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1


Even though she’d asked for it, Sam Pollak could not help feeling guilty the day he killed his wife. The act took longer than he had expected and involved several false alarms, but in the very last moment something startling occurred. Lou’s eyes flew open and she gasped, a seemingly endless sucking in of air. “What?” Sam cried, for it seemed she was determined to speak; why else such desperate effort? But she did not utter a word. The gasp ended without exhalation and the light went out of her eyes. Sam glanced instinctively at his watch. Like a ship’s captain navigating a strait or a doctor recording a birth, he felt compelled to log the exact time of passage. It was 10:45 A.M.


For fully half an hour, he lay beside Louise on the Shaker-style bed he’d built for them when they first bought the house. Though her body bore no mark of violence, it had acquired an inhuman stillness, a positive, almost aggressive absence that could not have been further from the peaceful sleep he’d envisioned. He murmured to her, brushed her long black hair, arranged her gown, and tucked the thick down comforter tight about her cool shoulders. The tension had drained from her face, leaving it smooth and unlined. In death as in life she looked younger than her thirty-six years. Kissing her lips, Sam felt a stray shaft of desire, which he thrust from him in disgust.


When he was quite sure she was past any hope of resuscitation, he gathered up the bottle, glasses, vials, and other paraphernalia from her night chest. Shutting the door gently, as if to spare her nerves, he padded barefoot down the hall to the kitchen. He piled the dishes into the sink and turned on the hot-water tap. Brown water sputtered out in short staccato bursts. Louise had been after him for months to fix the blockage, somewhere deep in the system. He kept promising to do it but postponing the job, hoping the problem would just go away. By profession and by nature, Sam was a carpenter. He could lay pipe in a pinch, install a faucet or a float—but wood was his natural element. He loved the clean hard lines, the fixed properties of wood. Wood was predictable, whereas water followed its own mutable laws. Dew appeared out of thin air, like manna on the hill. Rain seeped into hidden cracks and crannies, snaked across rafters, and manifested arbitrarily in the form of distant, untraceable drips. And wells: anytime he needed an extra dose of anxiety, Sam thought about the fact that their water came from a well. Even after ten years in the country, wells made him nervous. There was a line in some Diane Keaton movie Louise had dragged him to at the Wickham Playhouse. In the movie Keaton played a smart city businesswoman who bought a picturesque lemon of a country house. When the plumber informed her that her well had run dry, she broke down in hysterics. “I just want to turn on the tap and have water come out,” she screamed at the man. “I don’t want to know where it comes from!” Sam had laughed and laughed, until people in the row in front of them turned around to glare and Louise elbowed him in the ribs. But beyond his city-bumpkin facade, Sam found something unsettling, something magical and deeply feminine, about wells. They required too much faith: dig deep in the earth and water will flow.


The stream from the tap steadied and cleared. Slowly the temperature rose to scalding. Sam held his hands steady. Although the pain registered, his hands felt foreign, like a stranger’s hands grafted onto his body. He turned them over, examining palms that outwardly looked unchanged. They were large, callused hands, the right traversed by two thick sickle-shaped bands of scar tissue, one across the palm, the other across the thick pads of his fingers.


Turn off the water, Lou said, her voice perfectly distinct and clear, unaltered by death. Sam wheeled around, but the hall was empty. When he called her name his voice echoed into silence. He shut the tap. Stifflegged against the current of his fear he walked down the hall toward the bedroom. Was it possible? Would he have to do it again? Could he do it again? He flung open the door. Louise lay as he had left her, smiling slightly. Oh, you can smile, he thought, bushwhacked by anger. You’re out of it now, aren’t you? I’m the one left holding the goddamn bag. He sat on the edge of the bed, lowered his head to his hands. Though he knew it couldn’t and wouldn’t happen, his neck anticipated her soft touch, fingers rising to burrow in the unruly curls along his nape.


•  •  •


Later he sat on the porch rocker, waiting for his new life to begin. The porch wrapped around the front and side of the old farmhouse, which sat atop a hill in northern Columbia County. To the west, visible only on the clearest days, loomed the Catskills; to the east, the Berkshire range. Behind the house and to its left there was a deep pine forest, where sunlight, filtered through millions of pine needles, shone green. One hundred yards to the right was a densely wooded bird sanctuary. What saved the site from closeness was its elevation and the unexpected expanse of its eastward prospect. From the porch and the principal rooms of the house, the view stretched over miles of gently rolling hills, forests, and tiny hamlets. Ten years ago they had stood for the first time on this deck, and Louise, reaching for his hand, had said, “This is it.” Closing his eyes, he conjured up the moment: saw her leaning over the railing, black hair drawn back in a loose braid, slender body clad in white linen. Spring then, the apple trees smothered in sweet white blossoms, wildflowers sparkling across the lawn, air leavened with the golden scent of honeysuckle. Beneath their feet a county lay unfurled, valleys and gentle hills framed by distant green mountains. At the sight of such opulence and expanse Sam felt dizzy. The most frightening part was that this house was within their price range. They could be the people who owned this property, possessed this view. Sam could hardly believe it possible. Lou had no such difficulty. She fit this picture like the missing piece of a jigsaw, looked as though she’d lived here all her life.


She was twenty-six then; he was thirty. They had been married for three years, living in Manhattan. Louise stood just two inches under Sam’s six feet, an elegant woman whose beauty owed nothing to mere prettiness; stunning but not dainty, no china doll. Lou was a tender but solid armful of female flesh, and it was that solidity that first attracted Sam to her, the feeling that here was a woman who would not melt away or break if he held her tight. What attracted her to him he didn’t know and would no sooner ask than he would shake a sleepwalker. When they walked together in town and people they passed glanced from one to the other, he always assumed they were wondering what a woman like her was doing with a man like him. Not that there was anything repulsive in Sam’s looks. He had a chiseled face, Slavic cheekbones, hooded eyes. Women found him attractive, though usually on second glance. The disparity between him and Louise was not in the realm of looks but rather of class; that difference, though, had seemed definitive. It never ceased to astonish him that this woman was his.


Earl Lassiter was searching for the key, patting his pockets, lifting the mat outside the kitchen door with the tip of an enormous black shoe. “I could have sworn . . .” He left them on the porch while he tried the garage.


Later, after he got to know Lassiter, Sam would suspect the realtor of purposely misplacing the key, leaving them to wait out on that deck, exposed to that killer view. And it worked, because the moment they were alone Lou turned to him and said, “This is it.”


He knew as well as she did that this was the house they’d been looking for; but looking and finding are two different things. Suddenly their dream had taken on a frightening reality. Sam was a competent man, but he’d never owned a house before. The imminent prospect scared him. He temporized: “You don’t think we should look at the house before we buy it?”


She smiled indulgently. “If you insist.”


He ran his hands along the deck’s railing. The thick cedar rail was straight and true, well planed. Underfoot the deck was solid as a rock. Through the curtainless kitchen windows he glimpsed burnished, wide-board oak floors: a well-built house, lovingly maintained. Take me or leave me, it declared. I was here before you, and I’ll be here after you. Oh, Sam wanted it all right, but couldn’t keep from fretting. “A lot of land means a lot of upkeep,” he said. “And the driveway’s in bad shape.”


“The driveway!” Lou, laughing, swept her arm in a wide arc that embraced valley, hills, and forest. At that moment, a large buck emerged onto the lawn from the wood not forty feet away. The beast swung its massive antlered head their way; its eyes met Sam’s; a signifying look passed between. Sam was struck by a sense of déjà vu, although, city boy that he was, he knew he’d never seen such a creature outside of a zoo. Presently the buck turned its head and resumed its solitary procession across the lawn, across the driveway, and into the woods on the other side, where it disappeared instantly amid the foliage.


“See?” said Lou. “It’s an omen.”


“An omen of what?”


She waggled her eyebrows like Groucho Marx. “Great changes. Infinite possibilities.”


•  •  •


Infinite possibilities. If God Himself had spoken then, if God had told Sam what lay ahead for them, Sam would have laughed in His face. Because even in the range of infinite possibilities, some things are impossible.


The wind chimes over the kitchen door, one of Lou’s priceless yard-sale finds, tinkled dully. Sam opened his eyes to bleakness, the flip side of picturesque. Barely mid-September, yet already winter was knocking at the door. Dead leaves danced across the wide sweep of frost-bit lawn, eddying about the trunks of ancient oaks. Giant maples, prematurely bared, bowed and swayed as if to cover their nakedness. A lone hawk swooped and soared, battering its head against the gray sky. What remained of those infinite possibilities now? Sam didn’t know what his new life would entail but could foresee several alternatives, none of them good.


Time passed, a chill wind blew through him; he was a hollow man, a tunnel, a ghost. He felt nothing but a dull internal ache, like a Novocained tooth: more a promise of pain than pain itself. Pain waiting.


A gray Plymouth station wagon appeared, driving slowly along the dirt road at the bottom of the hill. It passed the Muellers’ driveway, paused at Sam’s mailbox, then turned up the drive. Sam expected no one but the doctor, and that wasn’t his car. The Plymouth climbed uncertainly, weaving between ruts and jagged stones. Got to do the driveway again, Sam thought, before the ground freezes. Their fall ritual. But Lou was gone. Panic seized him suddenly; his thoughts grew disordered and dreamlike. One thing only was clear to Sam; that anyone looking at him would know at once what he had done.


The car stopped out of sight in the parking area behind Sam’s workshop. The motor died and two doors slammed, sharp cracks echoing in the valley. A woman and a boy, strangers to him, came into view on the path. The woman had a sharp-featured face capped with short black hair, a compact body covered by a trench coat. She was short, but it took a while to see that because she had the stride of a tall woman. Her son—if it was her son, for the boy looked nothing like her—was a raw-boned youngster of twelve or thirteen, half a head taller than the woman, as fair as she was dusky, with a forelock of straight blond hair that slanted across his brow. Even through the haze of his confusion, Sam noticed the boy’s strange, watchful eyes, wary as a deer in hunting season, the irises a crystallized blue, fractured, like marbles plunged first into boiling water, then into ice.


The woman had one foot on the bottom porch step. Sam rose, not to welcome but to forestall. “Mr. Pollak?” she said. “I’m Jane Goncalves, and this is Peter. I’ve brought something for your wife.”


Can’t she see? he marveled, though of course he realized she could not. Neither the walls nor his head were made of glass. Louise was dead and apart from Sam not a soul knew.


The strangers exchanged a look. She climbed up a step; the boy stayed behind. “She ordered this book,” the woman said. Her voice collided with his silence, faltered, and rose again. “I work in the Wickham Bookstore, and when the book came in I said I’d run it by for her. We live just in the village.” She nodded back toward Old Wickham, half a mile away but hidden from view behind the hills. When he said nothing, she peered into his face. “Mr. Pollak?”


Her words reached him from across a great distance. Sam backed up to the rocker and sat down, his large hands splayed across his knees like a pair of helpless babies. He knew he had to speak, but the effort of bridging that vast chasm was beyond him; besides, what could he say? If he opened his mouth the truth would fly out: My wife is dead. I killed my wife. How would they look at him then? In horror, no doubt. He felt he could accept that, he could be the thing he was. It was the first part he found himself incapable of saying: that Louise was dead. As if the words would seal the deed.


“My wife can’t see you now,” he said.


His voice sounded unlike itself. The words emerged with unreal, icy clarity, hailstones from the frozen interior, and hung in the space between Sam and the woman.


The boy had been eyeing him suspiciously. Now he reached around the woman and grasped her sleeve. “Jane. Let’s go.”


She paid no attention to the boy, but produced a small paper bag from the pocket of her trench coat and held it out, advancing slowly up the steps, while the boy worried the foot of the stair. Sam was struck with a sudden vision of Louise, proffering handfuls of birdseed to brazen chickadees.


“Jane,” the boy called softly.


“It’s okay,” she said. Her eyes were watching Sam.


Sam couldn’t utter. He felt as if a great gray blanket had fallen over him, cutting him off from the world. The void in his head was echoed or perhaps induced by the unaccustomed idleness of his hands, for he was a man who thought, spoke, and felt through their agency.


The woman kept coming. He could not bear the thought of her looking through the living room window behind him, violating his privacy and Louise’s. To fend her off, he reached into his pocket for his wallet.


The woman shook her head. “Your wife paid.” She had reached the top of the porch; in two steps she was before him.


Sam rose. It was only then he saw how small she was, barely up to his shoulder.


She held out the book. “She was anxious to have it. Called the store twice to ask if it came in yet.” Her speech was city-seasoned, inflected with a musical Hispanic lilt.


He took the book with a mumbled word of thanks. His eyes, like bricked-up windows, repelled light. Still, something must have shown in those eyes, for Jane Goncalves retreated more quickly than she had approached. Halfway down the path, though, she hesitated, looked back.


“The thing is,” she said, “I had another reason for coming by.”


The boy tugged her arm. “Let’s just go”


“I understand you’re a carpenter.”


Sam nodded.


“I bought the old Atkins place,” she said. “Do you know it?”


And suddenly, like a movie coming into focus, he realized who these people were. He’d have seen it long before this if he hadn’t been so sunk in himself.


It had been the talk of the country store for months when Earl Lassiter finally unloaded the Atkinses’ place, that sprawling old Victorian that abutted the village pond. It wasn’t the sale but the buyer that got people talking, for Lassiter had sold the house to a city woman who harbored foster children, and not just any foster children but the hard-to-place kind, problem kids. “Bad seeds,” Frank Gower called them, but that was Gower for you, always looking to pick a fight. Sam remembered him butting heads with Earl Lassiter in the back room of Whitehill’s country store, a laughable mismatch, like a Pekinese baiting a mastiff. Lassiter was 6-foot-4 and weighed 240 pounds, and if he’d lost any muscle since his football days it didn’t show; whereas Gower was a wiry shrimp, 5-foot-5 on tiptoes. The minute Lassiter walked in for his morning cup of java, Gower was in his face. “What are we,” the little man squealed, “the city’s goddamn garbage dump?”


“Now, Frank,” Lassiter said soothingly, “they’re only children.” Gower was blocking the coffee pot. Lassiter took him by the shoulders and moved him aside, as effortlessly as a man shifting a hat stand. He poured coffee into a large Styrofoam cup.


“Bad seeds!” Gower said. “You son of a bitch, how many pieces of gold did you sell us out for?”


Gower didn’t let it go. He got up a petition to block the sale, and Sam had heard he even went to the zoning board, but nothing came of it. Several months had passed since then, and the house stood empty. Sam had forgotten all about the pending bad-seed incursion, which had never worried him to begin with. But of course, as Frank Gower would have been the first to point out, the Pollaks too were city transplants; wandering Jews, and childless to boot.


So this was the woman, and this light-footed, wary-eyed boy one of her waifs. She didn’t look like any foster mother Sam had ever known, and he’d known quite a few. If he’d thought of her at all, it had been to picture someone like the matron in the last place he’d lived in before lighting out for good: Old Bertha Potts, buttery, overflowing, pillow-breasted, sentimental female who kept a collection of Mother’s Day cards from “her” children in a heart-shaped candy box to show visitors. The polar opposite, in fact, of the woman before him. This gal looked tough as beef jerky, her clever, dark features incapable of sentimentality.


“I’ve seen the house,” he told her. “Never been inside.”


“It needs some work.”


Sam dropped his eyes to his hands. What could be built with such corrupted instruments? His eyes shut and he swallowed hard against the bitterness that flooded his throat. Louise’s death, it was already clear, worked like a divorce, in that certain things went with her. His hands, for example. No longer his.


The woman shrugged and jammed her hands into her pockets. The corners of her mouth turned down. “So I guess you’re not interested, either.”


“Forget it,” the kid said. “Let’s go.”


Sam wanted to explain. He understood the “either,” and it didn’t sit well, being lumped in with the likes of Frank Gower. But everything was tied to everything, and the task of unraveling it all was beyond him.


“It’s not about that,” was all he could say.


Jane looked at the house, then back at him. She said, “Maybe I picked a bad time.”


“A real bad time,” he said.


When they were gone, he looked at the book, a slim leather-bound volume of poetry by Emily Dickinson. He rubbed the leather, new but supple; he opened to a page at random and felt the paper, a thick ivory stock. His eye fell, with no expectation of understanding, on a cluster of words. Give him a blueprint, a diagram, the most arcane set of instructions, and Sam would instantly perceive the underlying design. But poetry was and had ever been a foreign language to him, despite Louise’s periodic efforts at educating him. He read:


There’s a certain slant of light,


On winter afternoons,


That oppresses like the weight


Of cathedral tunes.


The words entered him with a jolt, as effortlessly comprehensible as an old friend’s elliptical remark. For didn’t he know that very slant of light? Didn’t its bleak glow bathe him now, inside and out?


Roused by the sound of a car shifting gears, he looked up in time to see a black Land Rover barreling up the driveway. It passed the workshop parking area and climbed the rough track to the house. As Sam walked around the corner of the L-shaped porch to meet the doctor, the deck seemed to sway beneath his feet. His body felt disjointed; he needed to think about how to move his feet, where to put his hands.


Dr. Martin Lapid started talking as he climbed out of the jeep. Stretched on a rack he would have had an inch or two on Sam, but years of bending over patients had taken their toll. He sported a full head of wavy gray hair, of which he was quite vain, and his face, plump, pink, and clean-shaven, belied his age of fifty-five. Thick, wire-rimmed specs magnified his blue eyes.


“Sorry, Sam. I got your message, but I was tied up. Twins,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Where’s Louise when I need her?” He reached the top of the porch and with a practiced move shifted his bag into his left hand and thrust out his right. Sam shook his hand. Lapid strode past him into the house.


Sidestepping quickly, Sam blocked the way. Lapid was Louise’s doctor and her employer; he was also their friend. Sam couldn’t let him walk in unprepared. He opened his mouth. “She’s gone,” he meant to say, but once again the words caught in his gullet, wedged like stones he could neither swallow nor spit out.


His face said enough. Lapid’s eyes widened; he bolted around Sam and into the house. Sam followed slowly. When he reached the bedroom he saw the doctor standing beside Louise. Dappled red light from the setting sun, splashing through the bare window onto the bed, lent a false bloom to Lou’s pallid face. Lapid was stroking her cheek.


Sam used to while away the hours waiting for Louise with lurid fantasies about the two of them, Lapid and Lou. He would imagine them emerging from the hospital after a late-night delivery, rumpled, weary, and exhilarated; imagine them climbing into the doctor’s Land Rover, Lapid slipping the key into the ignition, then letting his hand fall away. Their eyes would meet; he would reach for her . . . That’s where it ended. Sam knew his fantasy was born of nothing but fear. His wife was an honest woman. Lapid’s marriage looked rock-solid. Still, it was hard for him to imagine any man not wanting Louise or, given the chance, failing to act on that desire.


Lapid’s eyes closed, and his lips moved. It occurred to Sam that he was praying. The doctor stepped back from the bed and turned toward him.


“When?” he asked.


“This morning. Ten forty-five.”


“You were with her?”


“Yes.”


“Why didn’t you tell me? You know I’d have gotten out sooner.”


“There was nothing you could do.”


There was a silence. The doctor said slowly, “It doesn’t seem right.”


“Of course it’s ‘not right,’” Sam said, with the first emotion he’d shown.


“I meant I didn’t think it was imminent.”


Sunlight glanced off Lapid’s glasses, hiding his thoughts. He knows, thought Sam. Next he would ask about the medication, the morphine; and then life as Sam had known it would cease and a new life would begin. Anticipating this moment, he’d expected fear, prepared for it; but now that it was upon him he felt only a strange serenity, almost relief. No decisions left to make, his future out of his hands. Everything depended on what questions were asked. He would not lie. He hadn’t promised to lie, only not to tell. In any case, what happened to him was immaterial. Lou was safe: that’s all that mattered.


Then Lapid took off his glasses and their eyes met.


“You did the right thing, Sam,” Lapid said. “You gave her what she wanted.”


The inside of Sam’s body seemed to shrink away from his skin, leaving a hollow space between, as if even he couldn’t bear to touch himself. “How do you mean?”


“You kept her out of the hospital. Let her die at home.”


Let her? Fateful words hovered on the tip of Sam’s tongue. Only a lingering sense of Lou’s presence blocked their utterance. Surely the truth was plain to see: but if Lapid saw it he gave no further sign. He went out to the kitchen to make some calls, and Sam crossed the darkening room to stand beside his wife.


“Now what?” he asked. She didn’t answer. Her voice had gone to join the silent chorus that sang to him each night. It was the central fact of his life: everyone he loved died.


He sank onto the bed. Something pinched his hip: Lou’s book, which he’d thrust into his back pocket when Lapid arrived. Sam took it out, let it fall open, a small, fine object in his rough hands. Louise had called twice to ask for this book, that woman said. Why? True, Louise had always been a great reader. In health she favored novels, in sickness short stories and poetry. “No point starting a good novel . . . ,” she’d said one night—then, seeing his face, had failed to finish the sentence. The ever-tactful Louise. So unlike her, he thought bitterly, to desert him this way. Even as her appetite for food declined, her hunger for books grew. “So many books, so little time,” she joked one night; he hadn’t laughed. In the end even reading was too hard for her. So he read to her. Some of the stories were not bad. There was this one writer, name of Raymond Carver. Carver wrote like a man who knew how to fix a car engine, gut a fish; like a guy you might have a beer with out on the porch. The poetry, on the other hand, seemed to Sam deliberately obscure, and offensive on that account. Sam strove for straight clean lines in his own work and admired it in that of others; personally he’d have taken more pleasure in reading a well-written instruction manual. But it was Lou’s pleasure he served, not his own.


He thumbed through the new book as if it might hold the answer, a message from Louise; but if it was there, it was Greek to him. Gibberish, word stew: a sprinkling of God and nature, a dash of eternity. Then his eye snagged on one poem. He read it, squinting against the dying light, and the words seemed to bypass his brain and strike straight at his heart, or what was left of it. A chill traveled through him, taking a long, slow route. This was the poem, this was Lou’s parting message. He read it again, aloud this time, for though she was gone it seemed to him that she was not too far to hear.


Wild nights! Wild nights!


Were I with thee,


Wild nights should be


Our luxury!


Futile the winds—


To a Heart in port,—


Done with the compass,


Done with the chart!


Rowing in Eden!


Ah, the Sea!


Might I but moor


Tonight in thee!





CHAPTER
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“What I hear, ain’t no white people left in New York City, just niggers, spics, and kikes,” Walter Gower remarked at lunch.


“And faggots,” Butch Hubbell amplified. Walter and Butch were best friends, as close as a boy and his shadow.


From over at the girls’ table Marta Kimball called, “You guys got a mouth like a garbage truck, you know that?”


“Park it in your garage any day, babe,” Walter shot back, attracting the attention of a lunchroom monitor. For a few minutes everyone hunkered down over their congealing pizza. Then the monitor, like a passing cloud, floated on.


“So which are you, city boy?” Walter asked the new kid. “You a nigger?”


Peter Quinn shoved the blond hair out of his eyes. “I look black to you, asshole?” he inquired, cool as cool; for Peter dwelt in a place where no loudmouth schoolyard bully could reach him.


“Kike?” asked Walter.


“Nope.”


“Faggot, then.”


“You wish.”


A low titter ran down the table, quelled by a look from Walter. “Must be you’re a spic, then, huh? Or maybe just a spic-lover.”


“Walter, you’re a pig,” Marta called from the girls’ table. She was the alpha girl, leader of the pack, Walter’s property to his way of thinking, though not to hers.


“Ain’t no pig, baby,” he protested. “I’m a sensitive guy. I write poetry. No, really,” he said as his audience roared. “Wanna hear my poem, Marta?”


“No,” she said.


Walter cleared his throat and recited:


“Peter, Peter, pussy-eater,


“Had a ma and couldn’t keep her,


“Now he’s eatin’ Puerto Rican,


“Never mind what Peter’s drinkin’.”


The raunchiness of young adolescent males being equaled only by their ignorance, Walter’s ditty was greeted by a moment of silence while his listeners worked it out; then a great wave of laughter rocked the seventh-grade boys’ table. Even Billy Mueller, who until Peter’s coming had served as Walter’s primary victim, couldn’t suppress a high-pitched squeal.


Peter didn’t hold it against him. He, too, was impressed. If Walter had spent half as much time on his schoolwork as he spent devising torments, he wouldn’t be fifteen years old and still in seventh grade. Peter could afford to admire Walter’s jingle because he knew that, after today, he would never have to hear it again. Fighting with Walter was already on his schedule for recess. He’d held off as long as he could, in deference to Jane’s wishes, but waiting just made things worse.


Everyone was watching, expecting, willing him to take a swing, but Peter was no dilettante. If you fought in the lunchroom you had thirty seconds, tops, before the aides and teachers broke it up. Outside, if you picked your spot, you could get in a solid five minutes. Peter reckoned five minutes would more than do it. He finished his pizza.


Outside in the schoolyard he took up a position on the section of blacktop he’d fixed on. Hidden by the equipment shed, the spot was invisible to prying eyes within the school and to the recess monitors who, during cold weather, congregated in doorways. Billy Mueller trailed after him. He liked Peter, who never teased him or made fun of him the way the others did, and was ashamed of having laughed in the lunchroom. He was explaining that he hadn’t meant to, the laugh just burst out of him by accident before he could stop it, when Peter cut him off.


“Go tell Gower I’m crying.”


“Crying?” Billy shoved his glasses up his nose and squinted through the thick lenses. “You ain’t crying.”


“Just do it, Billy. Tell him he better lay off, ‘cause I’m back here bawlin’ my eyes out.”


Billy took a few steps away, then returned, his full moon face eclipsed with worry. “I don’t know,” he said doubtfully. “Walter’s kinda mean. Telling him that be like waving a red flag front of a bull.”


“Do it!” Peter said. Billy scampered. Peter removed his jacket, folded it neatly, and laid it on the ground beside the shed. He lit a cigarette, and hunkered down. Hadn’t taken five puffs before Walter’s voice reached him. “I ain’t gonna hurt the little crybaby. I’m just gonna wipe his snotty nose for him.” Peter stood and crushed the butt beneath his heel. The moment Walter’s smirking face appeared around the corner, Peter jumped him.


A crowd gathered quickly, concentric circles, boys on the inside, girls on the outside, like a country dance. Butch Hubbell made to shuck his jacket but a couple of eighth-graders grabbed his arms: “Fair fight, fair fight.” Already they were on the ground, Peter kneeling on Walter’s chest as he pummeled his nose. When Walter raised his hands to protect his face, Peter kneed him in the belly. With a roar of outrage, Walter heaved himself up. Peter flew through the air, landing hard on his hands and knees. His jeans split; blood welled to the surface.


Blood and mucus streamed from Walter’s nose. He drew back his foot to kick at Peter’s head, but Peter rolled away, sprang up laughing.


Walter stepped back, striking a defensive karate pose.


“Very impressive,” Peter said. “Saturday morning cartoons?”


“You’re dead, you know that, asshole? You are totally dead meat.”


Peter laughed. Walter still had no idea who he was playing with. “Yo, Gower,” he taunted. “Your mama’s so ugly, when you were born the doctor slapped her instead of you.”


With a roar Walter rushed him. Peter was ready and they traded blows. Walter had two years and twenty pounds on Peter, but Peter had one unbeatable advantage: he didn’t care what it cost to win. Pain didn’t scare him. He didn’t like it, but he knew how to handle it. Walter had a good punch but he did his best work with someone holding his victim. One on one he was slow, much too slow for Peter, who’d grown up in a tougher town than this and knew a trick or two. Peter hooked a leg behind Walter’s knee, put the palm of his hand to Walter’s chin, and shoved hard. The big boy toppled like a hewn oak. Peter dropped to his knees on Walter’s chest and grabbed him by the ears. “Loved your poem,” he said, slamming Walter’s head against the blacktop. “Read it again some time.”


•  •  •


He sat tall in the penitent’s seat. Perched behind the counter in the main office, Mrs. Primworthy, the principal’s secretary, pecked away at an old black Smith-Corona while sneaking glances in his direction. Peter felt good, he felt fine. Power surged through him. His knees burnt a bit—the school nurse, malicious old biddy, used iodine on the cuts when Bactine would have done just as well—but he didn’t care. Tomorrow they’d have righteous scabs on them. His knuckles tingled and the muscles in his arm ached pleasantly. Walter was such a gratifying enemy: pure bully, unrelated to Peter, thus lacking any possible claim on forbearance. Beating his ass was a virtuous act, its own reward.


Walter had been driven to Albany Memorial’s outpatient clinic in Valatie. No one was telling Peter anything, but he overheard the nurse on the phone mention a possible concussion. If Walter had a concussion, it couldn’t make him any stupider than he was already; it might even smarten him up some. Why not? There had to be a limit to stupidity. Eventually, Peter reasoned, you’d hit the final barrier and rebound.


Jane entered the office, not exactly sauntering but not hurrying either. She wore her bookstore outfit: denim skirt and blouse. She didn’t look at Peter. Her gaze took in Mrs. Primworthy and beyond her, the principal’s closed door.


Primworthy peered over her glasses. “Miss Goncalves? Mr. Lightfoot will see you immediately.”


Jane nodded but took a seat beside Peter. “Talk to me.”


“I got in a fight.”


“Tell me something I don’t know.”


“I won,” he said.


“Oh, Peter.”


“Couldn’t be helped,” he said by way of apology.


“They’re watching us, you know. We talked about this. What you do reflects on the others.”


“That’s right” the boy said. “And it didn’t help them any, me pussyin’ out.”


“I hate that expression.”


“Sorry.”


Mrs. Primworthy cleared her throat. “He’s waiting.”


•  •  •


George Lightfoot sat behind his desk at the far end of the room. The junior-high-school principal was a man of medium build with small, well-kept hands. In his bearing and appearance—bristle-cut gray hair, pencil-thin mustache, deep furrows about the mouth, square jaw, ice blue eyes—he looked every inch what he was, an aging ex-Marine. His desktop was bare but for a box of Kleenex, a cylinder full of pens and pencils, and an open file. He waved Jane forward without looking up from his page. Unbidden, she took a seat and waited. Lightfoot finished the page and immediately took up another. The fractured rhythm of Mrs. Primworthy’s hunt-and-peck typing filtered in from the outer office. Somewhere a phone rang on unanswered. Jane extracted a paperback from her pocket and started to read. Lightfoot looked up at once, scowling.


“Miss Goncalves,” he said icily.


She finished the paragraph and marked the page before shutting the book: A Prayer for Owen Meany. Jane was in a John Irving phase, making her way through his books.


“Mr. Lightfoot,” she said.


They eyed one another. Lightfoot licked his lower lip. His tongue was unusually long and narrow, reptilian. White man speak with forked tongue, she thought. According to Paul Binder, her boss at the bookstore, Lightfoot had been dean of discipline in the high school during a period when corporal punishment was allowed, a policy Lightfoot apparently endorsed with excessive enthusiasm. There was an incident—Paul was vague on the details—but a boy ended up in the hospital. No one blamed Lightfoot, precisely. There was no way he could have known of the boy’s prior medical condition. But the policy was changed in a hastily called board meeting, and it wasn’t long after that that Lightfoot was transferred, booted upward into the middle-school post. He brought his paddle with him; it lay now on a shelf behind his desk, a well-worn trophy.


Jane looked at it, and a small frown furrowed her brow. Lightfoot ought to be warned against raising a hand, or anything else, to Peter. Coming now, though, a warning was bound to be taken wrong. Better to say nothing.


Lightfoot produced a grimace of sympathy as convincing as a wax apple. “I regret to inform you that Peter has been suspended one week for fighting. Naturally this will appear on his permanent school record.” It was at this point, in his experience, that the tears commenced to flow. He nudged the box of Kleenex closer to Jane.


She nudged it back. “And the other boy?”


Lightfoot blinked. “The other boy?”


“I presume he wasn’t fighting alone.”


He picked up the paddle, started tapping the edge against the palm of his hand. “The other boy was taken to the hospital.”


“Who was it?”


“Walter Gower.”


She didn’t laugh but she did smile. Lightfoot drew his eyebrows together till they met over his nose: Look #28 from the Principal’s Arsenal. She’d seen worse.


“Nothing serious, I trust?” she asked.


“The boy was looked at and released.”


“And is he, too, suspended?”


“By all accounts, including his own, your foster son started the fight.”


“Peter was provoked,” Jane said. “We both know that. Since the day he started school here he’s been harassed and assaulted, and you have done damn-all about it.”


Torn shirts, bruised knees, buttons missing off his jacket, here a scrape, there a bump, every day something, and every day a new explanation. He fell off the bus, tripped on the playground, walked into a door: this from a boy with the grace of a panther. Peter didn’t even expect her to believe his stories, he just produced them with a look that said, clear as day, Don’t mess with this. Keep out. With another child she might have forced the issue, with Peter she would not. He was desperate to exert control over his own life and it was not her place to stand in his way, though it went against her grain to sit and do nothing.


Peter didn’t talk, but her other kids did. Old Wickham’s elementary-school and junior-high kids shared a school bus into Wickham; Walter Gower and his band of junior-high rowdies picked on Jane’s little ones, too. No wonder, with a father like Frank Gower. First time she saw that name it was on top of a petition to bar her purchase of the Atkinses’ house. The petition was three pages long. A lot of the people she now saw daily had signed it, but Gower was the only one who still went out of his way to be nasty. Every time they met in the country store, Gower started talking to anyone who’d listen about city brats and hoodlums. If Walter was picking on her kids, no doubt his father was egging him on.


Jane was a great believer in letting kids sort out their own battles, but Peter’s hands were tied. During his nine months in juvenile detention Peter had been involved in several fights. In the city school Jane put him into, he was suspended twice, both times for fighting with larger, older boys. When they moved up to Old Wickham, Jane had coerced a promise from him: a new start, no fighting. She’d tied his hands; the way she saw it, this made the Gower kid her problem. Four weeks into the school year, she called the principal.


“It’s the nature of the beast,” had been Lightfoot’s response. His voice oozed as if forced through too fine a strainer. “There’s always a certain amount of rough-and-tumble when a new boy comes to town. Sort of like hens, working out their pecking order. Boys will be boys,” he’d said.


Now, sitting in his office, she reminded him of that conversation.


“Peter went way too far,” Lightfoot said. “He deliberately set about to inflict maximum damage.”


“Did he tell you that?”


“The teacher who broke it up told me your kid was totally out of control.”


“You just said he acted deliberately. Now you’re saying he was out of control. Which was it?”


“Don’t bandy words with me, Miss!” Lightfoot took a few deep breaths. “Is there anything you can tell me to explain this behavior? Anything we should know?”


There was everything to explain the behavior and nothing they should know. Peter, the last child in the world who could afford to sit still for abuse, had done what he had to do to end it. But Jane was no virgin; she’d worked in the school system and knew that anything she said about Peter could and would be used against him.


Not that she knew much, only the bare bones of his story, and even that came from Portia, the boy’s social worker. Peter himself didn’t utter a word. To hear him talk you’d think he’d sprung to life fullblown, a twelve-year-old orphan without a shred of history. It was only by looking into his eyes that you saw the damage.


“No,” she said. “There’s nothing.”


“Then there’s no excuse.” Lightfoot smiled; she’d confirmed his expectations. He leaned forward, pressed his palms on the desk, and spoke in a voice as smooth as lotion. “Tell me: Do you really think those children will ever truly feel at home here in Wickham?”


How quick the transition: in a blink of an eye, the problem had changed from Peter to those children. Why was she not surprised?


“So,” Jane said, “you think I should toss the rejects back into the urban slime from which they arose?”


He sputtered. “How dare you? You know nothing about me. See here, Ms. Gonzales—”


“Goncalves.”


“—Your ward beat the living daylights out of another student. That is the issue.”


“It’s one of the issues. The other is that you and your staff deliberately looked the other way for weeks, while Walter and his gang tormented my kids. You knew and you did nothing. So who’s really culpable here?”


Lightfoot, his attention now ratcheted up to combat levels, studied her closely. It crossed his mind that Goncalves might have done well in the Marines. Not that he was generally an advocate of women in the military, but this particular woman had that in-your-face quality that distinguished the Corps. Under the circumstances, though, and directed as it was toward him, her attitude was intolerable. He thrust his balled fists into his armpits, narrowed his eyes, and glared.


Jane let the silence work. She could see the wheels turning in his head as clearly as clockwork in a transparent casing. Lightfoot leaned across the desk and negotiations commenced in earnest, ending fifteen minutes later with a curt handshake. Peter’s punishment was commuted to two days’ suspension, no mention to appear in his school record; and the same would be accorded to Walter Gower.


The principal walked Jane to the door and watched her leave with her son. Foster son, he reminded himself, for in attitude if not by blood the two seemed related. Summoned to Lightfoot’s office, Peter had made no excuses, offered no explanations. He had called the principal “Sir,” but with a look in his eyes that cost him an extra two days’ suspension. And the woman! Suddenly Lightfoot remembered whom she reminded him of. A few years ago, after his youngest son joined the Navy, he brought home a dog so his wife wouldn’t be alone all day. Got it from a breeder friend of his: a little brindle boxer bitch, ugly as sin but feisty, absolutely loyal, and the best damn watchdog he’d ever owned. They had her for three years, till one day the dog got out and mauled the paperboy. Luckily the kid had the presence of mind to protect himself with his sack; still it took eight stitches to close the gash on his forearm. Lightfoot had wept when they put the bitch down.


Goncalves reminded him of that boxer bitch, not in appearance but in character. The resemblance tempered his dislike. He had every reason to detest her, that insolent outsider with her insolent city ways. Sitting in his office, telling him his job. But after she was gone, he startled Mrs. Primworthy by laughing out loud. Say what you would, the goddamn woman had balls.


•  •  •


It was Peter’s week for KP. As a matter of principle he tried getting out of it, limping around the kitchen, groaning loudly and clutching his knees, but Jane didn’t seem to notice. She was lost in her thoughts, hunched over the big old cast-iron stove like a storybook crone, stirring the soup with a wooden ladle. Presently, without looking up, she said, “Knock it off, Peter, and get on with those potatoes.”


When he first came to live with Jane, ten months ago, Peter was amazed at how much work he was expected to do. At that time she’d had five foster kids, all squeezed into a brownstone in Brooklyn’s Cobble Hill. In that tiny kitchen, a quarter of the size of the one they had now, a big, laminated, erasable chart with columns and rows hung on the wall beside the fridge. Each kid’s name headed a column, and a list of chores ran down the edge: Help with Dinner; Laundry; Set Table; Clean Kitchen; Sweep; Vacuum; Take Out Garbage; and on and on the list went, to the very bottom of the chart. Every week the names were rotated, so everyone had to learn every job, except for the littlest ones, who always got the easiest tasks. “Cooking!” Peter had scoffed, checking out his name that first night. “Guys don’t cook!”


“Guys eat, don’t they?” Jane had replied, pulling a saucepan and a cutting board out from under the sink.


“Yeah, but they don’t cook. Women cook.”


She took a large bunch of broccoli out of the refrigerator and laid it on the cutting board. “Cooking’s a survival skill, like changing flat tires. Survival skills are not gender-specific. First rinse, then cut, then drop in the pot.” Jane demonstrated on a single stalk, then handed the knife to Peter. It had a sharp, serrated blade and a wooden hasp. He took it gingerly, eyeing her. How much did she know?


“Cut,” she ordered.


When his mother was alive, things were different. All Peter had to say was, “I’m hungry,” and before the words were out of his mouth she was in the kitchen fixing him a snack. His mother used to peel his apples, pour milk in his cereal, butter his toast. The first time Peter said to Jane, “I’m hungry,” she looked up from her desk with a little frown of distraction and said, “You know what I do when I’m hungry?”


“No, what?”


“I eat.” Then she went back to writing checks.


Peter hung in the doorway for a while, not knowing what to do. Was this some kind of joke? Finally he said, “Well, could you get me something?”


Jane’s eyebrows rose so high he thought they were going to fly off her head. She took him by the hand and led him to the kitchen. He sat at the table. She pulled him up and over to the counter.


“Silverware,” she said, opening a drawer, then a cabinet. “Plates. Food.” She opened the fridge. “More food. Feel free.” Then she gently touched his cheek with the back of her hand and went back to her study.


Jane’s golden rule: Don’t ask people to do for you what you can do for yourself. And it wasn’t just him. The others, too—Keisha and Carlos and even Luz, plus the kids who’d come and gone, adopted or sent back to their families—they all had their assigned tasks, which had to be completed before they could play. At first Peter thought Jane acted so strict because she didn’t care about them. Since his mother was the only adult in the world whose affection he had been sure of, her cosseting was all he knew of love. Gradually he figured out that Jane had her own way of loving, a way that had more to do with propping kids up than clutching them to her bosom. She wasn’t stingy with hugs—Luz in particular demanded and received about fifty a day—but Peter didn’t like being mauled, and Jane respected that. She allowed him his space, giving respect but demanding it, too. Peter had long since gotten past resenting the chores, and, though he’d never admit it even to himself, he’d actually come to enjoy cooking. For one thing, the rewards were immediate and tangible; for another, on his cooking days he got to spend time alone with Jane, working in the kitchen while the others did homework or chores.


The thing he respected about Jane was that she didn’t pry. She’d made it clear from the start that if he wanted to talk, she was willing to listen; he made it equally clear that he didn’t and wouldn’t, thanks all the same, and that was that. Their talk ranged far afield but stayed anchored safely in the present. They drifted easily, like old friends, between silence and conversation.


Tonight, however, silence filled the kitchen like a dense fog. Jane brooded and stirred her soup and would not look at him. Peter stood at the butcher-block countertop with his back to her. He finished peeling the potatoes and started cutting them into chunks. Jane sighed heavily; he glanced at her, then quickly away. Jane’s “little talks” were famous; kids had been known to beg for beatings instead. Tonight, however, Peter would gladly have suffered a lecture. This silence threatened. Was she planning to send him back to the court? Had she given up on him?


Who cares? he said to himself. Who needs her? It didn’t matter where he lived or who with. Yet at the thought of his impending exile, the lump in his throat grew and his eyes began to burn. And this in a boy who hadn’t cried since a day in his seventh year when his mother lay bleeding on the kitchen floor and his father said, “I’ll give you something to cry about, boy,” and did.


Just then Peter brought the knife down on his left thumb—not entirely by accident. Blood welled from the gash, splashing onto the potatoes. Now he had a reason to cry but no tears.


Though he didn’t see her move, Jane was suddenly by his side, grasping his wrist in one hand, reaching for the faucet with the other. She thrust his hand into the cold stream, muttering “Shit” as the water ran red.


Peter’s real mother never cursed. Never. Even lying in her own blood, the worst she would say was “Lord, Lord,” or “God help me.” Jane, on the other hand, cursed like a longshoreman when anyone mucked with her kids. Despite her petite frame, her delicate features, and her fiercely held brood of runts and rejects, Jane wasn’t Peter’s idea of a feminine woman. He couldn’t see her as anyone’s wife—but then, he couldn’t see her sprawled on the floor in her blood, crying “Lord, Lord,” either. Not, as Carlos always said, in this dimension.


“You know what your problem is?” Peter asked.


Jane wadded up a paper towel and pressed it to the cut. “Hold this tight,” she said. She crossed over to the cupboard beside the back door where the first-aid kit hung. “What’s my problem?”


“Your problem is you expect people to be what they’re not and never will be.”


“Is that so?” She carried the kit to the kitchen table, straddled a chair, and beckoned him over. Rummaging through, she pulled out a half-used tube of antibiotic ointment, a cotton pad, a roll of gauze, and some tape.


Peter sat opposite her, averting his gaze from his outstretched hand. The paper towel was soaked through with blood. Jane removed it and peered closely at the cut, angling his hand under the light.


“You’ll live,” she pronounced. “What do I expect you to be?”


“A good boy,” he sneered, trying not to wince as she squeezed ointment directly into the wound.


Jane laughed. She pressed a cotton pad hard against the cut and raised his hand above his head. “Hold it up there. Press tight. That’s it. What do you mean by a good boy, Peter? Do you mean a kid who’s been through a lot of bad shit but still retains the capacity to care for others, look after them? I’m not mad at you, if that’s what you think.”


“You’re not?”


“Hell no. Keep that hand up.”


“But you said—”


“I know what I said. Only how much shit is a kid supposed to take?”


“Really?”


“I’m supposed to tell you fighting doesn’t solve anything, right? Okay. Consider it said. You know you’ve got to try and solve disputes through talking. But if that doesn’t work . . . I’m just saying no one has to let himself be somebody else’s punching bag.”


“You got that right.” Peter was not about to mention Walter’s little piece about her. Wild horses couldn’t have dragged that bit of filth out of him.


“If that’s what it’s about I can live with it,” she said. “Everybody’s got a right to defend himself. But you can’t fight for the others, Peter. That’s my job.”


“Right,” he drawled.


Jane shot him a look. Then she brought his hand down, removed the pad, and examined his thumb. Blood still oozed from the cut, but the heavy flow had been stanched. Suddenly the door between the kitchen and dining room swung open and Keisha appeared.


“Is dinner ready yet? I’m—what happened to Peter?”


“A little cut,” Jane said. “Nothing serious. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes. Is the table set, Keisha?”


The little girl shook her head. Her huge brown eyes were fixed on Peter’s hand. “Did Walter Gower do that? Carlos said you kicked his butt to Pizza Hut.”


“Get on with your job, girl! That table’s not gonna set itself.” Jane turned back to Peter as Keisha disappeared. She put another pad on his thumb, wrapped it tight with gauze, and taped it.


“If you’re not mad, how come you weren’t talking to me?” Peter asked.


She turned her dark eyes on him. So serious, those eyes, they looked like they were listening. As though her eyes had ears.


“I wasn’t not talking to you,” she said. “I was thinking.”


If there was one lesson Peter had learned in life, it was always to expect the worst. Quinn’s First Law of Human Dynamics: No sooner do you imagine you’re sitting pretty than someone’s bound to pull the chair out from under you. The solution was to trust no one, a solution Peter had been well on the road to implementing when Jane plucked him out of the system. It was hard not to trust Jane, mostly because she generally said what she thought and did whatever she damn well pleased. Like moving them all out to the country, her latest stroke of genius. She and her social-worker buddy, Portia, just rammed that through the city bureaucracy. Jane kept saying how wonderfully cooperative everyone was being, and Portia kept telling her it wasn’t cooperation. “Girlfriend, they just can’t wait to get shut o’ you,” Portia said. “And these kids? Columbia County, shit. If you’d of said you was takin’ them to the moon, they’d of said ‘Bon Voyage!’”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
            
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here







OEBPS/images/f0vii-01.jpg









OEBPS/images/f000v-01.jpg
ROWING

NNNNN






OEBPS/images/9781451699999_cover.jpg
oG

A IN .
~ EDEN -

—






