said. “It’s too ironic.”

She wanted to know, though she despised details, for there was decorum to maintain, dignity to uphold. She reasoned that it must be someone unlikely, and for a stunning instant she wondered about her own husband, though that was absurd.

Bodine flicked an ash. “I think I know where they meet.” His fingers fretted a napkin. “I could be wrong. It may be nothing, but I can’t count on it. Right now I can’t count on anything.”

He was, poor man, being hit with too much too fast, and she gazed at his lowered head with interest. His brownish hair had a chalk part. His ears were prominent. Something about the shape of the whole head suggested the asceticism and celibacy of a monk from another century.

“I’m not up to another loss,” he said.

He needed propping up, as Ira occasionally did, as all men do, though loath to admit it. The wine was not to her liking, and she stopped sipping it. “Everybody’s life,” she said, “has cracks. The strong fill them, the weak fall through.”

“Now you sound like Gunner.”

“Heaven forbid.”

His face loosening, he met her stare. “What I told you about Kate, I wouldn’t want that to get around.”

“I don’t reveal confidences,” she said, her tone chastising him. The smoke bothered her, and she was glad he was finally stubbing out the cigarette, a nasty thing. She and Ira had never had the habit, unlike her first husband.

“When Glen was killed, it was as if someone had raised a hammer over my head,” Bodine said suddenly, his face opening. “And I feel it’s still there, ready to come down.”

“The loss of someone we love can do bad things to us,” she said with a clear memory of the boy’s mother, pretty but worn, done in by the tragedy. She had met the first Mrs. Bodine just that once, at the wake, a funeral home in Brookline. Bodine had stood beside her as if still married to her while Kate had tried to make herself inconspicuous, no easy task for someone of telegenic bearing.

“I was supposed to see him and didn’t. It was his birthday. That’s a guilt I’ll take to the grave,” he said, and she imagined he would, no way to mitigate the regret, no way to bring back the day. “I’ll never know if he stumbled or was pushed. I don’t want to believe he jumped.”

“Jumped?” That surprised her. The boy had been a classmate of her stepson’s at Phillips, top of his class, his heart set on Harvard, the medical school. “I don’t think he would have done that, Harley.”

“So much was going against him,” he replied distractedly.

“I thought he was in remission.”

“He was coming out of it.” He sighed. “His mother says he wouldn’t have taken his life, but I can’t be sure.”

Regina stayed silent, for he seemed to have fallen into a tolerable mood of impassivity he did not want broken. She let her gaze wander over vacant tables. The waitress, who wore her hair high, a take-off of tarnished gold, was joking quietly with the bartender.

“Good of you to listen to me,” Bodine said abruptly, breaking his own spell. “I usually keep things to myself.”

With concern, as if somehow she were now responsible for him, she watched him finish off his martini. “You’re not going to have another, are you?”

“I know when to quit,” he said, and she more or less believed him. Anxiety leaped into his eyes when she glanced at her watch.

“I really must,” she said and rose with a graceful swing and the certainty that even in sporty clothes she carried an imperious and peremptory air, as if others came alive only when she arrived and faded once she left.

“I wish you wouldn’t.”

She peered down at him. “What is it, Harley?”

“I don’t want to be alone. I don’t quite know what to do with myself.” Tension worked its way across his face, like a wire. “Am I asking too much?”

“Probably.”

“There’s no logic to depression. It can eat anything.”

“Only if you let it.” The dark of her eyes and the sullen force of her smile challenged him. The waitress was heading toward them. “Check, please,” she said, and the waitress turned back. “When’s the last time you’ve been to Burger King, Harley?”

“I never have.”

“Then it’ll be a first for each of us,” she said.

• • •

Chief Morgan, who did not want the man beside him, stuck him in the back, tilted the rearview to keep an eye on him, and with all the windows open ran the car out onto County Road. The sunlight of early evening tore through the pines. Needles blazed. Docile enough, the man said, “You arresting me?”

“That’s what I’m doing,” the chief said. “You smell.”

“You arresting me for that?”

“The charge is vagrancy.”

“I have money.” The fellow pulled out a crumpled bill from a pocket in his pants. It looked like a ten, but it might have been a one.

“There’s another charge,” the chief said, his eyes sweeping from the mirror to the road. “Defecating on private property. A resident’s porch.”

“I deny it. Categorically. Do you have a witness?”

The chief pressed on the gas. A few minutes later he rounded the green, cruised past the library and the Blue Bonnet restaurant, and made his way into the lot behind the town hall. He parked in a reserved space a few feet from the police sign that sprang over a side door of the building. Looking into the mirror, he said, “Get out.”

The man said, “Shouldn’t I be manacled?”

“If you run, I’ll shoot you.”

“I haven’t seen the gun yet.”

The chief took him into the cramped quarters of the station but did not get far. Meg O’Brien, the civilian dispatcher who worked long hours, some unpaid, and exerted authority beyond her duties, leapt up from her desk. Her pony teeth erupted from a narrow face. “You can’t bring him in here!”

“I have to put him somewhere, Meg.”

“Then clean him up first, for God’s sake. He reeks.”

The man smiled through his whiskers. “I’ve already been told that.”

Swiping at her hair, the color gone from it, she stepped from the desk. “What’s his name?”

“He says it’s Dudley. Nothing more. Just Dudley.”

“Does he have a wallet?”

“No wallet. Meg, let me handle this.”

“If you keep him here, you’ll have to feed him.”

“I know that.”

“I’m hungry,” Dudley said.

“Clean him up first, Jim. Please!”

The chief took him out, walked him through the lot, guided him through a gap in the back hedge, and marched him across a narrow street to the fire barn. Chub Tuttle, a volunteer, and Zach Unger, a permanent, looked up from their card game and gawked at Dudley. The chief said, “I wonder if you boys could give me a hand.”

The two glanced at each other. Chub, whose regular work was roofing and carpentry, had a plump face boiled by the sun. Zach’s was grained like walnut. Zach scratched his head.

“Don’t let me put you out,” the chief said.

Chub took off his shoes and put on black rubber boots, in which his feet slopped. Zach unwound the garden hose used to wash down the pumper, which usually got a wash whether it needed it or not. Dudley said, “I’m not going to do this.”

“You don’t have a choice,” the chief replied, and presently a filthy jacket with crested buttons and split seams fell to the concrete floor. The chief kicked at it, read the label, and muttered, “Brooks Brothers, for Christ’s sake.” The shirt came off like skin and then, reluctantly, everything else. The socks were stiff at the toes and heels.

“I don’t much care for this,” Dudley protested. “I was molested once at a boys’ camp.”

“No one’s going to bother you,” the chief assured him and flipped him a bar of Ivory Chub had provided. Zach activated the nozzle of the hose. When the water hit him, he shrieked, for it was cold. Then he began to like it. “Use the soap,” the chief commanded. “Scrub it on!”

The water ran rich. Chub, swashing through it, said, “Ain’t much of a man, is he?”

“Hell, he’s got more than you,” Zach said, increasing the spray.

“How do you know what I got?”

“Your wife told me.”

“You shut your mouth!”

Crouching, the chief picked through the discarded clothes at arm’s length. Nothing in the pockets except the bill Dudley had brandished, a one, not a ten. The shoes, which were English leather, were ruined.

“He’s pissing!” Chub shouted.
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