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PROLOGUE


Nobody could give me answers.


For years, I tried to put together what had happened on New Year’s Eve, 1977. It was only two years before I moved to Hillsboro, the historic town tucked in the middle of Highland County, Ohio. And nobody who had lived there before me, not even members of my own family—who could talk about anything—seemed to know what had happened. Most people weren’t even willing to speak about it.


If I’d been smart, I would’ve followed their lead. But how does one block out a single story without erasing dozens of others?


The Ben story had become a part of my life. So I went with it. I was determined to fill in the blank page.


In a chalky brick Greek Revival house at the corner of West South and Oak, two boys sat on a long couch facing a built-in bookcase the color of driftwood. Its shelves were filled with life-size carved and painted birds. Against the wall, and hovering over them, stood a tall blood-red, black, and blue totem pole from the Pacific Northwest. It was sculpted with sharpened stones from a single cedar log. And near their knees, on an abraded antique blanket chest, was a box of shells and a revolver. Ben, fourteen, his face creased in concentration, used something—a pair of needle nose pliers?—to pull the projectile and gun powder out of each shell casing, then showed his twelve-year-old friend how to make blanks to create a loud explosion.


“You sure it’s safe?” the boy undoubtedly asked. Ben was familiar with guns, but the younger boy was not.


“Look . . .” Ben placed several rounds in the revolver and may have been lifting the gun to demonstrate when the phone rang. “Just a minute.” He placed the revolver on the coffee table and hurried to the kitchen, where the clock on the wall showed a few minutes before midnight. As he grabbed the phone, firecrackers sounded in the neighborhood.


“This Ben?” It was Paul Captain, his father’s friend, who sometimes helped with deliveries in the family hardware business. Later, he told his wife he’d had a bad feeling.


“Hi, Mr. Captain.” In my mind’s eye, I can see Ben wrapping the long telephone cord around his wrist.


“How you doin’?”


“Just hanging out.” Ben slid back to the family room, his shoulder squeezing the phone to his cheek. Like his father, he may’ve raised his index finger to the younger boy, signaling the call wouldn’t take long.


“Your daddy there?” Paul coughed and waited.


“He’s at Harsha’s,” Ben said. “At a party.” He leaned into the hallway to listen to the television report of the New Year’s celebrations around the world.


Paul’s warm, intoxicated laugh held on to Ben. “You okay?” Paul paused for a moment. When Ben didn’t answer, he said, “Look, you tell your daddy I called to wish him Happy New Year’s, and you stay out of trouble . . . you hear?”


“Okay, Mr. Captain,” Ben said, grinning to his friend. “I’ll tell him.” And from what I could piece together, Ben hung up the phone, then raised the television volume in the living room. “Happy New Year! You want to try it?” He handed the younger boy the revolver.


“You sure?”


“Of course. Shoot it.”


The boy cocked the gun, aimed at Ben, and squeezed the trigger.
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A few blocks away, at 216 East Main Street, a party was well underway. The dark gray brick Italianate with its black iron fence and elaborate porch with iron fretwork hadn’t changed much since the Temperance Movement swept through the town in the mid-1870s. Its tall front and central double doors, decorated with Christmas wreaths, were surrounded by greenery. The porch’s yellow lights flickered; its cold windows sweated. Inside each room, candles cast shadows that danced off twelve-foot walls. The dining table was filled with a display of hors d’oeuvres on tiered silver trays. As more than one hundred guests, dressed to the nines, mingled, they kissed and clinked glasses. Several guests, to gales of laughter, sang “Auld Lang Syne,” their arms wrapped around each other as they swayed to the music.


Then, like a sudden change of wind, the kitchen phone rang out through the merriment. A frantic call for Vernon Fairley.


A moment later, Vern’s hands shook as he placed the phone on the hook. He bent over to speak to his friend Jerry. “Ben’s been shot. Could you go and tell Caroline?” 




“History is not the past.


It is the present.


We carry our history with us.


We are our history.”


—JAMES BALDWIN 





CHAPTER 1


Vern was not the kind of husband I’d ever dreamed of as a child. All my boyfriends had been fellow competitive swimmers—tall, blond, and muscular, with pasty skin. Vern was short and tan, with the carriage of a taller man and rugged good looks, but in questionable health due to an addiction to unfiltered Pall Malls from his years in the Navy. I was a leggy athlete, bigger and more muscular, and felt like a moose standing next to him. But the most obvious difference between us was that he was thirty-two years older.


I know. Thirty-two years. It’s odd. And I know what you’re thinking: she must’ve been after his money, his social status, a sense of security. And, okay, maybe these things were a part of the attraction. Vern didn’t have creditors calling or men in dark suits from the IRS poring over restaurant receipts, like my parents did. He owned a car and a truck and a house and a hardware store, and as far as I could tell, he paid his bills. He had time to live without chasing his tail.


But I did feel odd falling in love with him. He was the kind of man who would invite me to lunch at Magee’s diner, and we’d enter through the kitchen off the back alley so he could greet the cook and lift the lids of the pots and pans to smell what was cooking. When I was in a rush, he would say things like, “Now therefore, while the youthful hue sits on thy skin like morning dew, and while thy willing soul transpires at every pore with instant fires”—quoting from Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress,” I later learned. Our relationship must’ve reminded him of life’s fragility. To me, the poem was yet one more charming aspect of his personality. Nobody in my world had ever memorized poems. Or had such an interesting cast of characters around him.


Vern seemed to assume he could make his way in the world unashamed, without asking permission or so much as “if you please.” On an early trip to Cincinnati, as we strolled down a sidewalk arm in arm and a strange woman glowered, Vern spoke to her directly. “Hello there, Georgette, how’s the world treating you?” Attending a funeral for a friend, when someone asked, “Doesn’t she look peaceful?” he answered, “She looks dead.”


In winter, he wore baggy wool socks, flannel shirts, and funny hats. His Brooks Brothers shirts must’ve awakened some deeply buried longing in me, because I could hardly resist the hint of spray laundry starch around his collar. He liked paw-paws and vichyssoise, pine fragrance, and eucalyptus. He loved Chopin, JTS Brown bourbon, and limericks. And he loved auctions. Once, when I asked him if he liked most vegetables, he said he’d lost his taste for Brussels sprouts after being hounded by the Little Old Ladies’ Protective Association. He would make things up like that, right on the spot. He was not afraid to admit that he avoided golf courses and country clubs and detested salmon patties, okra, and sushi. Always one to look at things up close, he had an antique brass telescope in his living room and read books with a magnifying glass. His first gift to me was an antique bottle of perfume called “You’re the Fire.”


I was twenty-four, living at home with my parents after college, and had been hired as a researcher for the Ohio State Historic Preservation Office. I was to gather the local history, jot down the architectural details, and nominate the most significant buildings in the area to the National Register of Historic Places. Joe Rockhold— who was known as Uncle Orrie for his mustached, bespectacled character in a live children’s television program of the 1950s and ’60s and who served as president of the Highland County Historical Society—provided me with a small desk and telephone in the Highland House from which to work.


One morning, arriving at the office, I found a note in Joe’s handwriting—he was always leaving me notes—taped to my desk. “Call Vern Fairley,” the note read. It gave a local phone number.


I called Joe immediately. “Who’s Vern Fairley?” I asked. I knew there was a Fairley Hardware Store, but I’d never met any of the Fairleys.


“You don’t know him? They call him ‘Brother’ Fairley. He was there last night.”


I had helped my boss, Lois Rock, show a film about historic preservation to the Hillsboro Retail Merchants and the Chamber of Commerce the previous night. But she’d done all the work of introducing the film. I’d hardly spoken to anyone.


I dialed the number as Joe hovered nearby, shuffling through old photographs. After briefly introducing himself, Mr. Fairley said, “I’d like to make you an offer.”


“An offer?”


He chuckled, his voice scratchy. “How would you like to join me for lunch?”


Something about his formality amused me. Is this going to be a job interview? What kind of offer is he talking about?


“Meet me at the hardware store, and we’ll go from there.”


I hung up the phone and stared out the back window of the Highland House.


“What did he want?” Joe asked.


“He invited me to lunch.” My mouth twisted with uncertainty. “Is he okay? I mean, he’s not a weirdo or anything?”


Joe chuckled, paused, then put on his serious face. “Watch out for that guy, you understand? I don’t want to say anything more. You be careful.”


I went directly to the Administration Building a half hour before our lunch to ask around about Vern. Had he mistaken me for my attractive thirty-something boss? I’d spent most of the preservation meeting the previous night hugging the Colony Theater wall behind her. But Doris Edgington, a woman in the tax map office, told me about Vern’s son Ben, about how the town came together after the tragedy. My heart cracked open even before that lunch with Vern, and he and I became fast friends.


“You were a preservationist, and I needed preserving,” he quipped when I asked what he remembered from that first day at lunch.


He thought I needed a boyfriend, and would set up meetings on his front stoop as a ruse to introduce me to his friends. He made a game of inviting people he considered “lonely hearts” and swore he was planning a big party to introduce all of us. It wasn’t until state funding ran dry and I moved to Los Angeles for a new job that I realized Vern had become my best friend.


From the beginning, I felt lucky to have met him. And my parents treated him like they were grateful to have someone to pass me off to. When my father told Vern I worried a lot and he couldn’t handle it as a father, my mother was pleased when Vern answered, “I’m not the father, and therein lies the difference.”


I could go on and on about Vern—his quirkiness, his unique style of speech—but what can I say, I was married for the first time at twenty-four. He was fifty-seven and had been divorced for a couple of years. I was starting my life, and he, though I didn’t know it, was nearing the end of his.


It was May of 1982, my twenty-fifth birthday. We had been married three months when I pulled into the gravel parking space we called a driveway and entered the back door, giddy with excitement.


“You look radiant, darling.” Vern’s warm upturned face glowed. “How was the appointment?”


“You ready?” I played with a few tendrils of my shoulder-length brown hair.


Vern nodded.


“We’re having a baby.”


“Really?” Vern leapt from his seat to hug me. “I’m delighted, honey.”


“Around the time of your birthday.” Which also happened to be our wedding anniversary—something he had insisted on so he would never forget the date.


“I’m so happy, sweetheart. It’s wonderful news.” He stared at me, tapping a fresh cigarette on the kitchen counter. “You must be fertile myrtle.” He grinned. “How did that happen so fast?”


I could feel my cheeks getting red. I had just learned at the doctor’s office that his ex-wife, Caroline, and I shared the same gynecologist, and the awkwardness of that moment with my doctor swept through me now. But I decided to wait to mention the embarrassment. This was our moment. I didn’t want it spoiled with thoughts of Vern’s past life. I was sure he was thinking of his first family—how could he not—but for this one moment, I wanted to bask in the joy of our own relationship.


We spoke briefly about planning a nursery. Vern seemed to be giving me carte blanche to plan it however I wanted.


“We men know so little,” he said. “Whatever your dreams were and however they might have changed in maturity, pursue, my darling. Make them come true.”


For a split second, I remembered Vern’s face on our wedding day. The bright glow that showed me I was loved and appreciated, and the residue of sadness at the corners of his eyes, those deep lines that made me want to wrap my arms around him.


“I can’t wait to plan a nursery,” I said. “I have so many ideas.” I could feel every cell in my body glowing. Maybe it would be a boy, a child who could carry on the Fairley name. A child to look like Vern and remind me of him long after he was gone. Oh, God, I thought. What am I thinking?


Vern glanced out the window at two mourning doves resting on the window sill. “They mate for life, you know. Mourning doves.” Vern considered himself an ornithologist and pointed out every species of bird that visited our yard. “These two have been visiting for some time.”


We watched for a moment as the male approached the female— tentatively, a few steps at a time—as she bowed and cooed. Again, I wondered if Vern was thinking of Caroline. Have the doves been visiting for years, or is this something new?


Stop! I told myself. Don’t even go there.


“Well, I’m on cloud nine, my dear,” he said. “I expect we should head over to the Irish Pub.” This was one of Vern’s names for his group of Friday night drinking buddies. “I’ll try not to let it slip.” Keeping his eyes on me, he opened the small junk drawer over the liquor cabinet and, from under a zippered black pistol case, pulled out a single cigarette from a pack. He held it in front of me for a moment, then dropped it in his chest pocket. “When does the doctor say it’s safe to tell people?”


“One month. Maybe two?”


“I’m thrilled, darling. We should celebrate!” He kissed me again as he escorted me out the door.





CHAPTER 2


With its broad, tree-lined streets and magnificent nineteenth-century architecture, Hillsboro was one of the most picturesque small towns in southern Ohio. An early center of education, it had been home to two of Ohio’s governors, Foraker and Trimble, as well as other statesmen, famous abolitionists, artists, inventors, and even television personalities. But above all else, Hillsboro was known as the “Cradle of the Crusade,” from 1873 when Governor Trimble’s daughter, Eliza Jane—known as “Mother Thompson”—started the National Women’s Temperance Movement.


Vern loved the irony of belonging to a drinking club in the exact area where one hundred years earlier, Presbyterian women in their dark coats had marched down Main Street to the drugstores, pubs, and liquor stores singing religious hymns and praying for total abstinence from intoxicating liquors. He loved the early photographs of women burning whiskey barrels in the street.


I think his feeling of connection to Hillsboro’s history—a history of defiance, after all—was a part of the allure of the club. He loved that at times the Friday Night Club called itself a “literary society.” Several Friday Nighters joked before our wedding that the society page of the Hillsboro Press-Gazette would, in their announcement of our impending marriage, describe our china as having been owned by “Queen Marie Antoinette, who used it in the cow’s barn of her toy dairy farm.” The article would refer to me as “Miss Kimberly” and describe me as “wearing puce and winter white” and would say that Vern was, “as always, immaculately dressed in his Sears best work pants and Pendleton work shirt.” Fortunately, the wedding announcement never made it to the paper.


The way I understood it, the Friday Nighters got started after Ben’s death, when Vern began dropping by Jerry’s construction company’s office (which, back then, was located in the basement of the Mother Thompson House). Vern would carry his bottle of JTS Brown and fill a glass with straight bourbon. After an hour of drinking and discussing with Jerry all the town’s problems, Vern would nod off in his chair, and Jerry would leave him there and return to his paperwork. Jerry was a big guy, a former West Point quarterback, who was so quiet around me I thought my presence made him uncomfortable.


When I spoke with Jerry a few years ago, he said the Friday Nighters developed organically, growing larger over time. When I asked him what he thought the draw was, he said, “I don’t know why they followed me around, but every Friday a bunch of drunks would show up with a bottle, no matter where I was working, and call themselves the Friday Night Club.”


By the time I learned of my pregnancy, Jerry’s office had moved to a circa 1840 two-story brick on West Walnut. The building sat near the sidewalk with a wide gravel driveway, loaded with rust-spackled trucks and building equipment, to one side.


That night, Jim Gibbs waved us in the side door. “I just got here and they’re all drunk,” he said, poking fun. Jim was a bona fide Highland County original and owned the Wooden Spoon, a classy restaurant—classy for Hillsboro—with white linen tablecloths and candlelight dining on the north side of town.


The first time I ate at Jim’s restaurant was the day I met Vern. Jim greeted me at the table when he caught Vern searching the restaurant for an ashtray.


“Hasn’t anyone told you to watch out for this guy?” he needled.


“As a matter of fact, they have,” I said, smiling.


Jim had pestered Vern about smoking and insisted that he’d quit the nasty habit himself. Jim was part salesman, part local historian, and also part “fraternity brother,” with his shock of brown hair, brilliant white monogrammed shirt, khakis, loafers with no socks, and the Greek letters Φᴦ∆ tattooed on his ankle. He had a gift for making everyone feel like his best friend.


Jim handed me a small glass of what looked and smelled like straight bourbon. “I’m the designated driver,” I said with a wink, and before I could touch the glass, Vern grabbed the drink away. I’d previously joined Vern for one or two drinks every night before dinner—he made me whiskey sours with little packs of sour mix and bright red maraschino cherries—but now that I’d learned I was pregnant, I was giving up alcohol.


“Today’s the day of something or other.” Vern beamed.


I thought he might mention my recent birthday, but he didn’t.


Jim glanced in my direction. “Let’s hear it, Vern. What’s the news?”


Vern wore a fiendish smile. He pulled the cigarette from his breast pocket with one hand and tapped it on his left wrist as he held his drink. “Well . . .” He laughed. “I was wool gathering today. Working on my house-boy routine. It was somewhat serendipitous . . .”


“Yes, and? Come on, Vern. Spit it out.” Jim pointed to a scorched area of Vern’s shirt and elbowed me. “Couldn’t you make him presentable?”


“Presentable isn’t his style,” I teased.


“Where are we, honey?” Vern tried to hold back a smile. “Did we take a wrong turn and end up at the WCTU? I thought this was the Drunk and Disorderly Society.”


I loved the Friday Night Club. I had been one of the youngest in my swimming group growing up, and here I was again, one of the youngest—the youngest—of the Friday Nighters. There’s something validating about being the youngest. You get more attention. You’re reminded of your smooth skin and youthful appearance, your strength, your energy, your enthusiasm, your youthful attitude and ideas. And if you’re the only young one—whether you know anything about it or not—you become the authority on popular culture.


Vern placed his hand on my shoulder to lead me toward the group, and Jim nodded at the cigarette smoldering near my blouse. “Careful, Vern. You’ll set her hair on fire.”


Eight or nine regulars were huddled together inside, and as we entered, the conversation sputtered. I was sure Vern was about to spill the beans. Instead, one of the men, Jon Hapner, our restrained municipal judge, finished a story about John Thompson, one of Hillsboro’s citizens who was a descendant of Mother Thompson. He said Mother Thompson may’ve been the governor’s daughter, and the leader of the women’s march toward prohibition, but her descendants had veered off in another direction. According to the judge, when the Mother Thompson House had gone up for auction, on the day the furniture was set out so people could inspect it, a drunken John Thompson had lain stark naked with his buddy on one of the beds in an upstairs bedroom.


“Last I heard, Thompson was writing a book,” Vern joked. “From Governor to Gutter in Four Generations.”


The group howled. Somebody complimented me on Vern’s appearance, saying I’d helped him look younger—that for a while he’d been so worn out he’d looked as run-down as the old family hardware store. Another kidded Vern about the saltpeter Jon’s brother, Jim Hapner, had given him at Vern’s so-called “Bachelor Party.”


Vern left for a moment to dilute his drink with tap water. A woman with feathered hair like Farrah Fawcett, a tight knit top, and layers of gold jewelry gave me a limp handshake. “I’m with what’s-his-name over there.” She pointed toward Bill, whom I’d met a month earlier.


Bill Bear looked like a genuine bear. He was short and roundish, had narrow-set eyes and bushy brows, and wore a pair of overalls with no shirt and lots of curly black hair hanging out. He worked as a plumber who’d started his own portable toilet company—Bear Necessity—and liked to hand out promotional pens with the slogan “Your shit is our bread and butter.” He and his wife were raising six kids between them.


Bill patted Vern on the back. “How you been, Vern?”


“I’ve been getting these morning-afters, Bill, without the night-befores.”


Bill let out a hearty laugh. He knew Vern had plenty of night-befores. “You said it,” he said. “I got a new wife, new life, new house, new job, bald head, flooded basement, midlife crisis. You know, same old story.” Bill was like Norm Petersen in Cheers, with one-liners and quips that tasted homemade in Highland County. “I tell my wife she has the most even disposition of anyone I know,” he said. “She’s a pain in the ass all the time.”


“Stop!” Bill’s wife gave him a playful slap as he planted a kiss on her cheek.


I stood against a tall filing cabinet, sipping my Sprite, watching them tease each other. I felt lucky too—the exciting news that I was pregnant, Vern’s spirited reaction to my news, and now this crowded, laughter-infused room. Yet something told me there were surprises coming.


If I asked Vern what he was up to, he often responded, “Is there a need to know?” Questions about his physical health, his past marriage, or our financial situation made him chafe or shut down. There seemed to be a “no-talk” rule in the family, and I was beginning to think, Heck yes there’s a need to know, or I wouldn’t be asking the damn question.


I’d grown up with open bathroom doors and interrogations from my father that felt like strip searches. I knew how invasive questions could feel. I wanted to give Vern his privacy. At the same time, I sensed there were serious conversations we hadn’t yet had. And the more Vern resisted, the more I found myself modeling my father’s intrusive behavior.


Before I met Vern, my life had been, for the most part, a solitary one. I’d grown up in Cincinnati as a competitive distance swimmer, racing up and down the lanes of a swimming pool twice a day, six days a week. I had four younger siblings, but when we were home, our parents were often gone, traveling the Midwest in a motor-home, selling gift items to small boutiques. I’d majored in fine arts and continued my swimming at the University of Southern California. Later, I’d served as an LA County Beach lifeguard, alone in a lonely tower on the beach. I’d eventually returned to live with my parents—by then, they’d moved to Hillsboro—after which I’d found myself working as an independent researcher for the State Historic Preservation Office, spending a full year digging through old tax duplicates in the basement of the Highland County Administration Building.


In my experience, people were here one minute, gone the next. Now for the first time, I had someone who’d promised to be there. Someone who could protect me—someone intelligent, articulate, with a sense of humor. By marrying Vern, I’d gone from vulnerable girl to mature woman, and yet because of our age difference, I was constantly aware of my youth and lack of experience. Is there a need to know? Maybe not. All I knew was, I couldn’t wait to push a stroller, nurse in a cozy chair, and rock our baby to sleep at night, nurturing our child as Vern was nurturing me.


Mine was a typical pregnancy. Smells were the biggest problem. An open can of greasy wet dog food made me queasy enough that we had to switch solely to the dry stuff. I was tired; had mood swings, sore breasts, and a blinding headache; and, like most women pregnant for the first time, wanted everything to be perfect. I had the idea that adults were supposed to do kind things for each other when a baby was on the way. I wanted a good haircut and a pedicure. A kneaded eraser and a sketch pad. Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” A single red rose. Dark chocolate. Italian herbs and fresh olive oil. A clean dog. An open window. And Vern. I wanted him all to myself. I wanted that feeling of absolute buoyancy you get when you’re sure you’re in the right place with the right man doing the right thing at exactly the right moment.


And that’s how I felt the morning I woke to Vern’s doleful voice downstairs on the telephone. He spent a long time listening, and lighting one cigarette after another, as I puttered around the kitchen. I thought he was talking to Caroline, who he now jokingly called Brand X, after the television commercials comparing Tide laundry detergent to the old Brand X, which was no longer desirable. But his lack of emotion worried me.


When he hung up, he stared at the framed photographs of his three children—Cassie, Laura, and Ben, reminders of his past life—resting on the antique pie safe we used for kitchen storage.


I set the last dirty breakfast dish in the dishwasher. “Who was that?” It sounded like one more problem to be sorted out.


Vern didn’t say anything. He wore cuffed gray wool trousers and a bleached T-shirt under a knee-length green plaid bathrobe and slippers. The bathrobe was pulled tight under his chin, and he looked cold.


“You okay?” I asked.


He slowly twisted the tip of his cigarette on a saucer of ash and then, with a poor attempt at a British accent, said, “I forgot my damned pills.” He stood and reached into the cabinet for five plastic medicine bottles. He counted the tablets—Lanoxin, ranitidine, Lasix, and lithium—and tossed the handful down his throat in a single gulp.


“Who was that on the phone?” I asked again.


“The wife of an old friend.”


“And?”


Vern held up two fingers. “For two weeks; that’s all. He’s eleven years old and needs some attention.” As he spoke, he made clicking noises with his mouth.


“Wait, what? Who are you talking about?” It seemed he was speaking in riddles, and I was curious if he was being deliberately obtuse.


It took me a few minutes to grasp what Vern was saying. His dear friend Sam had died, and Sam’s widow was involved in a lawsuit to save their thirty-four-acre farm and historic Thomas Sill House on the Lieutenant River in Old Lyme, Connecticut. She had called to ask if she could send her son to Ohio to stay with us for two weeks while she wrapped up her husband’s estate and, she hoped, put the lawsuit behind her.


“He will be practice for you,” Vern said. He opened a cabinet and reached for a glass.


“Practice!” I’d raised three of my siblings. I didn’t need practice. With our parents on the road, my younger sister Jacquie and I had taken over at home starting when I was twelve.


“If he’s anything like his father . . .”


“What?”


Vern didn’t answer. He reached down to our Welsh terrier, Chippie, and scratched him around his collar.


“You know, we’ve only been married—what, three months? And now you want—”


Vern shushed me. “Honey, two weeks isn’t long.”


I cocked my head and glared. Could the boy be Vern’s son? Does he have a . . . no, that’s not possible. Why is my mind going there? This was a faint possibility with my father, since he’d had an affair, but not Vern. Still, something about what he was saying didn’t make sense.


The night before, he had slugged down two strong bourbons while telling me about having to close another one of his hardware stores in Blanchester—I knew he was hung over. I also knew the loss of a store hurt him. On the other hand, he’d been so big on telling me I needed to hire people to help at home, especially now that I was pregnant. It wasn’t like him to unilaterally decide on something that would mean more work for both of us.


“Vern, are you serious? What are we supposed to do with him?” I was imagining softball games or roller skating, and I was in no condition for either one.


“He can stay up in Laura’s old room. Hell, we have the room for him.”


“That’s not what I mean. I mean, how will we deal with all the other projects in our lives?” My job with the preservation office had ended, but I was involved with the Historical Society now, and those of us on the board had plans to paint the second floor; Vern, meanwhile, had two guys he called his “elves,” Herman and Tony, who were refinishing furniture in our basement. Vern had asked me to design the store windows and attend hardware shows with him in Chicago. Then there was the summer place out on Cave Road at the convergence of Rocky Fork and Paint Creek, called The Point, with two houses and a rustic pool that needed attention, not to mention my pregnancy.


“You don’t have to fill up your dance card. You delegate,” Vern said. “That’s all . . . and Ruth will help.” Ruth was our cleaning lady. Her husband, Paul, was the one who had called the night of Ben’s death, asking for Vern. Ruth had worked three days a week for Vern’s first family and was now working once a week for me.


When he introduced me to Ruth and I’d asked her about Vern’s first family, she’d immediately mentioned Ben. “I raised him,” she’d said, which made me uncomfortable. She was nice enough, but nobody was ever going to say they raised my child. I wasn’t sure I really wanted her help.


That night, I climbed into bed early and stared at the blue paint, thinking the walls needed freshening. Is there something I missed when two of Vern’s friends warned me—jokingly, right?—to watch out for Vern?


I glanced at his cherry military dresser covered with cigarette burns in the corner, the clutter of books on a shelf near the bed. Everything in the room belonged to Vern. I asked myself, Why am I so irritated with him? I thought of the way he sometimes bossed me around and how it didn’t faze me. I guess I wanted someone to tell me what to do. A daddy figure or mentor. I knew that wasn’t the ideal kind of relationship, but it felt cozy. Truth was, with most decisions, I didn’t mind his issuing marching orders. I’d made a habit of asking for his blessing on everything. Do I look pregnant in this dress? Should I buy pickles at the grocery? What do you think about these colors? These fabrics? These photos? If he picked the kind of restaurant, the model of car, or type of movie, I didn’t have to.


So why not this time? Why am I resisting? Why not help Vern enjoy this kid, especially after what happened to Ben?


Vern wandered into our room a few minutes later, talking more than usual, apparently wanting forgiveness for saying yes to the two-week visit without asking me first. “Honey, the boy’s been having some problems, and his mother may be a strange bird, but I want you to make the best of this.”


“Wait. What? The boy has problems?” I grimaced. “Strange bird? What are you saying?” I’d never heard of Sam before. I knew nothing of Vern’s friendship with him. Did Vern even know Sam’s wife? I felt a chill and pulled our navy coverlet up under my chin. Not only do we have a boy coming to stay for two weeks, but there’s something—what, weird about him?


“Well . . . we’ll have to see. This might’ve been a mistake, but the decision has been made. The boy is coming, and I want you to support me in this.”


“The decision has not been made, Vern. All you have to do is pick up the phone and call the woman back. It’s not too late.” I was thinking any woman would understand.


“We’ve already committed.”


“We haven’t committed at all. Call her back tomorrow. What’s her name?”


“Ruthann Coxe.”


“Okay, fine. Ruthann Coxe. Tell Ruthann you discussed the idea with your wife, and she didn’t think she could handle it. Tell her I’m pregnant. I may not look it, Vern, but I really am.” I didn’t have the energy, or the calm stomach, at one month into this pregnancy to deal with this situation.


This may’ve been our first serious squabble. The only other time I can think of was when Vern made a weird assumption that he and I would hate each other’s music and purchased a car without a radio. I’d later found a letter he’d written to a friend, saying he’d made the decision so there would be no dissension about whose music we listened to. I wondered at the time if the decision to nix the radio was a carryover from a disagreement with Caroline or his daughters.


I gave Vern a long, penetrating look, and for a moment it seemed he might renege. “It wasn’t right for me not to mention it to you, darling,” he said, “but try to make the best of this. Maybe we can take him out to Rocky Fork and go sailing.” Vern was passionate about sailing. We owned a thirteen-foot sailboat, which he enjoyed sailing on Rocky Fork, the scenic lake and state park east of Hillsboro where my parents’ house was situated.


In a letter to his sister long before he was married to Caroline, Vern wrote, I’m in the midst of a violent affair and am going to get married this weekend—to a sailboat. I wasn’t sure if Vern had ever sailed with Ben. It had been four years since his death. Maybe Vern was needing closure. It had to have been traumatic arriving at the hospital that New Year’s night. I couldn’t imagine the pain and suffering, the lack of warning. We’d chatted briefly about Ben early in our friendship, but Vern could only approach the edge of his grief— that was all he could take of the conversation. I’d learned to tread lightly, to respect his need to deal with Ben’s death privately and in his own time.


Most of our friends, knowing Ben’s death had led to Vern’s divorce, never mentioned the name “Ben” in his presence. I knew I was Vern’s chance for a do-over. He was giving me a sense of security in my life, and I was giving him a way to walk away from Ben’s dark shadow.


As he leaned on his elbows against his tall military dresser, a thin stream of smoke curling around him, I said, “I’ll try to make the best of the boy’s visit.”


Vern seemed visibly relieved. “Thank you.”


But as I said this, I felt tension in my shoulders. I felt like I was being thrust into a game show of Is Kim a Grown-up Yet?


When I was younger, my parents had liked to give me grief for not being the natural babysitter that my one-year-younger sister, Jacquie, always was. The neighbors invariably asked for Jacquie first. I knew that Vern wanted to spend more time at the hardware store, which meant caring for the boy would be largely my responsibility.


I wondered if Vern considered this a “teaching moment.” He was a natural teacher. It seemed he was testing my parenting skills. He often shared stories from his past, like how his mother had once tied him to a post in the basement with his food, and that he remembered her throwing a coffee cup at him and saying, “Damn you,” once. I mostly appreciated his stories. I didn’t mind feeling like the conveyor of history to his future children. But his testing my parenting skills one month into my pregnancy struck me as annoying and distrustful.


“So you know, Vern, I’m not agreeing because I want to,” I said. “I’m only doing this because it’s important to you.”


By the time we’d finished breakfast the following morning, I had buyer’s remorse. I wanted so badly to support Vern, but I felt peevish thinking about how much of a pushover I’d become.


Vern sat at the table, hunched over the Press-Gazette, his oversize jean jacket buttoned up to his neck. “Let’s go see your parents.”


I gulped. “My parents? Why?” I knew where he was going with this.


“They may be helpful in assisting with the boy.” Vern chugged his last bit of coffee, then broke into a smile like a man about to show his winning hand in poker.


“Bad idea, Vern.” I shook my head and scowled. I’d learned over many years that my parents didn’t do “favors.” They were the ones to ask for help, not the other way around. “I guarantee they won’t have the time.”


Vern wanted to believe he could be the bridge that would improve my relationship with my parents. He had gotten over the three thousand dollars my father had borrowed just before our wedding—even reminded Dad periodically, “That was a gift, Dick, don’t ever mention it again”—but I couldn’t get over it. Every time we’d seen them since, Dad had patted Vern on the back. I haven’t forgotten that damn money, Vern . . . I promise to pay you back . . . The business is doing better . . . We’re selling the hell out of our wooden Christmas ornaments . . . Blah, blah, blah. He sure could tell stories.


But I was sick of Dad’s florid stories. They sounded like excuses. His delivery, always spot-on, could make you laugh, but I didn’t like having to pretend that I believed him.





CHAPTER 3


I was in no mood to go, but I tried to focus on the positive. My parents lived fifteen minutes east of town in a lovely home on the north side of Rocky Fork Lake, where they’d moved while Jacquie and I were off at college. Tucked away and screened off by a steep hill and cluster of oak, maple, and tulip trees along the shoreline, the house included a dock, a rowboat, and an occasional deer. My parents viewed their home as a sanctuary from the frenetic pace of their gift business, a quiet corner where they could watch sun glittering on the water’s surface and hear owls hooting at night.


Vern and I took off in Vern’s light blue S10 pickup, full of old pallets and scrap metal from the appliance store rattling in the bed. I tried to look nice—donned a fitted shirt (I wasn’t showing from the pregnancy yet) and loose-fitting pants. Vern looked like an appliance store delivery man with his zip-up-the-front light gray jumpsuit and work boots and his wiry salt-and-pepper hair, which needed a wash. Every time the muffler popped, I would recoil, and Vern would pick up and swig his bourbon, which was jiggling in a glass of ice on the floor in front of the stick shift.


We drove out Route 124, the winding rural highway of rolling hills and large, scenic farms with dark brown split-rail fences and gravel driveways east of Hillsboro, the landscape darkened by looming clouds and the possibility of a storm.


The last visit I’d made to my parents’ house haunted me. It had been a spur-of-the-moment decision on a Sunday morning soon after I learned I was pregnant. I think some part of me had hoped my father would weasel the news out of me—you know, say something about my beautiful complexion (Weren’t pregnant women supposed to have good skin?), and I’d have to tell him the news.


But as I wound around their gravel drive that day, a dull haze had hung over the house. My eyes had landed on something shiny in one of the forsythias. A beer can? Weird. The wide lawn that sloped down to the house looked like it’d been trampled by a herd of elephants.


Turned out Mom and Dad weren’t there; their motorhome was missing from the driveway. Empty kegs lay scattered on the back porch with long flexible plastic tubing attached. There was a pile of wet bathmats and several overstuffed lawn bags by the door, and the place reeked of beer.


Rick, pushing the upright vacuum, could hardly hear me over its loud clatter. David, my other brother, a junior in high school, was at work on the couch with his feet propped up on the coffee table, apparently working on a school paper. Carlos, the family’s Brazilian exchange student, swiped at a side table with a stained dust rag. “What are you guys doing?” I asked.


“What does it look like?” Rick hissed. “We had a party.”


David was hard of hearing and couldn’t hear Rick. “Ask Mr. Bigshot,” he said with a snort.


Rick was Dad’s alter ego—his namesake—with good looks, charisma, and lots of mostly good ideas. David was more like Mom, with his high intelligence and the ability to get things done.


Rick kicked the vacuum’s flexible hose against the couch. “Shut up, David.”


“You shut up!” David said, gathering his things to leave. “I had to spend the whole night keeping people out of Mom and Dad’s room and office. Where were you?”


Carlos gave me an embarrassed smile. He had come to live with the family when my sister Pam heard at school that he had been rejected by his host family for giving them a special bottle of tequila with a worm in it as a gift upon his arrival from Brazil. “We can’t have a boy like that living in our house,” the host family told the school.


“Those sons of bitches,” my father said. “Tell the school we’ll take him.” By the next day, Carlos had become a member of the family.


“You missed it,” Carlos said. “There were thirty cars here less than an hour ago. Kids were passed out everywhere.”


Rick glowered. “Don’t say another word, Carlos.” He wiped the surface of Mom’s piano and bent over to look closer. “Shoot.”


“What?” Carlos rushed over. David and I did too.


On the top of the brown upright piano, Mom’s most valued piece of furniture, was a big black cigarette burn. Mom had bought the piano with money she inherited when her own mother died. It was pushed against the wood paneling under a bronze-colored painting of a crashing wave. Nobody ever played the piano. For ten years, it had sat in the living room as a symbol of our missing grandmother. Now it had a black burn the size of a dirty fingerprint on it.


“We’re in big trouble,” Rick said.


“No, you’re in big trouble. I had nothing to do with it.” David disappeared into his room.


Rick glared toward the hallway. “David, you say one more thing and I’ll beat your head in!”


Something was terribly wrong. This wasn’t the first time they’d thrown a party. Other impromptu gatherings had resulted in funny stories. This one was different: a three-way game of tug of war that, I sensed, was over something much bigger than a burn on the piano.


I followed Carlos into my parents’ bedroom, and over the next half hour, while he Windexed the windows, I tried to coax out whatever it was they were hiding.


Carlos was short and muscular, with a wrestler’s build and a full head of loose brown curls. He had skin the color of milk chocolate and soft eyes that were often droopy from lack of sleep. Of the three boys, he was the softest touch. I was sure that if I pushed hard enough, he would tell me.


But Carlos was locked up tighter than a mouse in a trap. He held my gaze, his eyes ringed in red, stubble on his face. “It was terrible, Kim. Terrible.”


“What was terrible? How did it get damaged?”


He raised his voice above the vacuum’s clatter. “It wasn’t the piano.”


“Then what was it?” My mind went blank. “Was there a fight? Did somebody get hurt? Raped?” I waited, but Carlos didn’t answer. “Carlos?”


“No, Kim. That’s all I can say.”


“No, they didn’t get raped? If they didn’t get raped, then what?” I was almost shouting. “Carlos, you have to tell me. Look, just answer this: Was it bad enough to get Rick kicked out of the University of Dayton?”


Carlos nodded.


“To send you back to Brazil?”


He nodded again.


“If it’s criminal, you have to tell someone, Carlos.”


“I can’t.” I trailed him back to the living room, where Rick was gathering the plastic tubing from the porch and wrapping it around his shoulder like a cattle roper.


“We had a pig roast, okay?” Rick said. “It was supposed to be at the Coonhunter’s Lodge, but it ended up here. That’s all you need to know.”


The three boys were afraid to tell me what had happened for fear I would tell Vern and my parents, or both. But there it was again: the need to know.


Rick was eighteen, Carlos twenty. These were grown men. What had they done? Or witnessed? I knew it was something violent. And yet I hadn’t mentioned it to Vern. I couldn’t. I hadn’t grown up enough to say to myself, “Hey, I have my own life now, my own responsibilities. I don’t need to protect my brothers.” I was still reporting to my parents, playing the responsible older sister. I was so afraid something scary was about to leap out of the shadows and I would be held responsible.


“Darling,” Vern said, “where are you? You look like you’re deep in thought.” He cracked his side window to let out the smoke.


“Just thinking, that’s all.”


While Vern hoped to twist my parents’ arms to get them to help me with the boy who was coming, I was imagining all the beer-bingeing kids passed out on the lawn or in various bedrooms of my parents’ house. Those damn boys, I thought. What had they done?


“Let’s think about inviting your parents for cocktails one of these days,” Vern said as we turned onto North Shore Drive. “Do you think they’d like the Friday Nighters?”


“Of course they’d like the Friday Nighters. But would the Friday Nighters like them?” Knowing Dad, he would try to sell them something. Vern’s friends didn’t know me that well yet. I didn’t want them seeing me through Dad’s constantly running but distorted narrative. He was always making me a part of his story.


Vern didn’t flinch. “I enjoy your parents. I find your father amusing, and your mother sweet.”


“Yes, but—”


“Honey!” Vern interrupted. “You’re only thinking of the ‘yes, but.’” He leaned over, one hand on the wheel; the truck swerved as he lifted his bourbon from the floor.


I didn’t say anything more. Listening to my own voice, I did sound judgmental. Who am I to talk? It had been less than six months earlier that Vern and I had knocked back one too many whiskey sours and passed out on the maroon couch in the family room only to have the whole bunch of them—Mom, Dad, Rick, Carlos, and several of Rick’s friends—show up without warning, at which point Vern had bolted up, au naturel, to answer the door.


Vern thought he needed only a few drinks and jokes with my parents, and they’d offer to help with the boy in some way. But I knew my parents were overloaded with their business struggles. At the same time, Vern could be charming. And every now and then, Mom and Dad could surprise me. I resolved to keep my mouth shut.


We dodged squirrels and groundhogs as they raced across the road near the tiny Highland County Airport. We passed the entrance to Rocky Fork Lake, climbed a hill, turned right, and made our way down my parents’ winding gravel driveway.


It amazed me that in a few short weeks, the grass had come back lush and dense, with iris and daffodil clumps near the house and day lilies along the gravel drive on our right, as if the big blowout had never happened.


“Let’s not stay too long,” I said as Vern pulled our truck up to one of their two garage doors.


“Whiskey, whiskey. It shortens distance and lengthens conversation.” Vern thought himself a quipster and had memorized the quote from Doc Hogsett, a large-animal vet in town. For me, it had soured from overuse.


Vern left notes all over the house, in his pockets, tucked into the spines of books, with pithy quotations and jokes for the novel he intended to write someday. As we sat there outside my parents’ house, I had the distinct impression he was having another one of his teaching moments. Before we got out of the car, his whole demeanor lit up. “Look up at the sky. Smile!” He was going to show me how it was done.
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