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Chapter One

The Suitor’s Tree



He was on the roof to clean the gutters. These troughs were choked with leaf rot, the burst triskelion pods of a billion seeds, scurrying insect life disrupted by his digging hands. He stored this disquieting mulch in plastic bags. A rope was tied around his waist, the other end around the chimney. He felt this link as something vital. The Earth pulled at him from over the roof edge. Dropped clumps of rot, wet and black, plummeted out of sight.

He was on the roof also to hold his place in that house. Ethel, Ben’s wife, had shown him the way. He had followed her up the stairs through the house; the narrow rooms and high-ceilinged hallways reminded Robert of books standing on end. The house was four stories tall, the only four-story house in Mozart. Looking from the opposite side of Oblong Lake Ben’s house poked above the trees like a green file folder.

Ethel took him by the hand through the thick heat of the attic. She unlocked a last door that opened out to a small porch. The air there was cool as mint, and thin. Ethel’s hair was a wooly brown; her eyes were cynical, fed up with him.

“You seem to want to become a fixture in this family,” she told him. Robert could see the lake from there. He could see the Cow and the Calf, a pair of islands, the Calf colored with the bathing suits of teenagers like candies on a plate.

“I can’t tell you what Ben would do,” she continued, “but if you persist in living here you’ll have to do your share.”

“Olive needs me,” Robert said. “Duke needs me. Buzz needs me.”

She watched him, waiting for him to add her to the list. But he did not. She would refute him and that would be that. The others were not present to tell him otherwise.

“That’s debatable,” was all she said. She stepped over the railing around the roof porch, a feat that took Robert’s breath away. She squatted and picked with unheeding, ungloved fingers rot from the gutter and pitched it over the side.

“These haven’t been cleaned out in years,” she said. “Ben was worthless at it. They’ll rot if it isn’t done.” She smiled sarcastically up at him. “So you get to do it.”

Ethel rose every morning to drive a cab and there in the heart of Mozart, Wisconsin, with forest at three sides of the town and a lake at the fourth, she had been robbed twice. These crimes made her angry, then frightened, then sad. She hated getting up in the morning. She sometimes looked at Robert as though he was one of the robbers.

“I’m scared of heights, Eth,” Robert said.

“You won’t fall.”

“I’m trained to write sports. That’s all I know how to do.”

She came off the roof to stand before him. “You’ll clean the gutters or you’ll move, Rob-O,” she said.

He progressed along the roof edge and when a bag was full he lowered it to the ground by a rope, down to where Duke waited. His eager young face was craned up to watch Robert. He was in the wheelchair that day, sitting and watching Robert work. He spent less and less time in the chair. He was fourteen years old, three years younger than Buzz, six years younger than Olive. He was missing his right leg, and only in the past months had he allowed Robert to see the space in the air the leg once occupied. The sight at first shocked Robert; the air seemed to shiver.

Duke now and then jumped out of the chair to perform an exotic hop-dance to loosen the muscles he said kinked up faster now that they did the work of two; he spoke often of searching for the balance he was sure existed in his maimed form. He found it a little more day by day. Although Robert was Olive’s lover, he liked Duke best of Ben’s children.

Duke returned from carrying the full bag of mulch to the garage. He traveled on his leg with an uncanny throwing of hips and arms that he had learned within months of the healing of his wound. He used crutches for longer distances; they were aluminum, with red hard-rubber ends and black spongy armpit cushions. He looked up at Robert, who had begun to fill another bag. Duke had his mother’s square face, his father’s way of concentrating intensely on an individual.

Robert had the last bag to fill before he could feel justified in descending. The house under him was empty at the moment. Olive was at work at the Good-Ee Freez in town, across the highway from the lake. He had seen Ethel leave in the car. Buzz was somewhere pitching baseballs.

At one end of the gutter Robert came upon a gruesome clot of dead birds and squirrels; two of each. They had been washed by summer rains to the point in the gutter where they plugged the downspout mouth. They were the same dark rot color of everything else he had taken from the gutter. In the head of one squirrel was a neat, round hole. Robert found a similar hole in the head of the other squirrel, and in the breast of one of the birds. They had been shot; he might have heard the shots sometime during the summer. The woods around Mozart were full of hunters, boys with guns, men on larks; distant rounds went off at all hours like sectioned lightning.

The squirrels were gray squirrels; the trees were full of them working hour after hour pursued by the memory of Mozart winters. They mated, they gathered food, life was complete. He rolled them out of the gutter and into a bag.

The birds were black but lacked the dimensions to be crows. They were probably starlings. As he dropped them into the bag they felt granular through the wet leather of his gloves.

This discovery ended his workday. He untied himself from the chimney and slid down the roof to the small porch. On a picnic table in the backyard he displayed the four carcasses to Duke.

“I found them in the gutter,” Robert said. “They’ve been shot.”

Duke turned them over with the tip of a stick. “Buzz shot them,” he said in a moment.

“How do you know that?”

“He told me. I saw him do it once. He sits up on the porch there and waits for something to come in range.”

Robert put the squirrels and starlings back in the bag. “He has a gun?”

“It was Dad’s. After the accident Buzzer got hold of it. A .22 pistol. He’s a good shot.”

“Does Ethel know?”

Duke shrugged. “I doubt it,” he said. “She might. She’s full of surprises lately. She doesn’t seem like my mother half the time.”

At work early, out all day, then quick to sleep at night, Ethel had drawn away from her family in her search for money.

“She complains so much now,” Duke said. “About lights. Leaving the icebox door open. Leaving the back door open too long in winter. As if we should be able to pass through without opening it at all.”

Robert did not respond to this. He had cleaned the gutters because he had little money to offer; he was trained to write sports, and hated that, which left him little to do. He had worked as a sportswriter for two years before the paper went out from under him. He alone in the newsroom the day they folded the paper had not been upset; he had felt released.

He had covered Buzz Ladysmith then without knowing who he was beyond his pitching; never imagining one day they would live under the same roof, argue with the same women, get on each other’s nerves. Buzz had been a young, hard thrower, the only freshman on the Mozart High School varsity baseball team. His father might have been in the stands the games Robert attended. He couldn’t remember. Much later he searched the faces in the stands in his memory, looking for Ben, but they had all run together, bad watercolors, and Ben was in every seat. Buzz pitched well that day and won, and when Robert tried to talk to him afterwards he was drawn within himself so completely that words seemed to squeeze free from his mouth like tightly wound springs. Robert asked him about his name and Buzz said it was just his name. He asked him about his fine control (nine strikeouts, no walks that day) and Buzz said it was something that came naturally to him, his good eye. Baseballs, then. Later, bullets, passing through squirrels and starlings.

Robert showered and by then it was time to meet Olive. He walked the four blocks to the Good-Ee Freez, arriving as she came out the back door carrying her shoes. Her toenails bore chipped coats of red polish. She had on a pink smock smeared with ice cream around the pockets. The smock was taut across her wide hips. Olive had muscular legs and arms, and small breasts. She was not ordinary looking, but she wasn’t pretty, either, and her face shone with sweat and fatigue after her ten-hour shift.

They did not say a word, they had been together so long. They fell into step and Olive did not seem to notice the road’s sharp pebbles. The Good-Ee Freez was on the lake, across the lake road from a beach, and they walked on the road parallel to the water. The coolness swirled around them and Olive threw her head back to catch this against her soiled neck.

Olive had been a swimmer in high school and her body still retained the muscles she’d developed training for that sport. Her shoulders were nearly wider than Robert’s, though she was shorter by half a foot. He had witnessed when she slept her efficiently cupped hands pulling through the night air, swimming clear of her dreams. She liked men with stamina, lung capacity, strong legs. She dated mostly athletes; they seemed to understand her. When she was a senior in high school she had juggled three members of the Mozart College soccer team. She attended the games with her father, who taught biology at M.C., and they switched seats three or four times a game to keep her suitors off balance.

She was hard-pressed to explain her interest in Robert, who had merely once written about sports. Mixed into the attraction were her father, her mother, and a tall old birch tree that grew beside the house, and which her father had shaped with a saw to conform to legend.

Robert had also pursued her, which was a change. She ordinarily was the pursuer of any men she kept company with.

She walked up the hill two steps ahead, subtly impatient, but Robert didn’t mind. Accustomed as they were to each other, they were still held by a strong sexual tie, almost a link of pure biology. Robert enjoyed the sight of Olive’s muscled legs and ass rolling under the greasy smock. She dropped her shoe and he picked it up for her.

“What did you do all day?” she asked, not interested.

“I cleaned the gutters.”

“What else?” She had been listening to her mother and sought proof of his value to the household every minute of the day.

“I emptied the ashtrays. I made your bed.”

“You should, after sleeping until noon. And nobody smokes at our house.”

“Did you know Buzzer has a gun?” he asked.

“Who says?”

“Duke. I found dead birds and squirrels in the gutter. Duke said Buzz shot them.”

Olive was silent. They had come to the top of a hill, and from there could see Ben’s house, a firmer green through the disparate and shifting greens and golds of the trees.

“Duke said the gun belonged to your father,” Robert said, “and in all the confusion after the accident Buzz was able to keep the gun for himself without anyone realizing it.”

Olive looked at him; her eyes were wet with word of her father. Two years, and still everyone came unhinged to some extent at mention of Ben. She had put on her shoes and lit a cigarette. Her strong swimmer’s shoulders, tired now, had folded in perceptibly, like wings. Robert threw an arm around her sticky waist.

“Sounds like a Buzzard ploy,” she said.

“What should we do, O?”

They were home. She clumped up the front stairs of the high, narrow house, pulled free of his arm. “I don’t know,” she said, glancing back at him. “At the moment, I don’t care.”

ROBERT HEARD HER shower running and tried the door. She sometimes left it unlocked if she desired his company. But not now. When she returned to her room he was in a chair reading. Her hair was bound in a towel. She had let it grow out from the swimmer’s bullet sleekness he remembered from those days when he had first seen her in her father’s biology class. It had returned to its inherent wooly state; from behind, her head looked like her mother’s.

Spots of moisture dabbed her robe from inside. She sat on the bed and worked at the calluses on her feet with a small file. Robert could look up through her gapped robe to a dark, spongy cave. He stirred.

“I miss the old days, Rob-O,” she said without looking at him. “I think I see too much of you. I miss when you used to come to me at night through the window. You wore dark clothes. A love burglar. That was so exciting.”

“I could do that again,” he said. “But it seems kind of impractical. I’m just a floor above you now anyway.”

“But what’s love if not impractical?” she asked. “Now I wait behind you to use the shower. I hear you shave and use the john. Where’s the romance in that?”

“I’ve become a brother,” Robert said.

“In a way, I guess,” Olive said. She stretched her legs in front of her and wiggled her toes; they were long toes, they reminded Robert of piano hammers. She missed how he stole in on her at night, just as her father had stolen in on her mother. She missed their past already. She had been terrified awakening to find him at the foot of her bed the first time. He always arrived when she was deep asleep and months passed before she learned how he came so effortlessly through a locked door. She never would believe that her father had told Robert how to approach her originally.

BUZZ ATE WITH his hair brushed wet and his right arm encased in a special blue rubber sleeve filled with shaved ice. He did not talk to anyone; he had pitched that day without a decision.

“How’s the arm?” Robert asked.

Buzz nodded at him, chewing. He swallowed, then said, “The arm’s good.”

“You pitched a fine game,” Ethel contended. “You didn’t have your best stuff, but you survived.”

“I was crafty,” Buzz smiled. “Wily. I should’ve got the win.”

“You saw it?” Robert asked Ethel.

“A few innings. It was slow today. I didn’t have any fares so I swung by and watched from my cab.”

Dinner was finished and the table cleared before Robert produced the sack of dead birds and squirrels. He spread newspapers on the table with fastidious care, then poured the four carcasses onto them. The bullet holes showed dark and clear as small extra mouths.

Ethel asked with revulsion, “What the hell are you doing, Robert?”

“I found these in the gutter.”

Buzzard looked fascinated, but not the least guilty. His iced arm sloshed as he poked at the animals with a fork. Robert wondered for a moment if Duke had fed him a story.

“Birds and squirrels die all the time,” Ethel said. “That’s no reason to bring them to the dinner table. Now get those out of here.”

“These were shot.”

Ethel’s brow tightened. She had been driving a cab all day and the hours in the sun had baked her left arm nearly black and burned her face to a glassy brown, aging it. She seemed to doubt everything recently.

“How do you know that?” she asked.

“Bullet holes,” Robert said. He touched the rim of the hole in one squirrel’s head with the point of a pencil he carried for that purpose. The gesture had a feel of Ben to it; a teaching gesture. Death pure biology. “In the birds and the other squirrel, too.”

The tines rang when Buzz tapped his fork on the rim of his plate. He still seemed nothing more than curious. Duke patted with one hand a point on his chair left uncovered by his missing leg.

Robert watched the space to the left of Buzz’s eyes when he removed the .22 pistol from the bag and set it on the table. He had found it in Buzz’s room while Olive was showering and Buzz was away pitching. He found the gun in a hollowed-out biology textbook; two identical books side by side on the bookshelf, their duplication calling attention to them, out of place among fourteen years of Street & Smith’s Baseball Yearbook, Bill James’s The Baseball Abstract, the Sporting News a yard deep, and dozens of other baseball books. Hidden with the pistol was a box of .22 long cartridges.

“I believe this is the gun that shot these animals,” Robert said. “I won’t say where I found it. I will just trust one of you to dispose of the gun, and then the issue will be over.”

“The fuck it will!” Buzz shouted, his face pushed out of shape with anger. “My dad gave me that gun and how I use it is none of your fucking business.”

“Ben never gave you a gun, Buzzard,” Ethel said.

“He did, too! Just before the accident.”

“Dad didn’t even like you before the accident,” Duke piped in.

“You’ve got it backward, asshole. I didn’t like Dad.”

“He didn’t like you, though, either.”

This was not what Buzz wanted to hear at the moment, and he lunged out of his chair at Duke. Robert got there first and cut him off. The blow meant for Duke, thrown with a blue-ballooned arm, bounced harmlessly off Robert’s shoulder. The murder in Buzz’s eyes was difficult to look at.

“Sit down, Buzzer,” Ethel said patiently. She was so tired lately nothing upset her. “Robert, before we continue this discussion, please remove those dead animals from this room.”

In the brief scuffle she had taken possession of the pistol; she held it in her hands and expertly checked it to be certain it was not loaded.

Robert dropped the bag of birds and squirrels in the garbage can outside the back door. The carcasses in serving their purpose had left a faint stink, and Robert stood in the doorway letting the cool air run past him, into Ben’s house.

When he returned to the kitchen table the pistol was out of sight and some impasse had been reached he was not a part of. Buzz ate hunched over his plate as though wary of bad hops. Duke cut pieces of potato and hummed.

Ethel said, “The boys want you to take them crow hunting.”

“They do,” he said. Where was the gun? Had Ethel given it back to Buzzard? And now they wanted to go out with him with a shotgun.

Duke said with genuine enthusiasm, “You can get a record and record player. I saw it at SportsHeaven. It draws crows like crazy.”

“I don’t want to shoot crows,” Robert said.

“Crows are a dime a dozen,” Buzz claimed. “And you don’t have to shoot ’em. We’ll shoot ’em.”

“Sorry. I can’t help you.” He looked sternly at Ethel, but she would not meet his eye.

Then she leaned forward so the steam from the meal rose and broke across her face. A ribbony weed of hair moistened by work in the kitchen was stuck to her temple.

“This is something I want you to do for me, Bob-O,” she said, mock-sweet. Her mouth was cut in a false smile.

“I’ve got things to do,” Robert said. He knew she had him, though; there was nothing he wouldn’t do, nothing she couldn’t make him do, to stay in that house. “I’ve got the gutters to finish,” he said. “No telling what other dead creatures I’ll find up there. What became of that gun, by the way?”

“That has been forgotten,” Ethel said.

He felt like an outsider at these rare times when the family knot closed him out, when he was excluded from some counsel or decision.

“I’m busy,” he said. “And I won’t be party to shooting crows.”

“This is important to me,” Ethel said. Her implicit question was clear: How important was staying there to him?

ROBERT SAID GOOD-BYE to Olive on the front porch of the house. He wanted her to think he was leaving. The house had been shut down for the night. Lights were out. The boys were sleeping or reading in their rooms. Ethel, who rose at 5 a.m. to drive her cab, had gone to bed shortly after dinner.

A rain was falling and Robert stood for a long time at the downspout mouth waiting for the sparkling gush of water through clean gutters. But the rain was not sufficiently heavy to prove the effectiveness of his day’s work. He was tired, too, and wanted to get to bed. Olive was in her room; she would not wait forever.

He went to the birch tree at the side of the house. Its high white length was taller than the house by twenty feet; the bark reminded him of peeling paper. Ben had taken Robert to that tree one day to show how the main branches nearest the house had been shaped and tended like the rungs of a ladder. He told of climbing that tree to Ethel’s room, where Ethel slept alone the many times she banished Ben. He would tell Robert this tale there in the birch’s silvery shadow, but withhold the details, leaving Robert on a narrow ledge of curiosity. Ben would stop at the thick base of the tree, the climbing and the reason for it left up to Robert’s imagination.

Soon after Ben disappeared Ethel moved out of their room, down to the first floor. Olive moved into her parents’ old room. Robert kept his room on the fourth floor. Ethel wanted to be close to Duke, who had lost a leg, and also be free of the memories that bumped around and scratched at the screens of her old bedroom.

Robert and Olive were not yet lovers. She seemed to think he was at fault for the failing of the newspaper where he had been a sportswriter. She also was suspicious of his enjoyment of his jobless state.

Robert read a sign of good fortune in Olive’s moving into her parents’ room. He missed Ben and late at night liked to talk about him with anyone who would listen. Olive, of the four, seemed to have the warmest memories of him.

He had chosen a night much like the present for his first ascent. A wind to shuffle the leaves and provide a covering noise, a murmuring rain, no moonlight. He took the route Ben had shown him. Each branch raised him effortlessly to the next; handholds seemed to reach out to him; the branches were grooved like the steps to a favorite monument.

At a second-floor window Robert paused. He could see Buzzard reading in bed in a dark room, a flashlight propped against his shoulder and neck. He was reading about baseball, but his expression was mournful. His father was gone and his life was losing its shape.

Reaching the third floor, Robert had to wait out Ethel, who sat on Olive’s bed talking, hands folded. He pressed his spine against the trunk of the tree while the wind rose up and beat his face with birch leaves. Rain fell harder and then Ethel came to that very window and looked him straight in the eye, four feet between them, then closed the window and latched it, holding him out. Had she thought of Ben at that moment, of his suitor’s climb to make amends?

Robert was back the next night and this time he slid up the screen and stepped into the room. The ease of entrance was breathtaking, like walking in through the door. Olive was asleep, but awakened when he pulled a chair up next to her head and began to court her in whispers. Her face, suspended dark above the pale pillow, and the mysterious swimmer’s body she kept hidden beneath the surface of the covers, had been wonders to him.

“I have to go to sleep now, Robert,” she said when his words ran down. She allowed him one kiss before he went out the door and upstairs to his room. The following night he was back, and the night after that. He pointed his day toward that climb up the birch tree. Olive was always asleep and this was fine with Robert; it was a secret he shared with Ben.

On a later night she said simply: “My door was locked from inside, Bob-O. How did you get in?”

“Ask your mom. She’ll know.”

“Did you have a key made?”

He loved this question, her belief in her charm and plain looks, that she was still remarkable enough to prompt men to forge keys to reach her.

“Ask Ethel,” Robert said.

In the course of their time together Olive stopped holding the blankets to her chin, but floated them there and waited. It was a long, agonizing time for them both before Robert noticed this subtle difference and created the courage to act upon it.

HE WENT UP the tree with practiced steps, though he hadn’t climbed it in months; it seemed redundant now to walk out the front door of the house only to climb a tree and go back in through a window. But Olive viewed this redundancy, this commitment to the unnecessary, as vital to their soured relationship. Her mood signaled a desire to return to their old courtship rituals. He did not want to be a fixture in the house, but he definitely wanted to be in the house.

He climbed quickly past Buzz’s room. Muzzle flash would be all he would see, death quicker than sound. Where had that gun gone? And now Ethel wanted him to take them crow hunting.

Olive’s window was closed against the rain and the coolness that came up from the lake. No lights were on. He worked at the pane of glass with his fingertips but made no progress. Robert was disappointed; he thought she had anticipated this return to their old ways. Maybe she had.

He tapped on the glass and his tapping brought a light to the room. Olive swung her legs out of bed and put on a robe over a short nightgown. She unfastened the latch and opened the window.

“Who is it?” she asked.

“Very funny.”

“Robert? We thought you’d finally gone home. I was telling Eth earlier how nice it was not to have Bob-O lurking over everything and getting in the way.”

“You did not,” he said.

“Those were my exact words. Mom agreed.”

Robert looked away. He saw scattered lights on Oblong Lake.

“We thought you’d left, rather than hunt crows.”

“Listen, O. I’m real tired. Can I just go to my room through yours? I’m beat.”

“Go home, Rob-O. Call me up and ask me out on a normal date.”

“We’ve never had a normal date,” Robert said.

“Try me. I’m tired of you coming for me by tree. When Ben did it with Ethel it was unique. I’m tired of us living under the same roof.”

She was quiet a moment, sitting sidesaddle on the windowsill. She looked nice there, serene, her face made complex with shadows. Robert wished he liked her better. If they loved each other all their problems would be solved. But he had never liked her as much as he liked her father.

He heard a noise somewhere below him, nothing startling, and it reminded him of Buzzard, who might get him with a blowgun or machete if he went back down.

Olive was watching him. She said, as he knew she would if he gave her the time to think about it, “Oh, all right. You can come in.”

She moved away from the window and Robert stepped into her room. He removed his wet shoes, but held them in his hand. She shed her robe, her swimmer’s body strong and graceful even out of its element. Then she switched off the light and got into bed. Robert heard her yawn and shift. He stood in the dark searching his memory for those old courting phrases that had once worked so well.




	

 


			

Chapter Two

Grief Orbits



ROBERT HAD LIVED all his life in Mozart, and occupied a space that was neither confining nor generous. He had gone to college in the town and worked there after college, and when that job disappeared he still remained. He was just six feet tall, and in the past two years had filled his body with muscled weight from diving in the lake in the summer. In winter, he grew a beard that came in the color of his mother’s hair. Something in his stance or his eyes or the shifting of his head at a word conveyed a reluctant rootedness. His friends from school had all moved away: to La Crosse, Milwaukee, Madison, Chicago. The people in Mozart who themselves had stayed and grown settled with that realization years before saw in Robert that sense of being home, of having arrived without departing.

As a child, he had worried his teachers with his unwillingness to apply himself beyond what was required to be average. His work came sheathed in a coolness of just barely caring; he ran only hard enough to finish races halfway up the pack. His recollection of his life in Mozart before he met Ben and his family was a fear not of failing, but of being found wanting in the pain of his entirety of effort.

He was in Professor Ben Ladysmith’s Introduction to Biology class at Mozart College when he first saw Olive. She had brought her father’s lunch. Robert remembered most the chlorine scent she trailed and her damp hair combed back off her face. A tail of her untucked shirt flicked Robert’s face as she went past him down the amphitheater steps.

He was in the class to pick up the science credit he needed for his Bachelor of Arts degree. For six semesters he had put off fulfilling the requirement. His talent as a sportswriter had been such that the editors of the Mozart Daily Scale overlooked his lack of the degree; they hired him with the stipulation that in the future he graduate. There the matter rested, unmentioned and ultimately forgotten in the hubbub of the Scale’s folding and the disappearance of the owner, a man named Thrips, in the night with what money he’d scraped together and a Mercedes-Benz trunk full of electric typewriters.

Al Gasconade telephoned two days after the paper collapsed. Al had joined the Scale sports staff the same day as Robert, but moved on to a job with the Milwaukee Journal a month before the Scale folded.

“I heard, Rob,” Al said.

Robert moved the phone from one ear to the other. He was in the apartment he rented on Oblong Lake. Losing his job, he didn’t see how he could afford to stay there; he was counting on a final paycheck to give him time to think, maneuver.

“Thrips stole typewriters, pencils, paper, carbons, half a set of encyclopedias. M through Z,” Robert said. “Maybe he’s planning to start another newspaper somewhere.”

“They’ll catch him,” Al Gasconade said.

“Let him go,” Robert said.

“How did you get the news?”

“I went to work and the doors were chained. Chained. A bunch of people were hanging around, looking in the windows. Del Cobbler was there, wondering what paper people would buy. The people in Mozart were genuinely upset. Bophus finally arrived. He unlocked the chains and told us we could go to our desks and clean out our personal effects. No more. We had to come right back out. It was like he was running a tour through there.”

Al Gasconade asked, “So what did you keep?”

“My clips. A dictionary.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all.”

“What about your phone numbers? Your notes?”

“I pitched them,” Robert said. “There was a big barrel in the center of the newsroom and we were throwing it all away. I wanted to drop a match on it to make sure. It’s over, Al. There’s nobody I want to call.”

“You’re just down, Rob. You lost your job, I can understand it. But I’ve been showing your stuff around here—not even your best stuff, either, I don’t want to make myself look bad—and it knocks them out every time. They want you, Robby. If you get your résumé here they’ll hire you in a flash. But they won’t come to you.”

Robert shifted the phone again. “No desire, Al.”

“Give it time. You’re the best I ever read. You can’t turn your back on that.”

“That’s nice of you to say, Al,” Robert replied, “but the paper closing has not been a bad thing. I didn’t like what I was doing and I didn’t have the nerve to quit. This has been great.”

He heard Al take a deep breath. He was a much better writer than Al, but Al worker harder, enjoyed talking to athletes and coaches, wasn’t afraid to ask questions, loved the work. Robert’s writing talent didn’t stand a chance.

“Give it some time, Rob,” Al Gasconade said. “Put it out of your mind for a week. Take walks. Sleep late. You sound like you’re in shock. Go to the movies. You need time to get over it.”

“I’m over it now, Al. Believe me.”

“Call me in a week. Better yet, I’ll call you.”

“I’m thinking about going back to M.C. and getting my degree,” Robert said.

“That’s the idea. Look to the future. You’ll need that degree to get another job.”

“I’ve thought of that,” Robert said, but only to please his friend.

He would get the science credit, and the degree, because it filled an awkward space of time and circumstance. School would allow him to stay in town, but not become conspicuous by his idleness. Everyone knew his parents; his life was monitored and reported, not in a malicious way, but as part of a natural benign disregard for privacy in a town the size of Mozart. He would go to school, then see what happened next.

OLIVE REACHED THE front of the classroom and placed a brown paper bag on the desk. She and her father exchanged words, evidently instructions, for she picked up the sack and carried it through a door to the right of the blackboards.

Robert had not seen her face. He did not know her name, her age, anything about her; only that her hair was wet in the middle of the day and she displayed a tantalizing weight shift from side to side when she walked.

A minute remained in the class, the first of the semester. The teacher said he was an associate professor, but had asked that they call him Ben.

At the bell, Robert went through the door into the back room, his mind and heart already setting limits on how far he would pursue the girl. If she was in the room, and pretty, he might smile at her; if she smiled back, he might say hello.

But the room was empty except for a gray slate-topped table and a half-dozen turquoise plastic-backed chairs. Coffee cups on the table and cigarettes in the cups. The girl was gone. Her briny smell was very faint, going out another door at the opposite end of the room. No sign of the teacher’s lunch. She would be awaiting the man named Ben, perhaps just beyond that second door.

But Robert had reached the limit he had set for himself. He was pleased with himself for venturing as far as he had. The girl had moved beyond him. He wouldn’t follow.

He ran into the teacher going back out the door.

“Giving up already?” Ben asked.

“I think I’m lost,” Robert said. He turned his shoulders in the doorway to slide past; he was thinner then. He was not diving in the lake, not playing tennis, not doing anything of interest to himself. He had had a job chronicling the athletic feats of others, but now that was gone. He left the room, climbed the steps, walked out of the sciences building, and home.

The girl returned in two weeks, again with her father’s lunch. It was a hot late September day and she wore green linen shorts, a gray M.C. T-shirt, and beach sandals that cracked against the bottoms of her feet as she descended the amphitheater stairs. She had tanned, muscular legs. Her hair was again wet and combed back, furrowed precisely as a plowed field. She said something to the teacher and he replied; then the girl turned and looked for a moment directly at Robert, and neither smiled nor glowered, but just took him in, then walked away.

The bell rang and Robert left with the other students, rising through the cloud of chlorine and suntan lotion.

On her third visit she touched Robert’s ear going past, a connection electrifying and confusing. She did not look at Robert before going into the room behind the blackboards. The bell rang and he went against the flow of the traffic, certain she would at least be waiting, and willing to talk to her if she was.

But the room was empty except for the tables and chairs and the same litter of cups and coffee-darkened butts. The teacher followed a moment later.

“Don’t tell me you’re lost again,” he said.

Robert grimaced. Ben was pushing a cart packed with specimen jars that tinkled and shivered as they waited to be taken home.

Ben smiled. “Don’t say a word. Wait until you get your feet under you and can be honest. You’re interested in my daughter, not me. That’s why you bypassed me, her old man. Are you hungry?”

“A little.”

“If we catch up to Olive we can see what’s in the bag she’s carrying,” Ben said. “I warn you, though. I’m the more interesting of the two of us. Olive is young and sweet. Boy crazy, too. I am old and full of stories. I have substance. Olive has pheromones. No contest, right? Come with me.”

They went through the second door. Robert followed Ben through a dim maze of blue tunnels that seemed excavated out of the heart of the sciences building in order for teachers to travel without risking contact with students. They found an elevator and took it to the third floor, then emerged into a hallway and crossed to Ben’s office.

The girl was waiting. She sat on the floor with her legs drawn up, her face hidden in a book. When she looked up at them Robert was disappointed she was not prettier. But in standing she transmitted that grace of motion that had first hooked him. As with most people in Mozart, she looked vaguely familiar. She held out the lunch.

“This is Olive,” Ben said. “My little water nymph.”

“I’m Robert Cigar.”

“I know your parents’ store,” Ben said.

“Everyone does,” Robert said. He asked the girl, “Are you a swimmer?”

She nodded. The pads of her hands and the tips of her fingers were spongy white; her eyes were bloodshot with chlorine.

“She’s amazing,” Ben reported. “I can’t run as fast as she swims.”

“What nonsense,” Olive exclaimed. But she squeezed her father’s arm. “I’ve got to get going. I’ve brought your lunch. You’d better enjoy it, too. It’s the last time I’m bringing it.”

“She says that every year,” Ben said to Robert. “How many times did you bring it for me last year?”

“Forty-four?”

“I thought it was more. You’re like your mother: no spine.”

The girl froze at that, slapping her father unplayfully on the chest.

“Where do you swim?” Robert asked.

“At the high school,” she said, looking at him carefully for the first time, seeing a man almost too old for her, but just almost. To Robert, she seemed suspended in air, getting through her time between the time in the water as best she could.

“You once wrote about me,” the girl said.

“What did I write?”

“You had my times and races right, but you didn’t talk to me after the meet,” she said. “Then in the paper you had me saying things I never said. But they were things I was feeling and would’ve said if you had asked.”

“I’m sorry. I’m lazy.”

“I don’t mind. You didn’t make me sound silly.” She kissed her father good-bye and departed.

Ben shared the office with another teacher. His desk and the shelves hung on the wall and built of bricks and lumber on the floor held a number of blue-green glass canning jars filled with life: walkingsticks, leopard frogs, banana spiders, cecropia moths, cockroaches, bull snakes, katydids, green darner dragonflies, echinoderms, ants and aphids, a box turtle, itself in a box on the floor, a slick of chlamydomonas. These jars spread over onto the other teacher’s desk, each jar bearing a label with the taxonomic title of the jar’s inhabitants, and the name LADYSMITH.

Before taking a seat, Ben moved quickly from jar to jar, inspecting to see who needed what; who was alive, hungry, and who had died.

“Sit,” he said to Robert, gesturing to the other chair. “Ara is gone this hour.”

On the seat of the chair was the skeleton of a bird, Corvus brachyrhynchos, and LADYSMITH on the wide black wood pedestal. The empty eye sockets staring made Robert uneasy. He heard Ben laugh behind him.

“Sorry. I impose on Ara so much—on everyone, in fact—it’s a wonder anyone puts up with me,” Ben said. He put the bird on the floor beneath his desk. “I must remember not to stretch out my legs,” he said. “That’s an eastern crow. Marvelous specimen; on the smallish side. I paid $225 for that. My own money.”

He poured tepid coffee from a tarnished pot into two mugs. He gave one to Robert.

“Olive is really not that good a swimmer,” he said.

“As I recall,” Robert said, “she won quite a few races for the high school team.”

“She works hard and I encourage her,” Ben said. “Hence she becomes a better swimmer than she would have been otherwise. That’s why she wins. I’ve got a son who is a better pitcher than his raw ability would indicate because of my encouragement. My youngest son—I’m not sure what he will try to be, but I’ll work the same magic with him.”

He made a face as he drank the coffee.

“I’ve tried it on my wife,” he said, “with less success.” His eyes flicked from Robert to the jars teeming on the walls. Robert shifted in his seat. He didn’t know why he was there. The girl he had chased had gotten away behind the screen set by her father. He sipped the coffee and it was awful.

“Have you tried that on your students?” Robert asked.

“In a general way. It’s a little too much like preaching, for my tastes,” Ben said. “I feel too much like a biological guru when I’m up there telling them how wonderful it is possible for them to be. And kids no longer come to see their teachers like they did.”

He went on, “Years ago, when I began teaching, there were always students visiting at all hours. Here. At the house. They just liked to talk. Butter me up. Listen to my tales. Angle for a better grade. All of which was fine with me. I loved the company and the fact of their youth. It gave me a chance to show off.” He reached and tapped a jar where a snake pressed its scaled snout, its split tongue rising up the glass.

“But today’s kids don’t seem to have the time,” he said. “You’re the first one in a long time to seek me out.”

“It’s early, yet,” Robert said.

“For you, maybe. I’m here year-round. I teach summer school. You can see my house across the lake. Students once dropped in at my house just to talk. To see me.” Ben sighed. “Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’m less accessible, or patient.” He sat up straight, a startling shift, and jabbed a finger at Robert. “Hell, you wouldn’t be here now if my Olive hadn’t brought my lunch. Right?”

Robert said, “You’re probably right.”

“And I practically had to drag you here myself,” Ben said. “Believe it or not, there was a time I was quite popular.”

Ben tired of this and stood. The small office had no windows and he stuck his head out the door and looked up and down the hall. “You know Ara?” he asked. “Professor Mason?”

“No,” Robert said. He stood.

“Hey, stay,” Ben said. “You just got here.”

“You seem pretty busy.”

“Do I? I’m not. After you’ve been around as long as I have, everything pretty much runs on its own. I know my lectures by heart. I give the same tests. I’m like a river.” He smiled at Robert, then looked out into the hall again. Students walked past. Some said hello to Ben. He kept his back to Robert, calling greetings to students Robert could not see. Ben’s voice was firm and quick, a carrying voice built over years of teaching into large halls.

He turned back into the room. “You want to get a sandwich?” he asked. “Sit in the woods?”

They went back down the inner labyrinth of stairs and tunnels, outside finally into cool air tinted green with the final dark burst of summer’s health. At the end of September the leaves had gone bloody and were starting to fall. Ben bought Robert a ham sandwich and cups of iced tea for them in a small café stuffed with smoke and students. They carried the food out to a small grove of trees long ago named Rapist’s Woods. A sidewalk passed through the trees and there was a bench alongside the walk, with a white-bulbed lamp overhead. A rape had taken place there years before, when the bench and lamp were not there, when the walk was a footpath. The lamp, whose light was feeble and swallowed like cream by the trees, was in response to the rape. The rapist never had been caught and might since have died of old age, but women steered clear of the little grove even in daylight, though the path was the shortest route through that part of the campus.

“I like it here,” Ben announced, taking a seat on the bench. “I’m not bothered. If I’m very quiet I can sometimes get a bird or a squirrel to eat from my hand.” He held a fragment of bread out, as if in demonstration, then put it in his mouth.

“They’re nearly tame now anyway,” he said. “They know students are basically good-hearted. Harmless. The cruel ones have a smell to them. Word soon spreads about them. And they know the campus is a repository of abundant discarded food. All these kids and their lousy dietary habits. Corn chips, cookies, pieces of half-eaten dried fruit, pretzel sticks.” He rubbed his hands together. “Manna,” he whispered, then took a bite of his sandwich.

A bird flew down the tunnel of light and air formed by the path through the trees. It was just a flicker of color—a reddish-brown—in Robert’s eye, then gone. He was chilly in the shade with the iced tea.

“He’ll be back,” Ben reported, his head bowed over his sandwich to tear at the gristle in the meat. “A sparrow. Airborne cockroaches. They’ll live anywhere.”

In a moment the bird returned and landed ten feet up the path. Two more joined it and they proceeded to pick at the hard bits of stone and seed on the walk, with nervous starts and turns built in, as if they knew danger was everywhere.

Ben tore small scraps of bread from his sandwich and threw them in the birds’ direction. They hit the ground and scattered like snow. The sparrows, at first startled by the intrusion, bounced away, one even taking brief flight. But then they fell on the crumbs almost madly and carried most of them off.

Ben asked, “Why are you taking my class?”

“I need a science credit to get my degree.”

“Then what will you do?”

“I don’t know. I worked for the Scale until it folded.”

“Robert Cigar,” Ben said, as if hearing the name for the first time. “You wrote about Olive, and you wrote about my boy Buzz.”

“Did I make up quotes for him, too?”

Ben laughed. “You’ll have to ask him that.”

“We were instructed to get the names in the paper,” Robert said. “As many as possible. Whole rosters. Names sold papers—though evidently not enough. I was pretty good at it. I was the best pure writer on the staff. But I was lacking in several other facets.”

Ben listened to this assessment, then said, “I like that you don’t blame others for your fate.”

“No point in that.”

“But other than the need for a credit—why take my class?”

Robert was afraid to disappoint Ben, but there was no other reason. “I can’t lie,” he said.

Ben brushed crumbs from his lap. “Of course you can’t,” he said. “I’m sorry to eat and run like this, but I’ve got another appointment in a few minutes. I hope you enjoy my class. It’s intimidating, thinking I may be the last teacher you ever have.”

He started back down the path through Rapist’s Woods, toward the sciences building. Robert went along with him.

“I hope I haven’t offended you,” he apologized. “All the classes I ever took at M.C. I took because I needed them for a degree.”

Ben, walking, looked over at Robert. “Well, that’s certainly a vote of confidence.”

They crossed the walk and entered the building, then again went into that inner core of passageways and climbed to the third floor. All the way Robert groped for some word that would set things right. At any moment Ben could have turned him loose curtly. But he didn’t; he let Robert accompany him back to his office. He unlocked the door and went inside and took his seat. Putting his legs beneath his desk there was a snap! and Ben cried angrily, “Damn!”

He had kicked a fragile construction of wing bones off the skeleton of the crow. Ben stooped and brought the pedestal and wing up onto the table. “Damn,” he repeated. “When I put that under there I said to myself—‘Don’t do that. You’ll forget it’s under there and step on it.’ And look what happened.”

He turned the wing bones in his hand. He blew dust from them.

“Look at this,” he said, suddenly enthusiastic, motioning Robert near. “Hollow bones. Light as a feather. Lighter than a feather. That’s the secret of flight. Birds lack the weight that keeps us lumbering humans earthbound.”

Ben fit the fractured bone pieces together. “I think I can fix this,” he said. He turned in his chair to listen to the pneumatic sigh of a door opening and closing and a brief clatter of footsteps in the hall.

“Here’s Professor Mason,” he said, just as a large, plain woman with ash blond hair and wide, pale features entered. She slipped past Robert without looking at him and set an armload of books on her desk. Robert was intrigued by the territoriality of the room; Ben dominated fully three-quarters of the available space and this Professor Mason did not seem to mind.

“This is Professor Mason,” Ben said to Robert. “This is Robert Cigar, Ara. One of my students. He is a sportswriter of some renown. He’s covered Buzzer.”

She shook Robert’s hand with the barest interest. “How do you do?” she said. She asked Ben, “Will you be long?”

The three of them, and the packed papers and jars of life, had reduced the office to an uncomfortable, nearly intimate, dimension.

“Look at this,” Ben said, holding up the broken wing bones. “I put this under my desk and then kicked it.”

“Pretty dumb,” the woman said. She seemed to be waiting for an answer.

“I’ve got to get going,” Robert said. “And you’ve got your class.”

“Relax,” Professor Mason said. “Take my chair. I’m out of cigarettes. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” She said to Ben, “Tell him a crow tale. Tell him about the crow with the broken wing.”

She left the office, first shaking Robert’s hand again.

“I really do have to get going,” Robert said.

“Sure you do,” Ben said, distracted.

“What was all that about crows?”

Ben smiled thinly. “She was making fun of me. A private joke.” He had put the bad wing away in his desk drawer. “I’ve got a lot of work to do,” he said, “and when Professor Mason returns with her cigarettes she’ll drive me away with her smoke and stink. You’re lucky to be getting away while you can.”

ROBERT MADE THE walk home, following the road that circled the lake. He could see a speedboat way out on the cold water. The boat’s hull was caked with silver and some distance behind, skipping like a stone, was a late-season skier in a yellow wet suit. Nearer to shore a sailboat flew, its white mast checked with blue marlin. Robert could see three people in the boat. One girl had long blond hair that flowed like a kite’s tail.

The lake road was as old as Mozart. Its pavement was turning to crumbs at the edges, and the salt of winter and the expansion and contraction of the seasons left potholes that were repaired with stinking dollops of asphalt, which broke open inside of a year. His dad had gotten him a job one summer on such a road crew—a horrid summer; the stink took three months to leave his skin the following autumn, whiffs of it rose sneakily to him in hot showers. On the far rim of the lake, miles away, the road was unpaved for a stretch and in the summer a cloud of white gravel dust hung, coating the trees and the children who played on the beach.

Robert followed the road into downtown Mozart. He was carrying his biology text and a notebook empty but for a half page of notes; he had a pen in his pocket. A car passed and honked at him. A head vaguely familiar turned in the shadows of the front seat to call to him, to wave a hand. Robert waved back.

He stopped in Cobbler’s newspaper store to buy the Madison paper. On a wall behind the counter were clippings from the Scale trumpeting the feats of Mozart High’s and Mozart College’s athletic teams. The tape holding them in place had gone brittle and useless, replaced with bright-headed pins. Robert’s by-line was up there often; Al Gasconade’s, too; Dale Turbotel’s (gone to St. Louis); Bill Jenk’s (gone to Wausau); Art Haig’s (out of the business). The Madison paper sent a reporter to M.C.’s games, but when the Scale died the high school lost its press coverage. On Saturdays after Robert had written about games that Mozart High had lost, he would stay in his apartment to avoid the sniping of parents and fans who disagreed with his interpretation of the event, his reconstruction of a pivotal play, his choice of quotes, occasionally even the final score. He had seen the paper’s folding as a perverse revenge against these people.

Del Cobbler, who had owned the store for nearly twenty years, was behind the counter. He was a petite man with an ageless face who wore a green-billed printer’s shade. The smoke from his cigarillo would rise from his mouth and bend noxiously around this outcropping, which had been stained murky and fingerprinted over the years. With delicately tough hands he snipped the wire from a bale of newspapers and slapped one still stinking of ink onto the counter. Robert put down his money.

“I saw your dad this morning,” Del said.

“You collecting plates now, Del?”

The vendor shook his head. “No. He came in for a paper. Also a box of licorice. Also some stamps.”

“Was Evelyn with him?” Robert asked, knowing she would not have been.

“No,” Del said. “He told me he had her working too hard.”

Robert read the headlines on the front page for the fifth time and still they did not register; he was thinking about his parents.

“What are you doing now, Rob?”

“I’m a student.”

“Hell, you’ve already been a newspaperman. Why go back to school?”

“I’m finishing a course I never took,” Robert said. “It’ll help me in the field.”

“You heard the rumor the Scale’s reopening?”

“A pipe dream,” Robert said, “of frustrated ex-jocks who can’t stand the idea of their kids not getting any ink.”

“They’ve got the presses over there,” Del said. “You can look in the window and see the rolls of newsprint, typewriters, some with paper still in them. This town is dying for a paper. It’s ready to go.”

“It’s all in receivership,” Robert said, though he was only repeating the last rumor he had heard. “Once they catch up with Thrips it’ll all be sold to pay his creditors.”

Del Cobbler blew smoke at Robert, turned his back on him. “You were the only one in town who didn’t hate to see that paper fold,” he said.

“Sorry, Del.”

“What sort of guy is glad to lose his job?”

“I hated it,” Robert said.

“Without the Scale, this town’s got no identity.”

“I’m not to blame for that.”

“And my business has gone to hell without a local paper to push,” Del complained. When he became angry the strip of skin above the rim of his shade turned scarlet, like contrary thoughts pinched and boiling. “Nobody wants to read about Madison or Milwaukee. They get sports and weather off TV. I do less business than your folks, for Christ’s sake.”

“You have reached the bottom of the barrel,” Robert said, his sarcasm in vague defense of his parents.

He was living with Dave and Evelyn then, in the small house a short walk from their store. When he worked at the Scale he had taken some rooms in a house on Oblong Lake. But he had failed to save his money and was forced to return home, though in the days after losing his job he sat alone counting his money, trying to stretch it. There had been rumors of a final paycheck, and with it he might have made it another month, but Thrips had left nothing behind and Robert had no choice.

His father by then had repainted Robert’s old room and converted it into a den, with a leather-covered loveseat, a TV, an NFL wastebasket, and a small dry bar with an ice bucket, glasses, and nothing stronger than grape soda to drink.

Robert went to the house a week after the paper closed. Through the front-door window he saw his mother and father lying in each other’s arms on the couch. They were dressed, his mother’s eyes were closed, and Dave’s face was tucked out of sight against her breast. For a moment, Robert almost turned away. But his parents only lay there in the half darkness, and soon Robert heard faint music through the door, and a motion at the edge of the scene was Evelyn keeping time with her foot.

He rang the bell. They did not break away as if embarrassed. Evelyn’s eyes opened, and Dave’s head pivoted from its nook of sanctuary to peer at the door. Robert held a hand to the glass. Then they slowly unwound from each other, arms and legs taking turns letting the opposite number free, a person unraveling, becoming two people. Arm in arm, they came to the door.

“Robert. Come in,” Evelyn said. She was wearing a red robe, and smoothed the front with her hands.

“I was expecting this visit,” Dave said.

“Dreading it?” Robert asked.

“Dreading it.”

“Now, Dave,” Evelyn said. “We may be regaining a son.”

“But losing a den,” Robert said, finishing for his father, who nodded and smiled, pleased he and his son thought alike.

“Didn’t you save your money?” Dave asked.

“Sure. But not enough to live without a job,” Robert said. His father’s question, with its gross ignoring of the facts, annoyed him no end.

His mother went over to turn down the stereo. Dave watched her move away. Her feet were bare and the cloth of her robe swished as she walked.

“What are your job prospects?” Dave asked.

“None.”

“You’ve got to work,” Evelyn said.

“I have no marketable skills.”

“You’re a sportswriter,” Dave said shrilly. “A damn good one.”

“There aren’t many sportswriting jobs left in Mozart,” Robert said.

“So leave town!” Dave exclaimed.

Robert slipped past the two of them. He always wished for a brother or sister in moments such as this, someone to share the burden of their attention; someone to share the sense he was butting in.

Two empty wine glasses sat on the counter beside the kitchen sink. Bits of cork clung stickily to the inner rim of one. They had each had a glass of wine, then went to wrap in each other’s arms on the couch and listen to music. In blundered their only child.

He took the wine from the refrigerator and poured some into one of the dirty glasses. He drank it leaning against the counter, his legs crossed, pleased perversely to be horning in on his parents’ good time.

Evelyn and Dave stood in the doorway. They might have been trying to block him from penetrating back into the house, his only way out the back door.

His parents’ store was in a poor location, at the very end of Booth Street, which faced away from the heart of downtown Mozart, away from Oblong Lake. The choicest locations were on the lake road, where the summer tourist shoppers and townspeople with money to spend strolled the wide walks. Cigar’s, four blocks in and the last store on a dead-end street, was not in a location where shoppers would come upon it in the course of a day and decide to buy.

But poor business did not upset Robert’s parents and he was in college before he learned why. His mother owned the store; her name was Evelyn Pine when she met Dave Cigar. The favored only child of the Waukesha Pines, she was the recipient of a moderate inheritance when her grandmother, and some years later her parents, passed away. She had bought the store for Dave as a wedding present, and ever since he had been running countless going concerns out of it, and into the ground.

Dave was a short, wiry man with thinning hair, a paunch, and deep parentheses cut on both sides of his mouth by a million hearty smiles, genuine and false, over the years. Robert got his height from his mother. Evelyn was six feet tall; Robert could remember her for years beating him at basketball under the hoop on the garage. She had a funny little shot from behind her head that her son could not block and which always went in.

She kept the books at the store, placed orders, changed dead bulbs, and eased Dave through those pained transitions from one failed line to the next sure thing. In years past, Cigar’s had sold bone-handled cutlery, wood-burned home address plaques, bicentennial souvenirs, stationery, party gags and favors, costume jewelry, manicure and pedicure instruments, Italian ice cream blown so full of air it seemed in danger of floating to the ceiling, beer steins of the fifty states, wall and desk calendars of every description, macrame wall hangings and flavored cigarette rolling papers, golf supplies, stuffed bears imported from England, and fishing bait and tackle. Each line had moments of early success; Dave and Evelyn’s friends always came in to look and buy something. But the store never matched the golden promise predicted by Dave. They could never overcome the barrenness of their store’s location.

Poor business did not matter to Evelyn. She had found in Dave Cigar the person who made her happiest in her life. Her father had been a busy, forbidding man, immensely successful at his work, polite to his wife and child. When she was in high school it occurred to her that her father was never summoned to the phone when he was home. She began to count the days that passed without a call for him. She counted fifty-one straight days before he got a call from work in the evening, and he cursed and hung up and hurried out into the darkness. She loved her father, but he had no friends and he rarely laughed. All he did was work.

Dave Cigar tended the store and she was pleased when he sold something, but she liked him best when he told jokes on the phone, or talked to his friends when they stopped in, or when he strolled over to the restaurant on the lake road and killed the afternoon visiting. He was in charge of several civic organizations; he was good at those sorts of duties, but Evelyn suspected Mozart’s businessmen put him in charge because they assumed he had plenty of time to spare, with an heiress wife and a dead location.

She loved the sound of his voice, his smile, his enthusiasm for each new line, and the way he did not see the goodness in himself that she cherished so. He in turn used her as a barometer of his self-worth, content to assume that if she stayed with him for years he must have been doing something right, though he could not say what.

They did not plan to have children. However, Evelyn became pregnant in the third year of their marriage. They were selling monogrammed aluminum awnings at the time, and not doing well. Money was not a worry, but Evelyn was uneasy about what a baby would do to their marriage. She wanted Dave to herself. She was afraid the child would not see what it was she loved in the child’s father; she knew Dave could not bear not to be loved entirely by her. Dave was afraid the child would see him for the man he thought he was, not the man Evelyn loved him for being.

Robert was born and he was indeed a wedge that she worked hard to adjust to. Dave proved to be a gentle father, giving up sleep, talking softly to Robert as he carried him through the house on colicky nights. But she was also careful to assure Dave he remained all she needed or wanted. She knew she loved Dave; it was still a mystery what sort of person Robert would become.

ROBERT WAS WATCHING the news when his parents arrived home. He was drinking a beer and thinking about the wet-haired girl who brought his biology teacher lunch.

Dave just about came to his wife’s shoulders.

“Roberto,” Dave exclaimed, “did you leave a dollar in the icebox for that beer?” The question was put forth with a smile, but with an edge, too. Dave had not forgiven Robert for returning home, for pushing him out of the small den he had waited years for, all that time looking forward to the day his son left home.

Evelyn kissed Robert on the top of his head. She gave him a wink hidden from Dave.

“How was business today?” Robert asked.

“Don’t ask,” Dave said. He got a beer of his own and sat on the couch opposite his son.

“Your father sold a pewter mug today.”

“Is that right? Engraved?”

Dave licked beer foam from his upper lip. “Go ahead, Evie. Rub it in.”

Evelyn was laughing in a soundless way that was a clue to great hilarity. Robert had been amazed all his life at the quickness with which his mother laughed helplessly at something his father had done or said.

“What?” Robert demanded to know, irritated at the way they held him out of their lives at times like that.

“A woman came in today and ordered a pewter mug for her husband,” Evelyn said. “She was the only person in the store all day. The mug was to say, ‘To my darling, Frank. Happy twenty-fifth anniversary. Love, Peppy.’ She wrote this message on a piece of paper and left it for your father. He promised to have it ready for her in two hours.”

“Do I have to listen to this?” Dave asked, loving the moment, at home with his wife and the center of attention.

“Your father set to work like he had been entrusted to cut the Hope diamond,” Evelyn continued. “She had bought a sixteen-ounce mug—the King’s Cup—top of the line. Plus fifty-seven characters, spaces, and punctuation marks. A fortune in one mug. A day’s profits!” She winked again, hidden, at her son. Dave emitted a grunt of disgust. “But also a big responsibility for the first real engraving your father’d ever done,” she said. “Practically a book to engrave on the side of this mug.”

Dave had invested $1,100 in the engraving stylus and lessons to operate it, and in the four months since had yet to engrave a single letter in earnest. This did not discourage him or Evelyn, for they frequently went months without selling a particular item in their inventory.

“No telling what the public will take a fancy to,” Dave would say. “It’s the man who’ll go crazy who’ll try to figure out the public.”

Dave and Evelyn had moved into their small store before Robert was born, and hung the painted plywood sign—CIGAR’S—over the door. The wooden sign was in the basement now, succeeded by an electric number that cost a fortune when the letters that frequently burned out—CI AR’S IGAR’S GAR S—needed to be replaced.

Robert remembered his father practicing on the engraving stylus. Curls of pewter, some fine as thread, some thick as nail clippings, dropped to the desk beneath him. Dave saved these shavings and sold them to an alloy wholesaler in Milwaukee. The practice mug filled with cut letters: the English alphabet, upper and lower case, a dozen times; numerals; Congratulations!; Champions; Bravo!; University; World’s Greatest Dad; Anniversary; Glee Club; To A Great Fellow; the Greek alphabet. A storm of letters in a swirl without beginning or end.

“He worked for two hours straight and then the woman returned,” Evelyn said. “I got her a cup of coffee and a chair out of the back. She said she was perfectly happy to wait.”

“She hovered like a vulture,” Dave cut in. His beer bottle rested on the hard little ball of his paunch. He was in his late fifties, smug in his contentment and the path smoothed by his loving wife. “She sighed and rustled her packages and checked her watch,” he complained. “That store is so tiny, I heard every beat of her heart.”

“An hour passed,” Evelyn said. “Peppy was very impatient.”

“Maybe she was afraid of missing her twenty-sixth anniversary,” Robert said.

Dave sneered, but his mother laughed, and Robert felt a part of them for a moment.

“Finally, your father finished. He polished the mug, got all his fingerprints off, and passed it lovingly to Peppy, holding it with a soft cloth.”

Evelyn abruptly left the room. Robert, alone with his father, did not know what to say. Was that the story? His father drank his beer. Evelyn returned with a large pewter mug.

“Voilà!” she said. “The result of your father’s nearly four hours of work.”

She placed the mug in Robert’s hands. It read: “To my darling, Frank. Happy 25th anniversary. Love, Puppy.”

“She was a vulture,” Dave said. “She just hovered and skulked and drove me to distraction with her impatience.” He flailed his arms for exclamation. “Peppy, Puppy, what’s the difference? One stupid name is as good as another, right?”

“Right!” Evelyn said.

“She’ll be back! Mark my words.”

Robert said, “Right, Dave.”

His mother, going to get her husband a fresh beer, winked at Robert above Dave’s shiny head.

Robert ran his fingers over the letters carved in the mug. They were scratchy, of uneven depth and spacing; but when he took his eyes out of focus, the message and the workmanship approached perfection.

BEN AND ROBERT might never have spoken, for all the attention teacher paid to student in the following weeks. Robert assumed Ben had been offended, a potential friendship snapped cleanly dead by his quick, blunt honesty.

Robert could not decide if Ben was a good teacher. He often let the class out early, which made him popular. Also, he brought to class each day his jars of living specimens, and this was a big hit. He would lecture for forty minutes with a python around his shoulders; or pretend unwittingly to release a flock of monarch butterflies into the room, causing the girls to shriek with delighted fear; or he would stage cockroach races on the slate flats of the front table, with tiny white numbers painted on the insects’ backs.

All this spectacle often did not seem to have a point, or so Robert thought. He wondered if he was learning anything, or if he was supposed to. The tests Ben gave were faded mimeograph sheets with a date in the corner ten years in the past, the date he’d typed the stencil and filed it. The questions included: How many butterflies did I release into the room on Wednesday? (Answer: eleven). How many remain? (Two, they found a haven atop a speaker box in one high corner of the amphitheater and, safe, beat their wings slowly, as if still out of breath a week after being freed.) How many times did I forget my lunch since the last test? (Six. Olive always had wet hair, and touched Robert’s ear in passing, but otherwise ignored him; when cold weather came she wore a floppy hat of thick rhubarb-pink yarn pulled down over her head.)

At the conclusion of one Friday class Ben caught Robert’s eye and motioned him into the room in back, then through the blue tunnels to his third-floor office.

“How’s my class?” Ben asked. “Am I worth a science credit?”

“More than one. Four, even. But I don’t know if I’m learning anything.”

Ben unlocked his office door. His back to Robert, he turned on the light and went inside. Again Robert wondered if he had misspoken; this man kept sending out signals of friendship and Robert kept ignoring them, or misreading them.

“Are you learning anything you can use in your later life?” Ben asked rhetorically, dropping dried black specks like bacon bits from a jar marked FLYS into two aquariums containing a half dozen fat toads. “Not specifically, no. Nobody in your class has any interest in a career in biology. They’re only there because it is a requirement. I just try to instill a sense of wonder and appreciation. That’s why I race cockroaches and set butterflies loose. Maybe one day something I’ll have said will be recalled by a student and he’ll stop and take a closer look at something he might have walked blithely by if he hadn’t taken my class. Maybe a fact he learned from me’ll impress his kid someday . . . bring them closer together for a moment.”

He sat at his desk and rubbed his eyelids with his fingertips. The skeleton of his crow remained, its wing still fractured. On the floor beneath his desk was a pair of women’s open-toed high-heeled shoes.

“I’ll tell you,” he said. “You guys are more fun than the ones who want to be scientists. No roach races for them. They want to learn something. They demand it. It’s tough work, then.”

Ben stood. He asked, “Are you busy? Would you like to get some dinner?”

They took Ben’s car on the road around the lake. It got darker earlier each evening and Robert was always unnerved by the rapidity of it. Winter came so fast in that town. He had never lived anywhere else and had nothing to compare it with, but the coldness of the season seemed to swoop down on Mozart, the first hints of it coming in late summer, and the quick darkening at the end of the day always a reliable precursor.

But rather than go to the tall narrow green house Ben turned into a small drive-in restaurant on the lake and ordered chili dogs, french fried onion rings, and coffee from a waitress who came out to the car in ski pants and yellow parka. They could see her breath alive with the moist droplets of chewed gum.

They took the food on to the house, but again stopped short of where Robert was sure they were bound. Ben unfolded two chairs in the shadowy backyard and the two men sat facing each other to eat their greasy meal. It was awful, just warm, and gave Robert sharp pains of gas in the upper cavities of his chest.

Now and then Robert saw different people—a woman, a boy, another boy—come to the back-door window and look out. They took in Robert with these visual inspections, but clearly were more interested in Ben. They might have been guarding against an attempt by him to come inside.

“There is a strain in our family just now,” Ben said with peaceful resignation. Robert had seen the woman come to the window and glare frostily out. He had looked away with a small shudder. The children looking out seemed more forgiving.

“I can’t really go into specifics,” Ben said. “It is one of those thorns of marriage. Do you know what crows do when they are at odds with their mate?”

The question was so strange Robert could not begin to formulate a reply. Crow tales. Professor Mason had mentioned crow tales. Were there such things?

“The crow at fault flies circles around the nest,” Ben said. “These are called grief orbits. The wronged crow at first does not entertain the notion of the other crow’s ever being allowed back into the nest. Sometimes this phase lasts a long time—depending on the depth of the wrong. But the grief orbits continue—forever, if that is what is called for. It’s a gesture of devotion; a way of admitting one was wrong, that one is sorry, willing to sacrifice—little food, no company, just ceaseless orbits of the nest. To prove that love still exists.”

Ben sighed and folded his hands. “That’s what I’m doing, Robert. Flying grief orbits.” He looked up when a boy’s worried face appeared at the window. It was completely dark; the boy probably saw nothing.

“Someday I’ll be allowed back in.”

“Why are they mad at you?”

“Only Ethel’s mad at me,” Ben said. “My kids know nothing about it, only that there is a storm between us. I’ve been orbiting for three weeks now, but no progress. Ethel is relentless in her anger. I sleep in my office. My kids pass me a change of clothes. I am out here to let Ethel know nothing has changed.”

“Can you tell me what you did?”

Ben said casually, “No.”

Now and then he circled the house on foot, like a sentry. He tapped on curtained windows and drummed his fingers on porch railings and the echoing tubes of downspouts. Creating sounds, letting his wife know he was waiting, that he had not given up. Robert accompanied him on these trips. “She appreciates this, I know,” Ben said.

Returning to the backyard after one such orbit, they found a plate of food covered with foil and a silver thermos of coffee placed on the back porch. Steam rose off two warm slabs of meat loaf, scalloped potatoes, and a slice of cherry pie.

“This is Ethel,” Ben said with real exultation. “The boys couldn’t do this, and Olive isn’t home. It’s Ethel’s way of beginning to call me back in.”

Ben offered to share the food, but Robert declined. It was after midnight and he wanted to get home.

“Will you go back to your office tonight?”

Ben was eating, looking up at the house. The house was so tall it seemed to infringe unnaturally on the starlight.

“I feel there’s a chance for my return tonight,” he said. “A crow is allowed back not all at once, but a little at a time. But it is always more sudden than one expects. I have hope.”

They said good night. Ben invited Robert to come to his office the next day, where he would tell him how the night concluded. Robert walked a block away and then returned. He was worried about the man sitting in the damp coolness, occasionally circling the house in search of a point of entry.

Ben was not in the backyard and Robert did not see him when he walked all around the house. Maybe Ben had been correct in his assessment of the situation and had been allowed to return.

But a low voice called down to Robert from a thick branch high in the birch tree beside the house.

“Why are you back?”

Robert could barely see Ben; he was crouching on a branch outside a third-floor window. Robert could not see his eyes, his mouth, his hands; he was just a shape.

“I was worried about you,” Robert said.

“Thank you, Robert,” Ben said. “But you needn’t worry about me. I’ve done this countless times before. Go home. You need your rest.”

Robert left him there, tapping at his wife’s locked window.




	

 


			

Chapter Three

Night Dive



ROBERT DID NOT fill his day sufficiently to tire himself, and after the brief sapped exhaustion from making love to Olive he lay awake and edgy. He could feel the summer rising away like a turned blanket, feel the comforter of frost beneath it. It was the end of August, the downside of summer’s peak, and the lake was cold. People who had lived in Mozart for decades swore to the passing of distant summers when balls of blue ice never left the lake, but regrouped in late September, and there was skating by Halloween.

He shook the sleeping Olive’s shoulder; bunches of muscle everywhere he touched, this long a time after she had stopped training: shoulders, legs, arms, the strong slatting on her ribs, which were ticklish, the pulling grip she exerted when he was inside her.

She had not been asleep.

“What?” she asked.

“The rain’s stopped, O. Let’s go look for Ben.”

She rolled toward him. “Could we?”

He crawled across her, already moving toward the lake, as if her participation was guaranteed. She clasped his arm. “What if we find him?” Her words came out of the shadows her head and body cut against the darkness, and they were words filled with a distant, buried grief and a fear of final knowledge.

“I look for him all the time,” Robert said. “He’s not there. But he’s somewhere. We’ll never find him, but the important thing is to look.”

“Talk sense,” she said peevishly.

“I am. You want to go or not? A little night dive?”

“I’m afraid.”

“So am I,” Robert said.

They left Ben’s house and walked to the lake. The Ladysmiths’ rowboat was tied to a pier that poked a silver finger out into the dark water. The lake was the sky and the lights around it stars that had fallen in. For both of them these lights had the familiarity of constellations. Olive would not have come to the lake without Robert; to walk along it on her way to work or school was enough to break her heart, if allowed. She saw her father everywhere. Every distant floating board was his arched spine, every scrap of Styrofoam his bobbing head. On occasion she ended a shift certain she had waited on him sometime during the night.

She half resented her missing father for taking the lake from her. In growing up in Mozart it had been the one constant through the shifting and turning of friends, boy and girl. The summer sun darkening her skin, while her flip side was cooled by the flat stone of the Calf; the smell of beer, oil, corn chips, the radio music and her friends talking, her hand held by a boy whose identity was so myriad he had no name, no face, just the sensation of strong fingers between her own; all of that was taken from her by her father’s vanishing. They had boat rentals at M.C. and she often wanted to go out on the water, just to study, or sleep, or bake her hair a shade paler, dreaming of the chlorine canyon she’d swum in so many times in high school, the black lane ribbons tiled into the pool’s floor like a road that doubled back on itself infinitely. She had been a swimmer and now could not swim, could not even wade in the blue-cold water three feet off the shore. She didn’t dare; not many did, her father having closed the lake.

They were sitting in the rowboat, Robert waiting for Olive to cast off. The boat was heavy wood, painted white, unnamed. Kids once thought it not unusual to take the Ladysmiths’ boat out to the Calf and return it at the end of the day; but no more. Even with a new boat, the chance was just too great.

Olive could feel the cold coming up from the lake. When she was little her father told her Oblong Lake was so cold it never thawed all the way to the bottom, that on the hottest days of summer she could dive deep and touch ice. He told of a glacier reaching south a half-million years ago, then pulling back as if it had touched a hot stove. In its wake it left behind Oblong Lake, and the bone-cold water.

She unknotted the rope holding the boat to the dock and Robert worked the oars until the boat was clear. The boat Duke and Ben were in the night of the accident had shattered and dispersed; it had been made of wood, a boat as old as Ben, a coffee can filled with cement for an anchor.

“We’ll freeze,” Olive said. “He’s just bones now resting on the lake bottom. Leave him in peace.”

“Ben wants us to look. He was a questing individual.”

“We’ll freeze and sink.”

“Water temperature today was sixty degrees. That’s a degree colder than the beginning of the week,” he said. He shivered. He had lived in Mozart all his life and still each approaching winter scared him. “Summer is over,” he told Olive. “This is the last chance I’ll have to look this year.”

“Let’s go home and go to bed,” Olive pleaded.

“You don’t have to dive. You can handle the boat.” But even to row a boat across it seemed risky to her; her father might be anywhere.

Robert rowed to a point just off the Calf. He had selected it two nights before as the last place he would look before quitting for the winter. He dove in his clothes, the fabric a thin barrier infinitely warmer than bare skin. He had flippers, a mask, a snorkel, and an underwater lamp he looped by a strap around his wrist. He had three thick towels for when he returned.

It had been late at night when Ben went under and Duke was found clinging to a chunk of the rowboat. His mangled right leg did not hurt too badly only because of the numbing cold of the water. He had hung there for an hour before a police launch found him. He was half-asleep; he had called for his father two or three times, then put him out of his mind when he didn’t answer. The lake was flat and quiet after all the turmoil. He could stay there awhile or he could slide under the water, it didn’t matter to him either way. He expected he would dream about this night someday. Then they came for him and he was pulled from the water. Almost at once his leg began to hurt worse than anything in his life.

Six fire department divers had gone into the lake to look for Ben. Names stenciled yellow across their black rubber backs: WHEELWRIGHT PEREZ NOONAN HOPE PAZDERNICK GRISWOLD. With stark light and faces blank as windows they descended. They dove for three days off the police launch, the boat anchoring at different spots on Oblong Lake, and found no trace of Professor Ben Ladysmith. No shoes. No pants. No floating reminders. No body suspended six feet below the surface, hanging peacefully, as though already laid to rest. Oblong Lake was 160 feet at its deepest and the divers wondered if perhaps the boat’s anchor, in a bit of irony or frustration, had snared Ben Ladysmith on its way down and pulled him along; he was down there, maybe forever, and as time passed everyone in Mozart except Robert prayed Ben would stay down.

“We used to come to the Calf to sunbathe,” Olive said. “We’d lie directly in the sunlight but it was never quite free of chill. That flat old stone was always cold.”

“It’s a glacial lake,” Robert said. He waited, but for no particular reason. He listened to his breath running in and out of him. He wanted to delay the first cold, but he also wanted to hold off the end of this final dive of the summer; to begin was to move toward the end.

“But in the summer,” Olive said, “it would be ninety or ninety-five on land, and on the Calf it would be forty degrees cooler.”

Robert nodded. He wanted her to keep talking, but she was watching him carefully now, realizing he was afraid. He was trying to confront the fear—present at every dive—that he might actually find Ben. He trusted Ben to stay where he was, to remain a cog in Oblong Lake folklore. Of 106 drownings in the lake in the eighty-four years records had been kept, every body had been recovered except Ben’s. Hardy souls taking a night swim who nudged a submerged object with a toe, or had a leg brushed by a pike, thought of Ben Ladysmith and where was he anyway? Water skiing on the lake was way off two summers running. Ben discouraged water sports by the fact of his absence. Wheelwright, captain of the fire department dive team that abandoned the search after three days, would not go into Oblong Lake, certain Ben Ladysmith was waiting to surprise him.

Robert was the only person still looking for Ben.

Olive dipped a hand in the water.

“You’ll be back in ten seconds,” she predicted. “Your little dick is going to look like the eye of a potato.”

“Ladylike Ladysmith.” Robert spat into the mask. The dive would wash the stickiness off his penis. When she flicked water from her fingers into his face it did not feel that cold, but it had had time to warm itself against her.

Olive asked in a whisper, “What if you find Ben?”

“We tell the police.”

“Don’t tell me if you find him,” she said, sitting up straight and shutting her eyes. “I have this memory of him and if you found him I doubt he’d conform to that memory.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t find him.”

He held the mask against his face and rolled backwards off the starboard side of the boat. Cold and disorientation gripped him for an instant, then he determined where he was and he was only cold. He surfaced alongside the boat.

“Ha! Ha!” he gasped at Olive, who sat watching with arms folded. “Christ, it’s cold!” He went under.

Daylight once passed 100 feet down through the water of Oblong Lake, it was so clear; a selling point. Old-timers (Ben and Dave among them) claimed to remember a time when light pushed to the very bottom. Better days. Robert doubted them. The pollution of the people using the lake had cut the visibility somewhat, but it was still very clear water.

His light gave the night water an edge of murkiness. The space not in the direct path of the light took on an opacity that was unnerving to the imaginative. The lake was home to muskellunge, solid as lengths of lumber, to pike and walleye. The lake at night was gorged with frightening shadows and motions. And Ben was there somewhere.

Robert stayed at the surface and kicked hard toward the Cow. He watched the swing of his light down through the depths. Fleet shapes and dark colors passed through the beam. Near the island he treaded water for a moment to rest and stretch his cold lungs with deep breaths. The water was about twenty feet deep there. The glacier’s retreat had left behind a casual jumble of thousand-ton granite chips, and it was in the caves and nooks and overhangs formed by these stones that Robert sensed Ben was resting. Robert could explore, at most, three of those sites per dive before he had to get out of the water. Nothing else in his life raced his blood like sending his beam of light into a dark cave not knowing if it was the cave where Ben was waiting.

He took a last deep breath and held it, then dove down toward the stones that formed the base of the island. The pressure of the descent squeezed his head. A moment arrived, as it always did, when he questioned what he was doing there. Ethel knew about his diving and could not understand it. He had never received a satisfactory answer to his question, “Don’t you want Ben found?”

Cold caked in his chest, and in his legs and arms. The exertion of swimming did not cut it or pump it away. He thought: Summer is definitely over.

Robert picked a dark space in the rocks he had not explored before and pushed his light, his arm, and his head, in that order, inside. There was a dusting of green slime on the rocks and a small pike hanging with a delicate semaphore of fins. The fish did not move when Robert appeared; he might have been an apparition too outlandish to believe.

But no Ben.

Robert tapped his chest as though to check his air. The boat drifted above, a reliable geometric shape atop the voluminous skin that held him. On a previous night he had looked up in much the same way and seen a second diver above him. His heart had shaken, thinking he had blundered into Ben’s orbit.

Robert kicked to the surface and broke out alongside the boat. Olive jumped. She had been watching something in the distance, not his ascending beam.

“Let’s go home now,” she said.

“One more. It’s too cold. Summer’s over.”

“Come out now, please.”

“One more.” He went under, but regretfully. Already he was feeling the warm embrace of the towels, the row to shore, dry clothes, a glass of brandy in Olive’s bed.

He swam for a cave farther around the Cow. The Cow and the Calf were actually a part of a single formation of rock. From above the water a narrow valley ten feet wide and twenty-five feet deep gave the impression of two islands. The Cow, a hump of granite with high sheer sides and topped with tough, undernourished pines, appeared to watch over the Calf, an almost perfectly flat bald disk of rock, a meeting point of society for the children of Mozart.

Robert found the next cave, but his lungs were hardening, holding less air, and he had time only to glance in before his lungs began to pinch shut. A circle of gold reflecting his lamplight caught his eye, though, just as he kicked away and up from the cave mouth.

Olive was paying no attention when Robert surfaced. He drew air and descended. At the cave mouth he hesitated. The circle of gold had him spooked. Ben had once shown him a molar crowned with gold. If that was what his light had winked off, what might not be extrapolated from that?

But the pockets of air in his chest were decreasing and the cold had a dangerous feel to it suddenly. He imagined the lake wanted him to remain. This was his final descent of the night and of the summer. He kicked once and glided into the cave mouth. A gold-lit fish slid unhurriedly out over his back.

The circle of gold he had seen was a ring. It lay on a feathery pillow of algae as though being carried to a bride’s finger. He picked it up and held it in his palm, under the light. A thin gold band and a red seed stone. He pocketed the treasure and backed out of the cave. In the boat, bundled in towels, he did not mention the ring to Olive, fearing he had at last found something of her father.

ROBERT WAS ON the roof the next day when Ethel returned from work. That morning she had touched Robert’s wet clothes hanging on the shower rod and that made her think of Oblong Lake, of Ben, of her one-legged son. She had often told Robert that enough of Ben existed for her without his physical remains being appended to her memories.

Duke was on the front walk in his wheelchair. He had used the chair for a time after the accident, and used it still when he was tired or lazy or feeling sorry for himself. His mother cupped the back of his neck and kissed him on the forehead. They both looked up at Robert.

“How’s it going?” she asked absently.

“He’s slow today. He’s been up there two hours and cleaned maybe a yard of gutter. He’s dropped a lot. He almost fell off once. A lot of the time he just sits and stares.”

“You don’t have to sit here, you know.”

Duke shrugged. “Nothing else to do.”

“I don’t believe that. Are you hungry?” Before he answered she called up to Robert, “Are you hungry?”

He was, but he kept finding dead birds in the gutters and his enthusiasm for food had waned. Each bird, if he looked hard enough, bore a neat hole and a ragged corresponding exit wound. He needed an excuse to get off the roof. It felt so high today, as though he was looking deeper than the surface of the Earth. More than once he thought he saw Duke hovering in the air. He put a knot in the bag he was filling and left it on the small roof porch. He untied the line around his waist and came down.

Ethel made sandwiches, put chips in a bowl, arranged pickle disks like cloverleafs on a plate, poured glasses of iced tea. She always smelled automotive to Robert when she returned from work; gas or oil or seat leather, or some mix of these, clung to the uniform she had adopted for the job. Jeans worn pale in the seat and knees, a green flannel shirt over a white cotton jersey (wearing just the jersey on the hottest days), and steel-toed black boots she often vowed to put through the teeth of some of her fares.

When she took the job she was certain she would hate it, foremost because she had to have the job. Ben’s pension from the college was small because he had been denied his associate professorship twice before obtaining it just three years prior to his disappearance, which was two years shy of his being fully vested. The life insurance company, grousing about paying off on a dead man who had never been found, stalled, demanding that proof of death be furnished. And if and when they paid, Ethel figured she would go through the money in two years just on heating bills and groceries alone. The cab money was supplemental, but utterly necessary.

She thought she would hate driving a cab, and she did until she was convinced her children could survive her absence, that the house remained standing. She came to like the solitude and the motion. The money was not great, but it was sufficient. But then she was robbed twice, once by a woman, and she began to hate the job again.

She combed her hair and washed her face before sitting down to lunch.

“Where’s Buzzard?” she asked.

“He’s pitching tonight,” Duke said, which meant Buzz would be in his room with the lights out, doing whatever he did in the hours before a game.

“How are the gutters progressing?”

“Tediously,” Robert said. “I found two more dead birds. Both shot.”

Duke was reminded. “When are we going crow hunting?”

“Never.”

“The boys want to hunt crows,” Ethel said. She surprised him by drawing her cool, slightly oily fingertips across his cheek. “You didn’t shave,” she said.

“Winter’s coming,” he said. Her fingers had left tracks of sensation on his face. “Time to start my beard.”

“It’s still August,” she said, laughing.

“Late August. September is a winter month in Mozart.”

“Your face will be hidden from us until the thaw?” Ethel asked, mocking him with her melodramatic tone.

“It’s no joke. You’d grow one if you could. It’s survival.” The past six winters he’d grown a beard, never regretfully, and hacked each one off in the spring like a dirty pelt.

“Take the boys crow hunting,” Ethel said.

“What would Ben say?”

Ethel remained composed in the face of this cheap tactic, but Duke was no match for it and turned his glistening eyes away. Robert bit his lip. “Crows were his favorites,” he said.

“Nonsense,” Ethel hissed. “He didn’t give a good goddamn about crows or anything else he taught. He hunted crows every chance he got.”

Robert finished his meal, wondering why she had told that lie.

After a long time Ethel said, “The storm windows need to go up.”

Robert, caught, smiled. “But it’s only August.”

“September is a winter month,” she said. “I spent $300 a month heating this monster last winter. Think of the storms as the house’s beard.”

He clasped his shoulders with his hands, made cold by the talk of heating bills and winter months. He put bread in the toaster and stood so the heat from the orange coils rose into his face. The cold from the previous night’s dive seemed to be a part of him now, a new layer of tissue he had to assimilate. It would take days to wear away, or it might never at all. His mother used to warn him not to cross his eyes because they might get stuck. That was how he felt about the lake cold; he had gone in once too often and now the cold had him for good.

He rolled the red-stoned ring with his fingertips in his trouser pocket. He was anxious to bring it out for Ethel to see, but feared her crying or expressing an emotion he was not prepared for. He buttered the toast when it came up and let the hot slices of bread warm his fingers; he was turning to ice. If it was Ben’s ring, Robert’s next step should have been to search thoroughly the area where he had found it. But he was done diving for the season, and relieved at not having to go back into the cold water and being freed of finding Ben for the time being. With Ben found, what excuse would he have for staying at Ethel’s?

“You went diving last night,” Ethel said.

Robert sat back down. Duke watched him without saying a word; eyes like his father’s.

“Yes.”

“Don’t do that for my sake.”

“I’m through for the winter,” Robert said. “You won’t have to worry about it until spring. Ben’s safe until then.”

She smiled ruefully at the idea of this and rolled her son’s hand into her own; she cherished his hands more since he had lost the leg, they seemed so temporary. She herself did not feel safe until she had banished the interloper in her family’s existence back onto the roof to complete the cleaning of the gutters.

BUZZARD CAME INTO the kitchen that evening and blinked his eyes. He was in his baseball uniform, his cap stylishly backwards on his head, his hose stirrups pulled so high they were just thin streaks of scarlet rising into the tapered legs of his pants. Olive was at work. Robert had showered and was drinking a beer; he felt wonderful having passed another day without losing his home or having to hunt crows.

A tall kid named Kevin Mills came up the driveway. He wore the same uniform as Buzz. His spikes, laces tied together, hung over his shoulder. He played first base, a position where his burgeoning clumsiness was least a problem. Growth had added strength to his arms and legs, but robbed him of speed and agility. He was good-natured, though, knowing he was seventeen and on his way out of the game. He came into the kitchen smiling.

“Hello, Kevin,” Ethel said. “Would you like a glass of milk?”

“No time,” Buzz snapped. He grabbed his gear bag off the chair.

“Just a short one, maybe,” Kevin said, holding up a finger. He liked to make Buzzard wait; the aggravation gave Buzz something to think about apart from his brooding concentration on the night’s pitching.

Ethel handed Kevin a full glass.

“Where’s Olive?” he asked, glancing at Robert, then drinking.

“She’s at work.”

“She coming to the game?”

“Call her up sometime,” Buzz said. “Stop this twenty questions bullshit. We’re late.”

Kevin faced Robert. The milk was gone; a thread of it remained around his mouth like a drawstring.

“Is it OK if I call her?” Kevin asked.

“Why ask him?” Ethel said.

“Good question,” Robert said.

“He’s got no ties to Olive,” Ethel said to Kevin, who blushed. “He’s just a quasi-leech—or something to that effect.”

“Let’s go!” Buzz said, and snatched open the back door and was gone.

Fans in cars passed, yelling greetings to the two players as they followed the lake road toward the field. Kevin waved; Buzz did not. He was in that mood he entered in his dark room before each start.

They could see the field lights through the trees like a phosphorescence. Cars honked. Brake lights winked. Words came over the PA, as hard to grab as bats.

“What’s with that guy?” Kevin asked.

“Who?”

“That Bob guy.”

“He was a friend of my dad’s. He and O were an item for a while. But I don’t know about now. Somehow he’s managed to hang on.”

“Is he doinking her?”

Buzz shot a look at his friend. “Doinking? Do I talk about your sister that way?”

“Sorry. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah,” Buzz said, then said nothing more. He broke away in an easy trot and Kevin, embarrassed, ran to keep up.

“I got the word from Madison,” he said. “They’ll take me.”

“Good,” Buzz said. “You’ll play a lot of ball for the Badgers.”

“No I won’t. I’m out of there.”

Buzz said nothing for a long time. They filtered like smoke through the trees ringing the park. Buzz could hear the electric hum of the scoreboard lights.

“How’s the arm?” Kevin asked, nearly in a whisper, before they stepped out of the last shadows and irrevocably into the baseball light.

Buzz glanced at his friend. “The arm’s been better.” He made a fist. “It takes forever to get loose.”

“Don’t throw sore.”

But they had emerged from the woods; a round kid in chest pad and mask, his catcher’s mitt hanging like a skillet at his side, came over to greet Buzzard and accept his warm-up throws.

The time before Buzz pitched, the time of his pitching, were the few moments in his life of which he was certain. It was a sequence of time without history or future. He was left to shape the time to his own ends and he did that so splendidly that since the age of thirteen he had been in the eye of scouts, college and professional. And when his time on the mound was finished he was about as sad as he ever feared to be. He dreaded the end of the game, and even when it was over and the postgame gathering of players and beer was drawing to a close, he was reluctant to let go; he had nothing to hold him until he could begin looking forward to his next start. He feared the end of the game, the end of the season, and the presence of winter for the long stretches of confusion without the relief that it presented.

Robert, Ethel, and Duke walked to the field a half hour after Buzzard and sat in the bleachers along the third base side. Buzz warmed up with an easy motion. Duke balanced on his leg against the fence to watch his brother prepare for work, but Buzz did not acknowledge him.

The field was a block in from Oblong Lake. A wind scattered papers on the ground, the late-summer serenity in the tops of trees. At the cinder-block concession stand more coffee than beer was sold. Robert waited in a short line to buy himself a coffee, a Pay Day for Duke, a hot chocolate for Ethel. Someone grabbed his arm and he turned. It was his father.

“Hello, Dave,” he said. He was always glad, initially, to see his father.

“Bob-O.”

“Mom here?”

“She’s in the bleachers,” Dave said. “Doesn’t care for baseball, but she thought we might run into you here, and damned if she wasn’t right.”

“Did she want to talk to me?”

“Go say hello,” his father urged. “She worries about you.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Robert said as he stepped out of line. He found his mother sitting alone on the peeling boards with a sweater over her shoulders and her long legs tucked up against her chest. He stood on the ground below her, hands in his pockets.

“You never come see us,” she said.

“That’s not true.”

“Come sit a minute.”

“I’ve got to get something for Ethel and Duke,” he said.

“Just for a minute. Do it for your old mother.”

He was about to climb the bleachers when a man took hold of his arm.

“Hello, Mr. Fennimore,” Robert said.

The man loosened his grip and grinned uneasily. “Call me Hal, Rob. You’re a grown man. None of this Mr. Fennimore BS.” He wore a Mozart High School Boosters Club jacket and a hat studded with trout flies and school function pins. When Robert was a sportswriter, Fennimore had been a constant pain. His line of work was a water ski rental and bait-and-tackle shop on the lake; he busted his ass through the summer, then holed up for the winter, sticking his nose into other people’s business. He blew out his cheeks as if stretching them to store more nuts. He appeared anxious about his mission, but so convinced of its rightness that he dared push ahead.

“You find Ben Ladysmith?” he asked. He was a stooped man with a forced smile. When Robert shook his head, Fennimore asked, “You think there’s a chance you’ll find him before summer’s over?”

“It’s over now.”

Fennimore grimaced. “It’s not yet,” he claimed.

“It’s over,” Robert repeated. “I’m through looking until spring.”

“You find him,” Fennimore said in a lower, private voice, “and it’s worth one thousand dollars to me and my business.” He spat into the gravel. “The man has killed the lake. Are you aware of that fact?”

“I don’t think he’ll ever be found,” Robert said.

“Don’t say that. He hasn’t been found, so he’s still out there. People know that and stay away. They go to another lake to fish or water ski.”

Robert thought the man was finished, but then Fennimore asked, “You ever see Frank Abbott?”

Robert said, “Not often. Once or twice. He’s got enough on his mind.”

Fennimore started to move away. “I hope his life is ruined. He’s damn near ruined mine. Ruined Ben’s and that boy’s. That whole family.” He shook a finger at Robert. “Don’t you give up!”

The exchange lasted barely minutes, but it tinted the remainder of Robert’s night. He did not know that anyone outside Ben’s family was aware of his dives. One thousand dollars; he could use the money. But it was a distasteful thought, a bounty on Ben’s head.

He sat down beside his mother.

“People ask me quite often how you’re doing with Ben,” she said. “They’re interested.”

“I don’t expect to find him.”

“It’s the effort you put forth that they appreciate,” Evelyn said. “The fire department gave up after only three days. As important as Oblong Lake is to Mozart, you’d think they’d spend more than seventy-two hours looking for a dead body.”

“It’s a big lake,” Robert said.

His mother nodded. She twisted the wedding band on her finger. “I spoke to Flora Gasconade last week,” she said. “She says Al’s with the Journal.”

“I knew that.”

“He covers the Brewers.”

“Did you ask me over just to talk about Al?” he asked mildly. He kept in touch with Al Gasconade, he liked him, therefore the boasts of Al’s mother could not touch him. It was pleasant and cool there in the stands. The high lights scooped an intimate half sphere out of the deepening dark. Players from both teams wandered over the field in a rite of preparation. Buzzard had finished warming up. He stood against the fence talking with Duke. This scene touched Robert; the two brothers rarely seemed to have anything in common.

“Flora is getting a job,” Evelyn said, her attention fixed somewhere inside her.

“Everybody’s getting jobs except me,” Robert said. “Is that your point?”

“No, no. It’s just strange. Here Flora has been home for years, and now she wants to go to work. And I’ve worked all that time, and lately it appeals to me to just stay home.”

“Is there a chance of that?”

“I’m not tired of your father, but I am tired of that store. He has a thicker skin than me, maybe,” Evelyn said. “I thought it was the other way around, but he has an enormous capacity for acceptance. I’m running short myself.” She patted her son’s leg and laughed. “But it will probably never happen. Your father asked me to ask you up here,” Evelyn revealed. “He wants me to bug you about your life in general.”

“Consider me bugged. Anything else? What are you two selling at Cigar’s these days?”

His mother covered her mouth, but a helpless mirth rose in her eyes. “T-shirts,” she whispered through her hand. “I’m wearing one at the moment,” she said, almost like a girl teasing a teenage boy with the secret of her underwear. She said, “Your father calls T-shirts the literature of the eighties.”

Dave returned then with two plastic cups of coffee. He wore a T-shirt himself, Robert noticed, beneath his sweater. When Robert asked, Dave unbuttoned the sweater. The shirt was gold, with black lettering that proclaimed: 50, FAT & FERTILE!

“Nice shirt, Dave,” Robert said, flabbergasted with embarrassment.

His father pulled the message taut across his torso. “I had three guys offer to buy it off my back tonight,” he boasted. “I finally buttoned my sweater so I’d get a little peace.”

“They wanted to burn it, Dave.”

“I told them to come into the shop and we’d whip one up for them,” Dave said. He gave his wife her coffee. The laughter was gone from her eyes. Robert wondered: Does she ever think her husband is a joke?

“I’ve got to get back,” Robert said, rising.

“Ev tell you she heard from Al Gasconade’s mom?” his father asked. “He’s covering the Bucks.”

“Brewers, honey.”

“Bucks. Brewers. They’re both major league.”

“She told me, Dave. Al deserves it. He’s a good writer.”

“Not as good as you, Bob-O! I read you both in the Scale and he paled in comparison.”

“He still has the desire, though. Desire is a vital component.”

His father was not listening. Robert could see in his eyes that he had moved on.

“You didn’t shave today?” Dave asked. People sitting nearby turned casually to examine Robert’s scrabbly face.

“Summer’s over, Dave.” Robert touched his face; day one, it was stubbled, unkempt, derelict. Every year his father gave him a hard time about the beard. It was a tradition.

He said good-bye and forgot what he had gone to the concession stand for when he returned to his seat. Olive had arrived in her greasy Good-Ee Freez uniform; she added a Coke to the order and Robert returned to the concession stand. He felt stunned by the brush with his parents and with Fennimore. His father was well past fifty, not really fat. And fertile?

He was still in line when the game began. He watched Buzz’s first pitch through a grove of spectators’ shoulders and heads, and it was a called strike.

ON THE WALK home Robert took the ring from his pocket and passed it to Ethel. The darkness was thick where they walked, however, and she could only feel the ring’s shape and weight and Robert’s warmth in her hand. Her son had pitched less than his best that night, but still won, then departed in that blue ether that surrounded him, win or lose, after each game. He kissed his mother good night at the edge of the field, then walked away with Kevin and some other ballplayers, going into the woods to their snuck beer and stories. She felt the night and the knowledge of the morning pushing her to bed. Now this ring.

“You found it in the lake?” she asked as they walked. Olive and Duke were just moving shapes. They all walked slowly so Duke could keep up.

“Last night,” Robert said. “Near the Cow.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Olive asked.

“I didn’t want to upset you. It’s the first thing I’ve found. I didn’t know if it was Ben’s or not.”

They could see the front-porch light ahead. Ethel put the ring in her pocket. Then she pretended to drop it.

“Oh, damn!” she exclaimed, kicking stones.

Everyone stopped. There was no light for a search and Robert had no wish to press it regardless. He had long since decided the ring was Ethel’s, whether it had been Ben’s or not, and hers to do with as she pleased. If she wanted it lost again, that was up to her.

“We can come back in the morning to look for it,” Robert said.

No one contested or agreed to this. They went on home.

Ethel inspected the ring in private, and wondered at what point in the past two years it had slipped from her husband’s finger.




	

 


			

Chapter Four

Forgetful Sleep



ROBERT HAD STORED the storm windows in the basement according to Ben’s old system. He had wiped each pane clean on both sides and rested it against its neighbor. Each window frame bore a three-figure code that corresponded to the code written on the frame of the house. Robert loved this touch of taxonomy. Phylum. Genus. Species.

He climbed the ladder with window 3-E-A—third floor, east side, first window from left. The ladder had a perilous inward bow to it and swayed as he ascended. He had the rest of the third floor and all of the fourth to do. But putting up storm windows kept him out of any crow hunts. It gave him a clear idea of what was expected of him.

In the early days of September Olive had come home with a new boyfriend. He was on the Mozart College soccer team, his name was Glenn. His hair was the color of straw and seemed always to be wrinkled and tipped with moisture. He was small and nimble. His muscles looked stringy and hard, durable and ferretlike; just Olive’s type. Robert often caught them sitting alone in the house, Glenn running his small, freckled hands over Olive’s swimmer’s muscles. He would look up at Robert as he passed through; Robert hoped he wondered where Robert fit in.

Robert asked Ethel, “Where does this leave me?” He could have asked Olive, but she could not answer his question. Olive had only herself to grant.

“Talk to O,” Ethel said. “That’s between the two of you.”

“Not that,” Robert said. “Am I still welcome in this house? Do I exist as anything other than O’s ex?”

Ethel licked her lips. They felt crinkled with road film. “You’re handy to have around,” she admitted. “But you’ve been here more under the auspices of Ben than of Olive or me. He brought you here in the first place. I can’t kick you out.”

Robert felt his chest ease. A pain behind his eyes diminished.

“But the time will come,” Ethel continued, “when I will bring myself to kick you out. Ben will fade from memory sufficiently for me to wonder what you are doing in my house. Be warned.”

“I am warned,” he said.

“I mean it.”

Robert nodded, but he felt free to touch her papery cheek and leave the room whistling. He finished the third floor late in the afternoon, a clean storm pane on every window but Olive’s.

Buzz was pitching again that night. He would leave soon to walk into town, where a bus would carry his team to Baraboo. He was locked in his room at the moment. No one had seen him all day. Duke was asleep on the living-room couch. He looked off balance and endangered with his long leg stretched out next to nothing. Duke had asked Robert to drive them to Baraboo to watch Buzzard pitch, and Robert had agreed. The benediction of belonging granted by Ethel made him eager to do things for the family. He unfolded a plaid comforter and spread it over Duke. The boy said something in his sleep and turned away.

In the mail that day had been a letter for Robert from a newspaper in Minneapolis. A sportswriting job had opened there and they wanted him to come for an interview. They would pay his way and put him up. This letter excited Ethel almost more than it would have his father, had he known.

“You’ll have to shave, of course,” she said.

“I’m not interested in the field,” Robert told her.

“How do you know? When was the last time you tried it?”

Robert scratched his beard; it was growing into that length where it itched routinely. “I try it in my mind all the time,” he said. “The other night at Buzz’s game, I wrote the story of that game in my mind. Quotes and all. I knew what those coaches and players would say after the game. I’ll do the same thing at tonight’s game.”

“You’re a natural, then,” she said.

“Maybe,” Robert said. “I doubt it, but maybe. But it’s not something I want to do, so what’s the point?”

“Working is the point!” Ethel cried. “Making a living is the point!”

He plucked the letter from her fingers and departed. Her eyes were wild with an anger or frustration he had never witnessed before. On the drive to Baraboo she pursued the matter further, but their bickering made Duke so nervous he asked them to stop.

“Dad liked Rob-O,” Duke said from the backseat, “so we must respect that.”

Ethel replied, “This goes beyond his permission to live with us. I’d think you would want to move out. Get started on something of your own.”

He was at the wheel and felt just fine, useful. Ethel drove all day and hated the roads now, the oncoming traffic, the lights of approaching cars. In less than an hour they were on their way home. Buzz had been hit hard in the first inning and removed from the game. With Buzz gone there was nothing of interest to hold the rest of his family.

ROBERT HAD COME to visit Olive long ago, before Ben disappeared. The month was March and it was cold and raining. Ben was sitting in a chair on the front porch reading a magazine. He wore gloves and a winter coat and the rain spattered the toe of his shoe where it poked beyond the influence of the overhang. He smiled at Robert hurrying through the downpour.

“Come to visit Olive?”

“Is she home?”

“I don’t know,” Ben said. “I haven’t been inside since morning.”

“More grief orbits?”

“No. No key.” He smiled as if caught at something foolish. “I climbed the tree but the window’s latched. The house is locked up like a drum.”

“Where is everybody?”

“That’s the mystery,” Ben said. “I went to the office this morning to work a little, feed my charges, and when I got home they were gone. I’d have taken a key if I’d known. Damned spontaneity!”

Ben pressed the doorbell and Robert heard the distant note it produced. The action was an idle gesture of frustration.

“Nobody has a spare key?” Robert asked. “Neighbors?”

“Nobody I know of,” Ben said.

“Let’s go into town and I’ll buy you dinner. When we come back they’ll be home.”

“No. I have to wait. I’m worried,” Ben said. “I couldn’t eat.” He tapped the rolled magazine against his thigh and looked both ways up the street. In a moment, he said, “I’ll bet they assumed I had a key. I’ll bet there’s a note in the kitchen telling me where they are and when they’ll be back.”

They ran through the rain to the back door, whose cement porch was half the size of the front porch, with a grudging jut of rooflet effective only in altering slightly the angle of the rainfall. Cold beads wet Ben’s high forehead and slid like diamonds on an escalator down the shafts of his hair. He looked miserable and afraid as he squeezed his face to the back-door glass to see into the house. The kitchen was dark but for one small light burning out of his frame of vision; but there was indeed a piece of paper on the table.

Ben said, “It says, ‘Gone to Paris. Be back in the summertime. Take roast out of freezer.’ ” He stepped away from the window, smiling thinly. “No sense standing in the rain.”

Back at the front of the house the remaining daylight had been halved, the rain doubled. Ben took his chair while Robert perched on a slim concrete ledge that still exposed his back to the rain unless he sat up exaggeratedly straight.

“You’re sure I can’t buy you dinner?”

Ben shook his head. The rain fell furiously. Any brief sprint through it would soak them.

“Imagine an existence,” Ben said softly, “where this is the normal way of life. Living in the dark, at the weather’s mercy, cold, danger, not knowing what has happened to your loved ones. Any predator might have dragged them off. Just a cold slab of stone to sit on. It makes me all warm inside just to think how far we’ve come.”

He held his watch close to his eyes. “It’s six thirty, and no lights have come on,” he said. “That’s good. It means she didn’t activate the timer. She wasn’t going on any long trips. She’ll be back.”

Time passed and the rain eased a bit. Cars swished by. The lights went on at the Wilsons’, the Ladysmiths’ neighbors. Robert had things to do, but nothing as important as keeping Ben company. That small square of porch he shared with Ben seemed immune to other concerns. He had become part of a vigil.

“Maybe we should break in,” Ben said. “It’s my house.”

“I’ll bet they’re home any minute.”

“An optimist!” Ben exclaimed, just a voice in the dark by then. “All crows are optimists. Did you know that?”

Robert smiled. “No, I didn’t know that.”

“Oh, yes. They start fresh every day,” Ben said. “When they wake up in the morning they have no idea what they will do that day. What to eat. Where to stay. They barely realize they are crows.”

Robert folded his arms and shifted his weight, his shoulder scraping brick. He was cold and stiff from standing at the edge of the rain.

“Ben,” he said hesitantly, “what are you talking about?”

“Crows. A phenomenon unique to crows called forgetful sleep.”

“Is this just more scientific show biz?”

Ben said, “What do you think?”

“How do you know all this?” Robert asked.

“Years of study. Observation,” Ben said. “Listen now: The worst thing a crow can have is a good night’s sleep. They get by on two to four hours’ sleep a night. Any more than that and their brains would be absolutely empty in the morning. That’s why you never see a crow working hard. He knows if he gets too tired he might fall into a deep sleep and then he’d be in trouble. They only sleep a little bit at a time, and when they awaken they must hurry to learn again what they’ve forgotten.”

He stood and made Robert take the chair. “You’ll never see a crow sleeping apart from his or her mate,” Ben said. “Because in the morning they wouldn’t remember they even had a mate.”

“Forgetful sleep,” Robert said.

“It’s in the crow’s brain,” Ben explained. “A chemical. A cerebral wrinkle no other creature on Earth possesses. Thousands of years ago it nearly wiped crows out. Crows were unaware of forgetful sleep—they were routinely knocking back eight to ten hours of sleep a night. They didn’t know any better. But in the morning they’d forget to eat, to protect themselves from their enemies, to reproduce, even to fly. They were dying by the millions, with no crows to take their places.”

“How did they figure it out?” Robert asked.

“Some of the younger crows started worrying about their dwindling species,” Ben said. “Two crows in particular, very sharp crows these were, big and glossy and smart, stayed up one night trying to get at the root of their imminent extinction. They talked long into the night but could come to no conclusions.

“Finally one of the crows was just too tired. He went to sleep. The other crow—the smarter of the two—was still preoccupied and couldn’t sleep. He stayed up all night thinking.

“Of course, in the morning the other crow awoke and the smarter crow picked up their discussion where they’d left off. But the crow who’d slept had no idea what the other crow was talking about. He barely remembered the smarter crow was his friend.

“The smarter crow started to put things together. He coined the term ‘forgetful sleep.’ Soon crows slept in shifts, with the crow that stayed awake replenishing the sleeping crow’s memory when he awoke. Crows ever since have celebrated the smarter crow’s life. Without him, they’d be extinct.”

“Does he have a name?” Robert asked.

“Don’t be silly, Rob-O. They’re just crows. But among crows he is almost a deity, known simply as the Smarter Crow, to differentiate him from all other crows, who are merely smart.”

“Why does that make crows optimists?”

“Think about it,” Ben said. “They know when they go to sleep they are going to lose a certain amount of everything they know.”

Headlights swung off the road and into the driveway; for an instant they turned Ben’s wet hair electric.

“Here they are,” he said.

“Wait. Finish.”

“The crow tale?”

“Yes,” Robert said.

“Well, if you were going to awaken every morning knowing less than when you went to bed, would you want to wake up? That requires optimism. They were further optimistic in that they regarded forgetful sleep as God’s way of keeping crows from taking over.”

Ethel and the kids came up the stairs and into the house. They were glad to see Ben, tolerant of Robert. They had been to a swimming meet. Olive sat at the kitchen table with four medals fanned before her; three golds and a silver, the medals shaped like Wisconsin and suspended from wide red and white ribbons. Olive wore a stocking cap and a man’s green terrycloth robe. The whites of her eyes looked burned with chlorine. She kept yawning and stretching, flattening her small breasts against the robe’s thick fabric, running her legs out across the floor, rolling the ankles, tightening the calves.

Robert had work to do at home but he kept his seat at the table. He thought, much later, after he had moved in, after Ben was gone, that he was afraid of losing it so soon after attaining it.

“You mean you’ve been sitting in the rain all afternoon?” Ethel asked.

“It wasn’t in the rain,” Ben said.

“We told you we were going to the meet.”

“I must have forgotten.”

“Not listening again.”

“I admit it. I was in my own little world,” Ben said. He seemed amused and proud of this. He asked Olive, “How did you do, sweetheart?”

“Won the fifty, five hundred, and thousand. Finished second in the medley relay.” She touched each medal as she named the event.

“When it was just you, you won,” Ben said. “When you had to rely on others, you lost.”

Olive responded angrily, “The other girls swam well, Dad. They tried. If you’d have been there you’d have seen for yourself.”

“I had work to do at school,” he said, glancing at Robert. “I’ll go to the next meet. I promise.”

Ethel poured her husband more coffee. She refilled Robert’s cup. He was uncomfortable, but unwilling to leave.

“He never watches me play ball, either,” Buzz complained.

“It’s March, for Pete’s sake.”

“I mean—I meant last season,” the boy stammered. “You know.”

Ben faced Buzzard. “You got bombed that one time I was there and you said you didn’t want me watching. You said I made you nervous.”

“He threw a shutout the next game,” Ethel said.

“Probably because I wasn’t there,” Ben said. “He could relax. I did him a favor, not showing up.”

“He didn’t really not want you there,” Ethel said. Buzz turned his face away. He was lean and awkward then, with big knuckly hands and the first hint of dark hair covering the babyish skin of his face. Ethel said, “He was just venting his embarrassment over you seeing him get shellacked.”

“Thanks for explaining that, Sigmund,” Ben said snidely. “Buzz should learn to stand by what he says.” The boy listened, blowing into one palm as if to cool it. “Speak your mind. Say what you think. Don’t say one thing and expect people to know you mean something else.”

Buzz glared miserably into his hand.

“What’s your story here?” Olive asked.

It took Robert a moment to understand she was speaking to him. “I came to visit your father.”

“I’ve seen you around,” she said. “Don’t you hang out in Rapist’s Woods a lot?”

Robert smiled. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“That’s not even funny,” Ethel scolded. “There is nothing funny about what happened to that poor girl in there.”

“The rape took place forty years ago,” Ben said. “The rapist is probably dead now.”

“You don’t know that. Why do you gloss this over? Your daughter will be walking through there many times in the next four years.”

Ben pointed a stern finger at Olive. “Don’t you ever walk through those woods alone. Maybe you can hire Rob-O here as a bodyguard.”

Olive studied him. “Too quiet,” she announced. “Probably not in shape. I’d take better care of him.”

“I’ll hire you,” Robert said.

A ball of lightning bounced outside the kitchen window. The crack and boom made Olive and her father scream. Without a word Robert went to the back door. The rain was falling harder than ever, fresh lakes in the driveway’s low spots, a pounding fabric unrolling through the murky light on the garage.

“Stay here tonight,” Ben said to Robert. “You can’t walk home in this.”

“We could give him a ride,” Ethel offered.

“I don’t want to drive in this.”

“I will. Olive will.”

“You’ll catch cold running to the car,” Ben said. “We have an extra bed upstairs. He can stay there.”

“I can walk,” Robert said. “It’s not far.”

“Nonsense. What were you telling me earlier?”

“About what?” Robert asked.

“If what you say is true,” Ben replied, “you have no home.” Ben faced his wife before Robert could speak, and said, “He came to me after an argument with his own father. It was a fight over career paths. He has nowhere to turn.”

Ethel blinked; her arms were folded. Robert felt some word was required of him to set himself apart from Ben’s loose charade. First a crow tale, now this fable. But he said nothing. He was amazed to see the woman believed Ben; Robert was certain his own dumbfounded face had given it away.

“If you want to put him up for the night, so be it,” Ethel said with a reluctance that chilled Robert.

The room he was taken to by Olive was on the fourth floor. The climb tired him and she said, “You’ll need better wind to stay with the likes of me.”

“Who said I was in a race with you?”

“Nobody.” She smiled. “But you want to keep in better shape. It’s just smart.”

The room was tiny, with a window looking through the rain at a tall birch tree. There was a narrow bed in one corner, covered with a tufted pink spread.

“Ben and Ethel are in the room beneath you,” Olive said. “I’m the one below that.” She studied him for a moment, removing her cap and fluffing her packed hair. “Did you really have an argument with your parents?”

“My father is unhappy I am not more devastated by my lack of work,” Robert said. This was the truth; he was not allying himself with Ben’s fanciful inventions. He said, “I’ll leave in the morning.”

“The room’s empty,” Olive said, shrugging. “If you’ve been kicked out, Ben’ll let you stay. He doesn’t care, he’s never home.”

“I can’t stay.”

No one came to wish him good night. Clean sheets were under the pink blanket. He took off his shoes and went to bed in his clothes. For a long time he heard Ben and Ethel talking in the room beneath him, but rain and the thickness of the floor blunted the precision of their speech. He was glad of that; he feared Ben’s spinning even more intricate webs of untruth for his wife. He did not want to know; he would be gone in the morning.

He slept for an hour, then awakened, feeling unsettled and frightened. He sat on the edge of the bed, put on his damp shoes, then walked back through the narrow halls and down the flights of stairs to the kitchen. He called his parents’ house. Evelyn answered; she might have been up reading, her true purpose being to wait, and he was insensitive enough to sleep until guilt woke him.

“It’s me, Mom.”

“Where are you?”

“At a teacher’s house. I walked over here and then the rain started.”

“I can come and get you,” she said.

“No. It’s late. They’ve offered me a place to sleep for the night and I’ve accepted. I just wanted you to know, and not worry.”

“It’s three thirty in the morning, mister. I commenced worrying six hours ago.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m really sorry.”

His mother was silent for several moments, but he could hear the thoughtful rhythm of her breathing. In that tiny house, Dave might have heard it too, and been comforted that she was there.

She asked, “What’s the real story here, Rob-O?”

He smiled in the dark kitchen. His mother’s skepticism was without subterfuge. She sensed her son was fooling with her.

“That is the whole story, Ev,” he said. “I was caught in the storm. I’m sorry I forgot to call.”

“Robert . . . tell me. Have you run away from home?”

“Does Dave want to know so he can have his den back?”

His mother laughed softly. “Yes, he does. But pay him no mind. There just were times in the past when I thought you’d run away. I know Dave disappoints you. But you can’t run from that.”

“Evelyn, quit blowing this all out of proportion.” He lowered his voice; he thought he had heard the house start at the exasperated tone in his voice, as though it were a snap of lightning. He was too much a stranger to have fixed in his mind where everyone was in that huge house, where they reclined or sat reading. He did not know whom he was disturbing and so assumed he was disturbing them all.

“You both would be happier with me gone,” Robert said. “I’ve made it awkward since I moved back. When I was living there before, that was normal. To leave and return, though; that’s failure. You got used to an empty house, having each other to yourselves after all those years.” He found himself very near to crying, self-pitying.

“I don’t rank the men in my life according to how much I love them,” Evelyn said. “But your father is my husband.”

His mother hung up in his ear after wishing him an impersonal good night’s sleep. He retraced his steps back to the fourth-floor room, and into bed.

The sun was out in the morning and he was alone in the house. A ringing phone woke him but he could not get to it before the ringing stopped; the phone was floors below, almost ticklish, something caught in the throat of the house. Clammy wood floors chilled his bare feet; cold drafts blew up the back of his shirt and almost filled it like a sail. He slapped his pebbled arms. Pockets of cold lurked in the stairwells and hallways. No notes for him in the kitchen; they expected him to be gone.

He reheated coffee and drank two cups very hot. He was happy to be alone. If Ethel had been there, without Ben to make him welcome, he would have been paralyzed with uneasiness. But the kitchen was warm and he found a sweet roll high in a cupboard and ate it with the coffee.

It seemed impolite to attend Ben’s class without speaking to him afterwards. He lectured on communication behavior in wolves and concluded effortlessly two beats ahead of the bell. Its cued ringing brought a smile of bored pride to Ben’s face. Robert met him in the little room behind the amphitheater and Ben asked him to come to his office.

“Why did you tell your wife I had a falling out with my parents?” Robert asked.

Ben rubbed his eyes. “Did I say that?”

“Yes, you did.”

“I don’t remember saying that.”

“Last night,” Robert replied, willing to go along, but uneasy then in a way he had never expected. “Your wife offered to give me a ride home but you told her I had had a fight with my father in order to get her to allow me to spend the night.”

“You spent the night at my house?”

“Lord, Ben!”

He said, “Must be that forgetful sleep.”

ROBERT STOOD AT the base of the birch tree looking up at Olive’s dark window. His legs and back ached from carrying storm windows up the ladder all day. He had not seen Olive since the evening before. Her room had been locked when they returned from the game in Baraboo; he had knocked but she had not answered.

Now he was exhausted and fighting a sadness that had no focus. Buzz had been beaten, but expressed a troubling, false good humor afterwards. Robert preferred the young man’s determined sulk. Robert also had thought frequently of Ben, and the flat sheet of time that had to be crossed before spring, ages away. Ethel had complained for most of the trip home that she was up too late and sure to be out on her feet the next day.

Robert did not want to make love to Olive, but just to sleep beside her, let her warm skin carry him out of himself. He scaled up through the branches. Outside her window he crouched to catch his wind. Her window was not locked, but to be polite he tapped on the glass. She would come to the window and hold it open while he entered. She had never failed him before. He tapped at the glass again. He was about to open the window himself when she appeared. The room remained dark.

“Go away, Robert,” she hissed.

“Let me in, O. I’ve got to talk to you.”

“Go back down the tree like a good boy. I’m not letting you in tonight.”

“I want to talk to you. That’s all.”

“No.” She leaned forward to push down the window and Robert saw swimming out into the moonlight the blue keystone of her pubic hair and the murky, swinging tips of her breasts. She also seemed to possess three hands, then two heads, one of them of a straw-haired man, and when Robert reached with both hands to hold open the window a hard foot flashed through the window and the gap between his flailing hands and caught him squarely in the chest. Though Robert had a momentary grip on this attacking foot and leg, he was already moving backward too quickly to maintain it. Then the air propelled from his lungs by the kick in the chest and the prospect of a long fall to the hard earth intoxicated his brain with a vivid preferable blankness that remained his last memory of what happened that night.




	

 


			

Chapter Five

Missing



HIS BEARD GREW thick like a harbinger of health during his week in bed; it filled and lengthened and drove him mad with itching. Ethel and her children brought him meals and juice and reading materials. They carried messages from his parents. Purplish single-celled creatures swam in his vision, sometimes alone, in migratory schools when he was tired. In time these went away.

He was told he was lucky to be alive, even ambulatory. The birch tree branches, for all the lashing they gave him in passing, acted as brakes of a fashion, slowing his fall by degrees until he crashed through the bottom layer and hit the ground with a thud Ethel heard in her room on the other side of the house. Nothing had been broken or dislodged. He had taken most of the fall on his shoulders, strong from a summer of diving for Ben. Aches, passing dizziness, and the purple cells in his vision gave him reason to stay in bed.

He was half asleep one day when a commotion took place at the foot of his bed. Spots of sun fell across him and warmed his hands where they curled around the edge of the covers. Some time earlier in the day, when he had thought the house empty, Olive appeared on her knees at the edge of the bed and performed upon him a slow, sweet blowjob of amends that lasted better than an hour. Now he wondered as he awakened if she might be back.

But it was his mother and his father standing there.

Their peeps of consternation had been caused by an uncertainty whether to disturb him. Robert at first thought his father wore a suit and tie, but then he saw it was a black T-shirt with lapels, striped tie, white buttons, handkerchief, and carnation painted on.

“You’re awake,” Evelyn said. She had her arms around her husband’s shoulder. He said, “Tell me you didn’t fall out of a tree.”

“Nice shirt, Dave.”

He looked at his chest. “You like it, huh? A very hot item. I’ve sold four since they came in last week.”

Robert asked his mother, “That makes it a hot item?”

“We’re not here to talk shop,” she scolded. She had come and sat on the edge of the bed. With fingers whose nails had been filed down for perhaps just that moment, she spread his eyelids to inspect the dilation of his pupils.

“You saw a doctor, I’m sure.”

“Yes, Evelyn.”

She took her fingers from his eyes and brushed back his hair. “Tell us what happened,” she said.

“I took a bad fall.”

“Out of a tree,” Dave added.

Robert nodded, his eyes closed. How had these people found their way up to him on the fourth floor?

“What were you doing in a tree?”

“That tree there,” Robert said. From the bed the birch looked patchy, thinning. The window contained more sky than he remembered. “It’s kind of a tradition,” Robert said. “Ben started it.”

“Ben?”

“The teacher,” Evelyn said with just a flicker of impatience.

“It’s a tradition to fall out of a tree?”

“I was kicked out of a tree,” Robert said.

“Why were you in the tree?” Evelyn asked.

“I climb it to get into Olive’s room sometimes.”

“Olive?” Dave said.

“Olive’s his girlfriend,” his mother said. “Why do you climb the tree to get to Olive when she’s just downstairs?”

“Romance,” Robert said.

His mother smiled. She found a chair and brought it to the edge of the bed. She sat Dave in it and stood behind him with her hands cupped like epaulets over his shoulders.

“Tell us what happened,” she said.

“When Ben was alive and not getting along with his wife,” Robert said, “he used to climb the tree outside their bedroom window. Olive’s room now. It was his way of getting back in her good graces. Of courting her again. You can walk right in the window from the branch there. When Ben disappeared, his wife moved out of the room and Olive moved in. I began doing the same thing Ben did. It was a way to woo Olive. And to honor Ben.”

His parents watched him without a word.

The purplish cells swam like neon ovals of grease across his vision. Talking might have brought them on. He pressed his fingers to his eyes and the cells began to dissolve. The room was darkening and he was tired. His mother turned on the light beside the bed; a last cell was thus given a golden rim before vanishing.

Nothing was said for several minutes. Then Dave, scratching his neck, said, “How long is this going to go on?”

Robert saw his mother squeeze her husband’s shoulders to keep quiet. But she seemed glad the question was out, and waited for an answer.

“I don’t see any end in sight,” Robert said.

“I mean—” Dave began, his voice going high-pitched with frustration. He spread his arms. “This small room in this old house is all you have, as far as I can see.”

“It’s not much, is it?”

“Are you waiting until you find the teacher, honey?” his mother asked. Standing above and behind her husband, she winked down at Robert. Her eyes were glistening; she was Dave’s small room in an old house.

“No,” Robert said. “It’s not that, I don’t think. That would make leaving easier. But everyone is still in shock here, even after two years. You can’t see it, maybe, but I can. They tell me it’s time for me to leave, but I know better.”

“Maybe they do,” Dave said.

Robert said, “No. It’s as plain as Duke’s missing leg. It’s missing. Ben’s missing. So much is missing. They’d miss me if I left and I won’t subject them to that.”

“What about what you’re missing?” Dave asked.

“Not a thing.”

“How long before you’re up and around?” Evelyn asked cheerfully.

“A couple days.”

Dave stood. He touched the knot in his painted tie. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” he said. He held out his hand and his son shook it. Evelyn’s hand rested flat in the center of his back. She maneuvered around Dave to kiss Robert good-bye. More hidden winks and smiles. When they left he heard every step they took going down three flights of stairs, and from where he lay they sounded like one person.

DUKE BROUGHT A board and checkers and they played. He was often quiet. The space where his leg had been, and the space where his father had been, might have rendered him speechless by their enormity.

“Looking forward to school?” Robert asked.

Duke looked up; green eyes caught in a square face. He was almost fifteen years old and there had been talk of late of fitting him with a prosthetic leg. He had once told Robert his missing foot itched. He dreamed about the leg more than he dreamed about his father.

“I like school,” he stated, moving a checker to where Robert could do it no harm. “I feel equal there,” he said offhandedly. He had once been fast; Robert recalled foot races where Duke nearly beat his older brother.

“Pretty soon you’ll have girls interested in you,” Robert said.

“No,” Duke replied, in a flat way that Robert read as a capping of the subject.

After a moment, Duke asked, “Will you take us crow hunting?”

“I don’t want to, Duker.”

“You don’t have to shoot. You can man the record player.”

“It would be the same, regardless.”

Duke jumped one of Robert’s checkers.

“Your mother could make me take you crow hunting,” Robert said.

“I know. So why not just take us?”

“I don’t want it to look like I approve of the idea,” Robert said.

“Look like to whom?”

Robert almost said: Why, to Ben.

“Did your father ever tell you crow tales?”

The boy looked at him and shook his head. Robert could not tell if he was lying. Duke picked up a captured checker and bit it as though testing for gold.

“He had some wild ones,” Robert said.

“Buzzard’s the one who wants to kill them,” Duke blurted. He turned the checker on its edge and gave it a spin; for the duration of its spin it was a sphere.

“Ben once told me crows hold trials to judge their fellow crows,” Robert said.

Duke glanced uneasily at him. He moved a checker poorly and Robert took it, but he did not see the sitting line of four checkers beyond that one; neither player was paying attention to the game. Ben was in the room, perched on their shoulders, and both of them watched and listened for him.

“So I could never feel comfortable hunting them,” Robert said. “They have crow funerals. Crow weddings. Brave and cowardly crows. Your father said they’re just like us.”

Duke’s face closed up. “I don’t believe you. He wasn’t crazy.”

“I didn’t say he was,” Robert replied. “His crow stories were wonderful. He was very serious about them.”

“He was teasing you,” Duke said. “He was always making fun.”

They could see no further point in the game. Duke closed the board, the checkers sliding toward the fold like houses to a fault line.

“Will you leave when you’re better?” Duke asked.

“I’m better now. Do you want me to leave?”

“Don’t talk to me about Dad. You can stay if you don’t.”

Duke left the room. He had held the story of that night of the accident within himself for the longest time. And what he finally revealed was simple and flat. It seemed he was awaiting his father’s return to add corroboration.

But, Robert often thought, what could Ben be expected to add? A dark night, brief violence from out of nowhere, a leg and a man missing in the aftermath. It was a simple story Duke held in his mind and heart. He could be excused for not understanding the curiosity about the event.

But everyone had a question. Some asked, some did not. Bold children wanted to know what it felt like where his leg once was. Buzz wondered if Ben had mentioned him. Ethel wanted to know why they were in a rowboat on Oblong Lake in the dark. Frank Abbott, the pilot, had the same question. Robert wanted to know where Ben was hiding.

BEN HAD TALKED to Robert the week of his death in his office at school. Professor Mason was out; she always was, or Ben made a point of inviting Robert only when he knew the other chair would be free.

He said to Robert, “I never learned the secret of living comfortably in someone else’s house. How have you managed?”

“Keeping quiet,” Robert said. “Always gauging my welcome.”

Ben said, “I soon reach that point where the best intentions become obnoxious. The smallest sound grates. Laughs wear at the nerves. Not laughter, which is cleansing and necessary, but the individual laugh. I don’t know how you do it.”

Robert sat up straight, worried he was being heaved without knowing it, that he lacked the sensitivity to realize he had become an undesirable element; the way Ben had stressed individual.

Ben said, “I’ve lived twice in places where—over a period of time—it dawned on me I was regarded as a complete pain in the ass. Once I was staying with the parents of a friend of mine. I stayed all summer, and then a week before I was to return to school I overheard the wife asking the husband when I was leaving. It was many years later before I realized what a boor I’d been. I was in love with a girl then. She was the only reason I was in that city. I thought of nobody else. A self-centered ass was me.”

He paused to move something on his desk, actually just to pause. He shivered theatrically. “My stomach knots thinking about it even now. They were odd birds, sure, but my behavior was rude and selfish. I sent flowers from school but it was years before I really meant them.”

From a drawer in his desk that he first had to unlock, and then from a small book with a square hollow cut through the pages, Ben took a photograph of a young woman. The color of her hair was indistinct in the picture, merely dark, but it was bundled atop her head and conveyed a richness beyond all need for color. Her eyes were laughing but her mouth was straight and determined.

“My first love,” Ben said, setting the photograph in Robert’s hands. “Marilyn Beck. Where is she now? If you told me I’d be tempted to go to her.”

He caught Robert’s eye and frowned. He took the picture back and hid it in the hollow book, then locked the book in the drawer. Robert half expected him to swallow the key.

“Her image is imprinted on your memory, isn’t it?”

“She’s pretty,” Robert said.

“Pretty? Ethel is pretty. Ethel is dear and sweet and I love her very much. She is my wife and a wonderful mother to my children. But Marilyn occupies a different stratum. She would be an absolutely awful mother. Too mercurial. She hasn’t the devotion God gave to a tomcat. She was a collection of elements that defied containment. She lived eleven miles from school when I was a student. I moved in with her. She was two years older than me and rented the top floor of a farmhouse. She drove a school bus in the mornings and afternoons. This amazed me. She was a tiny girl and the thought of a huge bus at her command was incongruous. Her hands were dirty by the end of the day and she entrusted their care and cleaning to me. The highlight of my day, Rob-O. Then we would make love. She frequently fell asleep beneath me.” Ben winced and laughed. “She worked hard. Classes, driving the bus. I did nothing with my life except devote myself to her. I skipped an entire semester. I accomplished nothing more than keeping her hands clean and soft. After I dug the dirt from beneath her nails I clipped them and filed them smooth. Some nights I painted her nails. It took an hour or so every night. She’d read or write, depending on which hand I had. An entire semester of that, Robert. And I was happy doing it.”

He touched the locked drawer, but did not open it.

“That picture was taken out behind the house. She left one night without telling me where she was going,” he went on. “I sat and watched the door. I held in my hands a bowl of hot water and a bar of lilac soap—her favorite. Also a towel and an emery board. I kept reheating the water. At three a.m. I went to bed. I called the police at noon the next day to report her missing. They told me to wait a day, maybe she’d come back. About eight o’clock that night I heard a key in the door. Marilyn home at last? No. The landlord. In that day’s mail had come an extra month’s rent and her key and a note saying she had moved out. I was amazed—impressed—more than hurt. Allowing even only one day for the mail, she had spent her last night with me knowing the note and check and key were on their way. She only took the clothes she was wearing and what money she’d saved. I don’t know whom she met or where she went. I haven’t seen her since. Needless to say, my eyes were opened.”

IN THE DARKNESS of his room Robert heard a soft sound he thought at first was part of a dream he was emerging from. He could not see a thing, and touched the thick steely coat of whisker on his face to steady himself. A swirl of cloth whispered across his eyes. Olive sat at the edge of the bed, just where his mother had sat. Her cool hand slipped beneath the covers and grasped his penis. She had been so nice to him since her boyfriend had kicked him out of the tree.

“Where’s Glenn?” Robert asked. His body felt long and sore; he still felt the footprint left on his chest and his mind still picked at the dark emptiness of the fall.

Olive toyed with his penis in the disinterested fashion of a cat batting balled socks.

“He’s busy,” she whispered. “School. Soccer. I see him occasionally. He feels terrible about what happened to you.”

They rolled around for a few minutes, kissing, cool mouths, more out of habit than desire. But nothing led anywhere and they both were grateful when Robert moved away from Olive and folded the pillow into a headrest.

“What’s with you and me, O?”

“Not a whole lot,” she said at once. “I like you. I like sleeping with you. But there’s not much between us anymore, don’t you think?”

“You’re right,” he said. His feelings were not hurt, but he was afraid if they looked too closely at their lack of affection for one another he might be asked to move out.

“What about this winter?” Robert asked.

Olive got on all fours above him, then lowered her breasts to drag them back and forth across his penis. “We have to keep warm, don’t we?” she said.

“We’ll sleep together,” he said. “But we’re not in love.”

“We can see other people.”

“Of course. But winter is coming and we’ll need each other.”

She had brought him around and so settled herself astride him and proceeded at a slow, grinding pace. Robert held her lightly at the waist. The new boundaries set down satisfied him, but they did not rekindle a new interest in Olive. He had to concentrate hard to see his way to the finish of the act, and soon he was left in the dark again, relieved to be alone, sore, then asleep.

He dreamed of Ben. It was a familiar dream composed of what Duke had told him about that night on Oblong Lake. Buzzard stood at the edge of the dream, his face skewed ugly with anger. His pant legs were rolled and he stood in water up to his knees. Ben stepped directly from his house into the boat and with an expert oar touch turned the bow toward the Cow and the Calf.

The boat was otherwise empty, then Duke was in it. Robert was sometimes in the boat, but not then. Thirty yards from the islands, where the lake was forty feet deep, Buzzard stood with hands on hips, water up to his knees.

Ben wore a red-stoned ring. He pulled strongly on the oars but the boat barely moved. He talked softly to his son, then to Ethel, then to Olive, then to Frank Abbott, then to Robert, who was now alone in the boat with Ben. Lights along the lakeshore formed a face’s smile, or a string of pearls, or short words: COOK PEN ATE STEAL.

Robert heard the prop whip of an airplane. It had no lights (Duke recalled, later, that he had seen none) and was only a sound in the air. Then the sound went away, but never all the way away. Ben smiled at Robert. Buzz stood beside the boat in forty feet of water. He asked to get in, but Ben said he had better not.

The plane returned with an abrupt storm of sound and Robert, knowing the end of the story, dove from the boat onto a frozen lake, cracking his teeth and sliding effortlessly one hundred yards. Then the plane hit the water five yards from the rowboat’s starboard side. Its pontoons cut the boat crudely into pieces. Frank Abbott stood in the water next to Buzzard. Ben vanished before Robert could see where he went, though that always seemed to be the point of the dream, to seek a clue. When he awoke his legs had fallen asleep.




	

 


			

Chapter Six

Crow and Owl



A SMALL ROUND of applause greeted Robert on his first descent from the fourth floor. Ethel and the boys watched him shuffle into the kitchen. The floor was chilly beneath his bare feet. The air seemed bright and full of delicious scents he had forgotten existed outside his stale room. He got to a chair and sat down. He had to close his eyes. Duke hopped over with coffee and rolls.

“Welcome back,” Ethel said. She had a pencil behind her ear. Something in her expression betrayed amusement.

“I am back,” Robert said.

“Now we must settle on this crow hunt,” Ethel said. “The boys have told me you were passing strange tales as belonging to Ben.”

Robert nodded.

“Why is this news to me?”

“I can’t speak for him. I just know what he told me.”

Ethel said sternly, “Duke and Buzzer want to go hunting for crows. Whether you think of them as birds or human beings or angels does not matter to me. I want you to take them crow hunting.”

“Or else?” Robert asked.

“Be gracious.”

“When I get my strength back, I will take them crow hunting.”

A LATER EVENING, they were grouped in the living room reading and watching TV. Buzz cleaned the shotgun and lined the green shells on the coffee table, making shapes with them, spelling short words. GUN DUK MOM CRO BEN. Ethel left the room and Olive followed her to her bedroom. Robert and Duke played checkers.

In an hour Ethel returned. She wore a black dress with a tiny orchid print, high heels, and a fine silver chain. Olive stood just off her shoulder, smiling at the stunned looks from Robert and the boys. Buzz held the shotgun as if about to load it.

Ethel’s eyes went directly to her youngest child when she explained. “I’m going on a date tonight,” she said evenly. “I would have told you earlier but I didn’t want it to be a big issue. I’m going out with a man I met some time ago. He’ll be here in a few minutes. Please don’t make this hard on me or yourselves. He’s just a friend. I just wanted a night out with another adult.”

“What about Dad?” Duke asked. She had guessed right in thinking he would take the news hardest.

“I still love your father,” she said. “I always will.” She sat beside Duke, put her finger on his stack of captured black checkers. “But Ben is dead, Duker. He has been for more than two years. This is a fact we all must come to grips with. Going out tonight won’t change my feelings for you or your father or Olive or Buzzer. But it’s time I started rebuilding a life of my own.”

“He was never found,” Buzz complained.

“Does that really make a difference?” A glance at Robert; to keep him quiet? “He is dead because if he was alive he would be home now. He is somewhere, somewhere, but he is dead.”

“He’s been gone before,” Duke said.

“Never this long. You don’t see him circling the house.”

The front-door bell rang and she stood. She smoothed her dress. Her clean hair held light. She kissed the top of Duke’s head. A man came and stood in the hallway. He was quite tall, with the nervous hitches Robert recognized from adolescence: the young man meeting his date’s family. Nobody caught his name when Ethel introduced him. He helped her into her coat and then held the door open for them to flee.

“Nothing to worry about there,” Buzz said when they were gone. “A gentleman, though.”

“But nervous,” Olive said. “He probably smokes, and Ethel hates smokers. She’ll be home in an hour.”

“Doesn’t she have to drive tomorrow?” Robert asked.

“Sure! She can’t stay out late.”

“Be decent to her,” Olive cautioned. “She’s more than just our mother. There are other sides to her.”

“Name one,” Buzz challenged her, his eyes uneasy.

Olive paid no attention. Buzz wiped a cloth up and down the shotgun stock. Robert had told them they would leave in the morning for the crow hunt, but with Ethel out in the night with a strange man their thoughts were elsewhere. Nobody left the room even as the hours turned over toward midnight. Duke fell asleep on the couch, his arms thrown over his eyes against the light. Robert read. Olive and Buzz watched an old movie on TV. The lights in the room were small islands with ponds of shadow between.

They heard someone on the front steps at a quarter to one. Olive snapped off the TV; a pretty girl with red hair had been about to shatter a mirror with a hammer.

“I wonder if he’ll kiss her,” Buzz whispered.

Olive waved at him to be quiet. From his chair Robert could see through a window to the front porch. There was a light on, but he could see Ethel and her date only from the waist down. They spoke in mutters and there was a moment when they faced each other close together and Robert guessed he might have kissed her then. Ethel turned immediately and came inside and the man walked away.

She stood for a moment in the dark hallway putting something in her purse. They heard her sigh. Cold night air flowed off her as she slipped out of her coat.

Finally, Buzz called in a teasing voice, “Have fun?”

She stepped into the room where they waited. Her eyes were large and startled; she looked tired.

“Why are you still up?”

“Waiting for you,” Buzzard said. “That guy might’ve gotten fresh with you and we’d have had to rescue you.”

“Go to bed,” she ordered. She touched Duke’s sleeping face. “He’s the only one of you with any sense.”

With Robert’s help she carried Duke into his room and put him to bed. His missing leg gave him an odd balance. She smoothed the covers over him.

“How did it go?” Robert asked.

“It was nice,” she said. “Sort of sad. We talked about him for about ten minutes, then we talked about me and my kids for about fifteen minutes, and the rest of the night we talked about Ben.”

“What did he say?”

She walked out of Duke’s room. In the hall, she said, “Nothing I didn’t know before. It got a little tiresome, as a matter of fact.”

“Like what?”

“He knew you were still looking for him,” she said abruptly. “He wished you luck. He said Ben deserves to be found.”

“Will you go out with him again?”

“He asked me. If he’d asked me earlier in the evening I think I’d have turned him down. He was boring me with his stories of what a great guy our Ben was. But just before he asked me he told me how Ben used to steal pencils and paper and skip staff meetings for no reason and drink coffee from the faculty pot without putting a quarter in the plate. That isn’t much, I know, but it was heading in the direction of the Ben I remember. It was the first time all night that I missed him.”

THEY DROVE NORTH out of Mozart in the morning. Through a string of small towns the land rose up in hills and filled with trees. Robert wore gloves, a sweater, a baseball cap, and sunglasses. Buzz had a hooded sweat shirt on under his camouflage jacket. He sat up in the front with Robert, the shotgun resting on its stock between his legs; he had risen at 4 a.m. from a night without sleep to clean the shotgun’s immaculate workings one more time. Ethel had found him in the kitchen when she got up to drive her cab.

They reached a crossroads. A grocery store on one corner, a gas station on another, both closed. Windows still in shadow had frost on them.

Nobody spoke loudly lest the crows hear them coming.

“They’re capable,” Robert said. “Crows aren’t mere birds. You spend enough time looking into the lives of crows, you start to understand they are not mere birds. Their brains are twice as large as other birds. Crows will amaze you if you let them.”

“Just drive,” Buzz said impatiently. “We know where you stand on crows.”

“I doubt we’ll see a crow all day,” Robert predicted. “They can smell the gun, or the oil you used to clean it, or the shot in the shells. Crows have noses like diamonds. If we drove out here without a gun, we’d have crows galore. Today, I don’t think we’ll see a single crow.”

But a mile on they rounded a curve and came upon crows in the middle of the road tearing at the scarlet strips of some car-struck animal. With a casual flick of wings the birds moved from the car’s path. In his mirror, Robert saw the crows resettle. They were lean, flat-black birds who strutted when they walked; but they just looked like birds to Robert, and he wondered how Ben knew the things he did.

“They saw the shotgun,” Robert said.

“No way. We were moving too fast.”

“They saw the reflection off the barrel. Word will be traveling north ahead of us.”

Duke soon fell asleep in the back. A soft tune whistled from Buzz’s lips, faint as a leak.

Robert said, “You can be honest with me, Buzzer. Are you planning to shoot me today?”

Buzz looked over at him, startled. “What an asshole,” he said. “I’m out to shoot crows. You’re too low-down to waste a shell on.”

This made Robert smile; it had such an Old West flavor to it.

“Where did you get that gun I found in your room?”

“None of your business.”

“But you did shoot those birds and squirrels in the gutters.”

“None of your business,” Buzz repeated. Then he shouted “Turn here!” so loudly Duke stirred in back. Robert missed the road but stopped and turned around. The new road cut through beaten blond cornfields grown in the spaces between tree and rock.

“Why this road?” Robert asked.

“I smell crows.”

Duke whimpered in his sleep. Robert turned the mirror to frame the boy’s face. He was asleep, but in anguish.

“He’s dreaming about the accident,” Buzz said softly. “He still wakes up crying. He misses his leg.”

“Maybe deep down he knows where your dad is. Maybe he dreams about that.”

“Why?”

“Maybe just once that night,” Robert said, “he put his head under the water and saw Ben floating away.”

Buzz took the shotgun and rammed the butt against Robert’s head so hard it bounced against the side window.

“Shut up, you asshole!” Buzzard screamed.

Duke awakened with a shriek that was much worse than the pain beating through Robert’s head. The car made one treacherous, swerving pass through the oncoming lane, which was blessedly empty. There was little room to pull over, so they drove on.

“Duke?” Robert asked.

The boy drew in his breath; it sounded wet and partitioned with phlegm. His eyes were filled with tears and clear snot pooled above his lips. Robert passed back his handkerchief.

“You have a good nap?”

“What do you think, asshole?” Buzz asked. “You dreaming about Dad again, Duke?”

Duke nodded. He wiped his eyes and nose. He had slumped back into the corner of his seat and watched the countryside roll past outside the window.

Buzz said to Robert, “Your head is bleeding. All this time I thought it was made of stone.”

Robert got his handkerchief back and pressed it to the contusion; not much blood, a sore egg rising.

Off that road Buzz found an even narrower vein of gravel that wound up into old hills and patches of oak and pine and birch. “No crows here,” Robert said.

“You’re wrong. I feel them. I smell them. Crows in abundance.”

Robert parked the car in the shade. It was just ten o’clock. He held the back door open for Duke as he maneuvered out and then onto his crutches. Days before, in detailed preparation, he had muted their shiny aluminum shafts with camouflage paint.

“Who’s going to carry the record player?” Robert asked.

Buzz had the shotgun to his shoulder and sighted on something in the distance. There was food to carry, and the record player. Buzz filled his pockets with green shells.

“You got the record, Duker?” he asked.

“Crow and owl,” his brother replied, taking a floppy disk from the inside of his jacket. The record was transparent red, four inches in diameter.

“The sky will blacken with crows,” Buzz foretold. He led these phantoms with the gun and cried, “Boom! and . . . boom!”

They hiked a good half mile away from the car, Buzz afraid the sparkle of chrome and smell of gas would tip the crows. Buzz led, then Duke, then Robert. Duke picked his way ably over the loose earth and gentle rise in elevation. Walking, it was not so cold. Buzz carried the shotgun and the record player. Robert brought the small white cooler (that crows would see from a mile off) of sandwiches and soda.

Buzz reached the crest of a hill warm in the sunlight and pronounced them arrived. The sky was full and open all around them.

“A clear field of fire,” Buzz observed. “Perfect.”

The land rolled away from them like a painting dropped from the air; meadows, rock hills, a snipped thread of stream, dark plots of forest. Nothing moved. Even the wind had stopped, held its breath, so eager for death was Buzz’s aura. He stood at the topmost point of the hill with the gun to his shoulder, sweeping its long blue barrel in 180˚ arcs. He then fed five shells into the chamber.

Duke sat on a rock, his leg out in front for balance. He squinted up at his brother.

“No crows here,” he said.

Buzz turned to him. “Give it a chance,” he said. “Fire that thing up.”

Robert set the record player on a square of level ground. He had rented the machine from SportsHeaven, the sporting goods store that anchored the Mozart business district. It was a huge blue place, brightly lighted, and all the employees wore referees’ shirts.

Robert recognized the clerk who waited on him. His name was Joe Marsh, and some years earlier he had been the best basketball player Mozart College had. Robert’s stories from that period of time were filled with his name.

“You’re Robert Cigar,” Joe Marsh said, offering his hand.

“Yeah. How’re you doing?”

Joe Marsh spread his big hands. “I’m king of this joint. I’m hardly in a glory phase.” He wore a thick leather bandoleer across his striped chest, the bullet loops filled with pens, pencils, grease pencils, dried sausage links, a tire gauge, a penlight, cigarettes.

“You still writing sports? I don’t see your name anymore,” Joe said.

“The paper folded,” Robert said, wondering if he was being rude.

“Yeah, too bad. I’ve got all the clips about me. Ninety-nine percent of them have your name on them.”

“I was busy in those days,” Robert said.

“How come you never talked to us?” Joe Marsh asked. “You talked to the coach, who was a dolt, but never any of the players. And never to the best player.”

Robert thought of those days, the close air of the locker room, the racing heat sound of the showers, the players naked and happy, or naked and sad, caught in the vacuum left by the end of the game. They had been sucked empty of emotion by the totality of their effort. Robert always felt apart from them. He felt he would be intruding, asking them to replay the game. He asked the coach questions because he, too, had not played, and therefore was at a level of understanding closer to Robert’s. Sometimes a player would catch Robert’s eye, but he never went to him with a question or a remark. Joe Marsh would sit at his locker, breathing deeply and easily, idly fondling himself, waiting already for the next game. But Robert never had any questions for him.

“I didn’t think you guys wanted to be bothered,” Robert said, pained by the memories; he could have been so much better at what he did.

“Shit, we were dying to talk to you,” Joe Marsh said. “A bunch of hams. We’d kill to talk about ourselves. That other guy—the red-headed, bushy-haired guy?”

“Al Gasconade.”

“Yeah. He was always talking to us. He practically ignored the coach.”

Robert envied Al Gasconade for his ease with the players, the way they became chatterboxes at the sight of him and his notebook.

“Al was like that,” Robert said.

Joe Marsh, dreamy-eyed, sighed. “But that was yesterday. You’re going hunting tomorrow? I wish I could go with you. The last time I went hunting was for my wife. And she wasn’t hard to bag.”

SportsHeaven offered a selection of records, each with a crow in combat with a mortal enemy. Available were a crow and hawk, crow and osprey, crow and cat, crow and wild turkey, crow and eagle, crow and dog, and crow and owl, which the boys had instructed Robert in advance to rent.

The theory was simple. The hunter played a record of a crow in combat with an owl or a hawk and other crows would arrive to help. Joe Marsh had said the phonograph battery was freshly charged, good for twelve hours’ continuous use.

Duke put the record on the turntable and switched on the machine. The turntable spun and Duke set the needle in place. Buzz’s back was to them, his eyes scanning the sky.

Out of the speaker came a scratchy emptiness, then a raucous song of battle. The record was primarily the sound of an angry crow. The owl’s infrequent “Hoop!” struck Robert as phony, some guy in the studio hired especially to do an impersonation of an owl. The battle lasted less than two minutes, then the scratchy emptiness returned.

Duke started the record again. It played through and he started it a third time. Robert sat next to Duke and they took turns moving the needle to the beginning of the record. It was warm there on the hill in the sun. Insects stubborn enough to survive the night’s cold whirred and ticked all around them.

But no crows came.

“Maybe,” Robert said in a stage whisper to Duke, “the owl on this record sounds like such a pushover the crows in the neighborhood won’t even bother to come help.”

“They’ve been fighting for twenty minutes,” Duke said. “This owl is no cinch.”

Buzz said angrily, “Would you two shut up?”

“No crows here,” Duke said. He started the record again. Robert stood up.

“We ought to be closer to a town,” he said. “Crows nowadays live near civilization. Why live in the wild when humanity will feed you for a minimum of effort?”

“A good point,” Duke said.

Buzz walked over to them. “It’s that lame record,” he said. “All the fucking crows are laughing too hard to fly.”

“The guy promised it was a real crow and owl fighting,” Robert said. The record ended. Duke tried to start it again, but Buzzard said, “Don’t bother. A waste of time.”

“What’s your idea?” Robert asked.

“We move on.”

“No, Buzzer. I’m not going any deeper into the woods with Duke. You don’t know a good crow location from a bad one.”

“You said to go where there’s garbage.”

“Where’s that?” Robert asked. “I don’t even know where we are. Let’s not press our luck.”

Duke put the needle on the record. This time, when the fight commenced, it seemed to come through deep water, or from another dimension, and soon the turntable took nearly a half minute to make one revolution.

“Some twelve hours of playing time,” Robert complained.

“Maybe he said twelve plays—not twelve hours,” Buzz said. Then something jumped in his eyes and he brought the shotgun smoothly to his shoulder; he led a target that was behind Robert and Duke. Robert turned to look and the discharge went off near his ear, a roar like the explosion of something brutal and contained.

Buzz had shot at a bird a good half mile off. A winged speck passing easily over distant woods, it did not fall or flinch or turn its long-necked head at the shot. But before it passed out of sight Buzz jerked off another round.

“Motherfuck!” he shouted, and kicked a stone.

Robert took his hands from his ears. He waited a moment, then snatched the gun from Buzz’s hands. The two shots had made the air jump; the space all around slowly regained its order.

“Are you nuts?” Robert asked heatedly. “For one thing, that wasn’t a crow. For another, you couldn’t hit it from here with a bazooka.”

Buzz, oddly, smiled agreeably. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I just had to fire the damn thing.”

“Those shells run almost a quarter each,” Robert said.

“I’ve just been itching to fire the gun,” Buzz said. His eyes were dreamy with relief. “Cleaning it. Taking care of it. Practicing my aim, my lead. I just had to let it go.”

Buzz’s words recalled for Robert the only time he had gone hunting with Dave. The details of their being out in the fields that day were always unclear to Robert; but he was twelve years old and had begun to feel a drift in his life away from his father. More and more, Dave seemed an awkwardness in Robert’s life, an embarrassment to be avoided. He ran a store that changed lines like a hockey team, yet he was the favorite of everyone, and he maintained over Robert’s mother a baffling hold that she reveled in. The hunting trip, as much as it excited Robert, he recognized as one of his father’s blunt lunges for togetherness.

They borrowed guns from somewhere and went into the fields and woods just north of Mozart. It was a warm, early autumn day, full of swirling insect dots and birds like streaks breaking out of the woods and crumpled corn, too fast to draw on, to lead, or to shoot.

Robert remembered that his father talked too much. Dave’s voice seemed to run ahead like an overeager dog, flushing game before the hunters were ready. Robert wanted to take a position of silence and wait for the game to come to them. But his father craved meandering and talking, ignoring the fact his son was not responding; or perhaps being too keenly aware of that, and rushing to fill the gaps Robert tore in their thin bond.

Dave carried a small shotgun in the crook of his arm. It was unloaded, and he may even have forgotten to bring any ammunition for it at all. Robert’s memory of his own weapon was only of a heavy rifle, a telescopic sight affixed to it. He remembered the sight best, because the single clearest image of that day was caught and printed on his memory in the perfect-circle, cross-haired field of vision that scope provided.

As their hunt wound to a close, Dave walking a little slower, complaining about his sore feet and the sunburn on his neck, Robert grew increasingly frustrated by the absence of anything to shoot at. After the first hour, when the sky was thick with scurrying birds and the fields shivered with fleeing rabbits, the day’s heat had flattened the earth into a dazed, tan stillness upon which nothing moved.

Up ahead, Robert saw where Dave had tucked their car out of sight from the road. The seats would sting where the sun had been hitting them. His father would start the car and they would drive off, the weapons’ barrels cool with disuse. Robert pulled up, taking his rifle off his shoulder.

They were on a ridge that bordered a pounded cornfield. Surely there must have been a crow nearby. But as he looked all around, nothing moved, until a flick of color caught his eye in its searching revolution.

It was a blue jay on the uppermost strand of a fence fifty yards down the hill running away from the ridge. The bird was just a finger of blue from that distance.

Dave walked back and stood beside Robert. He had not seen the bird, nor did he understand his son’s intent. Seeing the car had reminded Dave of the day’s end, as much as it had his son. He wanted to delay that termination; he felt that for all that had been said, something had failed to be imparted. His son, already taller than his father, taking after his mother, also seemed to have risen above him, borne aloft on a cloud of contempt. Dave felt powerless to speak any words that would bring his son back.

“Can I shoot it, Dad?” Robert asked, eyes on the jay.

Startled, Dave looked around. “Shoot what?”

Robert pointed down the hill. “The bird.”

Dave had to squint to see the blue jay. It had moved two inches down the fence strand. His son had the gun up, his eye to the scope, awaiting the drop of his father’s arm. The eagerness in the boy’s form hurt Dave with a clean stab of dislike for his son. Dave headed for the car. “If you want,” he said, and at his back he heard the crack of the shot.

Robert, on the warm stone beside the record player, remembered that bird’s head enlarged in the scope. Its eye was glossy black, perfectly round, and marked the mouth of the tunnel the bullet opened. Robert clambered eagerly down off the ridge, kicking up a storm of grass, dust, and stones. The bird had not fallen from the fence. The speed of its death had left its talons curled tight on the wire and it hung there as if it had fallen over in its sleep. He heard his father start the car, then tap once on the horn to hurry his son along. Robert left the bird where it hung; it might be hanging there still. He suspected that was why no crows had appeared to help their own; his killer smell was so strong. His father did not say a word all the way home, while Robert prayed for any word at all to free him from his shame.

A point was reached in the late afternoon when it was accepted no crows would appear. They collected the debris from their stand there on the hill. It was getting cold again, the sun fading, it would be dark long before they returned home. Duke held the shotgun.

“There are three shells left,” he said to Robert, who understood where Duke was leading. “We can each fire the gun once.”

“That’s silly,” Robert said. “A waste of money. An affront to nature.”

But Duke already had the gun to his shoulder. He squinted down the blue barrel at some imaginary beast. Robert and Buzzard covered their ears. The kick from the shot wrenched the gun from Duke’s grasp and sent the boy flying backwards off his camouflaged crutches. Robert saw the gun spinning in the air like a deadly baton and turned (in his mind’s eye in slow motion) his back to where it would hit, expecting the blast that would kill him or one of the boys. But Buzz knew there was no danger; the next shell had not been pumped into the chamber. He laughed at Robert’s hunched fearfulness.

Again the air reshaped itself. Duke had an egg growing on the back of his head to match the soft, sore mound on Robert’s forehead. A mark like a burn flamed on Duke’s jaw where the gun stock had scraped.

Buzz emptied the gun without firing it and they headed for home.

THEY STOPPED AT a Good-Ee Freez on the highway for cheeseburgers and chocolate shakes. Robert almost expected to find Olive working there, but they were well north of Mozart. This outlet seemed old, sad, and dominated by litter blown into swirls by the chilly wind. The place lacked the picturesque vacation feel of Oblong Lake. When Robert paid for their food the counterman said they were likely the last customers of the summer, that he would close soon for the day and the winter.

Robert and the boys noticed the crows waiting on the power line above the parking lot.

“Just one shot,” Buzz whispered. But he was smiling and took it graciously when Robert refused him.

“They’d see the gun before you had it loaded,” he said, “and be gone.”

In the morning the crows would move on themselves to look for winter food, a place to stay. It took no memory to understand winter.

Driving home they saw crows everywhere, in the road, on fences, on signs.

“Did your dad ever tell you about crow trials?” Robert asked. He looked over at Buzz, who would not meet his eyes; Duke was silent in the shadows of the backseat.

“It seems this crow was charged—”

“Dad told you this?” Buzz interrupted.

“Yes.”

“He wouldn’t spin that sort of bullshit.”

“Shut up, Buzzard. Let him talk,” Duke said.

“It seems this crow was charged with a crime—”

“What crime?” Duke asked.

“Crows have no morals,” Buzz maintained. “So they’d have no sense of right or wrong. So what’s the point of a trial?”

Robert drove for a mile without saying a word. They came to a small town of odd one-way streets that required his concentration to get through. His silence ran on, filling the warm air in the car. Robert needed Ben there to tell the story; Ben had all the answers. He had none of Robert’s doubts that a skeptic could pick at. Robert could hear Ben’s voice as he grew excited telling the tale. In telling the story of the crow trial Ben had said the crime was murder.

“Finish the story,” Duke said. Buzz shifted in his seat, but he did not protest.

“In fact,” Robert said, “crows have a very structured moral sense. They have conscience, guilt, love, devotion, dishonor. A very advanced moral code.”

“Dad told you this?”

“Yes,” Robert said.

Buzz asked softly, “Why didn’t he ever tell us?”

“Maybe he wanted you to get a little older,” Robert said; but he had often wondered the same thing. Why hold these stories from his family?

“What was the crime?” Buzz asked.

“The crow was on trial for murder.”

“What bullshit,” Buzzard murmured; but his head was turned away, frozen in attention.

“This is the story your father told me,” Robert said. This final stamp placed upon what he had to say, Robert continued without interruption into a rapt and sorrowful silence.

“The crow was charged with the murder of another crow. The trial was held in a clearing in the woods. Crows came from miles around to take part. One hundred thousand crows, give or take. They formed a loose, chattering circle around the accused, who had a small circle of clear ground to himself within the larger circle. In the center of this small circle was a tree stump and the accused crow stood atop it. He didn’t try to fly away. That would be useless. Among crows there is a very strong code of honor. Crows aren’t supposed to cheat other crows. They share food. They watch for danger and pass the word. This crow, if he tried to fly away, would be admitting his guilt. It would be hard to outfly one hundred thousand crows.

“Now the trial began. A case was made against the crow. Some crows were present to testify. The rest were there to listen and watch. They would also judge. Crows know they are smart, and they don’t think any one crow is smarter than any other crow” (here Robert thought of the Smarter Crow, who had discovered forgetful sleep, but chose to keep the tale simple) “so crows have no judges, no presidents, no one to govern their lives. They would pass judgment as a group.

“The story told about the crow on trial was basically this: He loved another crow’s mate and killed that crow so he could have her. A simple story, not uncommon. He was a large, strong bird, handsome even by crow standards, who consider themselves the most beautiful birds in existence. This crow had no trouble attracting female crows. But he wanted the female who belonged to another crow. He told his friends how badly he wanted this female. His friends testified against him at the trial. They told how they saw the accused chasing the other crow relentlessly, picking at his eyes in mid-air, beating at his wings, the two of them flying far away until even the other crows could not see them. And finally—only the accused returned.

“Witnesses said he took up immediately with the female crow he loved. She loved the missing crow, but little by little she forgot about him. Little by little she fell in love with the crow on trial for murder. The accused told her the other crow had run away.

“Word spread about this crow. In time he was approached and ordered to stand trial for murder. If he refused, he would simply be shut out of the society of crows everywhere.

“At the trial, when it was his turn to speak, he proclaimed that he was not a murderer. He was frightened because the crows who had testified against him had been very convincing and believable. He admitted that he did indeed love the female crow, but he had not murdered her mate. He had only chased the other crow across four states until, exhausted and frightened, he agreed to stay away if only the accused would leave him in peace. He was alive somewhere, living among other crows.

“And that was the end of the trial. It remained for the crows assembled to judge the crow’s guilt or innocence. It took only a moment. What convicted the accused was his assertion that a crow would actually stay away from a loved one out of fear of another crow. This was unthinkable.

“Then like a thunderhead one hundred thousand crows descended on the accused and killed him. With that done, the crows flew away. Soon all who were left in the clearing were the female crow, the witnesses, and the dead crow. His eyes had been picked out so that if he came back as a crow he would be blind.

“But high up in the trees was one more crow. He had been there all along, just watching. He flew down and landed and asked what had happened to his enemy. The female crow began to cry. The witness crows were happy to see him, but they were shaken by the wrong that had been committed. A crow had been executed for murder—and now the crow he was supposed to have murdered had returned. This crow kept silent while it was explained to him the terrible injustice that had taken place. He said he had been so exhausted after being chased by the crow that he had fallen asleep and forgotten where his home was. It had taken him this long to piece his past together and make it back. Then he flew away with the woman.”

They crossed the line back into Mozart. He swung by his parents’ store and it was closed; bust mannequins in T-shirts stared out the window at him. He picked up Oblong Lake and followed it around, past the Good-Ee Freez, past summer cottages shut for the winter. They would be dark and cold inside, with dampness starting to settle, and insect husks on the windowsills. It made Robert shiver. Up and down hills, through the trees close by the road, the darknesses spaced by streetlights, and at last into the driveway of Ben’s house.

“What do you mean,” Buzz asked in a low voice, “he fell asleep and forgot where his home was?”

Robert turned off the engine. He thought Duke was asleep but in the mirror he saw his eyes eager for an answer to Buzzard’s question.

“That’s another crow story,” Robert said. “It’s about something called forgetful sleep. And also about a crow called the Smarter Crow. I’ll tell it to you some other time.”

“And Dad told you that one, too?” Duke asked, his voice raw with disbelief.




	

 


			

Chapter Seven

Leaves



ETHEL BEGAN DRIVING an extra half shift because her children were in school all day and the family needed the money. On her best days she made runs to Madison or Fond du Lac or even Milwaukee. She left for work in darkness and returned home in darkness. She began to look strange to Robert, Olive, and the boys. She was always tired; she had a cranky impatience with her children. Each night before going to bed at 8:30 she apologized for her crossness, her tiredness, and the turn their lives had taken.

Robert was sometimes still awake when her alarm sounded at 4:30 a.m. He would be reading downstairs and the burr from Ethel’s room would startle him. The house dim and quiet, nothing moving outside, time stopped, then Ethel’s alarm to remind him it had not stopped at all.

Ethel was quick to rise. The house’s chilly rooms demanded it. She would glare at Robert from the kitchen as he looked at her across the top of his book; the idea of someone choosing to be awake at that hour was a source of infinite aggravation for her.

“What do you have planned for today?” she asked. “Besides sleeping?”

“There are leaves to rake,” Robert said.

“When will you begin looking for a job?”

“Soon.”

“You passed ‘soon’ months ago—years ago. I can’t afford to have you living here with just an odd contribution now and then.” She walked out of his sight, deeper into the kitchen. He heard the coiling spring sound of the toaster. Steam rose off a coffeepot.

She reappeared. “What happened to you and Olive?”

He thought: it isn’t cold enough, yet. When winter took hold of that leaky house, especially his fourth-floor room, he and Olive would welcome each other into their arms, her bed.

“We’re just friends,” Robert said.

“Why do you stay then?”

“Where have I to go? I like it here.”

She poured coffee, spilling some, burning her fingers. “I never liked you two sleeping together in my house,” she said. She kissed her burned fingers.

Robert lowered his book. The early days of sleeping with Olive had been times of imagined stealth; he could still hear the groaning boards of the floors and stairs as he traversed the dark space between his room and Olive’s. They probably had fooled no one. There never had been an open admission of their affair.

“Why should I have to knock on my daughter’s door to tell some man he has a phone call?” Ethel asked.

Robert laughed. “That never happened.”

“It did. Several times. Nobody calls you anymore—because you’ve moved out of the mainstream of human interaction—but it did happen in the past.”

“Forbid me to see O. I’ll obey your order.”

“You wouldn’t, if I did,” she said. “And she’s old enough to make her own mistakes. I just warn her.”

“Of what?”

“Of biology.”

She sat in the kitchen eating her breakfast. Robert sat down across from her at the table, reading.

“Find a job, Robert,” she said, rising to rinse her plate. “I won’t kick you out yet, but we need money and you’re not in the family, so I won’t stand for you sucking me dry.”

She left for work and he climbed the stairs to bed. When she returned home he was raking leaves by the back-porch light.

“Did you look for work?” she asked, before going into the house.

“Yes,” he lied. He had spent the day reading and raking leaves. There were so many leaves the job was rewarding. The rake rolled up huge, loose waves of leaves. Most of their color was gone: gold to white, red to pink. A billion on the ground and another million on the trees waiting to fall. The hanging leaves had color, though not in that light. The colorless leaves on the ground had bulk and substance, and when removed they left behind a patch of clear ground: his reward. He had worked for three hours and filled seven large plastic garbage bags; they were taut green floats out at the curb. The leaves that remained glowed in the dark.

He worked for another hour after Ethel got home, until he felt his efforts made it safe for him to go inside. He put the rake and the empty bags in the garage. The back door opened. Ethel stepped out.

“Tell me about the trial of the crow,” she said.

Robert smiled but her look was frosted, skeptical; she might have caught him passing pornography to her sons.

“It’s a story,” he said. “Unverifiably true.”

“It’s nonsense. The boys said you told them Ben had told you that story.”

“He did.”

“Don’t lie,” she said. “Ben would never come up with something so ridiculous.”

“It’s true. He had a million of them. He was fond of crows, he believed in them. I think the reason we saw no crows when we went hunting was that Ben was watching over them and telling them to stay clear. He knew we were murderous.”

He could tell she believed none of this. She angrily pushed him in the chest, rocking him back; he was reminded of being kicked out of the tree. She went quickly inside and locked the door. He ran to the front of the house but she was ahead of him and threw the bolt and chain, glaring at him through the door glass.

“Hey!” Robert shouted. “It’s what he believed.”

For an hour he circled the house. He rapped his knuckles on the doors and windows. He could not believe she had finally put him out, and over a crow story of her late husband’s.

They began dinner without him. He could see a corner of the kitchen table and through this thin slice of vision passed hands bearing bowls of mashed potatoes, string beans, corn, a plate of pork chops layered as thick as sandwiches, a pitcher of tea, salad, bowls of chocolate ice cream. He watched this for nearly an hour and his stomach squeezed. What had he done all day that he should be hungry? The window fogged.

Didn’t any of them miss him?

HE WAITED ONE more hour, then decided to go into town to look for something to eat. The Good-Ee Freez was shut for the season, painted plywood sheets fastened over its glass face.

He followed the lake road downtown. He cut over to Booth Street, to his parents’ shop, but they were closed. A light burned in a nook behind the counter; it was faint as the first hint of a car approaching over a hill, but he could see it by a selection of stencils on the wall behind (mostly rock group logos, giant red tongues, two eggs sunny-side up that would be positioned over a girl’s breasts, smile faces, the Brewers, and the Pack), stacks of blank colored shirts on the wall behind the counter, organized according to size. The T-shirts on the mannequins in the window read: BABY UNDER CONSTRUCTION (with a downward pointing arrow); I’M WITH STUPID (with an arrow pointing to the right); YOU CAN PUT PICKLES UP YOURSELF; WHY DIDN’T GOD MAKE ME RICH, INSTEAD OF GOOD-LOOKING?; and I DON’T HAVE A DRINKING PROBLEM—I DRINK, I FALL DOWN, NO PROBLEM!

Del Cobbler was in his eyeshade in his newspaper store. He sat on a stool, his legs drawn up like a jockey on a bad mount. He was working a crossword puzzle and chewing his nails.

“I’m closed, Rob,” he said.

“Your door wasn’t locked.”

“An oversight. I’m awaiting a magazine delivery.”

“At this hour?”

Del pointed a moist finger. “Don’t be a wise-ass.”

Robert advanced into the store, fighting against Del’s glare of disapproval. He reached the counter and leaned against it as though it were a raft.

“I’m really closed, Cigar.”

“You got anything to nibble on?”

“My fingernails? They’ve got my dinner under them! Now scram.”

“Give me a couple bags of beer nuts.” He put three quarters on the counter. Del swearing, angry at having to dismount, got the bags of nuts from their hook behind him.

“Take them,” he said. “Keep your money. You need it more than me. Beat it.”

The door to the shop opened. A bell Robert had not heard on his own arrival sounded. A woman came in. She was unaccustomed to the light, and held her hands above her eyes in mimicry of Del’s green shade, which in the past moments had disappeared from his head.

The woman’s name was Gloria Kissoot. She sold real estate only often enough to keep herself interested. Her husband worked at something in Madison. Their daughter was a pretty girl Robert’s age, a little plump like her mother, and with her mother’s air of something being just slightly askew in her life. Robert had dated her twice in high school, and the outings were so uneventful he could not recall her name.

“Hello, Robert,” the woman said, blushing at being caught in the store’s papery light, all those yellowing athletes looking down upon her from the walls.

“Hello, Mrs. Kissoot. Del’s closing, so I’ll be on my way.”

She touched his hand as he tried to pass. “I saw your father today at the Optimists’ luncheon,” she said. “He gave the funniest talk.”

“Yeah?” Robert stopped, intrigued. “About what?”

“It was supposed to be about fund raising and membership drives. But it got around to what it’s like doing business in Mozart. Then life in general. He’s just so smart about life’s ups and downs,” she said. “He has such a good head on him. I don’t think anything bothers him. If only he and your mom weren’t locked into such a poor location. Your father’d make a killing, given a fair chance.”

“Nobody’s keeping them there,” Robert said.

“Sandy asks about you all the time,” the woman continued, her voice dipped in a false sparkle. “She works in the Sears Tower in Chicago—the tallest building in the world?—and her office is three floors underground! Isn’t that depressing?”

Sandy. Robert remembered their one kiss at the end of their second date: it had been a very dry kiss, without a future. He wondered if Sandy felt the weight of that building’s glowering height pressing down on her, like a boss looking over her shoulder. “Say hi to her,” Robert said, turning sideways to edge past.

“I will. I’ll tell her we talked.”

Del Cobbler locked the door behind Robert. He had left the beer nuts and his quarters on the counter.

He went on to the college. He followed the dark walkway through Rapist’s Woods, the mock-moon lamp at the center of the cluster of trees cutting shadows and frightfulness into something that did not deserve them. He emerged by the sciences building. The ground-floor exterior wall was constructed of tinted Plexiglas that looked in on a long hallway running the length of the building. Students sat on couches studying in this hallway, whose high ceiling caught footsteps off the tile floor and doubled them back. The students smoked and tapped their ashes into imitation brass urns filled with white sand. The glass wall was tinted blue.

Robert tried the door. Like a jeweled vault it swung open. Puffs of heated air kissed the cold spots of skin beneath his eyes. One or two students glanced at him, but said nothing. He fit in. Opposite the glass wall were the classrooms, the sweeping amphitheaters where Ben had taught Robert biology, where Robert had first seen Olive. The classrooms were like small arenas, seats fanning back from the front lectern, from the teacher, and beyond the teacher that inner warren of tunnels and stairs Ben had revealed to Robert.

Robert went down the hall listening to the night classes. He climbed the stairs to the third floor. He had not been up there since Ben disappeared. There had been a rumored dispute over what to do with Ben’s papers and hordes of biological minutiae and jars of specimens. Being in the sciences, his colleagues had had trouble with the indeterminacy of his death. Should they give up his office? Who would care for the living creatures he had collected? Two years after Ben vanished in Oblong Lake, the teachers who taught his classes were still officially classified as substitutes.

Ben’s office door was closed, but a light burned through the strip of opaque glass set like a perfectly straight and rippling stream in it. Robert knocked.

As the door swung open he experienced an instant of anticipation, nearly of panic: perhaps Ben had been hiding out there the past two years, free to do as he pleased among his treasured biology, presumed, as he was, dead.

But it was a sleepy-eyed woman who greeted Robert. She stood leaning to one side in the doorway with a sweater over her shoulders and a red pen in one hand. With this hand she brushed her hair back off her forehead.

Robert knew her. She had shared the office with Ben in those days Robert had visited.

“Yes?” she said. The light at her back shadowed her face.

“I’m a friend of Professor Ladysmith’s.”

The woman blinked, but nothing more; she stepped back and aside and motioned with the red pen for Robert to enter. She was grading tests; her fingers were slashed with red ink, like nicks, and she took her seat and faced him with knees held primly together.

She had kept the same desk. She had not expanded the space she had occupied when Ben shared the little room. Ben’s desk was buried beneath castellated papers, potted plants, texts, an ant farm, a stuffed ferret, charts explaining photosynthesis, the dark reactions, and, with its wing now repaired, the skeleton of Corvus brachyrhynchos.

“You have a leaf in your beard,” she said. She reached and plucked a perfectly formed birch leaf from his face. It slipped from her hand and he caught it a half foot off the floor.

“I recognize some of his things,” Robert said.

She said, “Yes, he was a popular man and . . . without a body I think some of us harbored a faint hope he might return to claim these things. So I—we . . . have been slow to remove his possessions. The living creatures were divided among the rest of the faculty to be cared for—or killed, as the case may be. Many didn’t share Ben’s passion for living things. Rumor has it the jar of cockroaches was emptied in the home of the department head. A rumor, I’m sure,” she said, smiling for the first time, “but one can hope.”

She raised her eyebrows slightly when Robert did not laugh. It was a mistake, his coming there; he had brought himself too close to what Ben had been.

“I know you,” the woman said.

“You’re Professor Mason.”

“I met you here. You didn’t have the beard.”

“At first I was after his daughter,” Robert said. “Ben proved more interesting.”

“And you got both anyway.”

“For a little while,” he said, though he’d never thought about possessing them both.

She regarded him a moment, then made some connection.

“You’re the man who dives in the lake for him, aren’t you?”

“That’s me.”

“And you still live in Ben’s house?”

Robert nodded, looked away; he did not know the truth or falseness of that. This made him remember that he was hungry.

“How have you managed to stay so long?” she asked. She leaned toward him, as though pulled by great curiosity.

“I’m useful,” he said.

“There has to be more than that.”

“Ben liked me,” he said. “They put up with me for the honor of Ben.”

Behind her on the desk was a peeled orange, the segments flopped open like a flower. He asked her for one and she gave him two.

She said, in continuation of an earlier thread, “The other things he had collected I have become the caretaker for, unofficially. I have a finite space I manage easily enough within. Each semester brings more into the room, and just last semester I had the thrill of witnessing a tower of papers actually reach the ceiling. In winnowing it all down to a more manageable size, I throw my own things away, rather than Ben’s.”

The woman held her sweater close, though a dusty heat poured from the register.

Robert said, “You must remember his crow tales.”

She did not answer, so he pressed. “Did he have any of those written down? I’d love to read them. His family doesn’t believe they exist.”

Professor Mason shook her head. “They were all in his mind,” she said. “All memorized, or polished, or fabricated—I could never be sure.” Something caused her to laugh softly. “He got in the habit of telling those stories in class one semester. His students came up here to complain they weren’t being taught biology. And was the crow stuff going to be on the tests? Real humorless morons. Soulless. I see that more and more.”

She found a pack of cigarettes beneath some papers and lit one. Her ashtray was a wide pink quartz heart scooped hollow in the center. He noticed then cut marks of red ink around her mouth, and two on the top of her nose, as if deep in thought she had put the wrong end of her pen to her mouth to chew.

“Did he tell you about the porch on the roof of his house?” she asked.

“I’ve been up there.”

“He told me the man who built the house added that porch so he could watch his wife and her lover on the lake,” she said.

Robert had never heard this story and felt a small pain of exclusion. He missed Ben then a little more, wished he had discovered him earlier.

“That might have come from the same place as the crow tales,” she said, “but I tend to believe him on that.”

“You don’t believe the crow tales?”

“Crows are not radically different from other birds. Maybe a bit smarter, stronger, or cleverer. But that’s all.”

“That was the heart of his argument,” Robert said. “Crows are smarter.”

She closed her eyes. Robert wiped a hand across his damp forehead. He wondered where he would go from this hot room. He noticed her sweater held ash flakes in the weave, and that the collar of her shirt was soiled. Her hair could have used a washing, too. A teacher at home only in her own mess.

She asked, “Did he tell you how a new crow in a neighborhood has to introduce himself or herself to every other crow before being allowed to stay?”

“I hadn’t heard that one.”

She smiled, leaning back in her chair, her eyes still closed. “He said there were city crows, rural crows, forest crows, crows that perched only on power lines, crows who never set foot on the ground, crows who were happy only flying into the wind. A crow in a new neighborhood had to perform a series of good deeds for the others, had to contribute a percentage of food to a common pantry, had to gather the makings of everyone’s nest before his own.”

“Amazing,” Robert said, but missing Ben’s way of it.

“It’s hard to discount. He went into such detail, as if it really was the truth,” she said.

Robert got up to leave, pulled on his gloves.

“You know,” she said, “they never found a body. Certain cruel campus wags who claim to have detected a note of boredom in Ben’s last days, a note of career fatigue, have hypothesized that he rigged the whole thing just to get away, to get out from under the teaching grind and the life he was leading.”

Robert flared, “That’s insanity! Would Ben sacrifice his son’s leg just to get free of an unhappy life?”

“My point,” she said. She did not rise when he went to leave, but invited him to come again.

He walked back around the lake toward home. The orange sections burned in his empty stomach. When the road split away he stayed to the lake, cutting across waterfront properties, trespassing. He passed through aqua lights, then shadows deep green as seaweed. His footsteps sometimes echoed on the steel slats of a pier. Behind a small boathouse he paused and looked out at Oblong Lake. It was October; soon a thin film of ice would form, thicken, lock. He would be able to walk to the Cow and the Calf, as in a dream.

And where was Ben? And why was he taking so long to return?

NO LIGHTS WELCOMED him home. They had not set out a plate of food for him nor hidden a key beneath the doormat. He climbed the tree to Olive’s room. She must have been expecting him. Her light was on and she was reading in bed. The covers were drawn up to her chin, the book rested against her cocked legs. When Robert knocked on the glass she jumped, but did not look at him, an expression somewhere between disgust and amusement crossing her face. She turned a page.

He tapped the glass again. She closed the book and he thought that now she would let him in, but she only reached and turned off the light.

“Real fine,” he muttered to the dark window. He rested his back against the trunk of the tree. His choices were simple: up or down. Down, there was no future. Once down, he had nowhere to go.

He climbed higher. The tree trunk began to taper and sway. The extra elevation, the unaccustomed handholds, were filled with a danger he had not noticed a mere six feet below. He had left the storm window off his fourth-floor room, and he kept the latch unlocked; he had never gone in or out the window before, but it was something he kept in mind for times like this. Once or twice a week he checked the latch to be sure it was unfastened.

But the window would not open. His feet planted on a branch, he leaned with one hand pressed against the wall of the house, not daring to look down, and pushed at the window with greater force. The window, sometime, had been locked.

He crouched back against the trunk. With the leaves falling he felt cold and exposed. Stars shifted in the wind when he looked up at them. Oblong Lake was like a rent in the fabric of the sleeping Earth.

Then a light went on in his room. Ethel was there; she had been lying on his bed in the dark. She came to the window. Her face was a triumph of perfect understanding and foreshadowing.

“Hello, Eth,” he said, when she got the window open.

“So we meet again.”

Robert smiled. Maybe a nap had improved her mood.

“No wonder this room is so cold. You didn’t put the storm window on,” she said.

“May I come in? I’m cold and hungry and tired.”

She said, in the hard voice of an earlier hour, “Go home, Robert.”

“This is my home. You, Olive, the boys, you’re my family.”

“No we’re not. You have fine parents. Go stay with them. Even Ben would have kicked you out by now.”

“No he wouldn’t,” Robert said, certain of this. “I’m begging, Ethel. Just let me back in. I’ll find a job and make some money, then I’ll move out. But tonight I’ve got nowhere to go.”

Relentless, Ethel asked, “What about that crow nonsense?”

“I can’t lie.”

She drew back her head; he feared he had lost her.

“Ben did tell me those stories,” he said quickly. Her hands were on the window frame. She could slam it closed any time she wished.

She asked, “Why did I never hear those stories? Why did he keep them secret if they were such a big part of his life?”

“I don’t know, Eth. I don’t think he meant any harm.”

She crossed her arms and clasped her shoulders, her chin fallen to her chest. The air through the window was making her cold. He hated to see her sad.

“Please let me in,” he said.

“I’ll go down and open the front door,” she said, just like that. She closed and locked the window before he could tell her he could just as easily come in through the window.

He waited ten minutes before she came to the door. He spent the time thinking of a similar scene, Ben locked out in the rain, and how they passed the time with crow tales. Robert had lived there ever since. Robert had stayed the first night, then the next. It went from night to night, Ben telling him to stay, and then it became a fact without mention. He took the offer because it was a way to be free of his parents, to free them. Dave and Evelyn did not understand what he was doing, but talking to them on the phone in those first days, when the arrangement was setting into permanence like a drying watercolor, he heard in their voices a breathing of relaxation, of being themselves again now that he was away. They sought only an assurance that he was safe; beyond that, they did not ask him home. Ben offered, Robert accepted. He stayed and stayed, and in time he thought he had been living there forever.

When she opened the door, heated air thick and fragrant enough to eat embraced him. But she held a wide, flat hand against his chest.

“Tomorrow you get a job.”

“It’s a deal.”

“I want you out of here,” she said.

Robert said nothing.

“I’ll set a deadline,” Ethel warned, “and then I’ll kick you out. Do you want that? Or do you want to leave on your own terms?”

“I’ll get a job. I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”

“Good.”

“Though my presence,” he said, “is a bargain and a godsend to your family.”

She turned away without another word. Robert slipped back into the house as easily as that first time, when Ben was alive. Ben still wanted him around, he was certain, because nobody had presented him with a good reason to leave.

He went to the kitchen, where he fed himself cold chops and wine.

ROBERT WAS ASLEEP the next day when Ethel’s hard hand battered him in the shoulder and neck, bringing him up from a sleep that had turned painful.

“I meant what I said last night.” She smelled of gasoline. Her cheeks were rouged with the cold, or her anger at him.

“What time is it?” he asked.

“One o’clock. I knew you’d think I was an easy mark,” she hissed. She was leaning over him, one hand in a fist, the other in her hair. “I knew you’d ignore what I said last night and sleep the day away. Get up! Get a job!” She brought her fist swinging against his shoulder, the hand opening in flight into a hard board that slapped and stung.

By the time he got downstairs she was back in her cab, talking on the radio. Then she drove away.

He had coffee and toast, then took a shower. When he was dressed, in a coat and tie he had not worn since the last days of the Scale, his hair combed wet, he still could not bring himself to break away from the house. He stood for a long time in the sun in the kitchen. He felt the skin on his face tighten deep beneath the canopy of beard. Try as he might, he could not think of a single job skill he possessed aside from writing sports.

He had worked summers and after school in Mozart. Jobs that other kids kept from summer to summer he lost after one; he didn’t know why. Everywhere he went looking for a job, somebody knew his father. He was routinely hired for that reason. He also believed he was never rehired because over time he had proved beyond a doubt that he was not his father.

One man, his name was Thorp, Mozart’s only wedding photographer, broke from his tradition of hiring short-skirted high school girls and put Robert to work for the simple reason that he knew and enjoyed the whimsies of Dave Cigar. Within a month, however, Thorp had hired a girl named Audree to accompany him to the weddings, leaving Robert to busy himself at the studio. He kept him on out of respect for Dave. Robert, bored numb, quit.

“I’m sorry this didn’t work out,” Thorp said on Robert’s last day. “I never would’ve predicted it happening.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re an awfully dour young man,” Thorp said, “for being the son of Dave Cigar. I thought a last name like that would have given you a sense of humor all by itself.”

He washed cars for a while. He pumped gas. He scraped the hulls of boats until a sliver of paint fell in his eye and an infection burgeoned; for a week in the summer before his junior year in high school he thought he would lose his right eye. When he recovered, the job was gone. He sold bait for a time, rising before dawn to scoop worm-clogged earth from the plot behind the shop into Chinese food containers. He quit that job to become a lifeguard. He fueled boats. He waited tables. He applied at the Good-Ee Freez but wasn’t hired, a rejection of fate that spooked him later; how close he came to knowing Olive before he knew Ben. He passed out putters at a doomed miniature golf course in the center of town. The place closed soon after, its patchy carpeted greens, gingerbread house and windmill hazards flattened and paved over when SportsHeaven was built.

In time the day had bled away. It would be dark soon. He changed clothes and raked leaves; he filled three more bags that joined the others at the curb. Even as he cleared a space of ground, leaves fell, laughing, behind him.

Duke was the first home. He waved at Robert from the end of the block, a salute with his crutch that sparkled in the failing sun. Robert waited, leaning on the rake. Duke was smiling and out of breath. Each school day reaffirmed his return to the scheme of his previous life. The space his leg once occupied no longer seemed to call attention to itself like neon.

“Any luck?” he asked Robert.

“With what?”

“Finding a job.”

“No. No luck at all.”

“Did you look?”

“I made a perfunctory search,” Robert said. He shifted a plump bag of leaves with the toe of his shoe, settling it more firmly in the street.

“Where’s Buzz?” he asked.

“Throwing in the gym.”

“He can do that?”

“There’s a net cage under the bleachers,” Duke said. “He’s down there every day.”

“It’s not good for him,” Robert said. “He should give it a rest.”

“Don’t tell him that,” Duke warned. “That’s all there is to Buzzer, throwing that ball.”

Ethel came home in an hour and bathed and put on a blue wool dress. She had washed the gasoline smell from her skin and out of her thick, springy hair, or hidden it beneath a sweet scent that followed her like a balloon around the kitchen as she kissed her children goodbye. Robert offered his hairy cheek, facetiously, and she surprised him by kissing it. She did not mention his present state, or his job search. She valued the prospect of the evening too much to let him ruin it.

“Same man?” Olive asked, passing a bowl of wax beans.

Her mother nodded. She looked in her handbag for something. “Don’t wait up,” she said. “I love all of you but I don’t need you to run my affairs.”

“So it’s officially an affair?” Robert teased.

Ethel would not be angered. The doorbell sounded. She made her escape from their steady glares of disapproval.

“Two dates,” Buzz said when the commotion of her departure had died down.

“Three,” Olive said.

“Three?”

“One was less publicized. He came after you guys were in bed. He brought a bottle of something and they went for a drive.”

“Where was I?” Robert asked.

“I don’t know,” she snapped. “Out?”

“The guy looks like two hundred and twenty pounds of cold mashed potatoes,” Buzzard complained. “What’s in it for her?”

“He’s a contemporary,” she said, and left it at that.

But she invited Robert to her bedroom later (Ethel not yet home, the boys edgy in their rooms, making frequent trips to the bathroom and kitchen to see if their mother had slipped in unnoticed) and said this man seemed to mean something to Ethel. She could not explain what it was, or Ethel had not voiced it sufficiently to make it understood, but something in her mother was responding to the man.

“She told me she likes the things he says,” Olive whispered into the base of his throat. They had made love and now lay in the residual warmth their friction had created. Robert hoped to be asked to stay; his room was already whip-cold, and it was still a week shy of Halloween.

“He’ll come to the end of his line,” Robert predicted. “Then she’ll see through him.”

“I don’t know,” Olive said. He loved the way her words broke over his skin like touchable objects. He was about to ask how anyone could compare to Ben, but refrained. Ben had never told Ethel the crow tales; what other charms had he kept from her?

“She’s been on my back about you,” Olive said. “Suddenly she doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Who? What?”

“You. This. She’s full of warnings lately. I don’t know why she’s started now.”

“Did she ever say anything to you when I first moved in?”

“She’s always telling me to be careful,” Olive said. “Nothing specific; just be careful. Everything is perilous. I think we had them fooled for a long time, early.”

“I don’t,” Robert said.

He saw lights swing into the driveway. “She’s home,” he whispered.

Olive wriggled out from under him and hurried to the window looking down on the front yard. Robert joined her, though it was freezing outside the bed.

Ethel and the man came up the walk from the car; they were foreshortened from that height, and before they passed out of sight under the porch overhang Robert glimpsed a pale coin of baldness at the crown of the man’s head, wide thin shoulders, and the fact he was holding Ethel’s hand. This contact seemed blatantly erotic to him; his used penis stirred even in the cold. With nothing further to witness, he got back in bed and Olive joined him.

“Does it worry you?” he asked.

“Does what worry me?”

“Your mother and this guy.”

She shrugged against him. The tips of her breasts were cool. “It’s her decision. Right?”

“They were holding hands.”

“What? When?”

“Just now,” Robert said. “They were holding hands coming up the walk.”

“You’re blind,” she exclaimed.

“It’s what I saw.”

She spun in the bed until her hard back was toward him. “They were not holding hands,” she said out of the darkness, long after he had abandoned the argument, preferring to concede the point rather than make her angry and be told to leave.

ROBERT HAD NOT found work by Halloween, when Ethel asked him to take the boys out.

“Duke has been working on his costume all week,” Ethel said. “He’s going as a refrigerator.”

“How about Buzzer? How about me?”

“You I don’t care about,” Ethel said. “Buzz has an old Nixon mask and one of Ben’s suits. He fits into Ben’s suits,” she said with wonder.

“You really don’t care about me?”

She made an impatient face at him. Lately she had stopped pestering him about finding a job; it evidently was sufficient that he went out and looked. He occasionally saw her on the street, or stopped at a light, with a fare in back, and she would bring one finger up off the wheel in a restrained greeting. The two of them were celebrities of sorts in Mozart, with their links to Ben, whose fame was his vanishing.

“Yes, I care about you,” she said. “I just don’t care if you get dressed up. Just keep an eye on them.”

“I’ve been looking for work.”

Ethel rolled her head twice around on her neck. Her eyes were closed. “You tell me that once or twice a day,” she said, “but nothing ever happens. I don’t think it ever will. Let’s put it this way: I don’t think you look very hard.”

“I look,” he said.

“I drive past the diner and you’re in there having coffee and reading the paper. Or talking to your father.”

“I’m checking the want ads,” Robert said. His father, bored with T-shirts but not daring to admit it, was there to be away from the store, his son only a bonus of freedom. Dave’s friends stopped by to talk to him, to listen, to be with him for a few moments. He was an optimist. Robert, by turns amused, curious, and annoyed by these chattering men, often thought his father would not attain his proper place in life until he was the mayor of Mozart. Robert found himself wanting to keep his father to himself during these visits; he and Dave seemed to share complaints lately, of work and seeking work, something utterly new between them.

Ethel held out her hands. “Don’t get me started, Bob-O. I’m in a good mood a lot lately. You help out around here quite a bit. The boys like you. I can’t complain.”

He asked, “Why are you in a good mood?”

“Don’t push me,” she said, and left.

It was the man she had been seeing, Robert guessed. He had appeared so often they had had his name drummed into their memories: Stephen. He and Ethel had been on five dates (seven, by Olive’s count). Each time Stephen appeared it made Duke and Buzz panicky. The man’s appeal eluded them completely. They saw their mother drifting away only a little less dramatically than their father.

By cutting holes for his arms and legs in a plastic garbage bag, then stuffing it full of leaves, tying it closed around his neck, and pinning leaves to a black knit cap, Robert created a costume for the evening. He used lamp black to daub those parts of his face not bearded.

Duke used Ben’s collapsible ice-fishing shed to create his refrigerator. He built a door for the three-sided shed with a large sheet of cardboard cut from a moving van carton. He painted these four sides and the roof with copper paint, and balanced the box on a frame of his construction over the arms of his wheelchair. He had fastened an old toaster and a vase of plastic flowers to the top of this refrigerator. The door contained false notes hung with tacks, a Philco handle, and a child’s artwork. The door opened for people to drop candy into Duke’s bag. Otherwise he traveled blind, guided by Robert or Buzz.

Buzz wore the Nixon mask and one of Ben’s houndstooth jackets. He kept thrusting his arms over his head, giving peace signs. It was hackneyed stuff; he had tapped no original thoughts for his costume. At houses where there was no answer to the bell he slashed a meaningless symbol on the nearest window with a bar of motel soap he had found in the pocket of the jacket.

“Don’t do that,” Robert protested.

“Don’t bug me, Bob. If you give me a hard time I’ll drop a match on you.”

Robert was not frightened. He would smolder for hours before the fire ate through the packed, damp leaves to the old clothes he wore. As they progressed through town he left a trail impossible to follow, the clues blending at once into the earth’s autumn floor. On the doorsteps of the houses they visited he stood to the left of the refrigerator; random shapelessness alongside simple geometry.

Toward the end of the night, when they were the last three people on the street, they came to the door of his parents’ house. The house had a fence in front with a squawking gate they had trouble getting Duke through. The house was small and neat, set back down a brick path that was murder to shovel in the winter; the house’s appearance always struck Robert as effortlessly cheerful. The ground was carpeted with fallen leaves.

“This is your house, isn’t it?” Buzz asked, his voice thickened by the Nixon mask.

“It’s my parents’ house.”

A candle burned in a small pumpkin on the front stoop, its face frozen in the same smile his father cut every year. A black cat with brass pins for joints hung in the window.

Buzz rang the bell and the door jerked open immediately. Dave had seen them coming, alerted by the unoiled gate. He wore a black T-shirt that exclaimed BOO!

Dave rocked back a step, his face taking on the stock contours of horror; scared witless by a disgraced president, a refrigerator, and a bag of leaves. Evelyn stood at his back with a tray of candy corn and chocolate kisses in wrapped baskets. She was looking intently at Robert, his blackened face, his leafy hat, his obese plastic-shiny shape. He had come to his parents last to gauge the impact of his costume. They would know him and laugh, or wince.

But the beard and the crown of leaves and the hunched way he stood in the porch light evidently was too effective. Dave looked at him closely just once and said, “I knew you’d come back to haunt me.”

Robert first thought his father meant him, his errant jobless son. But then he realized he was referring to the leaves; symbols of a hard autumn’s work, and of an entering into a death phase.

Dave dropped candy corn and silver-wrapped minarets of chocolate into the bag. Evelyn seemed to know, however; even after her husband had turned his attention to Nixon, then the refrigerator, her eyes stayed with the bag of leaves. Her tall, thin form cast a shadow like a rake across her husband’s bent back. Her eyes were calm and loving, of Dave, of Robert, of this ritual taken part in. For the millionth time Robert was envious of his parents’ happiness. Together all day and all night, his parents never tired of one another. Those times Dave and Robert had coffee together, his father left only because he had to see what his wife was up to, what she might be able to tell him after their hour apart. Soon they would fall asleep together in the large bed that filled their small room like a ship in a lock, while Robert roamed Ben’s drafty old house, uncomfortable in Olive’s arms, too cold to sleep alone.

Evelyn winked at him as he backed away. His father watched him turn the refrigerator around and steer it down the walk. Nixon held the gate open for them. Evelyn put her hand on Dave’s shoulder. He got a broom and swept his son’s dropped leaves off the porch.

Sometime after midnight the first snow fell.




	

 


			

Chapter Eight

The Zebra



HIS FATHER SAID in mid-November, “Come to work for us.”

They were sitting on chairs in the back room of the T-shirt shop; Robert, Dave, and Evelyn sharing an idle afternoon. Behind her husband’s back Evelyn rolled her eyes and smiled at her son, not in disparagement of Dave, but at the absolute impossibility of that suggestion.

“You’ve got sales in your blood,” Dave said, slapping Robert’s knee. “I’ve got it. Your mother’s got it. Put us together, you’ve got it.”

Robert looked around at the high towers of colored shirts awaiting a message. Felt letters of every style, their backs gummed and ready for the melting kiss of the press, sat in wood trays divided alphabetically; more vowels than consonants. He had come to the shop when he had nowhere else to go on another day of looking for work. He could not sit in the restaurant because Ethel might see him. There in the back of the T-shirt shop he was safe.

“I’ve been here an hour and you haven’t sold a single shirt,” Robert said, not unkindly.

“Doesn’t matter. This is a slow season. People don’t think of T-shirts in the winter,” his father said. Evelyn placed her hand on Dave’s shoulder; she might have heard a note in her husband’s voice that required calming.

“Where have you looked?” she asked Robert.

“The college. I thought I might teach a course in sportswriting. Tell them to steer clear of the field. Some stores here in town. The post office. A couple of gas stations. A couple of restaurants.”

“And they all said no?”

“Most. Some are pending. I’m a sportswriter, for God’s sake! What good am I to them?”

Evelyn said, “I saw Al Gasconade’s mother the other day.”

“How’s Al?”

“He’s being courted by the Tribune,” she said.

“Good for Al.”

Evelyn squeezed Dave’s shoulders but could not hold in the expected remark: “You’re twice the writer Al is,” her husband said. “He reads like a primer on clichés.”

“He’s pushy,” Robert said. “He’s not afraid to ask questions. I always doubted it was any of my business.”

“Work for us and you’ll learn the T-shirt biz,” Dave said.

Robert shook his head. His father’s eyes held genuine hope; he seemed to believe it truly was a good idea.

“We’d have a homicide here inside of two weeks,” Robert predicted. He stretched out his arms and touched the walls of stacked shirts with the palms of his hands. “The three of us in this little space? We’d go nuts.”

“Your mother—Evie has been talking about getting out of the business,” Dave said, looking up and behind at his wife. Robert saw that Dave didn’t believe it.

“I’m surprised,” Robert said.

“I’d like to be a homemaker for once in my life,” Evelyn said. “Your father doesn’t need me here.”

“I do,” Dave contended, anguish in his voice, his eyes; he expected trouble.

“It still wouldn’t work,” Robert said. “Even just the two of us.”

But Dave was still intent on his wife. “You know I couldn’t run this place without you.”

“Hush. I probably won’t leave anyhow.” She winked at Robert. “I should never have brought it up,” she said.

Dave closed his eyes and tipped back his head until it pressed against her belly. She wiped a sheen of moisture off the curve of his high forehead, and he touched her hand.

Robert, embarrassed, looked into his cup. His parents were always coiling into each other in front of him, touching, kissing, running their hands across the other’s shoulders, as if in disbelief at their good fortune, smiling when they thought Robert wasn’t looking.

“I’ve got to go,” Robert said. He finished the coffee they had made for him; it was cool and oily.

“Where are you off to?”

“SportsHeaven. Buzz was in there yesterday and said they were looking for seasonal help.”

“There you go,” Dave said. “Sales. Sports gear you know inside out.”

“It’s only until Christmas.”

“Don’t be so negative,” his father admonished. “Don’t look toward the end of something even before it starts. You could do so well they’ll keep you on. Maybe put you in charge.”

Robert laughed. “Why not just make me owner right away?” he teased.

In the spring before he shot the jay, Dave had asked Robert to sell light bulbs door to door to raise money for one of the organizations he ran. The bulbs came in three colors—white, yellow, and red. Dave advised Robert that the best way to sell the bulbs was to talk his way inside the house and get the bulb into a lamp socket.

“Let them see the light,” Dave said. “That’s your only objective. Once they see that bulb at work you’ll sell more than we can supply.”

Dave dropped Robert at the end of a block with his carton of sample bulbs. He went from house to house, trying to talk his way inside, finagle the bulb into a lamp socket, and clinch the deal. But few people were curious about how their rooms would appear drenched in red light; and the bulbs were obscenely overpriced, a third higher than the supermarket. Women usually answered the door, and they were brutally polite asking for the price, then sending him on with a closing of their doors. One house, whose bell he never pushed, had a personalized doormat: GO AWAY.

“You’re taking no for an answer,” Dave said in the car, where he spent the time perusing the Scale.

“It’s the only answer I’m getting,” Robert said.

“Don’t give them the chance to say no. Give ’em the impression a sale is a foregone conclusion. The only question is how many bulbs.”

But he never sold a single bulb, except for the dozen Evelyn bought, the dozen he sold to Dave, and the dozen he paid for with his own money.

SportsHeaven was around the corner and took up an entire block. A building fronted by tall wide sheets of glass kept immaculately clean, these windows threw a customer’s advancing image back at him. There was a foyer, and more polished glass, and then the store, a deep space of high blue walls and paler blue ceiling, the air made bright by banks of lights in yellow casings.

A flat-faced girl chewed gum and read a fitness magazine at the one cash register open of the half dozen at the front of the store. Her chewing sounded like a soft bone being pulled repeatedly from its socket. She was dressed in the black pants and striped shirt of a referee.

Robert asked for the manager and the girl jerked a thumb behind her toward the long, towering shelves chock-a-block with sporting goods, but telling him nothing; she might have been pointing him into the enchanted forest. The room was so large the shelves nearly funneled to a vanishing point.

He ventured down one aisle and stopped in front of a wall of fielders’ mitts hung on pegs. He took a glove down and put it on. Stiff as wood, the leather stitching pronounced as surgery, he loved the smell and the ritual of oil and play that would turn the glove soft and reliable. He felt himself smiling. There were catchers’ mitts big as plates, first basemen’s mitts like vases, infielders’ gloves, mitts made of black leather; but also there were mitts of blue and red leather, with white stitching, which he thought clownish.

Next to the mitts were baseballs. The best were in boxes. The cheaper balls felt mushy in his fingers, as if they would become misshapen or explode on their first contact with the bat.

Next came the bats, long bins divided by weight and length. Pale wood, names of stars burned into the business end, the bat length impressed on the knob. There were more metal bats than he would have expected; they nearly outnumbered the wood. They were like tubes of metallic gas.

Down another aisle were soccer balls whose black patches somehow reminded Robert of globes; there were footballs and basketballs, handballs in cans. Another aisle held camping equipment: sleeping bags hanging from racks like the flags of nations; lamps whose white net wicks reminded Robert of tiny socks; portable stoves and weightless backpacks. At the end of this aisle tents were erected on the concrete floor, inviolable, skins within a skin. There were compasses and knives locked in one case, shotguns, handguns, and rifles in another. It was where he had rented the crow record and record player. Returning them, he had complained to the ex-basketball star in the bandoleer about the juiceless battery, and had been refunded the entire rental cost.

In his wandering Robert came upon a kid with harsh bursts of acne on his face and neck. He was wheeling bicycles out of the back and into a line on the floor, each front wheel tilted just so. Robert asked again for the manager.

“He’s in back,” the kid said.

In a moment, Joe Marsh appeared. He was four inches taller than Robert, light hair cut short, wide-spaced blue eyes filled with a kind of uneasiness; he was dressed in the uniform of the place: black trousers and black-and-white striped referee’s shirt. He also wore his bandoleer.

“Hey, it’s Bob Cigar.”

“Robert.”

They shook hands. The bandoleer leather creaked.

“You know,” Joe Marsh said, “after I talked to you that one time, I went home and looked through my clippings. Your name was on almost all of them.”

“Yeah?” Robert said, though he knew.

“It was strange reading them. I’d forgotten about a lot of that stuff. The little details.”

“You were good.”

The man shrugged, pleased. The creaking bandoleer leather had an insane note; what had happened there?

“You were drafted, weren’t you?”

“Tenth round by the Bucks.” Joe Marsh spread his large hands. “A six-four white guard out of a small college in Wisconsin. What a joke. I lasted through two cuts. Then it was back to Mozart.” He looked into the distance, then returned. “I had fun. I still play a little. It’s not an obsession. I was able to put it down and move on. Now I dress like the enemy.”

“That’s good,” Robert said. He remembered Joe Marsh as quite fast, with a deadly shooting eye; he had been the best player on a mediocre team, and the stories Robert wrote about the games were filled with his name. His hair had been longer then, his frame leaner, and something determined and indomitable had existed in his blue eyes that had departed in the intervening time.

Joe Marsh asked, “So what can I help you with?”

“I heard you were looking for seasonal help.”

“You? You got your degree, didn’t you?”

Robert nodded.

“Why don’t you get a job writing sports? You don’t hit your peak at thirty. You’re not long gone at forty.”

Robert said, “I was long gone long ago.”

“The pay here’s shit,” Joe Marsh said.

“What did you graduate in?” Robert asked.

“I was a few hours short when I got out,” Joe said directly. “I figured I’d play in the NBA for fifteen years, then buy a restaurant. Then the Bucks cut me.” He touched a roll of mints in the bandoleer. “Lately I’ve thought of going back and finishing, but I’ve got a wife now, and a kid, and by the end of the day I’m just beat.”

He said, “A guy who went to M.C. years and years ago gave me this job. He’d seen me play, called me the Great White Hope. The next Larry Bird. He owns four of these stores: one here, one in Madison, one in Milwaukee, one in La Crosse. You work here, you’ll meet him. Kind of a pompous asshole, but I can’t complain.”

He took a cigarette from a loop of the bandoleer and lit it with a match from a tin he also kept there. “Bullets,” he said. “You wear a fifteen, sixteen neck?”

“Fifteen and a half,” Robert said.

“I think we can fit you into some shirts,” Joe Marsh said. “You gotta supply your own black pants, OK? No jeans, no cords. Herm wants us to look like real refs. When can you start?”

“Just like that?”

“Sure. I know you know sports. I know you. No need for all that other rigmarole. I’ll start you at $4.25 an hour, which is dandy compared to what these other twerps make. Can you start tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

“OK. Let me get you some shirts. I’ll take a buck a week out of your check to pay for them. Then when you quit you’ll have your own set of zebra hides.”

“I can’t just borrow them?” Robert asked. “If I’m seasonal I won’t be here long enough to pay for them.”

“We’ll see,” Joe Marsh said. “Buy the shirts, though. They’re nice shirts, I wear mine all the time.”

ROBERT CAME HOME tired from his first day of work. He lounged in the kitchen while Ethel made a meat loaf of three pounds of ground beef he had provided. He drank beer and ate an apple, which he’d also bought on his way home. He liked the feeling of working after all that time. In losing jobs before, he had felt released, as a child is turned loose at the end of school into summer’s fields. But at SportsHeaven he felt the safety of work after all those idle days under Ethel’s disapproving eyes. He felt his life filling; he had a job, and he had his search for Ben. Ethel had kissed him on the cheek when he told her he had found a job, Olive had welcomed him into her bed.

He liked the strangeness of the huge blue room and the people he worked with and the people who came into the store. He liked the softness of the shirt, the authoritative look of the black and white stripes running away just under the rim of his eye.

“Mostly what we do is shepherd people,” he told Ethel and Olive. “Joe says it gets worse as Christmas approaches. People just drifting up and down. No idea what they want. Joe thinks it’s TV. People have been taught to want everything. And when they realize they can’t have everything, they haven’t learned to be selective of what they can have. Our job is to get them into a position where they’ll see something and that ‘buy light’ will go on in their head.”

“That’s so cynical,” Olive said.

“That’s the world, O. It’s commerce. Buy and sell. It’s advertising and consumption. I saw people spend $50 for a basketball. A basketball! Old widows bought tents that slept eight. Why? Joe said it was the buy light going on in their heads. Something touched them. Fantasy or memory, I don’t know. But that’s what I do all day: Stock shelves and shepherd people around hoping the buy light goes on.”

“You want to do that for a living?” Ethel asked.

“You told me to find work,” he said with a pleasant overlay of anger. “I was content helping around here. Don’t start putting down what I do.”

She turned her back to him. He smiled at Olive. She had been correct that cynicism did permeate Joe Marsh’s attitude toward what they did at SportsHeaven. The blue cage of balls and bats Joe perceived himself trapped within was almost palpable.

But Robert had enjoyed the first day. The first item he sold was a strap for athletes to keep their glasses on their heads during a game. The kid who bought it had thick pieces of white tape wound like casts around the temples of his glasses. He had a deep scratch over the bridge of his nose.

Robert found the straps in Aisle 4 and gave one to the kid. “You’re a little late, aren’t you?” Robert asked.

The boy blinked. Then he smiled; and not, Robert guessed, because he understood the remark but because he judged Robert an adult and he had found it easier to smile and slip past when confronted with adults. He tried to pay Robert for the glasses strap, and Robert pointed him to the front.

“Just follow the sound of the popping gum,” he said, but the kid missed this, too, and was gone.

Joe Marsh went home for lunch at noon. For the hour, he put Robert in charge of the store.

“Already?” Robert asked, as Joe hung his bandoleer on a peg in the back room and got his jacket from his locker. He still wore his M.C. letter jacket with tarnished gold basketball pins on the block M.

“You can handle it,” Joe Marsh said. His jacket was raveled at the tube cuffs. He put on a Packers knit cap. “I visit my wife every lunch hour. It is one of life’s little pleasures. Be good. Watch the place. Don’t get ambitious.”

Robert, in charge, had no idea what to do. He trusted in the momentum of the store to keep it running. He did not tell the other employees that Joe had put him in charge. He kept moving and tried to be helpful.

For some time he polished the glass on a counter full of scuba equipment: floating knives, underwater watches, depth gauges, waterproof sacs for cameras. Along the wall behind the counter, mannequins modeled wet suits. One such suit had head and foot coverings and a rich blue skin that was warm even to the touch of air. Robert checked the price and it was not outlandish, now that he was employed. He could dive for Ben year round with a suit like that.

A half hour into Joe’s lunch hour Robert went into the back room. Employees had lockers there, narrow compartments for a coat and a purse or a pair of boots. A kid named Dick knelt before his locker deflating a new basketball. The air rushing out the needle hole had a rhythmic hiss like a charmed snake as Dick pushed on the ball to hurry it along. He glanced at Robert, said, “Hi,” and went on with the deflation. Now and then he stopped to see how close he was to being able to fold the ball inside his locker.

“What are you doing?” Robert asked.

Dick looked up. He appeared flabbergasted by the question. The hissing stopped.

“I’m letting the air out of this ball,” he said.

“Why?”

“So it will fit in my locker.” He stood. He was a big kid, red-faced from the exertion of deflating the ball, which lay at his feet like a small dome, a half sphere.

“Did you pay for it?” Robert asked.

Dick, getting the idea, replied in a voice that was dead, “No.”

“You going to pay for it?”

“It’s a perk,” Dick said. “They pay us shit, we take a little extra in merchandise.”

“Refill it with air,” Robert said. “Then put it back on the shelf.”

“Hey! Why?”

“Because even though the pay is shit, you want to keep your job.”

Dick slammed his locker shut and carried the ball past Robert. An air hose was built into the wall and the kid put the valve over the needle head and with a quick push shot the ball full of air again. He rolled it deftly once around in his fingers. He looked in Robert’s eyes for some message of condemnation or pardon. There was neither, he decided, and left the room. He told the other employees in the store about his confrontation with Robert. A subtle cooling took place; he had worked less than a day and in that time a distance between himself and every employee but Joe Marsh had grown.

Joe was gone two hours. When he returned his hair was wet beneath his Packers cap. His eyes were softened, some mischief conducted successfully.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“It went OK,” Robert said. He did not want to mention Dick, but the incident was on his mind so he said, instead, “You have much theft here?”

“Yeah. Why?” Joe said. “Everybody steals.”

“Everybody?”

“I haven’t caught everybody.” He took a seat at his small desk. He was drinking a bottle of cherry pop and smoking a cigarette; he had moved the bandoleer from the peg to the corner of his chair.

“I don’t doubt they all rip me—Herm—off,” Joe said. “Big or little. Teens, married women working part-time, retired guys. It goes on. They have enough respect for me not to let me catch them.” He smiled broadly at Robert; he had big horsey teeth with brown furrows of nicotine between them.

“You want to get some lunch?” he asked. “I’m sorry I was gone so long. Mrs. Marsh won’t let me go once she gets hold of me.” He winked, then ran his tongue across his browned teeth.

ETHEL WENT TO the foot of the stairs to call up through the house for Buzzard. Duke hopped past her coming into the kitchen. He had caught a cold that ran deeply through him. Around his head swarmed the droplets of his sneezes like a cloud of gnats.

“How you doing, Duke?” Robert asked, setting his apple core on its base. A brown seed fell with a pit! to the table.

“I’ve been better,” he said. His voice sounded almost electronic, as if it were coming from behind him and passing through a thick filter woven of static.

Buzz came into the kitchen without a word. He took his seat and drank his entire glass of milk without pause.

“Can I have more milk, Mom?” he asked.

“You know where it is,” Olive said.

“Are you ‘Mom’? Are you in a family way?”

“Don’t get smart,” Ethel warned. She filled Buzz’s glass.

“Who’s the zebra?” he asked.

“I got a job.”

“Doing what? Officiating high school basketball games?”

“Working at SportsHeaven. I told you last night at dinner. This is what we have to wear.”

“You look ridiculous,” Buzzard proclaimed, then turned his glowering attention elsewhere.

Olive moved bowls of food onto the table. Duke blew his nose into a blue tissue that he peeled off a roll like money. Buzz made a keening wind sound with his mouth, and pretended to have to hold down his plate and utensils.

“Buzzard!” Ethel scolded.

“The guy’s sick all the time,” Buzz said.

“I am not.”

“I’m lucky I don’t get the fucking plague from you.”

“Buzzard!”

Duke countered, “You missed more school than I did before Dad died.”

“You’re full of shit!”

“Just wait,” Duke said. He got up, positioned his crutch under his arm. “I can prove it.”

“Duke,” Ethel said, “it can wait until after dinner.” But Duke was already gone; they could hear him in a distant room.

“You still throwing after school?” Robert asked, picking a safe question to absorb the malice radiating from Buzzard.

The boy glared at him, though, sizing up Robert’s true interest or his intent to mollify.

“Yeah. I throw every night.”

“Don’t burn your arm out.”

“You sound like Dad,” Buzz said. “I’m behind now because he made me wait to throw the curve.”

“You won two-thirds of your team’s games last year. How can you call that behind?”

He shrugged darkly. “I could be better.”

Duke returned with old report cards. “Look,” he said. “Our report cards for the year before the crash. See here? I missed four days all year. Buzz missed seven.”

“Eat your dinner,” Ethel commanded.

“One year,” Buzz scoffed. “Big fucking deal.”

“Buzzard!”

“No wonder you’re such a dolt,” Duke countered. “Missing all that school. Look at these marks: C, C–, C, D+, C, C–.”

“Eat this,” Buzzard said. He leaned across the table and thrust his middle finger within a quarter-inch of Duke’s scarlet nose. “I’d whip your puny ass if you weren’t already a crip.”

“Buzzard!”

Robert blew his whistle then. He took it out of his pocket and blew it hard and the sound seemed to put the room under, as if stunning it with a plunge into cold water. Ethel, last to speak, still had her mouth open on the tail of her exclamation. Olive’s fork had fallen soundlessly to her plate in the shadow of the whistle’s reverberation.

He had bought the whistle at work that day. It was plated in nickel, with a hard speckled pea inside. Being an employee, he got a discount. Walking home, he tried the whistle only tentatively, whistling under his breath. The cold mouthpiece warmed between his lips.

The whistle had a strong, clear note to it. He wanted to cut loose but the streets of Mozart were crowded, and with his coat over his ref’s shirt people would not make the connection.

But now he stood over Buzz in the kitchen as the air and the other members of the family began to move again.

“You’re out of here, mister,” Robert proclaimed with an exaggerated jerk of his thumb. “You’ve been ejected from the dinner table for gross inhumanity to your brother.”

Buzzard even began to rise, so commanding was Robert. But he thought about it, and sneered, “Fuck you, Bob.”

“You want to miss breakfast? You want to miss TV for a week?”

Buzz looked at Ethel.

“You heard him,” she said. “You’ve been ejected from dinner.”

“He can’t do that.”

“He just did.”

“Who died and made you ref?” Buzz asked Robert.

“I’ve got the shirt. I’ve got the whistle. Now get to your room. And no lip.”

Buzz tried to remain; but the food was routed around him and the words he spoke were ignored and finally he threw back his chair so it tipped with a wooden clatter to the floor and he departed.

Ethel said cheerfully, “What an inspired idea.”

“Don’t let it go to his head,” Olive cautioned. “And don’t try to pull it on me.”

But she invited him to her room that night. She requested that he wear his referee shirt and bring his whistle, and when he arrived she took his pants off but not the shirt, and fucked him with the whistle in her mouth and her hands wound in the stripes to get a good hold on him, as if they were bars, and when she came her rhythmic expulsions of breath set off a musical piping Robert thought would wake the house.

“Now I can say I’ve been fucked by a zebra,” she whispered later, “which is just a horse with no taste in clothes.”

AT SPORTSHEAVEN THE following day Robert caught a woman shoplifting a grip strengthener. From the end of the aisle he saw her drop it in her purse. He took out his whistle and the woman jumped when he blew a short blast.

She turned toward him, bent at the waist, her feet wide apart; she seemed to be weighing flight.

“I’ll have to ask you to put that back,” he said.

She took the grip strengthener from her purse. The device had two red plastic handles connected by a coil of chromed steel. She pleaded, “Don’t turn me in. I’ve never done anything illegal before in my life. I’ll do anything you want. My husband would die of shame if he found out. Please tell me what you want.”

Robert squeezed the grip strengthener once; it made a tinkling bell sound and turned the bunched skin of his hand white. He was sorry he had caught the woman. Her panic gave him too much responsibility; that she had allowed him to catch her angered Robert.

The woman stepped toward him. She wore red nylons and a coat of leather patches sewn together, rabbit fur at the collar and cuffs. She asked in a fearsome whisper he thought could be heard throughout SportsHeaven: “Do you want sex? A blowjob? I’ll do anything.”

“No.” Robert shook his head. He wanted to whistle the woman long and loud for base thoughts inappropriately expressed. She had embarrassed him enough allowing him to catch her; now this compounding of embarrassment.

He said, in a low, quick voice, “I want you to leave this store and never return. If I see you in here again I’ll trail you like a hound.”

Freed, she gave him a disdainful look and left without a word.

He was paged to the back of the store. Joe Marsh was at his desk, fingering the bullet loops on his bandoleer. He had a yellow flower there, and three sticks of blue chalk. He asked, “You hear a whistle?”

“A few minutes ago? Yeah. I thought I heard something a couple aisles over.”

“Probably kids screwing around.”

“Maybe it was the buy light going on,” Robert offered.

Joe Marsh laughed at that. “Wouldn’t that be sweet? This would be a whole lot easier if a whistle blew every time someone got the hots to spend money.”

ROBERT TOLD THE others at dinner about the woman he caught shoplifting.

“Did you blow your whistle at her?” Buzzard asked scornfully.

“I did, as a matter of fact.”

“You’re kidding.”

Olive gave him a wary look: the zebra gone mad.

“She was trying to steal,” Robert said.

“So you whistled her for that?”

“Yes.”

“What did your boss think of that?” Olive asked.

“I didn’t tell him.”

Ethel was hurrying through her meal. She was going out. They had lost count of her dates with Stephen; they would think they had them totaled and then Olive would tell them of some sly meeting, laying it open like a fresh infidelity. Ethel had learned it was easiest to depart without fanfare or final instructions, that her children were old enough to tend their pains and carry on.

She cut a piece of roast beef and ate it. She gulped her coffee.

Robert took his whistle from his pocket and blew a short trill. “Insufficient mastication of foodstuffs,” he said, pointing at Ethel.

“Yeah!” Buzz exalted. “Get her!”

“Your penalty is to spend the evening at home with the rest of us,” Robert pronounced.

“I’m late,” Ethel said. “I’m also the head of this household and nobody dressed like a zebra is going to tell me to chew my food more thoroughly.”

After Ethel left the table, Robert asked Olive, “What has she said to you about this Stephen character lately?”

“She’s pretty tight-lipped, which worries me. I think it indicates a certain seeking of privacy for her feelings. Or maybe her feelings have become too strong to be comfortably shared with her daughter.”

“What if she gets married?” Duke asked.

“She won’t,” Buzz said. “You’ve seen the guy. He’s twenty years older than Mom. He’s on death’s door. She’s not going to saddle herself with another guy who’s going to die out from under her right away again.”

DAVE CAME INTO SportsHeaven the following day to buy felt letters. He demanded that Robert wait on him. He said, “My letter supplier bollixed up my order.”

He bought ten of every letter of the alphabet and ten of every numeral. Some letters, such as the rare consonants, he cleaned out, and of some he left only one or two behind.

“So there we are,” he recounted, “a T-shirt shop without letters. Maybe this will hold me. We’re not sending T-shirts out the door in a rush, I’ll grant you. I went to the stationery store and—would you believe it?—they didn’t carry bulk felt. I didn’t even hold out hope for glue-backed felt. Just plain felt. No dice. No wonder they’re going under. Nobody writes letters anymore; writes, period. What do we need with a store that sells pens and paper? It’ll be gone in a year, Rob-O. T-shirts, however, are eternal.”

Two days remained until Thanksgiving. The temperature outdoors was 22˚, two inches of fresh snow had fallen the night before, bringing the winter’s total to nineteen inches, and yet his father was dressed only in brown corduroy trousers and a white shirt with a blue T-shirt over it that proclaimed DANGER! TURKEY DRESSING AHEAD!

“You look good in stripes,” Dave said, touching Robert’s shirt. “Puts color in your face. Makes you look taller.”

“Thanks. Buzz and Olive call me a zebra.”

“You like this slogan?” his father asked, inhaling.

“I can’t lie.”

His father laughed; he feinted playfully like a boxer and punched Robert in the chest.

“I hate it, too,” Dave said. “But you try to come up with a good Thanksgiving slogan. It’s a dead holiday.”

Joe Marsh appeared and Robert introduced him to his father. Joe took a second to read Dave’s shirt; his lips moved.

“Clever,” he said absently. “Rob, there’s a couple kids screwing around in Aisle 7. Take care of them, will you?”

“Sure, Joe. Dave, I gotta go back to work.”

“Go on,” Dave said. “I want to see you in action.”

Two boys, maybe thirteen years old, were playing basketball in Aisle 7. They did not dribble the ball and so played in an eerie silence. The rim hung tenuously from cable just seven feet off the floor and the wide white fan backboard shook and swayed when the ball bounced against it. Each time the ball went through the hoop it stuck in the net and one of the boys would flip it out and the game would resume.

“Game’s over,” Robert said, whistle in his pocket. The two boys stopped and looked at him. They were lean, panting softly, with a casual, bored aspect to their expressions.

“That whole rim and backboard might come down on you,” Robert warned.

“Fuck you, ref,” one kid said, and they dropped the ball and walked away. Dave scooped the ball up, checked the aisle for emptiness, and let fly at the nearest kid’s head. The shot missed, but an ear was nicked. The two kids ran without looking back and the ball hit a counter at the end of the aisle and caromed back to Robert.

“Dave! You can’t do that,” he scolded.

“They’ll think twice before they mouth off again,” Dave said. His face was red, excited by that one beanball. “A kid talked like that in my store I’d put his hand in the letterpress for a minute or two.”

“It doesn’t work, Dave.”

“Don’t tell me what doesn’t work,” his father cried. “Those kids’ parents haven’t taught them anything. And they sure aren’t going to. I might as well do what I can.”

“You’re asking for trouble,” Robert warned. “If you’d hit that kid, knocked him down, broke his nose, his father would’ve sued you so fast.”

“Good. Let him. Give me a chance to tell him he’s a crappy father.”

Robert put the basketball back on the shelf, orange and brown globes rising overhead and to either side of him.

His father traced the letters on his shirt with a finger.

“Come to dinner sometime,” he said. “I see you around town, I get all excited because I think I might not see you for a while, so I should get it all out right then. I forget we’ve got time, that you’re right here. I start thinking and talking in T-shirt and nothing is accomplished. So come over. Give us time to talk.”

“Sure, Dave,” Robert said.

“You fit in here,” his father said before leaving. “I told you—sales is in your blood. You look much better as a zebra than a bag of leaves.”




	

 


			

Chapter Nine

MR SPTS



A VEIN OF arctic air blew through Mozart the first week of December and for six days the warmest it got was –4˚. Robert moved in with Olive. The arrangement was traditional, a sweet time, when each needed the other and strove to be gracious. In just that way they had seen two previous winters through.

At first Robert completed the charade of climbing the dark stairs to his room on the fourth floor, where ice was a half inch thick around the white rim of the window, and he could see his breath, then sneaking back down to Olive’s room when the house settled for the night. However, Olive soon told him to come directly to her room, which was hardly toasty itself. She wanted Robert beside her during those long moments the bed was coldest. It was a fine season in that regard; he nearly fell in love with Olive every winter. They made love often because that kept them warmest, then slept bound within each other.

“My mother may think I’m a slut, but at least I’m a warm slut,” Olive said, her mouth against Robert’s chest.

“She doesn’t,” he said. His head, where it poked its cap of hair above the covers, was cold.

“I don’t know,” Olive whispered. “I think she does, but doesn’t feel she has the right to tell me flat out.”

The kitchen was the only truly warm room in the house and at the height of the cold spell chairs, the TV, blankets, books, and pillows were moved there. Sometimes Ethel was out, and sometimes they were all together in the close space.

In low moments, Robert felt squeezed and reduced, the cold forcing them into an ever smaller space. He had to stand and stretch, or pace from his chair to the far end of the kitchen. It was the winter feeling and he was dismayed it had come so early; only December, not yet Christmas, not even past the winter solstice. He was surprised each year how he managed to forget about it in the mild months, and how it grabbed him like a boy and lodged in his heart without mercy. It came into the cold house through every drafty passage and crack, shepherded everyone into the warmth of the kitchen, then sat upon them where it knew they must remain.

Robert often wore his striped shirt around the house. He rarely carried the whistle, though; the novelty of it had dissipated abruptly on the shoplifter. In less than a month he had become simply a salesman of sporting goods. He liked the sound of that; he was content with it for the time being.

The ice on Oblong Lake was a solid foot thick. He saw a sleigh pulled by a black horse out on it, the runners cutting a long double script, and skaters in close to shore, their faces hidden but for eyes behind scarves.

He got off work one afternoon and went by the high school to find Buzz. The maze of the old building’s hallways was placed perfectly in his memory. The walls of the front foyer were lined with athletes’ pictures. He wasn’t represented, but his father was. Preserved behind glass five years since its last dusting, a perfect younger likeness of Dave holding a javelin and squinting into the lens. His father’s legs were muscular, his stomach flat, and his chest deep behind the block M on his track jersey. Pine trees rose in the background. His name was printed at the bottom: DAVE CIGAR MOZART COUNTY JAVELIN CHAMPION 1944.

Classes were out for the day and most of the kids long gone. Those who remained, on their knees in the hall lettering posters or talking in intimate two-way knots in the tiny alcoves of open lockers or shouting into an echo to a friend not three feet away, reminded Robert of those students who made him nervous with their willingness to remain at school after the point they were required to be there. He had always sought the stillness of his room, to read, to draw, to make things up, to release himself. He had been out the door of Mozart High at the earliest opportunity. His parents’ house, the only house he had ever lived in before he met Ben, was two blocks from the high school. He knew by heart the topography of the sidewalk from one to the other. From his old room he could hear the band practicing so loud they might have been out in the hall, encouraging him to open his door.

A booming came from inside the gym. It was a sound without pattern. The doors to the gym were locked. He climbed the stairs to the balcony. Through a narrow pane of webbed glass set in the door he saw Buzz throwing. He wore green gym shorts over gray sweat pants, a sweat shirt with an oval of dark wet at the center of his back, and a baseball cap turned backwards on his head. He was in a long net cage hung from parallel cables that ran from one end of the balcony to the other. Another boy, a batter, waited at the far end of the tunnel. He wore a green batting helmet and as Buzz’s easy pitches were released he tensed and leaned into them, giving them a fat look, but each time failing to hit more than the merest skin of the ball.

Between pitches, Robert knocked on the window. Buzz came to the door and opened it. His eyes admitted to a faint curiosity. He was not arrogant, he was not rude or overbearing. He was in a place, maybe the only place, where he was in charge of his life, and this sureness of himself flowed out in a way that made Robert sad by its rarity.

“Why are you here?”

“I wanted to see you pitch.”

“This isn’t pitching. It’s just looseness.” He rolled the baseball in his long fingers. In a small yellow block on a leg of his shorts was printed, in black marker, LADYSMITH. The school colors were green and gold, the colors of a forest tipping from summer to fall. The name of the school’s teams: the Wolfgang.

Buzz let him through the door. Robert could not find a way into the net cage, but Buzz pulled at the hanging web of strings and passed like a ghost fish through.

There were baseballs all over the floor of the cage. They cast squat rounded shadows. Buzz picked one up and pitched it to the batter, who ticked it back with a crack off the wall.

“This guy’s a pussy,” Buzz said in an aside to Robert, bending to retrieve another ball. He threw a pitch, then asked, “Why are you here?” He turned away as if to shield his heart from the answer.

“I had some time to kill,” Robert said. “I wondered how you were doing.”

“Mom send you?”

“No. Why?”

“Dad used to send friends of his—other teachers—around to talk to me. Buddy up,” Buzz said. “That sort of thing. Ben couldn’t be bothered talking to me, except to praise me blindly. He thought these friends of his would break through and report back to him. Never happened.”

He wound and threw hard, a pitch with anger in it, and at the last instant he backed off and let his arm come slowly to the end of its throwing arc. Robert saw him wince.

“You hurt?”

“A little soreness,” Buzz said. “I’m just stiff. The cold. Dry air. I’ll work it out.”

“Don’t throw if it hurts.”

Buzzard made a face and threw an easy pitch. The batter fouled it off with a mighty swing. Buzz called down the net tunnel to him, “I’m done,” and tucked his glove under his arm.

But he did not come out of the cage.

He picked three balls up off the floor and dropped them into a canvas ball bag in the corner. He took other baseballs and shot them like basketballs, some landing in the bag, some missing and bouncing away. Robert thought it looked like fun, but he was not welcome in the cage, it seemed to him, or the entrance to it would be more apparent. The batter had disappeared from the other end through some hidden exit.

Buzz came to the net wall. He asked, “Was Ben a good teacher?”

“Didn’t you ever go watch him?”

“No. I had enough problems with my own schoolwork. I couldn’t see spending my free time in another schoolroom.”

“Do you think about him a lot?”

“More than I used to,” Buzz admitted. “At first, it was all the time. Then I sort of forgot about him. I’d go two or three days without him crossing my mind. Now, lately—he’s in my mind more. How about you?”

“I think about him less in the winter,” Robert said. “I know I can’t get to him, so I put him out of my mind.”

“Why do you look for him?” Buzz asked. “Nobody wants you to find him.”

“I don’t think that’s true.”

“He’d be a mess,” Buzzard said. His eyes were fixed on the light falling on Robert’s striped shirt. Buzz’s skin was slick and to Robert’s eye faintly marked like a leopard with the shadows of the squares of the netting.

“Do you think Mom will marry that Steve guy?”

“She might. She’s still young. And pretty.”

“What does she see in the guy?”

“I can’t speak for her. Ask her yourself.”

“She never got along with Dad too well,” Buzz said. He came through the opening in the cage, carrying the bag of baseballs. “I don’t see why she’d be in a hurry to get married again.”

“Why didn’t they get along?” Robert asked.

“I thought it was just part of being married. All my friends’ parents fought. I thought it was part of the deal. He wasn’t home too much. I don’t think she minded.”

Buzz put the ball bag in an equipment room among a jumble of aluminum bats, scuffed footballs, and stacked bases.

“Then he died,” Buzz said, “and suddenly he’s a saint.” The boy’s anger flared. Outside the net cage he was more the Buzzard Robert knew. “And you hang around like Death itself reminding everybody of him.”

COLD AIR RUSHED up and down the stairs like a cranky child in bare feet; it hung in slabs just inside the windows, caught and parceled out by drawn curtains; it came in as if the front door was left open a welcoming inch.

They were all in the kitchen again. Ethel mentioned selling the house. Olive made a show of checking her watch.

“Let’s see,” she said. “December eleven, at eight-twenty-five p.m., Ethel made her first mention of the winter of selling the house. A bit ahead of schedule, but then so is the subzero cold.”

Ethel playfully snapped a dish towel at her daughter. “This time I mean it,” she claimed, laughing.

“No, you don’t. You’ll never sell this house.”

“I would,” she said. “It’s bad news. We’re all—one or the other—sick from September until May. It costs a fortune to heat. We don’t need all the room.”

Robert said nothing. He was beating Duke at checkers. The conquered disks were stacked at the side of the board. He looked at Duke, who met his eyes with that stubborn set expression that reminded Robert of Ben. Neither Duke nor Robert believed in the possibility of Ethel’s selling the house and therefore their comments were not required.

But Ethel said with forced offhandedness, “I saw a little brick house a block from the lake. It’s only eight years old, tight, well constructed. There’s plenty of room without all these high ceilings and worthless space eating up heat.” She shivered within the calf-length sweater robe she wore in the house all winter; the robe was dark green with stitched white deer across the front running over a field of spiky snow.

“How do you know so much about it?” Robert asked.

“You sound like a realtor,” Olive said nervously.

“I walked through it the other day with Stephen,” Ethel said. She seemed embarrassed, caught in a bad light.

“What’s going on here?” Duke asked.

“Nothing is going on here,” Ethel said, relieved by the general tack of the question. “We were driving around one day—a little bored—and saw this house for sale. The owner’s trying to sell it, so we called him and went and looked at it. That’s all.”

“Is Steve buying it?” Buzzard asked.

“Not that I know of,” Ethel said. “It was cold, as usual. I had a sore throat. This house was freezing, as usual. It just seemed like an appealing idea to stand in a house without a cold wind down your neck.”

“How was the house?” Olive asked.

“Toasty,” Ethel replied, savoring the sound and feel of the word. She drew her sweater robe tight around her. The others felt the cold she was holding out. Duke sneezed, and for one reason or another everyone but Buzzard laughed.

“Are you going to marry that loser?” he asked.

She thrust a finger at her son and cautioned, “Don’t ever say anything like that about him again. I enjoy his company and I’ve gone out of my way to spare your feelings—all of you—about this. But I won’t stand for you calling him names.” She pulled her finger back within the cocoon of knitted green she wore. “Marriage has not been discussed. We enjoy each other. Let’s leave it at that. If the subject does come up, you in this room will be the first to know.”

She looked at each of them in turn, even Robert, who felt something looming and uneasy in the affection Ethel admitted for this man Stephen; another soul to charm, to convince of the necessity of his staying. In looking at the “toasty” house, Ethel probably had not included Robert when she counted bedrooms.

“Are we getting a tree this year?” Ethel asked.

“Of course,” Olive said; for a moment she seemed like the mother, Ethel the daughter seeking approval of the idea.

The previous year they had bought a tree small enough to fit on the table in the kitchen, where it was warm and they could enjoy the colored lights. Needles began to fall from it almost at once. Ben was still in the air, too, and long sad silences were the hub of the season’s emotional content. They swept the needles into a pile every morning, but stray ones survived to stab them through the weave of their socks. Duke told Robert the needles were Ben punishing them for trying to have fun without him.

“We’ll get a tree,” Ethel said.

“I’ll pay for it,” Robert offered.

“Thank you,” Ethel said. “But save your money. You’ll need it when the holidays end and you’re out of a job.”

“They won’t let me go. Joe likes me. I can stay at SportsHeaven forever.”

“Is that official?”

Robert smiled at her; he knew her brain would be at work looking for ways to get him out; making room for Stephen?

“Not official,” Robert said. “Just a feeling.”

She said nothing to that, and later she allowed Robert to pay for the Christmas tree.

JOE MARSH CARRIED six darts with genuine bird feathers in the loops of his bandoleer. He took them out one at a time, smoothed the feathers until they all leaned in a perfect row of stiff stalks like a snow fence in the wind, and tossed them at the dart board hanging in the back room.

It was after closing on another subzero night, still a week from Christmas. Robert sat on the edge of the desk; he was eager to get home. All day at work he had been unable to get warm. The store was busy and the front doors seemed open to the bitter cold more often than closed. He wore a long-sleeved black sweat shirt beneath his stripes, and ran up and down the long blue room on the slightest pretext, and still he was cold.

Now, he had his jacket on, his hat on, and he softly, impatiently slapped his gloves against his palm. Joe Marsh drank from a can of beer, smoked, and threw darts. He had told Robert earlier in the evening that he wanted to talk to him after work. But now that the time had come Robert wondered if the request was no more than a desire for someone to keep Joe company.

“We really had the buy light lit today, didn’t we?” Joe Marsh said, getting the darts from the board. They had landed with a soft punk! that Robert guessed could be heard all the way at the front of the dark and empty store.

“We had a good day,” Robert said.

“You like this job?”

Robert touched the stripes of his shirt; they were somehow precious to him, a sign that he possessed for the time being something beyond his tenuous place in Ben’s house. “Yes, I like this job a lot,” he said.

“Come on! Level with me,” Joe said. “We’re both sports hounds. You don’t like this job any more than I do.”

“You don’t like this job?” Robert asked, pretending surprise.

Joe Marsh fired a dart. “No, I don’t,” he said, a snarl in his voice for Robert, for having this admission torn from him.

That day, Robert had seen the two kids he had earlier caught playing basketball come into the store. He did not follow them, though they seemed to expect him to, the way they scurried down an aisle and out of his sight. They might have been more relieved that Dave wasn’t around.

Robert was putting price tags on boxes of golf balls and he told himself he would finish that job before he tracked down the two kids. The price gun in his hand unrolled small square orange stickers, the price printed in blue ink, onto the covers of the boxes of golf balls. On each price tag, in printing almost too small to read: SportsHeaven. The gun made a soft, mechanical racket like a turnstile counter. Robert liked the sound; it seemed to be recording the bits of work he was performing, and would total out at the end of the day to tell him what he had accomplished that shift.

From a distant aisle he thought he heard a basketball being dribbled. He stopped working. The store could be a noisy place, with calls going over the PA, the milling customers, talking, cash registers beeping, the electric hum of lights, and the deeper throbbing of the building itself—but when Robert stopped the sound of the price gun, several moments of absolute silence followed. Then into the silence obtruded the rubbery twang of a bouncing basketball, then a young man’s shout of triumph abruptly terminated.

Robert sought out these sounds. He felt unaccountably like his father at that moment, about to squash some kids’ harmless good time. At the mouth of Aisle 7 he took his whistle from his pocket. He had not used it in weeks. A puff of lint lay across the air slot like a tiny footbridge.

The kids were playing again at the low basket. But Robert did not blow his whistle because Joe Marsh was playing with them. He did not see Robert. He was backing in toward the basket, dribbling the ball inches off the floor, his free hand holding off the defenders who chopped and hacked at him, laughing. All at once Joe whirled around the kids and stuffed the ball through the low hoop. The backboard shuddered but held, swinging as if caught in a storm. Joe Marsh adjusted his bandoleer; later he boasted of the moment, the way his skills remained so close to the surface and so simple to call forth.

Now he stood and took the darts from the board.

“Fucking winter,” he muttered. He lit a cigarette from his bandoleer, then took ten cigarettes from a pack in his desk and reloaded the empty slots.

“It’s not even Christmas yet and already winter’s got me down,” he said.

Robert felt a kinship there. He said, “It’s cold everywhere I go lately. At work, at home, at my parents’ store. I just can’t get warm.”

“My wife keeps the heat way up,” Joe said. “It was eighty-four degrees in there when I got home. Then she wouldn’t kiss me because her lips were so dry they had cracked. What does she expect? It’s fucking eighty-four degrees in the house.”

He fired a dart. Robert looked longingly at the door, beyond which was cold night, a quick run, then home.

“I told her it’s been two days since I had any,” Joe Marsh complained, “and the head of my dick has dried up and cracked.”

Robert produced a painful laugh of bogus camaraderie. He pulled on his gloves.

“Winter. Wife,” Joe mused, as if some connection was coming clear to him. “Both begin with W. Maybe I’ve got the W blues. Maybe that’s my problem. Winter. Wife. What else?”

“I’ve got to go, Joe.”

“All right. Leave me here all sad and blue. You working tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

“Herm is expected,” Joe Marsh said. He touched a smoked sausage link in his bandoleer. “This little getup is retired when Herm’s around. He’s been good to me. I don’t know why I’m so intimidated by him. He thinks I’m a god because I played college basketball.” Joe shook his head. He seemed sad, that a man could be so easily deceived. “If you’re ever working and someone says over the PA, ‘Foul-weather gear on one,’ make sure you get busy pronto because that’s our code for Herm being in the store unexpectedly. He likes to drop in. It’s not a malicious thing. He just gets the urge to see his store, so he’ll drive over in the middle of the day and just appear. That’s the prerogative of a millionaire. He drives a steel blue BMW and his plates say MR SPTS. Mr. Sports, get it? Mr. Spits we call him, behind his back. I like him, though. He’s done a lot for me.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting him,” Robert said.

“I told him about you,” Joe Marsh said. “His eyes lit up when he heard you used to be a sportswriter.”

“Yeah? Great. I’ll bet he’d rather be a sportswriter more than anything.”

“Not in those words. But let’s say that if you handle Herm right you, too, can be a minor god, like me.”

“It’s what I’ve always wanted,” Robert said.

“Don’t laugh. He has money to burn. Let him burn some your way. He pays me more than the managers at his other stores just because I once made jump shots regularly. I treat him to a basketball story or two when he’s here, he loves it. Give him some juicy inside locker room stuff. He’ll eat it up. He might build you your own store if your stories are really good.”

HERM BRANCH ARRIVED a little past noon the following day, when Joe Marsh was home for lunch. Robert had been left in charge; this had become their routine and the other employees deferred to Robert as an unofficial assistant manager. His pay had risen two dollars an hour. He was in the back room loading boxes of running shoes on a cart for stocking when the PA announced, “Foul-weather gear on one.”

Almost at once a short man in a fur coat and Russian hat appeared. He wiped his glasses with a plaid rag. His eyes were wide and vague, giving the impression of blindness as he took in the back room. The skin on his cheeks was scorched with cold. His gaze slipped over Robert and moved on.

He said, “Where’s Joey?”

“At lunch.”

“Lunch. That boy’s always at lunch.” He stood in the room as though he did not belong. His hat was held with both hands in front of him, as if he had come to ask a favor.

“With Joe at lunch, you’re in charge?”

“He told me I was,” Robert said.

“You giving a hundred and ten percent?” Herm asked, evidently serious. “Do the workers know you are in charge?”

“It hasn’t come up. There hasn’t been a crisis.”

“What do you mean? I’m a crisis. When I arrive, it’s a crisis. They let you handle me, they must consider you to be in charge.”

Robert smiled.

“You are Robert Cigar?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Herm Branch. Joey told me you were a sportswriter.”

“Long ago,” Robert said.

“A great field,” Herm said. “Why do you think I sell balls for a living? It’s as close as I can get to the arena. I’ve got a house just outside Milwaukee and I go see the Brewers, the Bucks, the Pack, Marquette, the Badgers, my beloved M.C. I see ’em all. Sometimes one of the guys from one of those teams will come into my Milwaukee store. I keep pictures—glossies—of every team in the state. You can order them. People know me. I keep them on file in my office. Any time one of them comes in I run and get his picture out of the file and ask him to sign it. Then I put their autographed picture up on the wall of fame—it’s the first thing you see when you come into the store. I’ve got Warren Spahn, Lew Burdette, Henry Aaron, Eddie Mathews, almost all the old Braves. Bill Bruton. Quite a few of the younger guys, the Brewers. The newer autographs look like little boys signed them. No weight behind them. Like they aren’t sure. Or is that me getting old?”

He pushed a finger up behind his lens to scratch near his eye. He took off his coat and hung it on a peg, balancing the Russian hat atop it.

From one of the boxes on the cart he took a silver shoe with a slash of maroon down the sides. The soles resembled some material that would hold a bar of soap to a shower wall.

“Like paper,” Herm said. “Like dust. I can’t believe people pay what we charge for these.” He tucked the laces inside the shoe and set it back in the box. “How’s business been here?”

“Good. We’ve been busy.”

“You have? My Madison store, I don’t know, it’s been dead. Like everybody in town has back problems. We aren’t even selling skis.”

“I sold a pair of skis this morning,” Robert said, though in fact the girl had said she wanted to look around.

“Downhill or cross-country?” Herm asked.

“Downhill.”

Herm nodded. His hands sought a diversion now that the Russian hat had been hung up, and they at last took up a closed combination lock off Joe’s desk. This lock put Herm at his ease; he smiled expansively at Robert, having found a pastime that might occupy him theoretically for days. He twirled the dial; just picking at it, waiting.

“It’s too cold, I think,” he observed. “People don’t want to venture out into subzero cold to get physically fit. We’re a hardy people in Wisconsin, but it’s no fun being hardy when it’s ten below. You play any sports, or just write about them?”

“I don’t write about them,” Robert said. “I’ve been playing a lot of checkers lately.”

“Checkers,” Herm said.

“I go diving in the summer.”

“Off a board?” Herm asked. He seemed unable to get a feel for Robert. He kept running into odd textures of interest and habit.

“No,” Robert said. “In the lake.”

“You must not smoke, then.”

“No.”

“Good. Joe smokes. Probably having one now to cap his meal. It just breaks my heart to see a kid who used to run like a gazelle and jump like a kangaroo and shoot the ball like a guided missile—to be filling himself with smoke.”

Robert said, “You’ve got potential as a sportswriter.”

“Nah!” Herm said, grinning at the notion. “Why?”

“You talk in an active voice,” Robert said. “The best sportswriters always convey action, motion in their words. Every story—the good ones—move at you off the page. The reader is carried along. He’s out of breath when the story is finished. He has played the game.” Robert added, “Those stories are rare.”

Herm said, “You’ve got an insight that bespeaks careful thought about the field. Why did you quit?”

“I just lost interest. My paper folded.”

Herm took the answer, but gave his mouth a twist of skepticism.

Robert said, “Take that phrase you used earlier. One hundred ten percent. Giving one hundred ten percent. That is sports in a nutshell. There can only be one hundred percent of anything. One hundred percent is everything; all. There can be no more than all. You can only give all you have. One hundred percent. But sports—the writers, the athletes, the coaches—had to come up with a phrase to exemplify a concept that can never happen. The athlete who gives more than his all. One hundred ten percent. One twenty. One forty. It’s a way to make players of a game more than they are. Sports isn’t happy with someone giving all they have to give. And if somebody does—seems to be—giving one hundred ten percent, something extra, then they weren’t giving one hundred percent in the first place. Maybe eight-five percent or ninety percent, and the increased effort brought them up to where they were truly giving their all. Sports does that all the time. It ignores the rules the rest of the world has to live by in order to appear more important than it really is.”

Herm Branch listened to all this and was disappointed. He had hoped to find a sports aficionado in Robert Cigar, someone who could talk sports on a rarefied level. Joe Marsh’s basketball tales were getting stale. Herm had heard most of them more than once and had to pretend even mild interest when Joe launched a story for the third time. Herm did not come to the Mozart store as often as he should for that reason. And now Robert had his vague objections to a phrase and an idea hallowed throughout the world of sports.

“I think you’re taking it a little too seriously,” Herm remarked, twirling the lock’s dial.

“I did,” Robert said. “That was my problem. That was at the root of my crisis in faith in sportswriting. Fortunately, my paper folded before I was forced to do anything about it.”

“The Scale,” Herm said. He dropped the lock, still locked, on the desk.

Robert took a deep, quiet breath to settle himself; his mouth was dry from his speech, which rang in his memory as abrasive, self-aggrandizing, and a little boring. Herm was, according to Joe Marsh, a man with money to burn and Robert had alienated him on their first meeting.

“People underestimate the importance of our entertainments,” Herm said. He did not look at Robert, but down at his fingers as they spun the lock on its face knob, reminding Robert of a child tormenting a turtle, setting it a-spin on its shell.

“If I did,” Herm continued, “I’d be in another business. This store, the others I own, nothing more nor less than temples to games.” He snapped his arm up to check his watch. “Mrs. Marsh must’ve made something extra good,” he said. He put on his coat, then his Russian hat, whose tight weave reminded Robert of packed black worms.

“Joe will be sorry he missed you.”

“No, he won’t,” Herm said. “He’s a good kid, but we don’t see eye-to-eye much anymore. He tell you his story?”

“That you gave him a job?”

“I admired his basketball playing. All his life that’s all he ever learned to do,” Herm said. “That is the extent of his marketable skills. Basketball. And fornication, to hear him crow. So I wanted to repay him for the pleasure he gave me when he played at M.C. I thought I could cut him loose from the dimension basketball had frozen him in. He had a pretty wife, a squawling baby. Where was he going to go? I gave him this job. Now he has grown beyond his devotion to me. He has forgotten his previous straits. Now he resents me because I put him in a field he thinks is beneath him. He forgets,” Herm said, giving the lock a spin. “It’s good, in a way, this feeling better than a place. Maybe he’ll move on. Once he was just a basketball player. Now he’s just a sporting goods store manager. Perhaps in the future he’ll be just something else.”

Joe Marsh returned from lunch then, winded from the run through the cold and the fear put in him by the sight of Herm’s BMW parked out front before it was expected. He had on a sport coat and a tie, with a silk handkerchief stuffed like a sock in the coat pocket. Robert could see through Joe Marsh’s white shirt the black stripes of his ref’s shirt.

“Herm!” Joe exclaimed. “You’re early. You fooled me.” He shook the owner’s hand. He turned a look on Robert, as if to ask if Herm was coming, which was fine, or going, which was not.

“So I see,” Herm said dryly. He removed his Russian hat, a grudging gesture of politeness. With careful fingers he tapped strands of gray hair into order.

“You guys met?” Joe asked, swinging a hand from Robert to Herm.

“Yes.”

“I disappointed him,” Robert revealed. He felt Joe Marsh’s anguish and was willing to put himself on the spot to free Joe; he had less to lose, and he sensed also that he had carried Herm into his favor.

“He expected a little more sports gung-honess,” Robert said, glancing at the owner for corroboration. Herm turned down a corner of his mouth, half an admission.

“Don’t disappoint Herm,” Joe Marsh said. “He’s done amazing things for me.” His obsequiousness made Robert wince, and was heightened by the remarks Herm Branch had made just before Joe returned. Joe Marsh was throwing flowers down a well, and from the blushing, embarrassed look on his face he seemed to understand his words’ futility.

“You have your reports for the first half of December, Joe?” Herm asked.

Joe Marsh made a point of going through his desk, pulling open drawers with the rapid carefulness of a burglar. He said finally, “I’m still getting those together, Herm.”

Herm blinked. He looked at Robert as he said, “Maybe these long lunches are cutting into your work time, Joey.”

“Mrs. Marsh really laid out a spread today,” Joe said, winks all around.

“Regardless,” Herm said with grand imperiousness. “I needed those figures today. Put them in the mail today.”

The Russian hat went back on. Joe Marsh picked up the combination lock and held the knob between his thumb and finger. It reminded him somewhat of the hardened nipple of his wife’s breast, which he had grasped just that way, barely fifteen minutes before. But the day had gone bad. Herm had been at the store for some length of time and Joe had been out to lunch. No basketball story could save him.

Herm thanked them for their time and shook hands with them both.

“Stay a little longer, Herm. We don’t see you that much anymore.”

“Spend more time in the store and you will,” Herm said, and when he stepped out the back door into the cold he had readied the room for the icy blast he let in.

JOE MARSH SHED his coat and tie and white shirt. He draped his bandoleer across his chest. He had hung it out of sight of Herm in his locker. He lit a cigarette.

Robert had returned to the shoes. For the first time since coming to SportsHeaven he was uncomfortable in Joe’s presence. He felt poisoned by additional information he had not sought. The power Joe had to set him adrift back outside the store hung like a stone in the air between them.

“What did you talk about?” Joe Marsh finally asked, his voice shrunken and hard with distrust.

“Sports, mostly. Checkers. Sportswriting. The fallacy of giving a hundred and ten percent.”

“Why didn’t you call me?” Joe asked with a whine. “Jesus!”

“He was only here a half hour,” Robert said. “I couldn’t get away to call you. It’s not your fault he was early.”

“Shit, you’ll have your own store in a couple months.”

“No. I don’t think he liked me.”

“You don’t know that. He’s cagey. He used to idolize me but now I think it’s slipping the other way.”

“He said you’re doing a good job,” Robert said, he didn’t know why.

“Yeah?” Joe Marsh perked up. He inflated his chest against the bandoleer until the dried leather squeaked. “If you had called, I don’t know if Mrs. Marsh would’ve let me go, anyway.”

And with a wink he returned to work.




	


Chapter Ten

Noel



ETHEL HAD NEWS: her friend Stephen would be spending Christmas at Ben’s house.

“He lives alone on the other side of the lake,” she said. They were as always in the kitchen; outside it was colder from day to day as winter deepened, found its rhythm, and they drank hot tea and hot chocolate and wore sweaters and wrapped themselves in blankets. “He spent last Christmas with his daughter in Pennsylvania. This year he is spending Christmas with us.”

“Why doesn’t he go back to his daughter?” Buzzard asked.

“He was invited here,” she said evenly.

“She didn’t want him back,” Buzz cried. “He bored his own daughter to death. Now we’re going to be stuck with him.”

“You may spend the holidays in your room if you wish, Buzzard.”

“Will he be here first thing in the morning?” Olive asked innocently.

“I told him to get here as early as he wished.”

“I thought he might just spend the night,” Olive said.

“We don’t want to have to wait to open our presents,” Duke said.

“It might do you good,” Ethel replied. “All of you need to develop some restraint. You only think about yourselves.”

Robert drank cocoa and kept silent. He had earlier promised Buzz and Duke he would take them ice fishing, and now he hoped they had forgotten, that their early enthusiasm had been blunted by the cold. Olive kept a small thermometer on her desk and that morning it had been 50˚ in her bedroom, –12˚ just outside her window. For long minutes after Ethel shouted up that breakfast was ready Robert would not let Olive get out of bed. He held her against him, and though she protested and laughed and kicked to get free he would not release her. Getting out of bed would crack the fragile pod of warmth they shared. When he finally turned her loose and she kicked away the blankets he nearly screamed.

Robert had worked until noon on Christmas Eve. The season for which he had been hired was at an end. The store was closed Christmas, and Joe Marsh had not told him to come in on the twenty-sixth.

But when he punched out, the chunk! of the time clock seemed to be a signal, for Joe appeared at Robert’s side at once. He was draped in his bandoleer; he had put a sprig of holly in one bullet loop.

“Merry Christmas,” he said to Robert.

“Merry Christmas.” Since Herm’s visit the feeling between Robert and Joe Marsh had changed. Joe no longer took extended lunch hours, only “quickies,” as he told Robert. Herm’s visit had made them competitors in an odd way that Robert had no use for.

“What do you have planned?” Robert asked.

“I haven’t bought a tree yet,” Joe said. “Buy a tree, trim it, bounce the kid on my knee, roll around with the Mrs.”

Robert smiled. He never knew what to say to these remarks.

“What about you?”

“Visit my folks. The kids want me to take them ice fishing.”

Joe Marsh told Robert he had just what they would need. He went deep into the store and returned with a long red tool that reminded Robert of a posthole digger.

“This is an ice auger,” Joe Marsh said. “The lake ice is a foot thick. This will bore right through it. You got a shelter? A stove?”

“We have the shelter, I know. A stove, I don’t know,” Robert said. “It’s their project.”

“It’s cold out there.”

“Thanks,” Robert said. He leaned against the auger, the shined point pressing into the floor tile. “What’s the story with me now?” he asked politely.

“What do you mean?”

“Every kid I’ve talked to has a long face because the season’s over and they’ve been let go,” Robert said. “Do I still have a job?”

“Hey, of course,” Joe Marsh said. “I thought that was understood.” He took a yellow envelope from his pocket. “Herm’s a good boss. But he’s tight with his money, so this is doubly impressive, that he thought enough of your work to give you this.” He handed the envelope to Robert. “Don’t open it here. Don’t tell me how much it is. Just enjoy it. I’ll see you the day after tomorrow. Merry Christmas.”

Robert walked home with the ice auger over his shoulder. Everything was gray with cold; the greenness that was ordinarily the heart of the place wore a gray overcoat of cold and ice. The red auger gleamed in this like a beam of warm light frozen solid and made transportable. The wind hit him like a wall; at times he thought he would have to bore through the frozen air, a pipe to slide home through.

He leaned the auger against the outside of the house. Everyone was in the kitchen. On the table were three looped fishing lines, clear and strong; blue hooks; an array of lugs; a half-dozen bobbers, half the sphere red, half white; and a plastic container of bait.

Duke and Buzz stood when Robert came in, but he waved them to be patient and poured himself cocoa. The walk home had frozen him and turned the whiskers around his mouth white, as though they alone had seen a ghost. He ran upstairs and took clothes from his closet, then carried them down to change in Olive’s room, where the temperature was 59˚. The temperature on the fourth floor was in the high thirties, he was certain. He dressed in long underwear, trousers, sweat pants, T-shirt, flannel shirt, hooded sweater, three pairs of socks, insulated rubber boots.

Dressed, he had more cocoa in the kitchen, and Ethel now had almost freed him from the responsibility to go out in the cold with her news about their Christmas guest. Robert kept silent. Ethel was on a course whose ultimate destination he could not guess; he knew she wanted no comments from him. He felt safer at work. The edge of the family life he had walked for so long felt wider now that he had a job. Only occasionally did it trouble him that this Stephen might now be walking the same edge with him, thus halving the space.

Robert tore open the envelope Joe Marsh had passed along to him from Herm. Surprisingly, no check or cash fell out, but rather a folded photocopy of a newspaper clipping. Robert instantly recognized the faintly blurred type that characterized the Daily Scale. It was a copy of a story Robert had written some years before, coverage of an M.C. basketball game. His by-line at the top looked out of place. BY BOB CIGAR. Scale Sportswriter. The type was wrapped around a fuzzed picture of Joe Marsh in flight, his mouth open as if in public ecstasy, his thin, pale arm stretched to deliver the ball to the basket, which had been cropped from the picture but for the merest curve of rim and half loop of hanging net. Joe Marsh’s name was prominent throughout. He had scored forty-one points and M.C. had beaten Ripon, 84–78.

But Herm Branch’s purpose in sending the article to Robert was to critique the writing. With a pen whose ink was as black as his wormy hat, Herm had circled at least two dozen phrases, clauses, punctuation marks, entire paragraphs. He appended to these ink balloons remarks such as “cliché,” “forced metaphor,” “awkward,” “needs a semicolon,” “poor usage,” “Huh?” “Better word,” “What does this mean?” and “sophomoric.”

Robert read the story four times and on the fourth reading was able to get through it without paying attention to the marks. He stood by the solidity of the story; he had spelled the names correctly, gotten the score in the lead, captured some of the cadence of the game, quoted both coaches accurately. Taking into account the boredom he experienced covering games by that point in his career and the time pressures of deadline, he thought the story was decent.

Herm had added a note at the end.

“Perhaps,” he wrote, “you remember incorrectly your talents as a sports scribe. A career in retail sports equipment sales may be just right for you. Merry Christmas, Herm Branch.”

“What’s that?” Ethel asked.

“My Christmas bonus,” Robert said.

THE ICE SHELTER, packed in Ethel’s car with the portable stove and the ice auger, was still painted copper from Duke’s Halloween guise as a refrigerator. Buzz did all the packing while Robert stood at the kitchen window, and finally there was nothing to do but just go. Robert had a moment’s hope that the car wouldn’t start, but it was in the garage and turned over nicely.

The lines and hooks and other equipment were stored in an old tackle box whose locks, hinges, and interior compartments were coated with a viscous, oily fur of age and disuse. Some trays in the box held lures the length of hot dogs, with evil three-pronged hooks that made Robert shiver, the idea of them ripping into him as he dove for Ben.

“For muskellunge,” Buzzard said, holding up one such lure.

“Do we need a record player?” Robert asked. “With a record of two fish fighting?”

“Fun-ny,” Buzz said.

“Stay warm,” was Ethel’s benediction. “Come home before it gets dark.”

It took only minutes to drive to the lake. Duke and Buzz wore blue ski masks, the eye, nose, and mouth holes rimmed in crimson.

Robert could walk to the Cow and the Calf if he wished. This amazed him, as it had amazed him every winter since Ben vanished. Duke, his eyes swinging uneasily out across the flat ice, might have been having similar thoughts. Only Buzz seemed in a hurry to get out there.

“Last chance to go home and hang out in the kitchen,” Robert said.

“Come on,” Buzzard whined. “No guts, no glory.” The words struck Robert as being pulled directly off a T-shirt.

“No sense, no feeling,” he replied.

Out in the open again, the cold was worse than he remembered. It filled his mouth, his ears, the pockets of air in his clothes. His eyes watered and froze.

They shuffled seventy yards out onto Oblong Lake, to a place Robert remembered the water’s being about fifty feet deep. He had dived there, a careful covering of the area beneath him, a picking through rocks as though through a selection of bad alternatives.

The first trip out they took the shelter and stove, and Robert helped Duke with his crutches skittering on the ice. While Buzz erected the shelter, Robert went back for the tackle box and ice auger. When he returned, the shelter was up and the stove lit. Buzz, sitting on one of the benches that folded out from the shelter walls, wore a smile of absolute smugness and pride.

“Very nice job, Buzzer,” Robert said. Already the shelter felt warmer than his fourth-floor room.

They selected a point in the center of the ice surrounded by the shelter to drill the hole. Robert did this while the boys readied hooks and lines. The auger as he turned it produced fine white ribbons of ground ice; there was a high shriek, almost of tearing metal. Robert leaned into the auger, tentatively at first. He could not put his faith in the strength of the ice. Any moment it would fall open under him and into the dark cold water he would go. But the auger went deeper and the ice held like marble. In minutes he broke through. Lake water bubbled out.

The shelter had the dimensions of a small outhouse or a large refrigerator. The three of them and the stove made a tight fit around the hole they had opened. But in out of the wind, the stove roaring out heat, Robert began to feel better.

“Now,” Buzz said. “Dad told me about ice fishing. He said to use small amounts of bait because the fish aren’t very hungry. They’ve slowed their systems down for the winter and don’t eat much.”

“Think of it,” Duke said. “You’re half asleep, just dozing in the cold, and you take a bite of passing food and have a hook ripped through the roof of your mouth. What a rude awakening! What a jolt to a fish brain.”

“Long lines are called for,” Buzz went on. “All the fish are asleep at the bottom.”

Duke opened the bait container. Inside were small portions of raw ground beef wrapped in strips of American cheese.

“Christ,” Buzzard said. “What is this?”

Duke looked over at him; he had been contemplating the hole in the ice. He said, “It’s bait.”

“Cheese balls? Fish are going to eat cheese balls?”

“Dad told me about it.”

Buzz shifted in his parka. “OK,” he said.

“I think we should use three lines of differing lengths,” Robert suggested. “Then if one of us is having a lot of success, the other two can set their lines for that depth.”

“No way,” Buzz said. “Every man for himself. You fish with your secrets. I’m not giving away any more tips.”

“I shared my bait,” Duke said.

“But it’s my stove,” Buzzard said. “I think we’re all even.” He stuck an orange pill of cheese and meat on his hook and dropped his line through the hole.

They fished for three-quarters of an hour and caught nothing. The sun behind the gray ice sky moved and diminished. The cold deepened. A number of times they had to break the ice that tried to reclaim the bored hole. The hooks came up from the water empty at times, at other times still carrying their bright orange cargoes of spurned bait.

Robert stayed close to the stove. He charted the onrushing darkness. He looped the line over the top rim of his glove. He had brought the hook up once and his bait had been gone and he had not bothered to rebait it.

He spent most of his time thinking about the dives he had made and those he would make when winter was over. Through everything that went on from day to day, Ben remained at the back, waiting to be found.

Buzz got a bite then. The line went taut but the fish did not run. Too tired, or too large, it seemed content to let its submerged weight fight against Buzz’s efforts to bring it to the surface.

“It’s a monster,” Buzz announced. He tore off his ski mask. His face was red and sweating like a man hard at work in a summer field.

“I’ll bet it’s a muskie,” he said, retrieving line hand over hand. “A hundred pounds, minimum.”

Robert and Duke watched the hole in the ice and waited for the fish to break.

“The dreaded muskellunge,” Buzz panted. His face was red but his ears were a troubling white. Robert tried to force Buzz’s ski mask back on his head but he swiveled his head madly and barked curses at Robert.

Unmoved between the shelter dimensions, the burning stove, and the excitement of the day’s only catch, the cold squatted. A shiver of realization tore down Robert’s spine. They had stayed too long out on that frozen table. It was nearly dark in a dangerous cold.

They would have to go soon.

Duke was looking for something in the tackle box. Buzz hauled endless taut line out of the dark hole in the ice. Duke found a pair of cutters and leaned forward and snipped Buzz’s line. The air grew even colder.

Buzzard looked over at his brother. “What did you do?” he asked, not even sounding angry.

“I cut the line.”

Buzz examined the line end in his hand. A fresh skin of ice was already growing in the hole.

Duke said, “I was afraid you were bringing up Dad.”

Buzz opened the tackle box and dropped the line inside. Frozen bait balls rattled like shot in their container. Buzz didn’t say a word. With a quick motion of his hand he cut the gas to the stove, killing their heat. He drew the ski mask back over his face.

They took down the shelter and carried the equipment back across the ice and repacked it in the car. The hole they had fished through was gone.

A fringe of daylight clung to the farthest rim of Oblong Lake. Robert feared they had stayed out too long. He could not see Ben’s house, nor any of the familiar lights along the lake side. They might be anywhere or transformed into crystals of ice themselves and removed from the dimension they knew.

In the car, the breath they had expelled on the drive to the lake had turned to ice on the inside of the windshield. Robert and Buzz shaved this thin skin off as best they could. Robert prayed over the key, the ignition, the required spark he doubted existed. He put the key in his mouth to warm it, then dried it inside his coat, then slid it into the ignition slot. He repeated his prayer, then turned the key. God, it started like a summer’s day.

STEPHEN, TRYING TO fit in, arrived at 5 a.m. Christmas morning. He entered with a key given him by Ethel. He turned on the downstairs lights and the lights on the tree in the kitchen. Three trips out into the cold were required to get all his packages from the car.

His sounds downstairs awakened Robert. Olive was asleep on his arm and he couldn’t move. For quite some time he lay wondering what he should do, but then the noise and the stirrings from below became so obvious he decided it couldn’t be a burglar. In moments, he was asleep again.

Ethel got up and washed her face. She had passed Stephen the key on a previous night and asked him to come early Christmas morning. She was curious to see if he would give the key back at the end of the day, or use it for some future entries; she wondered if he would slip the key into the house’s old lock in the days before Christmas, or if she would find him scaling Ben’s birch tree to where Ben had told Stephen they slept at night. But nothing like that had happened. Stephen had none of Ben’s precarious unpredictability. She appreciated this and was at times bored by it.

She went into the kitchen where he was making coffee. He smiled sleepily at her; he told her he had been up all night wrapping packages, then grading tests. He had feared going to sleep, afraid of sleeping through the magic early hours of Christmas.

Ethel crossed the floor and kissed him on the chin. She was always pleased to see him, but in his absence hardly thought of him at all. She had thought about Ben all the time, but rarely had she been glad to see him.

Stephen did not hold any flame within her. He did not pursue her. They had never been to bed. Their kisses were friendly, rewards for kind deeds or nice words, and this sometimes made her antsy with desire. He feared his teeth were going bad and chewed sugarless gum in a last bid to save them, his jaw muscles bunching and smoothing faintly, and when they kissed his breath was cool and sweet. She liked this. Also, she liked the moistness of his kisses. But always when he seemed about to move forward he would turn away to find his car key in the porch light, or to pour her more coffee, or to squeeze her shoulder and move on.

His Christmas gifts were wrapped like a jeweler might, with perfect tape and taut ribbons curled with a scissor blade. He had three presents for each person in the family except Robert, for whom he had bought nothing. He had also bought a box of jelly doughnuts. He put two on a saucer for Ethel and set them before her with her coffee.

“I expected the kids to be up by now,” he said, sitting across from her, chewing his gum, fiddling his hands.

“They’re just older,” Ethel said. “I remember when they’d sit and talk in the hall at the top of the stairs from three o’clock on.” She drank coffee. The jelly doughnut’s sugar-topped lumpiness was not appealing.

“What are Rob’s plans?”

“He’s visiting his parents later,” she said. She saw Stephen’s disappointment that Robert would be down soon with the others, one of the family.

“Why don’t you like him?” Ethel asked.

“We’ve barely exchanged two words.”

“But you still don’t like him.”

“He’s a mooch,” Stephen said, “as far as I can see.”

“Ben helped him out a while back. We’re in the process of getting disentangled from each other. He’ll move out soon enough.”

“Do you like him?”

“I can’t lie,” Ethel said. “He’s a pain at times. And a mooch. But I like him.”

“The kids like him, don’t they?” Stephen said.

“Now and then. Olive and he sleep together,” she said, watching his eyes for something she might use herself later, “and I think of my three kids she likes Robert the least. He does things with Duke and Buzz without making a production out of it. Ben always had to stick a big father-son emotional flag in everything. That’s because he rarely did anything with them. Consequently, he was stiff with his own boys.”

“Stiff,” Stephen echoed.

“He tried too hard,” she said. She was amazed: It was half past five and again—for the millionth time, it seemed—she was talking about her missing husband with this man who would not touch her beyond brotherly kisses. She said, “Because he didn’t spend much time with them the time he did spend always had to be special. He tried too hard to make it special.”

They heard a thumping overhead. Then they heard water running.

“Somebody’s awake,” Ethel said. She bit into the jelly doughnut and strawberry filling ran out the corners of her mouth. She set the doughnut down and worked her mouth clean with her tongue. Stephen watched all this with a mile of space between his eyes and his true thoughts.

She drank more coffee; she was abuzz now. She had to admit that she was horny. And, sadly enough, for Ben. They had always made love on Christmas day, slipping away through the battlefield of ripped paper, kids playing raptly or kids asleep, to their chilly bedroom and their electric blanket. Ben would lock the door while she shed her robe and got into bed. His erection would already be pushing against his robe, sometimes having sprung through the gap in his pajama bottoms. Sweet teacher of biology home for the moment.

She shifted in her seat. No percentage in those thoughts. She had an instant of anger at the man across from her, that he was so out of tune with her. There could be no stealing away later. She expected their every word and movement to be closely monitored. Her children feared this man would come and live with them someday.

Behind her, Duke clumped into the room, the tree lights sparkling on his crutches. He looked pale, his hair disrupted by sleep, but he shook Stephen’s hand and kissed his mother’s forehead and wished them both a Merry Christmas.

“You remember Mr. Rice,” Ethel said.

“Sure.”

“Call me Stephen.”

Duke leaned his crutches against the table. He was in an area where handholds were abundant and travel easy. Stephen watched him hop along the counter, getting down a glass, pouring orange juice into it. He stood for a long moment drinking.

A couple of times Stephen thought the boy was falling, tipping toward the side without the leg, but it was only the absence of the leg that gave the impression of a sliding away of balance.

“Where’s everyone else?” Ethel asked.

Duke shrugged. “Upstairs, I guess.” He looked at the empty space where his robe lay. “I miss waiting on the stairs with Buzz and O.”

“They don’t wait up anymore, honey. The sleep right through like grown-ups. I looked in on you last night. You were asleep.”

“I was faking,” Duke said.

“It looked real to me. You were snoring.”

“It must’ve been somebody else.”

“I was up all night, Duke,” Stephen said. The boy looked at him with faint curiosity. “I was anxious about coming over here.”

Duke wanted to say: You could’ve saved us all some trouble by not bothering. But he was a gentleman and did not. His mother’s friend seemed proud of staying up all night, a little kid’s pride in an adult feat. The nights Duke had stayed up had been composed of hours long and cold, and not to be cherished. In the weeks after losing his leg and his father it seemed he was awake every instant of that time. He was always pushing against one pain or the other, trying to back them off him for an hour’s peace.

He drank more orange juice. It did not feel like Christmas. He thought he heard birds outside, their calls sluggish with cold.

Buzzard came into the kitchen then. He was already dressed in the outfit he was most at home in: Mozart High gym shorts over sweat pants, hooded sweat shirt zipped closed over a baseball jersey. He shook Stephen’s hand without enthusiasm, without looking into his eyes.

Ethel excused herself. She went up to the second floor and on the stairs to the third floor met Robert descending.

“Merry Christmas,” he said. He was dressed in layers of clothing, including one of Ben’s sweaters. He was sure he could see his breath.

“Go out the front door,” Ethel said. “The Wilsons said they would be up at five. Go to their back door.”

“It’s pitch dark over there,” Robert said. “I looked.”

“It’s five forty-five. They said they’d be up.”

Robert nodded. He slipped past her and went down the stairs. Ethel called in a whisper after him, “Don’t let them see you leave.”

She had approached him with her plot the night before. She had held the secret within her until the last moment, knowing that was the safest way. She did not want the gift or the moment spoiled.

“And tonight, when you’re in bed with Olive,” she had said to Robert, “don’t tell her, either.”

And he had not.

In the darkness of the front hallway he pulled on his coat, his hat, and his gloves. He heard Stephen’s voice from the kitchen; words were indistinct, but they had the tone of desperate prattle. Robert felt a moment’s identification. Ben had welcomed him, but others took longer to be convinced; some held out to that very day.

He dreaded the walk across the yard in the cold. The thermometer in Olive’s room had registered 49˚. When he stepped out onto the front porch the bitter air clasped those parts of his face not covered by his beard and pinched like a surly child. The air, dark yet, was motionless. When he set his foot down in the packed snow that had covered the ground since the first of November it shrieked as if in agony.

Olive had blown him the night before, her mouth glittered when she finished, she smiled and said, “Merry Christmas.” But even that had not warmed him from the cold out on the lake. Olive’s warm mouth and five glasses of brandy had not melted that frozen nut at his center. He kept hearing Duke say, “I was afraid you were bringing up Dad.” And Buzz had not argued; he had admitted to the chance. Robert himself had been thinking the same thing, wondering at that horrid weight Buzz was pulling up from the lake, and was relieved at Duke’s handling of the moment. The day had been at a definite end.

The dark windows of the Wilsons’ house bore the flat motionlessness of early morning. He crossed the yard between the houses, his head down, his hands in his pockets. Light in the kitchen of Ben’s house spread through the frost on the window and out onto the frozen ground. There was motion in the kitchen, a transfer of shadows.

At the Wilsons’ back door he pressed the bell. The porch boards were slick, painted gray. The Wilsons were in their seventies and Mr. Wilson some time back had slipped somewhere behind his house and broken a finger in the fall. Ethel occasionally volunteered Robert to cut their lawn, rake their leaves, shovel their snow, but only when she felt mean and desired to wield the power she had over him.

He pressed the bell again. He did a little hop-dance but the soft racket this produced was insufficient. He hated being awakened on cold mornings and supposed the Wilsons shared this aversion. They were tired and had forgotten their promise to Ethel and now they were asleep deep in the house.

Still, they were dealing with children, and Christmas, and the Wilsons should have understood that when they agreed to help. He hit the back door a series of solid shots. Mrs. Wilson pulled it open almost at once. She appeared at the door so abruptly she scared Robert.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Cigar,” she said cheerfully, letting him into the warm house. She surprised him, kissing him on the nose.

“I know you’ve come for the kitty,” she said. “We’ve had so much fun with him we might not let you have him.” She giggled at this threat, then walked away from him. She opened a door and light rolled out. They descended a flight of narrow stairs. Affixed to the wall of the stairwell were bracket clasps to hold a broom, a mop, a dustpan, a shoe rack, a wooden box full of paper bags. Somewhere at the bottom of the stairs Robert heard the infant peep of the kitten.

“Douglas and I have been up since two o’clock playing with the kitty,” she reported. “We had a cat once years ago, got it as an adult, and it was a nice cat. But we never realized how much fun a kitty is. Before they get so serious.”

Her husband was sitting in the center of a rug on the basement floor. He was in his robe and pajamas, the light on the ceiling turning his white hair the pink of his scalp, and he cast out a string weighted at one end with a green button for the kitten to bat and chase.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Cigar,” he said, without looking at Robert. “I’m sorry you have come. We’ve had just the best time with this little critter.”

“He’ll be right next door,” Robert said.

Mr. Wilson smiled at Robert’s effort. “Not the same,” he said. “Not the same.”

Robert unbuttoned his coat. Through the basement windows the morning was deepest black.

“How’s your father?” Mr. Wilson asked.

“He’s fine.”

“I saw him downtown a while back,” the man said. “I wish it was my nature to wear a shirt with a sign on it out in public. I’d love to help your dad and mom out. But I couldn’t.”

“What would your shirt say?” Mrs. Wilson asked, a loving teasing in her voice.

Her husband grinned. His teeth were the porcelain blue-white of new dentures. “Old fart?” he said.

Mrs. Wilson giggled, blushed, turned toward Robert.

“What are you going to name the kitty?” she asked.

“That’s up to the boys. This is Ethel’s present to them. I’m just retrieving it.”

“We wanted to give him a name so bad,” Mr. Wilson said. “But that’s too much of an attachment. You’re just asking for trouble if you put a name on something you know you’ll lose.”

“True, Douglas,” his wife said.

The morning still looked dark, but Robert had seen the first light coming into the sky and the orange glow from the kitchen of Ben’s house. He looked at the windows, turned away.

The cat was thin, long-legged, gawkily quick, white with a badge of black on its breast and a circle of black like a thrown punch around its left eye.

“Don’t let the boys name it something stupid,” Mr. Wilson admonished.

“Or demeaning,” his wife added.

“Though any parents who would name two boys Buzzard and Duke could be expected to raise strange children.”

“Douglas!” Mrs. Wilson scolded; but she was amused, Robert saw, the scolding only for show.

Robert scooped the cat off the floor. The remark about Ben and Ethel irked him; he would deny the Wilsons the presence of the kitten. Its rib cage hummed in his hand.

“Thanks for watching him,” he said. “The kids will be surprised.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Our pleasure.”

He was ready to leave, but first he had to ask: “I was wondering . . . why are your windows painted black?”

They stared at him as if they didn’t understand. Then Mr. Wilson said, “Bob! I didn’t know what you meant, at first. But, yes. Our boy painted them years ago. He was playing war down here, this was an imaginary bomb shelter and he painted the windows black so the bombers couldn’t see the lights from our house. How about that? We don’t even notice it anymore. Over the years we’ve even added a couple extra coats.”

Mrs. Wilson said bashfully, “It sort of makes us feel safe.”

“I tell you, you can’t have too much of that,” Robert said. The cat was poised in the crook of his arm. He could feel its heartbeat through his sleeve.

“They’re waiting for you,” Mrs. Wilson reminded him. “Merry Christmas again, Mr. Cigar.”

He climbed the narrow stairs and went out the door into the cold. It was lighter out, but only a little. No light leaked out the Wilsons’ basement windows. They were safe. He looked up to inspect the sky for bombers. Nothing there, though they’d be as careful as the Wilsons to hide their lights. From above, the Wilsons would be hidden in the glare from Ben’s house. Safe.

He was walking over the frozen ground, still looking up at the peaceful blinking of the stars as they washed out against the daylight, when he tripped on a brick set at an angle in the ground. It was one of a rectangle of bricks each positioned just that way to mark the boundary of the Wilsons’ flower bed. The bricks stuck like sharp tips of teeth through the crusted snow.

He went down hard and the cat flew out of his arms. It immediately ran ten feet, then stopped to sniff the cold ground. Robert stood, pain thudding in his knees, hands, and cracked toe. He made a quick, angry lunge for the cat. The shriek of frozen snow and the sudden movement startled the animal and it dashed another fifteen feet away, finally hauled to a stop by curiosity at its icy surroundings.

“Damn,” Robert muttered.

The cat was blending into the dimness and the snow pack. It was getting away. He moved after it but his steps in the snow were like shouts that pushed the cat ahead. It ran out into the road; no traffic at that hour. The road surface was a pale strip. Bits of road salt gleamed dully, much too cold for them to be of any use.

Robert turned to look back at Ben’s house. He wanted Ethel to see him and understand his predicament and send reinforcements. But the front of the house was still dark. The orange glow from the kitchen was the only light. The Wilsons were hunkered down in the painted safety of their basement; or they might have gone to bed, Christmas over.

When Robert turned back the cat was gone. Then he thought he saw it in the shrubs across the street, a flickering of snow-gray shadow. He ran to the spot but the cat was not there. He got down on hands and knees and sniffed like a dog in the cold beneath the shrubs. The earth was turned there in frozen chunks. No cats, however. Ben’s house seemed a mile away and impossibly inviting on the far side of the street.

He ran down a narrow path between two houses, making a soft, panicky racket of breathing. The cat was gone, but he pursued its last verifiable direction of travel in hopes of catching up to it again. He stood very still in the backyard of a house whose rear patio door released muffled squeals of childish greed. He heard paper ripping, and a man’s voice cautioning against hurry.

From where he stood, Robert could see the rear of a half dozen houses. Smoke rolled up from chimneys. Christmas had begun. He said a prayer for the lost kitten and went home.

Ethel was waiting at the door.

“I called the Wilsons to see where you were,” she said. “They said you left fifteen minutes ago.”

“I lost the cat.”

“What?”

“I was crossing the yard and tripped and dropped the cat,” Robert said. He shrugged; he couldn’t believe it himself. “It got away.”

She was on the porch without a coat. He steered her by the shoulders back into the house, then hung his coat on the clothes tree.

“Don’t say anything about the cat,” Ethel told him in a whisper. “Olive’s been told. And Stephen. But the boys don’t know. We’ll pretend the cat never existed.”

“I have gifts for them,” Robert said.

She was not impressed by this. She gave him a last disbelieving look and went into the kitchen.

Everyone was waiting for him. He wished them all a Merry Christmas when he came into the kitchen. He shook Stephen’s hand. He kissed Olive and attempted to kiss Ethel, but she leaned clear on a pretext of pouring coffee. He could see her infuriated face rounded in a dozen glass balls hanging from the Christmas tree.

To Ethel, he gave a thermos and a plastic coin tray with an adhesive bottom to stick on the dash of her cab. She was always complaining of having to dig through her pocket for change, and expressing a desire for hot coffee in the middle of the morning.

To Olive, he gave a new swimsuit and a pair of eyecup goggles. She thanked him and kissed him.

“I want you to swim again,” he told her. “With me. Without me. I don’t care.” He did not say so, but he saw her body losing its swimmer’s hardness, its contours of ridged muscles he loved so much. He knew she would not come along with him on his dives for Ben.

To Buzz, he gave a pair of new spikes with a pitching toe, a new glove, and a new ball. Buzz sat with these gifts in his lap, just staring at them. Leather’s boyhood aroma filled the kitchen. He rolled the ball in his long fingers. He had not thrown since that day Robert came to see him in the cage at school. He did not need a new glove. Just holding the baseball and the memory of pitching it made Buzz think his arm ached. But he thanked Robert just the same.

To Duke, Robert gave an envelope. Duke tore it open and unfolded the brochure inside. He read it and turned it over in his hands. His eyes glistened with embarrassment.

“What is this?” he asked.

Ethel took the brochure from him.

“It’s a new leg,” Robert said. “That’s more or less a gift certificate, good for one new leg.”

“Robert—”

“We have to go to Madison,” Robert said to Ethel, “to have the leg fitted. Then he’s ready to ramble.”

“I don’t want it,” Duke said.

“Sure you do. In a month you’ll think you were born with it,” Robert said.

“No way.” Duke’s mouth twisted against a desire to cry. When his mother tried to give him the brochure he swatted it away. He hopped out of the kitchen and down the hall. They waited for his door to slam, but he closed it like a gentleman, and the soft click he produced put a hole in their Christmas no one tried to fill.

ROBERT TOOK A nap in the afternoon with Olive in the sunny cold of her bedroom, then dressed and went to his parents’ house. The house had a seductive warmth after winter at Ben’s house. It had no flowing drafts or fields of cold air. The heat alone was almost reason enough to stay.

His mother kissed him Merry Christmas. She wore jeans and a dark green sweater, the sleeves pushed up above her elbows. A cluster of glazed red berries had been pinned above her heart.

“How are things over there?” she asked.

“Fair.”

Dave came to greet him. He allowed Robert to set down his packages, then hugged him. He presented Robert with a cup of eggnog, cinnamon spread lightly over the yellow skin. He wore a red T-shirt with the green letters of the alphabet arranged in the shape of a Christmas tree. Robert glanced at it, then moved on, lacking the motivation to explore it in depth.

“How fair?” Evelyn asked.

“I lost a cat. I went next door to get it from the people who were watching it for Ethel. On my way back I tripped and fell and the damn cat got away.”

His parents listened to this with grim fascination. Their arms were linked behind each other’s back.

“To Duke, I gave a leg.”

“A leg?” Dave said.

“Yes. A prosthetic device.”

“Isn’t that expensive?”

“A small fortune,” Robert said, though the price had been less than he expected. “I’ve arranged to pay for it month by month.”

“That’s a wonderful gift for him,” Evelyn said.

“Duke will have nothing to do with it. He’s afraid of the idea, I think. He is just getting comfortable with the idea of having only one leg.”

They took seats in the living room. The tree was in its traditional corner, frosted with lights and tinsel as old as Robert. It was also a tradition: the picking of the tinsel off the dried tree in the early days of the new year. The wrinkled strands, plucked delicately as old bones from their beds, were laid to rest until the following Christmas in the box they had been bought in.

Robert was thinking about the lost cat, calculating its chances of survival. Olive had not mentioned it. Ethel had told Stephen what had happened, and the man’s vague frown of disapproval whenever he regarded Robert merely deepened.

“Al Gasconade’s in town,” Evelyn said.

“You saw him?”

“I saw his mother. She told me. I told her where you were working and she said she’d tell Al. He’s with the Tribune now.”

Robert sipped his eggnog. He would like to see Al again. Al had remained on the track while he had stepped off long ago. He was curious what Al thought of all this.

His father stood up in front of Robert. He ran his hands down the tree of green letters.

“My Christmas message,” he proudly proclaimed.
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“It’s a Christmas tree,” Robert said.

“That’s what I said,” his mother remarked. “But he says we’re wrong.”

“Study it very closely.”

Robert gave it his attention: the alphabet in the shape of a Christmas tree, asterisks for a base and star. His father’s hard little belly pushed the lower branches of the tree out of shape. Dave rolled his eyes.

Robert looked over at his mother. She was watching her husband, delighted somehow that he could stump them both.

“Is this shirt a big seller?” Robert asked.

“Specially made.”

“I can’t figure it out.”

“You’re as lame as Evelyn.”

His mother patted Robert on the knee. “Open your presents, lamebrain,” she said with a sweet smile.

“It’s right here,” Dave exclaimed. “All you have to do is study it.”

Robert, no longer interested, turned once more to look at his father’s shirt, but Dave saw in his son’s eyes that he did not care and walked out of the room. When he returned he wore a T-shirt that proclaimed simply NOEL and soon after Christmas was over.




	

 


			

Chapter Eleven

Desire



ROBERT EXPECTED AL Gasconade to appear at SportsHeaven, but for the next two days there was no sign of him.

Frank Abbott came in, however. Robert saw him down an aisle with a flyrod in his hand. Robert hurried away. Frank was still tall and skinny, hair maybe a little thinner. His clothes had always hung on him like wash, the pull of gravity on them almost too great. He was a nervous man for a pilot, and his clothes always looked drenched with perspiration. His eyes had been blue the last time Robert looked into them. A small white scar had been put in the skin above his left eye; this scar never took the sun, never faded from its glowing whiteness.

Frank Abbott put the flyrod back and walked to the end of the aisle. He looked in all directions. His hands were in his pockets. He wore a light windbreaker though it was –7˚ outside. Each employee in a striped shirt he asked where he could find Bob Cigar.

Joe Marsh found Robert in back. “Guy here to see you,” he said.

“Is he outside?” Robert asked in a low voice.

“He’s in the store somewhere. He keeps asking for you.”

“Tell him I went home.”

“I can’t lie.”

“Sure you can.”

“Why don’t you want to talk to this guy?”

“He’s from out of my past,” Robert said. “I don’t want to dredge him up.” He thought Frank had left town for good. He had heard he had moved to somewhere in the Southwest, Arizona or New Mexico, that the cold of Mozart no longer suited him in a number of ways.

“I’ll tell him,” Joe Marsh said.

“Thanks, Joe. And watch him for me, will you? Make sure he leaves the store.”

Joe Marsh told Frank Abbott what Robert had asked him to say. Frank nodded agreeably, then wandered the store for another half hour before leaving.

“I asked him where he knew you from,” Joe Marsh told Robert.

“What did he say?”

“He said you were once in an accident together.”

AL GASCONADE CAME in the following night at closing time. He wore a down-filled parka and a Milwaukee Brewers cap.

“Hey, I like the shirt,” Al said, seeing Robert.

“I am one of them, now.”

Al chewed gum. His eyes held the quick light of intelligence. His hair was red, thick, and curly, pouring from beneath the Brewers cap. He had put on a little weight in the face and the middle, but still stood like a jock with his feet rolled over onto the sides of his shoes.

“You finished here?” he asked.

“In a minute.”

“I want to take you out. I’ve heard all kinds of strange stories about you.”

“They’re all true,” Robert said with an impatient slash of his hand. “Is that all you want to talk about?”

“No. I want to brag a little, too.” Al grinned and popped his gum. “I’m at the fucking Chicago Tribune, Rob-O.”

“I heard.”

“And I’m better than that place. I’m moving up from there.”

“Great,” Robert said. “It’s a tribute to you.”

“This summer—the British Open. Watch for my reports from Scotland. Top that.”

“I can’t,” Robert said. “Wait here.”

In back, Joe Marsh was at his desk doing the books. He asked, “Your ghost from the past catch up with you?”

“Not the one from last night. Another one.”

“They’re all over,” Joe said. “I married one of mine. Kill the lights before you go. Lock the doors.”

When he turned off the lights the huge room went cooler, blue to blackish-violet. Al Gasconade helped him into his coat. They went out the interior doors and Robert pulled them shut and locked them top and bottom with the keys Joe Marsh had had cut for him. Slush never quite melted on the tile floor and black rubber mats of the entryway; it held the print fragments of a thousand boot soles, like an aid to crime detection placed there specifically.

Robert took his knit cap from his pocket and pulled it on his head, then put on his gloves. Al zipped his parka and set his Brewers cap tighter on his head, sheathing his ears with coils of hair.

“You like it here?” he asked.

“It’s work. I like working, I’ve discovered.”

“I mean in Mozart.”

They stepped outside before Robert answered. The cold was always a revelation; it was forever taking on fresh dimensions. Al Gasconade stood motionless, turned out on the sides of his feet, while Robert locked the outer doors. The wide blue SportsHeaven sign, which burned around the clock, shone down upon their shoulders and made icy blue puddles all the way out to the street.

Robert said, “Where to?”

Al Gasconade led him to a yellow Porsche parked up the block. It had a black roof and salt splashed high as the door handles. Al got in and started the engine, then opened Robert’s door.

Al steered the car in a U-turn and headed out of Mozart. It was very quiet in that car, and Robert had a warm sensation of flying in a glass globe filled with green light. They sped out of town, then onto a highway that headed north into deep forests thinned periodically by small villages.

“Nice car, Al.”

“Thanks. I overreached. Overwrought? I bought it when the Trib hired me and now I pay $415 a month for it.” He shifted down at a county highway and the car swooped through the turn; Robert thought he saw a deer’s eyes glow at the corner, then blink out.

“Where are we going?”

Al Gasconade looked over at him. “You never answered my question.”

“About Mozart? I like it well enough.”

“You could be the one going to Scotland,” Al said. “We both know you’re better than I’ll ever be.”

“You’ve got the desire, Al. I’ve explained it a million times. Don’t make me explain it to you.”

They were moving through land and places Robert had spent his entire life near, but in the dark, at that speed, they were strange as the bottom of the sea. Now and then they passed a house with TV light in the window silver paint.

“I know how you feel,” Al said. “The day I opened at the Trib I updated my résumé and set it aside. I mailed the first half dozen things I did there to Sports Illustrated. They’re interested. I always seem to be looking ahead.”

“You’ve got ambition,” Robert said.

“That I have,” Al said. “But sometimes I’ll be sitting at my desk, or at some press table, or in this car—and I’ll just hate the idea of what I’m doing. Just for a moment, though. Then I’m OK.”

“Nobody loves their work all the time.”

“Sometimes—I’ll write a story and think it’s done,” Al Gasconade said, “and put it aside. Ten minutes later, I’ll pick it up and read it and it will be full of the most tired clichés. It’s like opening a door in your house and there are a thousand cockroaches where an hour before there was just a room.”

Robert smiled in the green light; he thought of the clipping Herm Branch had sent him. He should show it to Al, buck him up.

Al went around a pickup truck with a twitch of the wheel. They seemed to Robert to be going very fast, at the very edge of the headlights, but also to be absolutely safe; as if the road with its marking ribbon down the center and the signs and houses and dark woods along both sides was a track bearing them along.

“You ever get down to Chicago?” Al asked.

“Not in several years. Again—no desire.”

“It’s wild, Roberto. You should visit sometime. I’ll bet you could land at the Trib or Sun-Times strictly on the basis of your M.C. clips. You shined in those days.”

“Thanks, Al.”

“But no thanks, Al,” Al finished.

They came to Green Lake and stopped in a small roadhouse.

“I used to frequent this joint when I was in school,” Al said.

They took stools at the bar and a girl came for their order of beer, cheeseburgers, and french fries. Robert thought the place was empty, but then in the darkness of booths he saw the movement of hands, or caught scraps of talk and laughter.

“Christmas break,” Al said. “Places like this die when the kids go home.” He removed his baseball cap and set it on the bar. “Tonight’s on me,” he said, shaking out the matted nest of his hair. “I want that understood.”

“I can help.”

“I know, but I want to spring.” He removed a $20 bill from his wallet. The girl brought their beer.

Al Gasconade held his glass out to Robert. “To desire,” he said. “May I always keep it in some form; may you grow it in some form. Amen.”

They clicked glasses and drank.

“To the British Open,” Robert said. “Send me a postcard of the Loch Ness monster.”

“I will,” Al Gasconade promised. He picked popcorn out of a bowl on the bar and threw it into his mouth across a distance of inches.

“My mom said you’re living with one of your old teachers’ wives,” Al ventured, as if creating a loose skin for Robert to fill.

Robert laughed. “If that is the story your mother heard, then I am living a more scandalous life than I thought.”

“Then it’s not true.”

“I live with a family whose father and husband was my biology teacher at M.C.,” Robert explained. “He died—disappeared—in that accident on Oblong Lake. You remember.”

“I do?” Al said.

“Sure you do.” The event loomed so fearsomely in Robert’s life he was certain it had to hold at least a degree of importance in everyone else’s. It at times seemed the lone significant event of his life.

Robert said, “He gave me a place to stay quite a while ago—this was after the Scale folded and I moved back home. I wasn’t even looking. Or didn’t know I was. I stayed and stayed. Then he was killed and his youngest son maimed. After that, I couldn’t really leave.” He drank some beer. He set the glass down so as to make a chain of linked moisture rings on the bar’s smooth surface. “I see a time approaching—in the future—when I’ll leave, Al. That’s progress. For quite some time I couldn’t imagine ever leaving and now I can.”

“Where would you go?” Al asked.

“I don’t see that far ahead,” Robert said. He could not imagine beyond that dive in the future when he would find Ben. His life was divided cleanly in two phases: the diving season, and the season he was locked in at present, when winter held him out, held him almost aloft.

“Either I am diving,” Robert said, “or I am waiting to dive.”

“My mother told me about that,” Al Gasconade said. “You’re looking for this teacher?”

“Ben Ladysmith. He never was found,” Robert said. “All the people who have drowned in Oblong Lake have been found. Ben’s the only one not accounted for. I looked it up.”

“You did?”

“At the fire station. It’s public record.”

“It’s been a while,” Al Gasconade said. “Maybe nothing’s left.”

“He’s down there. He’s hidden.”

Their food arrived and they ordered more beer. The girl stood beside them throwing out conversational hooks. She had brushed blond hair and green eye makeup; she told them she lived in Princeton and was bored by the long slow shift of a college bar at Christmastime. She tried to tell them her name but they refused to remember it. She gave up and went away.

Robert was thinking again about Frank Abbott. He thought to tell Al about Frank, but he did not know what to tell. He did not want to start without knowing where he would finish.

He poured ketchup on his fries and ate them with his fingers. Salt grains sparkled on his hands when he reached for his beer.

Al seemed disappointed in something. He ate with a morose absence of enthusiasm. He did not say a word.

Robert told the story of losing the cat. He dwelled on the coldness of the morning, the dark air, the hidden bricks set in the earth like the triggers of a trap. But as he told the story he found himself trying to make it funny, or at least ironic, because he thought that was what Al Gasconade would appreciate. Robert added the crazy Wilsons and their basement windows painted black against air raids. This made Al smile, but beyond that he did not respond.

They finished their meals and their beers. Robert thought that without the diversion of food their conversation might grow again. But Al Gasconade slid off his stool and pulled the Brewers cap down over his wild hair and got into his coat.

“Let’s hit the road,” he said. “I think ten bucks each should cover it.”

Robert was too far from home to pick a fight and lose a ride. He had come expecting to pay his way, so now he would.

The blond girl waved good-bye to them from where she stood washing glasses in a sink. Al ignored her. Robert raised a hand to her; he wished he had paid more attention when she tried to talk to them.

The yellow Porsche warmed around them, the green bubble reformed. Robert closed his eyes and folded his arms and pressed his head against the seat. It was nearly 3 a.m. They were heading south into the darkness. Al Gasconade drove at a brisk, angry clip. Robert did not mind; he would be home soon.

They reached Mozart in less than an hour. They had not said a word since leaving the roadhouse. On the street in front of SportsHeaven, Al Gasconade pulled over. Blue light fell into the car.

“Thanks for the ride, Al.” He did not ask to be driven home.

Al faced him. “I’m just a damn sportswriter,” he said, so vehemently Robert leaned away. “I write about games. Nothing as important as diving after some guy dead two years. Some guy who was long since washed away to nothing. Pardon me if I don’t measure up to your fucking crusade.”

“Hey, Al—I never said—”

“It’s the way you said what you said,” Al cut in. “ ‘Either I’m diving or I’m waiting to dive.’ What a waste of time and ability. So I write sports. So I’m not searching for the holy grail like you think you are. People get enjoyment out of what I do. Can you say the same thing?”

“If I find Ben they will,” Robert said. “And I enjoy it. The water is always cold. On the hottest days of summer the water feels about two degrees away from turning to ice, but I still enjoy it.”

“You said you didn’t have the desire any longer to write sports?” Al said. “As I recall, you never had the desire to do much of anything.”

“That isn’t true,” Robert said, but he felt uneasy at the nearness of a truth.

“Sure, you were a good sportswriter,” Al said. “But there was always an emotional distance to your stuff. They always read at arm’s length. I sensed a coldness. Did you ever notice who got the letters?”

“I got letters.”

“How many? In two years, how many?”

“I don’t know.” Robert shrugged. “A dozen?”

“Bullshit. Two. You showed them both to me, you were so proud of them. I got two a week.”

“An avalanche of mail,” Robert needled. “People just write to you to point out errors in your stories.”

“You were afraid to make anybody mad, show some emotion. Afraid to have an opinion. Afraid to feel for anything you wrote about. People saw the great stylist with nothing behind him. A sheet of frosting and no cake, that was Bobby Cigar.”

“What’s your point?” Robert asked.

“I don’t know. I always had the feeling you weren’t trying.”

Al Gasconade put the car in gear and accelerated away from the curb. Robert had thought the night was over, and perhaps his friendship with Al Gasconade as well, but now they were speeding through the empty streets guided only by the citrus glow of the parking lights.

They came to Olive’s shuttered Good-Ee Freez, then Al made a sharp turn and shot the car across the pale strip of frozen beach, between two trash barrels chained like lost lobster pots to iron posts, and out onto the ice of Oblong Lake.

Robert expected the ice to shiver, groan, and break open beneath them. But it did not, and the tires bit by bit took hold and soon they were flying across the perfect surface.

Al cut the wheel, laughing, to produce long triple-jointed spins that disoriented Robert. The lights along the shore spun into a ring that circled his head. Al pulled them out of the spin just as Robert began to feel sick. They were moving forward again. They seemed to go for miles across the ice. When they were within a hundred yards of an iced pier Al began a long, wide turn like a boat dropping a skier on the shore.

“What are you doing, Al?”

“I wanted to prove to you that you’re wasting your time,” Al Gasconade said. He kept his eyes on Robert for nearly a half minute, the car just skimming over the ice, heading back. “You’re wasting your life,” Al said, “if all you want to do is look for this guy.”

“It’s not yours to say, Al.”

“This is ice we’re driving on! For how long—eight months?—out of your year you can’t pursue the one thing you state you have any desire to do. You were such a great sportswriter! And now you work in a sporting goods store and dive for this dead teacher.”

“Don’t get mad,” Robert said. “It’s not worth it. It’s not your business. It’s something I really want to do. It’s something I try at.”

Al Gasconade slowed the car and then they rolled back off the ice and up onto the snowy beach. Then they were on the street again, heading for home. Robert showed Al the way to Ben’s house.

“Out there,” Al said, “did you see him?”

“Just now? No,” Robert replied. But skating through the dark in the green bubble, he had felt Ben must have known he was nearby, and steadfast.

THE HOUSE WAS full of music on New Year’s Eve, and everyone danced, even Duke. He allowed his mother to whirl him in loose circles over the kitchen tiles. He spun on one foot, his hands on her shoulders. The music, the spins, the champagne in plastic stemmed glasses made him dizzy and, later, sick in the whirling oval of the toilet.

Duke with Ethel, Ethel with Stephen, Robert with Olive, Stephen with Olive, Buzz with Ethel; and when he was full of champagne and a giddy, fizzy bravado Buzzard asked Stephen to dance and they cut a series of lumbering steps over the floor. They were nearly the same height, Buzz’s lean frame boyish next to the softened contours of the older man. Buzz led. Everyone laughed.

Robert with Ethel. She asked him, first filling his glass with pink liquid effervescence as he sat like an Indian on the counter in his ref’s shirt. He had worked all day and skipped dinner and the champagne flew to his head. Olive, when he held her to dance, seemed encased in a cushioning bag of air. He was losing feeling in his fingertips. But Ethel took his hand and he set down his glass and unfurled off the counter as the music came up.

She was a deft enough dancer to keep out of the way of his lurching arrhythmia. She seemed to spin clear of him at the right moments like a clairvoyant running back. She guided him to the table and forced him to eat crackers decorated with flowery peaks of cheese to absorb the champagne. Stephen cut in, leaving Robert free.

Buzz danced with his sister. They looked good together, Ben’s kids. Robert stole away down the hall and looked in on Duke. He lay on his back, arms and legs outstretched as if to float on the sea of champagne and vomit that had carried him to bed. He slept with sucking intakes of air, these released with soft whimpers of discomfort. He would hurt in the morning. He rolled to one side and for a moment, like a doll whose head carried a counterweight for waking and sleeping, his eyes opened. Another hour remained in the year.

One song had ended and another begun by the time Robert returned. Ethel was sitting on Buzz’s lap. Stephen and Olive danced. Stephen was not a good dancer, Robert decided. But he managed to keep Olive occupied, which was more than Robert could manage. He wondered idly if Stephen felt that layer of air that surrounded her.

The music was full of pianos, horns, and strings. It had a nostalgic quality of distant sadness that was of no immediate danger; it could be enjoyed for the sake of regret at the death of a year, but a year forty years gone. Stephen had picked the radio station and nobody complained.

Robert took a new bottle of champagne from the refrigerator. He filled his own glass and everyone else’s. The glasses were the sort that could be disassembled, bowl and stem; they could be washed and stacked back in their plastic sleeve; but Robert doubted that ever happened. They felt so cheap they dictated being thrown away.

Robert took his glass of champagne and left the party again. He went to the living room at the front of the house. Two lights were on there. It was quiet in that room, chilly after the kitchen, which had been steamed with the friction of dance and champagne.

He took a seat on the couch. He balanced his glass on the arm of the couch and for several minutes watched the ascent of pinhead bubbles up through the champagne. They reached the surface and moved horizontally across it a ways, each bubble pushed by the one behind, before popping.

He was chilly suddenly. It was that kind of house, that kind of winter. One below for the day’s high temperature. A frozen pipe in the third-floor bathroom had created problems and expense the day before. Robert helped pay for the plumber; Stephen helped also, making a show of his check, which was pale brown with geese in a V-flight printed on it. The plumber took money all around. He seemed glad to have made their acquaintance; and in leaving, in a strange shuffling of departure at the back door not unlike awkward mingling on a dance floor, he appeared to kiss Ethel’s hand.

Robert found a sweater of Ben’s in the hall closet and put it on. He drank champagne and that warmed him also.

Stephen came to the entrance to the living room. Robert expected the man to see him and turn back. They were always avoiding each other, one moving away at the sight of the other.

But now Stephen took a seat at the far end of the couch from Robert. He set his champagne on the end table and turned on the lamp there. For some time he just sat, saying nothing, then he looked at his watch.

“Thirty minutes to go,” he said.

“I’m always a little sad this time of year,” Robert admitted, made voluble by unease. “A year is going and we’ll never see that year again.”

“A good time for a change, don’t you think?” Stephen asked.

“I never make resolutions.”

“Maybe you should.”

Robert, sensing a fight, stiffened. He found he enjoyed the sensation; the bristling of his neck, the quick pump of heat and champagne, the sudden clarity of dislike for this soft, pale man trying to worm into Ben’s place.

“What should I resolve?” Robert asked.

Stephen sat up straight, turning his body toward Robert. He, likewise, had caught something in Robert’s voice and was rising to it.

“If I were you, I’d resolve to quit being a parasite and quit bothering Ethel and her family,” Stephen said.

“That’s quite a resolution.”

“Furthermore, I’d resolve to sleep in my own bed, treat Olive with a little respect—not like some tramp—and not subject Ethel to the embarrassment of you staying in her daughter’s room every night.”

“Gee, Steve, you sound like you thought all this up ahead of time. Did Ethel put you up to this?”

“I know how Ethel feels,” he said. “She’s too polite to say these things. She’s too polite to kick you out.”

“But you’re not,” Robert said.

“Oh, if only I had that power,” Stephen said, rubbing his hands.

“What about your resolutions?” Robert said. “Lose weight? Grow a personality? Grow a sense of humor?”

Stephen sipped his champagne, staring straight ahead. Robert felt cornered. He did not think he could get to this man; he did not know him well enough.

“I plan to ask Ethel to marry me,” Stephen said. “And when she—”

“No chance.”

“And when she accepts and we marry, I plan to adopt her three children,” he continued. “And believe me, you will be long gone by then.”

“Won’t happen, Steve. Adopt them? You’re a laughingstock to them as it is.”

Stephen remained calm. Robert felt himself start to panic, wondering how to defend against the man. If he was Ethel’s instrument in removing him, Robert had no chance; but Robert could not tell who was behind this scene.

“More than anything, I want you out of here,” Stephen said. “It is my fondest wish for the new year that you remove your leeching self from this house as soon as possible.”

Robert stood. “We’ll see,” he said. “Ethel?” he called.

Stephen said, “Don’t involve her!”

Robert was thrilled by the breaking apart of the man’s calm. It told him so much. He called, “Ethel? Can you come here? O? Buzz?”

They came curiously down the hall, the light at their back turning them into tipsy advancing shadows. Stephen shaded his eyes with both hands, his elbows out like wings.

“Steve and I have been talking,” Robert said.

“A private conversation,” Stephen said from under the canopy of his hands.

“Steverino wants me gone. He wants in.”

In the final minutes of the year they heard Duke cry in his sleep; thinking of Ben? Drunk in a boat on the lake?

Ethel placed herself on the couch between the two men. Buzz and Olive stood close together, their champagne glasses balanced before them.

Robert almost said to Olive: He called you a tramp. But he saw no point in that. He had won easily already. He was a member of the family.

“Are you fighting over me?” Ethel teased.

“Not you,” Robert said. “Here.” He swept his hand to take in the cold room. “My home. Steve wants to get me out of my home so he can marry you and adopt the kids.”

Sometime in those moments, Olive and Buzzard left the room. Ethel, patient, maybe frightened, asked Stephen, “Is that true?”

“We’ve talked about it.”

“You and me? Marriage? Adoption?”

Stephen, shrunken, said, “Not specifics. But we’ve discussed the future.”

“The kids are grown,” Ethel said. “They’re Ben’s kids.”

“Ben was a philanderer,” Stephen blurted. “He was a mediocre teacher, a cheat, and you all treat him like some sort of god.”

“You’ve got your fucking nerve,” Robert said.

Ethel slapped his leg. “Take a hike,” she ordered. “I want to talk to Stephen alone.”

Robert went to the doorway and turned. He flipped his empty, cheap glass in the air and caught it. Stephen looked at him.

“I’m not sorry,” Robert said. “You moved too soon. You asked for it.”

Sometime around midnight, in the warm nest of the kitchen, Robert, Olive, and Buzz heard the front door open and close. Cold air passed among them like an attentive hostess. Ethel came to the kitchen to say good night, then disappeared. Duke cried out again in his sleep. When they looked at the clock the new year was eleven minutes old.




	

 


			

Chapter Twelve

Arabesque



ROBERT REMEMBERED THE first day of the new year for its parades and football games; and for the persistent champagne headache behind the upper curve of his forehead. But the other days of January passed in a deadening cold chunk memorable only for their historic low temperatures.

Ethel drove her cab; she was busy and making good money. Her cab ran dependably, which could not be said for many of the cars in Mozart. Her customers, delivered through winter’s perils to their destinations, were grateful with tips.

Robert worked at SportsHeaven. Not a day of the month passed that he did not punch in at the store and work. He liked the money, the quiet of slack hours, the occasional spurts of busyness, Joe Marsh, the being employed.

Olive, in the suit Robert gave her for Christmas, began to swim each day in the Mozart College pool. She refused to rise early in the morning, it reminded her too much of the regimen of training, but she gladly stayed after her classes were over to swim laps. The pool was forty years old. Mosaics of dark green, blue, and coral tile squares, arranged in the shapes of slender young men and women, running, catching, reposing, were built into the walls of the natatorium. The floor of the pool was an elaborate tiled scene of three wolves, a gang, sitting, waiting, holding their breaths. Olive dove into the cold green water promptly at 4 p.m. and swam without pause for one hour. Then she emerged to wrap herself in a scratchy towel and tilt her head to one side, then the other, to empty the water from her ears.

She felt at first that in her time away from swimming she had grown some hidden anchors that dragged behind her, holding her back. Her breasts, though small, felt enlarged and hung beneath her like two soft keels grabbing at the water, in danger of being nipped by the wolves. She felt uncoordinated and fat.

But with two weeks of consistent work she sensed herself beginning to knife through the water, as in the days when she raced. A simplicity returned to her stroke. Her muscles tightened and obstacles to efficient swimming fell away. She was becoming fast again.

This hour of swimming each day left her ravenous for dinner. She hurried home through the cold; her hair, the tips frozen into spikes outside the knit cap she wore, reminded Robert of the days when they had first met, smelling of chlorine and baby shampoo.

After one swim, she was approached by a man in a maroon sweat suit who asked her to join the M.C. women’s swim team. He had surreptitiously timed her and liked what he had learned. Without hard training, she was already faster than all but two of the girls on the team. When she told him her name he smiled and admitted to knowing it. He knew her swimming; he also had heard about her father, though it was his first year at M.C. His eyes traveled the boundary of her left shoulder, her face, her right shoulder. She admitted to a reluctance to begin serious swimming again. He had no answer for that; he didn’t want her if she had doubts about her willingness to work. She asked if there was any scholarship money in his offer and he said he would look into it. Olive said she would think about it.

She changed in the locker room, bundled in her coat, scarf, and hat, and stepped out into the cold. The moon was crisp in the sky, frost ferns shading the man’s wide-mouthed face. Oblong Lake was a flat sheet of darkness and crossing it would cut her trip home in half. But she could not manage it. The ice, a foot thick, nevertheless would feel too tenuous. She walked the lake road home; toward the end she flagged a ride with a girl she knew from high school, and cherished the two hundred yards the girl took her, her hands cupped like a catcher’s toward the heater’s seductive pitch.

There existed in the family a certain grimly uplifting determination to waiting out the winter. The end was not in sight; the pure evidence of the calendar made looking ahead to spring a foolish thing. Robert thought it was something like hibernation. He felt his soul turned down a notch like a gas flame. Huddled in blankets, reading, playing checkers, dozing, the TV an electric hum, entire evenings would pass without conversation of any consequence passing among them. Getting through the day was reward in itself. They were engaged in a march against winter’s grip.

But in the middle days of February Robert began to look forward to the distant warm days. There was no sign of them anywhere except in the imperceptible diurnal extending of light, but March was next, then fickle April, and by then the ice skin on Oblong Lake would start to break apart.

Robert cherished these facts while ignoring the day’s high (–2˚) and the snow that had hidden the ground since Halloween. He allowed himself to hope and plan.

Consequently, within seventy-two hours he was crazy with hatred for winter, for the old, cold house, for those who shared the house’s meager warm spaces with him, and for the creeping implacability of the season. He had awakened too soon.

He rose from his kitchen chair and folded the comforter he had been wrapped in and carefully set it on the seat. Olive watched him with only the faintest curiosity. Ethel did not look up from her undertaking of counting tips out onto the table, stacking coins and dollar bills and marking them on a ledger sheet. Duke read. Buzz held his arm motionless against his side; he had thrown three pitches in the net cage that day at school, each throw hurting more than the previous one.

Robert dressed in his coat and hat and left the house. That nobody asked where he was bound was not a sign of lack of care. The others had managed to avoid looking forward to the end of winter. When Robert spoke of his plans for spring and the dwindling days until that time, they asked him politely to keep quiet. They did not dare look at him when they asked this; he might take them along if they looked in his eyes. He was paying now for his anticipation, while their souls burned at a cooler, safer pitch.

Robert struck off down the plowed road and when he reached the lake he walked across it toward the M.C. campus. It was a place to go, that was all. He expected only the solace of motion. Winter did provide a certain ease of travel. The pure geometry of a straight line cut in half the time required to get to the other side of Oblong Lake. He made long sliding tracks in the snow that covered the ice. In places where the wind had brushed the snow down he cut blue-black ribbons of ice behind him.

He stepped off the far side onto a beach owned by the college. In his student days he had never once used it. The kids who lazed in the warm sand or ventured out into the cold water always appeared to possess advanced social skills he despaired of ever developing. He was by then a sportswriter, and already the doom of that life was eating into him. He had not yet met Ben, who would turn him loose.

He sidestepped awkwardly up a hill slick with ice and snow. The campus was deserted. The lights in the windows appeared preventive; turned on to make people think someone was home.

Rapist’s Woods looked stripped and embarrassed. Without leaves to darken the air they held, the trees were scrawny and shamefaced. The streetlight erected for safe passage through the wood was not lit. The trash basket next to the bench was turned half over, caught by drifted snow in the midst of falling.

The walk leading to the sciences building had been swept clean with a broom and the broom stuck handle first into a snowdrift by the door. It reminded Robert of a hand raised in greeting.

There were no students in the long hallway. He recalled his own school days in deep winter, when that bearish lethargy took hold of him and most of his friends. Sleep beneath thick covers became cherished and unassailable. Trips to class were like Arctic expeditions. He filled his pockets with pieces of chocolate and red bags of raisins and wrapped himself in garments until only his eyes were showing, then he put on sunglasses. Often when he reached class he learned that the teacher, seized by the same winter ennui, had not bothered to come.

He climbed the stairs to Ben’s old office. He met no one along the way. The office was locked and dark. A student had taped a note to the door: PROF. MASON . . . HAVE BAD STREP THROAT . . . MUST MISS EXAM . . . MAKE-UP POSSIBLE? WILL CALL. O. HEDDIFF. SEC 3-A.

“I’ll bet,” Robert muttered. O. Heddiff was taking a chance leaving a note in the heart of winter where anyone could get at it.

He left a note of his own: ANY CROW TALES? CALL ROBERT. A FRIEND OF BEN’S. 675-5227. PLEASE.

His hope was that the woman would return while he stood outside her office door. He did not want to go home to wait for her to call. But after a half hour, Professor Mason had not appeared. He feared that she too was holed up at home for the winter; teachers and students, disgusted with their lots, passing bogus notes back and forth to each other, neither knowing the other had also gone into hiding.

Robert went down the stairs and back outside. Across the wide white sweep of the campus not a single person moved. Wind picked up snow and threw it against vertical surfaces with the solid pattering of sand.

He headed for home. The wind was at his back and he progressed easily across the campus to the lake. His exertion kept him warm and he found he liked it out there on the ice. The wind had blown his tracks from the first crossing faint; they were straight as smoke rising on a calm day, testament to his determination to be in out of the cold.

Feeling fine, warm, he altered his course slightly, heading for the Cow and the Calf. The Calf, that low flat plate of stone, was covered with snow. Only a rise in the plane of the lake, and memory, told him of its presence.

The Cow had high sheer sides glazed with thin ice. It felt grainy to Robert’s touch. He had never been on the Cow; very few people had. The Calf’s smooth accessibility, the way it lay like a griddle for the summer sunbathers, made the difficult climb onto the Cow unnecessary. It was a graceless hump of stone thirty feet higher than the water level. Scratchy pines grew like wild hairs in the creases of the rock.

Robert walked all around the island looking for a way up. Already the cold was worming back into him. He allowed himself one orbit of the hunched rock and found on the side away from Ben’s house (which comforted him with its green book shape) a narrow foothold that led up to another narrower foothold. From there he grabbed a pine branch and pulled himself up the icy face, and onto the Cow.

And once up, he wondered why he had bothered. He had thought he might find some clue to Ben, or Ben himself. But there was nothing; not even the litter of picnickers. The thin pines hastened the impression of darkness. They turned the wind into sad music. The surface of the Cow was not level at any one place, and with its icy casing made him feel he could slide off at any moment.

He looked for the way down, shivering. He could not find the small steps in the rock he had taken up. Reaching blindly with his foot for a purchase, he started to slip. No pines came forward to be clutched. The rock scraped ferociously along the inside of his lead leg. Then he went over the side. In summer he would have torn his body badly, scraping it, plunging into the cold water and cracking his bones on the rocks just below the surface.

But in winter the fall was short and the ice held. He hit with a jolt that cut his tongue; Ben might have heard the thud. Some muscle in that warm, lightless meeting place of legs, buttocks, and testicles was stretched or torn and it hurt to walk. It would ache in the morning and exhibit a bruise that Olive, but not Robert, could see.

When he reached home limping he was told a Professor Mason had called for him while he was out.

SHE WAS WAITING for him in a booth of the restaurant the following day. The gray sweater she wore had a collar tugged so slack with use that it hung almost like a bib, specks of white ash caught in it. She was smoking and drinking coffee and appeared utterly comfortable with herself, her clothes, her surroundings. She smiled when she saw Robert, half rose to shake his hand, then hooked ash blond hair behind her ears.

“I’m glad you left that note,” she said at once.

He smiled and lowered himself gingerly into the booth. He had limped down the restaurant aisle, full of an odd anxiety, a sense he was on display; thinking everyone knew his reason for being there, everyone knew this woman, everyone knew Ben and the crow tales, everyone knew everything.

“I pulled a muscle yesterday,” Robert explained, when the woman remarked with her eyes on his careful motion.

“Too bad.”

Her eyes matched her sweater; the same gray, and somehow pulled out of shape.

She jabbed out a cigarette and lit another.

“You’d be surprised how many kids just drop around,” she said. “Some claim to not know he’s dead. Others just stand in the doorway and look around. Take in the essence. It’s sad. They make me miss him again.”

Robert glanced out the window. The temperature that day at noon was exactly 0˚.

“I was told a while ago that he was a mediocre teacher,” Robert said. “Also that he was a cheat. And—” He forced his voice to be still, let the last charge die. “If so, why do students come to see him now?”

“He was a charming man,” the woman said. “That is a poor assessment, but it’s the best I can do.”

“Was he a bad teacher?”

“Not bad. There were better teachers, teachers who got the material across more effectively. But do students visit their offices like they’re shrines? I doubt it sincerely.”

She exhaled smoke. Robert became lost in it, coughed. She said, “I get to work in the morning sometimes and find the lock picked. I’ve had it changed three times.”

“Are things missing?”

“His things,” she said. “They are respectful, though, these thieves. They don’t empty the shrine. They just take one or two things, maybe a grade book or an old petri dish or a water glass. They’re understanding.”

“Maybe it’s one person cleaning you out a little at a time.”

She considered this. “I don’t think so. I think it’s different people, each wanting a piece of him. He might have been the first teacher in sixteen years of school who ever meant anything to them. Doesn’t speak well for the rest of us, does it? Nobody steals anything of mine.”

“You aren’t missing,” Robert said. “People know where they can get hold of you. Death is an exalted state to kids that age; they think Ben has the answers to the big questions. Maybe they will be able to divine part of the answer in his grade book, or a water glass.”

She gave him a quizzical look. “And you’re living in his house? Think how you’d be envied if these other Professor Ladysmith worshipers knew. Raising his kids, are you? Sleeping with his widow?”

“No. I help out. The house requires a lot of work. They allow me to stay.” And because he did not like the directness of her words about Ethel, he added, “And I sleep with his daughter.”

“What do you do otherwise?”

“I work at SportsHeaven. I have to go there soon.” He lifted his sweater to show her his zebra shirt. “We have to wear these,” he said. “I was hired for the Christmas season, then asked to stay on. The only one they asked to stay, by the way.”

“Ben would be proud,” she said. “He respected people who worked, people who did a good job.”

Robert looked away. She kept returning to Ben, just when he thought they had broken clear.

“You have a pretty name,” he said.

“Thank you. Ara is short for Arabesque. My mother wanted me to be a ballerina. For seven excruciating years I was put through ballet lessons that my mother wished she could take.” She held out the hand that held her cigarette, then pulled her sleeve up past her elbow. Her hands were appealing; large, stained with nicotine and red-ink slashes, and the skin giving a wide-pored impression of thickness, as if it would be difficult to puncture. Her long forearm had an overlay of muscle; her wrist was thick and braided with veins.

“Big, right?” she said. “I am a big-boned woman head to toe. Gravity has a real hold on girls like me. All those pretty jumps . . . like the cow going over the moon. To this day Mother calls me Arabesque. Never Ara. As though I might go up on point at any moment.”

Robert’s father came into the restaurant then and winked at Robert while he picked through the coins in his hand to buy a gum and a newspaper. His T-shirt was bright yellow, with a bumblebee stencil on the front.

“There’s my father,” Robert said; he didn’t know why.

Ara swiveled in the booth to look behind her. His father saw her as she waved. Dave came toward them.

“He looks like you,” she said, facing Robert again. “You both have that shy, wise-ass demeanor.”

“Long time no see,” Dave said. He shook Ara’s hand. “My name’s Dave Cigar.”

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Ara Mason.”

His father reached across the table to grab Robert’s hand, swirling Ara’s ashes as he did so. “I’m Dave Cigar,” he repeated. “A local merchant.”

“Nice shirt, Dave.”

“It’s my way of fighting winter. Bees. Flowers. Pollination. Warm images. Anything. I’ve had winter up to here.” He gave himself a pat on the head.

“Another two months at least, Dave,” Robert said. “Best to just let time slide. Relax. Smooth the edges.” Robert said all this without believing it. The novelty of this woman was all that kept winter from beating him down utterly.

Dave said, “My son the buddha.”

“How’s business?”

“Business has been better. I told you—nobody thinks T-shirts when it’s twenty below. What do you do for a living, young lady?”

“I’m a professor at M.C.”

“And what do you profess?”

She grinned. “I profess to know biology.”

“Where do animals go in the winter?”

“Some hibernate. Some migrate. Some die.”

“And some fools stay in town,” his father said.

“Would you like to sit down?” Ara asked, taking pity on the forlorn air he put out.

“No, thank you,” he said. “I’ve got to get back. Someone might want a T-shirt to remind them of summer. Or a baseball team might want to get a jump on the season by buying their uniforms in zero-degree weather.” He furrowed his brow, then grinned. “Might be a sale idea in there somewhere. A pre–freezing mark sale. A going over thirty-two degrees sale. Pleased to meet you.” To Robert he said, “You, too.”

Dave walked away from them. On the back of his yellow shirt was a stencil of a bee’s behind, with a stinger tipped in the shape of a heart.

“I like him,” she said. “Your last name is really Cigar?”

“Yes.”

“I like him.”

“I can’t take him seriously,” Robert said, irked at his father’s self-deprecating charm, the same running attitude that snared his mother; a shy wise-ass.

Ara laughed at his observation; she seemed to sense it would annoy him. She flashed stained teeth when she threw back her head, exposing a long cave of throat.

“My mother owns the site where the store’s located,” he said. “One after another my father’s moved various going concerns in and out of there. Wind chimes. Candles. Stationery. You name it. Now T-shirts. It’s been T-shirts for nearly six months, which makes it an unqualified success. But business has been slow forever. T-shirts could go at any time. And if my mother didn’t own the store, Dave would’ve been gone long ago.”

“Mozart needs people like your mother and father,” Ara said.

“Why?”

“Business is the heart,” she said with a serious nod, as though she meant it. “Commerce is the hub around which everything revolves. Why is any town built in a particular spot? Because that’s where the money settled.”

“Oblong Lake,” Robert countered. “No lake, no Mozart. No Mozart, no college. No college, no Professor Mason.”

“But the town and the college and you and I are on Oblong Lake because there is money to be made,” she said. “And men like your father keep it running.”

“My mother,” Robert said, “deserves nine-tenths of the credit.” He was uncomfortable in the presence of praise of his father. Men and women meeting Robert for the first time were forever telling him about his father, with his wisecracks and his hangdog charm. And all Robert could think of were the lines of merchandise going in and out of the store, the front rooms and the basement of their house crammed with the next line, only waiting for the latest failed goods to be cleared out and the shelves dusted. And in the midst of that chaotic failure was Evelyn with her unblinking love and support for her husband. She worked twice as hard as Dave, and when Robert complained she told him that was how they operated best; Dave was the salesman, the idea man. “And I’m the mule,” his mother said, beaming.

“My parents’ T-shirts are a very minor spoke in Mozart’s wheel of commerce,” he told Ara.

She leaned toward him, hooking her hair behind her ears to keep it from falling into her coffee. She was about to say something—about his father, he was sure—but he quickly slid halfway out of the booth. He knew he was being rude; her gray eyes were startled at his sudden motions of departure.

“I have to go to work,” he said.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t visit longer.”

He pulled some bills from his wallet to cover the check, which was pale green and made transparent in spots with grease. Their waitress’s name was Winnie; she had dotted her i’s with circles and in these circles drawn simple smiling faces.

“Me, too,” he said.

“Can I walk you to work?”

The question made him smile. Its phrasing, the clarity of it, made it touching. He was confused by the need it conveyed, however. For some reason she wanted to be with him.

He said, “If you want. That would be nice.”

Ara pulled on a cap knitted from an explosion of colored yarns. Its tasseled end hung halfway down her back. Her mittens were a matching riot of color.

Outside, she explained, “My ex bought me these.” Her eyes were watery from the punch of the cold. Robert said nothing, just walked on. He could already feel the cold seeping up through his boots. At the corner where they turned left onto the block of SportsHeaven a digital time/temperature clock reported it was –2˚. Down two degrees. Just past noon and the cold was marching toward darkness with its starry frost of deep space.

“I’m late,” he said to Ara, to excuse his breaking into a limping half trot. She kept up almost gratefully. They reached the store and stepped into the space between the outer and inner doors.

“I don’t envy you the run back to your car,” Robert said.

She grimaced and laughed. Her nose was red and her eyes gray; his mother’s old school colors, he recalled absently. He wanted to get inside and start work.

“You busy later?” she asked, looking directly at him.

“I work until almost midnight,” he said. Joe Marsh kept giving him responsibilities and grudging quarter and half-dollar an hour pay raises that he said came straight from Herm Branch.

The woman handed him a violet business card; she had been holding it a long time, he realized; there was a damp indentation at one edge curved to the arc of her thumb. On the card was printed her name, address, and phone number.

“This is where I live,” she said. She understood the thin ice she had allowed herself to venture out upon, and required he make at least part of the trip with her.

“Midnight’s not too late?”

“No. We’ll exchange crow tales. One of Ben’s.” She had learned that in Ben lay a certain golden charm with which to obtain things of value, whether companionship or peace or a favor. She used it with Robert and he said he would be there, as she had known he would.

THE DAY’S WORK unwound in slow progression. Joe Marsh removed his bandoleer and hung it on a peg when Robert arrived, then went home for lunch.

The cold kept customers away and for the next two hours Robert was practically alone in the store but for the girl up front at the cash register. He walked in the aisles straightening stock, certain items needing nothing more than a firm, loving touch to settle perfectly in their places. He was not bored; he felt afloat in the huge blue cavern of balls and pressurized air.

He heard the tiny electric pop over the speaker that preceded an announcement. Perhaps a customer had entered the store; perhaps the girl was calling out to ask if she had been abandoned.

But she announced, “Foul-weather gear on one! Foul-weather gear on one!”

Herm Branch appeared at Robert’s side. They said hello and shook hands. Robert felt bad for Joe; out to lunch again when the owner arrived.

“Hello, Mr. Sports Scribe,” Herm said heartily, smiling, a display of large teeth.

“Joe here?” he asked, removing his Russian hat.

“He’s at lunch. You always come when he’s at lunch.”

“Joe always comes when he’s at lunch,” Herm said, and laughed with himself. “He tell you yet?”

“Tell me what?”

“Your promotion. You’re assistant manager. Straight salary now.”

Herm did not name a figure, though Robert waited. The owner said nothing, waiting himself, and finally Robert said, “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Joe lobbied very hard for you. He said you were a good worker, he trusted you, you don’t steal me blind. Somebody like that should be encouraged.”

“Not bad for seasonal help,” Robert said.

“I’ll say!” Herm exclaimed. “This is unheard of in the annals of SportsHeaven. Don’t tell Joe I told you. Pretend you’re surprised.”

“All right.”

Herm sat at the desk and picked through the papers that covered it in disorganized drifts. From time to time he sighed and shook his head. Under one stack he found a plastic hamburger shell, and inside it ants grown plump on dripped grease. He groaned and stood, putting his hat back on.

“Aren’t you curious?” he asked.

“About what?”

“Your salary. A man becomes a big-shot sporting goods executive, the first thing he’d want to know is how much he’s going to get paid.”

“I figured Joe would tell me.”

“Joe doesn’t do payroll,” Herm Branch said. “Joe doesn’t do much of anything except fuck Mrs. Marsh. He’ll quote you a figure when he tells you later—don’t forget to act surprised—and that is what Joe has been told you are getting paid. But in your mind add another $30 a week to that figure, and that’s what I’m really paying you. It’s almost exactly what Joe makes. He never sees your check, he won’t know.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“An investment?” he said, shrugging. “You’re a good worker. If things don’t work out with Joe, I want to cover my bets a little. I’ve told him to teach you to do the books, ordering, inventory. The works. After that, I’ll teach you the right way. None of this goes beyond you and me. Off the record, Mr. Sports Scribe.” He smiled broadly, but then it slipped away as he flicked out his hand and swatted Joe’s bandoleer.

“And if you’re in charge one day you won’t wear something stupid like this, will you?” Herm said. “And you won’t need to have a code for the PA to warn you I’m in the store, will you?”

Robert did not at first tell Joe Marsh of Herm’s visit. Joe was cocky and full of himself when he returned from lunch. No detail of his wife and their sex life evidently was too intimate not to be shared with Robert. For much of the afternoon Joe recounted the protracted and exceedingly lubricated events that had taken place while he was at lunch. Robert tried to get away, to make work for himself in the distant corners of the store, but Joe found him every time, his lewd monologue spilling forth in boastful profusion.

Finally, Robert said, “Herm was here while you were at lunch.”

Joe Marsh’s eyes lost their heated light and he picked a cigarette from his bandoleer and lit it. “Shit,” he muttered. “He wasn’t supposed to be here today. What’d he say?”

“That he was in the neighborhood. That he was sorry he missed you.”

“He times it so he’ll miss me. Aren’t I entitled to a lunch break?”

“Sure you are.”

“He tell you about your promotion?” Joe asked sullenly.

“Promotion?”

“You’re assistant manager. Herm made the decision himself. He wants me to teach you the finer points. But to go from seasonal help to assistant manager in just three months is unheard of in the annals of SportsHeaven.”

Then Joe Marsh quoted a salary and in his mind Robert added $30 and the total was more than he had ever been paid to do anything in his life, even to be a sports scribe.

SALT CRUNCHED LIKE nuts under his feet on the walk leading to Ara’s house. It was –11˚.

Her house was a single story with dark shutters and painted white brick, and being white seemed freshly carved from the snow that surrounded it. The shrubs in front were shaped like urns and their caps of snow reminded Robert of overflowing ashes.

She opened the door before he knocked. She wore a thick cream wool sweater coat belted at the waist, a turtleneck shirt, navy blue corduroy pants, socks, and slippers. The house smelled of smoke. It gave the impression of striving for tidiness; she might not have aspired to that state until guests were expected, and then she had too much ground to make up. A pile of newspapers in a stand by the fireplace leaked dust like radiation. The living room was packed with books on shelves to the ceiling, in stacks against the walls, on the mantel above the fireplace, and all these books seemed to be turning fractionally to dust at the edges. The air was dry. Heat clicked in the walls. When he turned to shut the door a blue kernel of static electricity jumped between his fingers and the doorknob, scaring him, angering him with the pain.

Then Ara took his hand and another blue charge from her fingertips jolted him. He cried out, “Hey! Am I under attack?”

“I’m sorry. The place is so dry. I sometimes think I will explode in here some day.” She directed him to the sofa placed before the fireplace. “Have a seat. Can I get you an Irish coffee?” Then she left before he could answer.

She had been grading papers. An empty coffee mug and a full ashtray were balanced precariously on the arm of the sofa, which was a deep burgundy, the fabric worn in spots and stained darker in others. Wing chairs were set to either side of the sofa, but they were occupied with towers of books and papers.

She returned with an Irish coffee for each of them. Whipped cream revolved slowly atop the liquid like the very peak of a developing thunderhead.

Ara pulled back the fireplace screen and threw a log on the fire. She idly stepped on sparks that survived the flight through the air to the floor. The logs she used were made of newspaper soaked in combustible paste and rolled tight in a machine. When they burned, the printed words rose white on black for an instant, a last bid to be read before the fire consumed them.

She positioned the fire screen again and wiped her hands. She lit a cigarette. Robert sneezed and the air at the corners of the room seemed to shift and resettle. Her house had a slovenliness he had associated with single men; he found this rather endearing, and knew it would become annoying.

“How was work?” she asked. She had swept her papers into a pile and dropped it on the floor at her feet, then curled onto the sofa, legs tucked in, facing Robert.

“I got a promotion today,” he said.

“Congratulations. To what?”

“Assistant manager.”

“I’m good luck,” she proclaimed. “My merest touch conveys it.”

“Think so?” he asked, uncomfortable with the certainty she gave her statement. If she was good luck, why was Ben dead?

She listened as Robert told her of Herm’s visit.

“It seems sneaky,” she said.

“I thought so, too. He’s unhappy with Joe, but I think he feels responsible for him. He’s brought him along this far. Joe was sort of a hero to Herm once, and now he has to face the fact his hero is not very good at his job.”

“He’s not a good businessman if he works that way,” she said.

“I’m no judge of that.”

“Stick with me,” she said in that same assured manner, “and you’ll be manager.”

“I’m not sure I want to be.”

“You don’t want to be boss?”

“No,” he said. “I only took the job to avoid being kicked out of the house. I got a job in order to appear that I would be leaving sometime in the future. And by working—and donating to the family fund—I have put an end to overt calls for my departure.”

“Calls from who? Ethel?” Ara asked.

Robert was startled to hear the name. He said, “Sure, you probably know Eth.”

“Ben talked about her. We spoke a couple times on the phone. We never actually met.”

“Yes, Ethel is the one who wants me out,” Robert said. “She long ago came to the conclusion that Ben made a mistake in inviting me to live there in the first place. Ben has been gone more than two years now. She honored his wishes—his memory—that long, but now that’s over, I think. If I hadn’t landed this job I’d be out in the street.”

He had finished his drink and she took the cup, letting it swing by the hook of her finger. It wound down like a clock, until it stopped and she tapped an ash into it.

“You came for a crow tale, didn’t you?”

“That would be nice.”

“That is all that lured you here tonight?”

He studied her. A pale, curious smile turned her mouth up at the ends. Her gray eyes rested carefully on him; in the eye toward the fire a papery light danced.

“A crow tale is why I came tonight,” he said. “Homage to Ben.”

“If you miss him you can talk to me.”

“I’ll remember that.” She had made him wary, and he felt the need to inspect carefully for echoes and ramifications everything they said.

“Did he ever talk about me?” she asked.

“Yes,” Robert said, but uncertain exactly when. “He knew he was a bother to you. He talked about so many things.”

“Did you ever really listen to his voice?” Ara asked. “He could seduce crows with his voice.”

“You know, I sometimes barely remember what his voice sounded like,” Robert said. “I only remember segments of what he said. I never—”

“See?” she challenged. “You’re letting him get away.”

“I can’t help it,” Robert said, alarmed. “It’s just memory.”

“But if you let him get away, and I do, and his family does—pretty soon, Ben is gone.”

Robert said, careful of a deepening to the gray in her eyes, like a cloth staining from behind, “Ben is gone.”

“Not if we’re careful.” She spun his cup on her finger, and those few drops he had not drunk and her ash fell in her lap when the centrifugal force set them free.

He was looking for a way out then, a way home. The crow tale had even lost its hold on him. Ara, living alone, seemed to be caught still in a deeper phase of mourning Ben. She worked every day in his old office, surrounded by him, his icons, then returned at night to an empty house. And she made a point of keeping Ben fresh in her mind; he was the only company she could count on.

“There is nothing wrong with forgetting things about Ben,” Robert said gently.

“Maybe you’d rather I didn’t tell you a crow tale tonight,” she said, threatening him, but with a pain of exclusion in her voice. She would miss the tale as much as Robert.

He covered his eyes. “I don’t know, Ara. I don’t know what to say to you. You’re the first person I’ve met since Ben where I didn’t know everything I needed to know about them.”

Ara laughed softly. “Don’t say another word. Once upon a time there was a crow. And he—”

“Don’t make fun of it, Ara.”

“You’re right. I won’t. Ben told every crow story as if he was relating verifiable scientific data.”

“It was always the truth,” Robert said. He heard Ben’s voice.

Ara hooked her hair behind her ears. Something had come to rest within her. The fire burned like a man slowly reading.




	

 


			

Chapter Thirteen

Wounded Wing



A CROW, ARA said, was shot through the wing in flight and began to fall to the ground. The crow was able to control his fall only to a slight degree, and this sense of helplessness in the air frightened him more than the pain in his wing or the flash of light from the ground that barely preceded the bullet.

As the crow tumbled out of the sky he searched for the best place to land. A thicket in the distance promised good cover and possibly food, for the crow understood by the uselessness of his wounded wing that he would be grounded for quite some time. The crow also saw ahead a marsh he would be careful to avoid. And nearby was a large expanse of green grass upon which the crow would stick out like blood on snow. That must be avoided at all costs, for crows in perfect health had few friends, and a wounded crow caught in the open was almost certain to die at the feet of an enemy.

The crow, half falling, half flying, tried to make it to the thicket. But the air was full of sharp currents and a wind blew him far off course until the thicket rolled out of sight over the horizon behind him.

The wind pushed him toward the ground like a flat, slapping hand. The crow had no control over his flight as he neared the earth, and though he squawked in fear and beat his good wing, the action only tipped him on his side and the landing was brutally painful, scraping the bird’s head, tearing black feathers loose.

The crow had landed in a deep square pit of cold stone. It was the worst place the crow could have possibly imagined. The walls were much too high and sheer for the crow’s good wing to carry him out, though he tried to fly clear until the effort and pain exhausted him. It was nearly dark. He allowed himself a short nap.

When the crow awoke the moon was in the center of the night sky. He had nearly forgotten where he was and how he had come there. But the pain of movement in his wounded wing brought the awful details of the past hours clearly to him. The crow understood that he was trapped. He would have to manage until his wing healed or some other means of escape presented itself.

Sleep and a long flight (he had been halfway home when he was shot) had left the crow with a huge appetite. He began to search the stone pit for food. There were shadows everywhere, cast by the moon, and the crow had to look hard into them for long periods of time to gauge their harmlessness. This made the search for food a long and tedious process. An hour was spent just searching along the base of one wall of the pit. The crow found a small mound of straw along this wall and he took the feathers that had fallen from him and buried them deep inside, where hawks would not see them from the air, and owls would not smell them in their night passings.

Living in the straw were numerous tiny red mites and the crow devoured them almost without thought. Their taste was bitter. In minutes a burning grew in his chest. In the cracks of the wall he found a half dozen small land snails. He speared three with his beak, the cracking of their shells echoing off the walls. He left three for later. Their taste was almost earthen; they were the color of dirt.

In another corner of the pit was a patch of water no more than a centimeter deep. The crow saw the moon in it. The water tasted faintly dusty, but cool and delicious, and he drank deeply to put out the heartburn of the red mites.

He began to work along the next wall. He ate a daddy longlegs spider, and a cricket that survived all the way to the crow’s stomach; he heard it in there chirping. But all this insect food did not ease his hunger. It only depressed him, calling attention to his troubles. His bad wing ached terribly. Spots of dried blood on the back of the wing shone in the moonlight. He came upon more straw along the third wall. It was crawling with red mites, but the crow ignored them. He hopped up onto a stack of wood and by poking with his beak into the cracks between the lengths of wood he found and ate more spiders and a cockroach.

At the far end of the stack of wood the crow found a paper bag. He tore through the paper in seconds. Delicious smells roared out of the tear in the bag to strike the crow nearly senseless. Inside the bag were more bags of clear greasy material and the crow had a little more trouble with them, but one at a time he tore them open.

In the first bag were cookies shaped like boats and covered with powdered sugar. The sweet taste made the crow’s eyes water. He broke one cookie into bits with sharp blows of his beak, then ate the sugary crumbs. He finished half a cookie, with four entire cookies to go, when he made a decision that would increase his chances for survival. He would save the cookies, indeed he would save everything in the bag, so he would have something for later.

In another clear bag was a sandwich of dry white bread and two thin pieces of spicy meat. The crow ate a shred of the meat, loved it, but forced himself to save the rest. In a third bag were potato chips. Their salt was delicious to the crow but made him so thirsty he had to hop back to the shallow mirror of water for a drink.

The fact this was the only water in the pit was not lost on the crow. He could die of thirst if he was not careful. All the food in the world meant nothing. If it did not rain he would be in trouble; if it rained too much he would be in trouble.

These thoughts depressed him afresh. They seemed to squeeze his wounded wing like cruel fingers. He hated relying on forces outside himself.

The final item in the bag was an orange. Its skin was bleached yellow in the moonlight. The orange had a weight and health to it the crow found reassuring. He was tempted to tap its skin with his beak point and let the juice run into him and extinguish the mite fire in his breast. But he was not at a point desperate enough to require that moisture. The orange was the only thing he had that held that liquid. It was his sole treasure.

The crow pushed the ripped bags and their contents into the corner formed by the wall and the stack of wood. He made a check of the fourth wall of the pit and found nothing except a haphazard pile of spikes. In amongst this inhospitable jumble was a lone red mite, perhaps having mistaken the bed of nails for a pile of straw.

A great deal of time had passed by then. The moon had shrunk and paled and rolled out of the center of the sky. Stars, once icy and firm, were melting away. Soon birds would begin to call. The day would begin and the crow would have to confront a fresh danger.

In the daylight he would be an easy target in that deep pit open to the air. If he wasn’t discovered by an enemy—a hawk or prowling cat—that day or the day after, it was only a matter of time before his position and condition were known.

The fact of his wounded wing would sweep over the countryside. Crows might come to help him, but they would not outnumber the predators, or those with just the simple desire to see a crow come to a bad end.

Therefore, in the last hour of darkness, the crow searched for a place to hide. He made a quick inspection of the piles of straw, but they barely hid the red mites. Hiding all day among feverish insects did not appeal to the crow. And he would be required to remain motionless, lest the straw covering him be jostled loose, and thus ineffective.

He returned to the pile of wood. The top boards had pivoted slightly on the boards beneath, touching the wall while the bottom boards did not; a long, narrow cavern, damp and smelling of spiders and pine sap, had been formed. The crow lowered his head to look into the cavern mouth. There was not much to see, nor much room. The crow would have to back in, there being no room to turn around once he was inside.

He busied himself for some minutes positioning the bag of food so it provided some slight cover over the mouth opening. As he worked he was conscious of his wounded wing. He had not tried to fold it since landing, and he did not think he could back into the small cave without doing so. There was not room for the wing in its present state, open and dragging along beside him, leaving faint swipes of blood on the floor when he moved.

It was quite light out by then. The stars were gone entirely and the moon was only a transparent slice. Birds of every kind sent up a racket of morning greetings and boasts. Occasionally the crow saw a bird fly overhead. These dark bullet streaks made him very nervous. One bird might see him and the word would pass in an instant, from finch to sparrow to starling to hawk. Thus would his time run out.

At the cavern mouth he shut his eyes and tried to fold his wounded wing. A pain large as the sky hit him. He felt a grating of something vital deep in the wing. The effortless track his wing had worked upon had been violently skewed. Nothing in the wing seemed to fit together any longer. He spread and folded his good wing. He did it again and again to study the machinery of muscle, bone, and feather that he had not given two thoughts to in his lifetime. He hoped to find a clue to the bad wing in the good. But there was nothing to be learned. He had been shot and that was all he needed to know.

The crow stood still a moment. The pain made him dizzy. When he was able, he hopped across the floor to the spot of moisture and drank a little.

Twin beams of light swept over the mouth of the pit. They were almost faint in the growing daylight; the crow thought he might have imagined them. Then he heard the crunching of stone, the sound of an engine, the engine being switched off. Doors opened and closed.

The crow heard a man speak.

The crow rushed back across the pit floor to the cavern opening.

ARA SHIFTED, STOOD, and set another paper log on the fire. She lit a cigarette. Robert, who had been listening with eyes closed, looked over at her. She produced faint poppings of bone, stretching her arms high over her head, and pushing first one hip and then the other out to the side.

“Have you heard this one?” she asked.

“No,” Robert said. This was a lie. He had heard the tale from Ben almost three years before. He remembered the room and the night and the casual enthralling charm of Ben’s voice as he told it. Robert knew how the story progressed and ended; but he lied to encourage Ara, who told the story well.

THE CROW WAS as close to panic as a crow was liable to come. The sound of men, of engines, filled the bird with a helpless dread. Predators the crow could fight against; the crow did not actually fear the hawk or cat or owl until that moment in the battle when the crow’s death was inevitable, the event of the next moment, and then the fear was of death.

But the crow feared man. Man could reach beyond the limits placed upon him to do harm to the crow. The bullet that had wounded him was a perfect example. A sky black with hawks circling over the stone pit was infinitely preferable to one man looking without any particular curiosity down from the pit’s rim.

With a flat, obstinate determination to survive, the crow folded his wing as close to his body as he could, and his fear of the men took a little of the bright detail off the pain he felt. Gravel shifted underfoot above. Men were talking in low voices, sort of sleepy and removed. The crow heard a scratch, a moment later a smoking black nub of burned match fell into the pit. The crow shuddered. He turned his tail feathers to the cavern opening and backed in. His bad wing snagged on one of the boards, closing the crow’s eyes against the pain, but then the wing came free and the way was clear. The crow backed as deeply as possible into the cavern, until he felt his tail feathers push into the V formed by the meeting of the cold pit wall and the stacked boards.

The crow could not be seen from above. Only if someone made a point of getting down and looking into that opening could he be seen. If the crow had only hawks and owls to worry about he would have been utterly safe.

The crow was tempted to sleep through the day and wipe from his memory everything he knew about his past, his present, and his future. He would awaken a blank. But then he would try to use his wounded wing—if only the past would be erased along with his memory of it.

From his hiding place he heard more men arrive; more wheels on stone, more engines. The light at the opening of the cavern intensified. The voices were excited, happy to be there. They went through a period of sociability and discussion when laughter was common.

However, this gave way to long periods without conversation that worried the crow greatly. When the men talked he could imagine where they were—if they were close or distant—and he could judge their moods. But in their silence they could be anywhere.

The men created high whining machine sounds of progressing octaves, and sharp, rapid hammering of iron on iron. Now and then something fell atop the pile of lumber with a boom! that stopped the crow’s small heart.

Late in the morning he heard a man walking on the floor of the pit. He had never been so close to them. But though they removed boards from the pile and created a racket of machinery and iron, they did not discover him.

Sometime later the crow heard one voice call above the noise and bit by bit the commotion ceased. Men remained in the pit, talking again in that happy tone of the early morning, but a comparative silence settled.

Food smells reached the crow. He was ravenously hungry, having had nothing to eat since the few insects and crumbs of sugar cookie hours before. The torn bag of food remained at the mouth of the cavern but he did not dare try to reach it. He would wait until dark, when he knew from experience that men went into hiding.

He was assailed by aromas of meat, fruit, sweets, coffee, and apples. They swirled down and became trapped with him in the tiny cave of wood. They made his wing hurt more; they put a fresh point on his despair.

In time the scents dissipated and the good-natured talk of the men ceased. The noises commenced and continued throughout the afternoon. An hour after the meal break the crow was brightened to see the sunlight at the mouth of the cavern blacked out. It vanished as if swallowed by an instant night. The crow had been through eclipses (the spirit of the Smarter Crow passing across the sun) and so waited for the darkness to leave, the light to return.

But it did not.

The afternoon passed and the sounds made by the men gradually stopped. The crow heard the engines start and the wheels chew into the gravel as the men went away. And still the light did not return. The crow thought bitterly that that would be just like men: to work all day to create a false darkness.

He waited in the cavern for quite a long time after he was certain the men were gone. Their smell remained—smells of food, smoke, effort, gasoline—and the echoes of their machines rang in his brain. He would wait.

But little by little he began to feel better. The most dangerous part of the day was over and he was alive and undiscovered. Loss of light was almost worth that.

He passed a point when he knew it was safe to emerge. He hesitated only because he was afraid of the pain that awaited him when he moved the wounded wing. He had been on the ground for a longer period of time than ever before in his life. Flight seemed somehow remote, the talent of some other bird. He might have forgotten how to fly.

The crow came out of the cavern as carefully as he had entered. The floor of the pit where he had lain all day was darkly spotted with blood from the wing. Clear of the boards, he stood carefully. A bit of light caught on the feathers, giving them an oily, iridescent luster. His beauty reassured him. The breadth and strength of his good wing gave him brief hope that one wing could carry him out of the stone pit.

But he was not so convinced of that that he tried.

He looked above him. The men had put a roof over the pit, a roof of flat sheets of wood laid across narrow boards running from one side of the pit to the opposite side. An opening the size of a door had been left in this roof, and through this doorway the crow could see the evening sky.

The floor of the pit was also different. The piles of straw had been moved, and there were new scraps of wood, a pair of rusted buckets containing nothing, bits of paper, burned matches, cigarette butts, gum wrappers of balled silver.

The patch of water was gone, melted in the daylight. Among all the things left behind by the men there was nothing resembling food. The crow returned to the torn bag at the mouth of the cavern and found it had been nearly emptied. The orange was gone, compounding his thirst. The dried sandwich, the cookies, and the potato chips were all gone. All that remained were bits of sugar and flakes of plastic bag.

The crow pecked up the grains of sugar. But even these he was tempted to ration. They only made him thirstier, and they represented the sum of what he had to eat, aside from spiders, red mites, and snails.

In this sad state, he opened his wounded wing. The pain was surprising. He had expected something riveting, a pain that would blind him, but this pain was quite manageable. It seemed to him a stronger kin of the deep ache he had felt long ago when a boy had surprised him and struck him in the breast with a thrown rock.

He gingerly extended the wing out from his body. He awaited the pain that would signal the limits of what he could do. He listened for the grating of fiber and bone as it ran out of its intended track.

None of this happened. He was able to open the wing wide. It did not look correct, however. He had lost several feathers; he remembered them drifting away above him as he started his fall from the sky. The engineering of the wing looked askew. But he thought it might be well enough to fly him out of the pit. Once out, he would worry about the dangers of being on the ground in the open. He only wanted out.

The crow placed himself directly beneath the doorway in the roof. Efficient at flight, he hoped to rise the eight feet out of the pit with a minimum of wing beats. Then he would walk through a field of cats, so grateful and happy to be free would he be.

His folly extended only to the first downward beat of wings, when the true nature of his wound was brought home to him again in a pain that, for a long red moment, blinded him. He lifted a half foot off the pit floor then fell back with a cry he regretted; it had been so loud and full of misery and vulnerability that it would draw predators from miles around.

Afraid he had undone whatever healing progress had been made the crow tucked the bad wing to his body. Again, there was a not unmanageable ache, and the sense of the wing’s natural mechanics being altered. But it no longer hung out to the side like a sign. And the pain had returned to a dimension he could bear.

Above him, across the roof laid down by the men, came a skittering of talons. The crow whirled in fright and jumped against a wall, embarrassing himself with his panic and breaking open a fresh wet bubble of pain in the wing.

The sky beyond the doorway in the roof was a deep soft violet, with stars like stitch holes waiting to be threaded. The crow noticed only that the darkness was not deep enough to hide in, although looking down into the pit from above would be akin to peering into deepest night. In that sense, he had an advantage.

He remained motionless against the wall.

The talons scratched overhead with a maddening lack of intent. The crow tried to estimate the size of the bird and guessed only that it was fairly large. A smaller bird would make no sound greater than a brushing of wood.

Presently a crow stuck her head over the edge of the doorway in the roof. She looked all around the inside of the pit, frequently pausing to inspect the air above her.

The crow had been correct; in the dark pit he was invisible. And as dearly as he wanted to cry out to the stranger, to mount her back and be lifted out of there, he remained patient, silent, still.

She called down, “Are you well?”

She turned her head to listen.

The crow said nothing.

The female flew across the opening in the roof; her form, briefly opened against the sky, seemed to the crow to be a gesture of faith, of vulnerability.

“I saw you fall,” she said. “I’ve been keeping watch over you. The men are building a house.”

Again she tilted her head to listen for his reply, and when no word came, she said, “Wait,” and flew off.

The crow moved to the mouth of the cavern, lest she had heard his pounding heart and fixed his location. The light in the doorway, once the color of a barn swallow, went to the color of a starling, then a crow. He waited with his eyes turned upward.

She returned holding in her beak a shred of apple that she dropped into the pit. The apple smelled delicious, cool and moist. It seemed to glisten out there on the open expanse of floor.

“Go. Eat,” she encouraged him. “I know you’re down there. You must be starved and thirsty.”

The crow fought against the lure of that bit of apple. It tantalized him with visions of trees viewed from the air, their green balls of leaf spotted with scarlet fruit; of the gushing juice in his throat when he stabbed his beak through the apple skin.

He heard her murmur, “Maybe you are dead.”

She flicked her wings and crossed the doorway in the ceiling. A droplet of waste splashed down.

The crow moved carefully out of hiding to the spot where the apple lay. He did not look up at her, but she would hear his motion and see his shadowy presence as he devoured the apple. Its grainy meat and sweet juice was the best food he had ever eaten.

She was gone when he finally looked up for her. But she returned with another chunk of apple, and after dropping it into the pit she flew away to get more. A dozen trips she made, until the crow had more apple than he wanted; he feared all the apple bits would make the men curious when they returned. Apple seemed almost to cover the floor.

Finally, he said, “Enough.”

She patiently waited at the edge of the opening while he ate. She kept watch through the porous walls the men had erected that day, walls the crow could not see from the pit floor, walls built more of air than wood. It was dark above her and below her. The night was full of peril, but better to be in the air than in the pit the crow had fallen wounded into. The golden-lighted eyes she saw in the distant trees and the dangers scented on the wind she could survive, knowing there was a crow in more danger than she was. She flicked her wings and crossed the opening.

The crow had eaten his fill of apples. A burning like the fire of the red mites had begun in his chest from eating too much of the sweet fruit.

The female was still above. He saw by the dipping and pivoting of her head, and the quick flights back and forth across the doorway, that she was extremely uneasy. No crow liked being out after dark. The night made crows doubt their existence.

“Can you come down here?” he called to her.

She considered this request such a long time he wondered if she had heard him. But she was afraid to make that short flight down into the pit. The opening might close over her once she was inside.

She said, “I can’t. I will help you as much as I can from up here, but I can’t go down into that place.”

She waited for the crow to reply, to pose an argument to her refusal, but he did not.

“I’ll bring you food,” she said. “I’ll warn you of danger, if I’m able. And I’d help you escape if I thought I could. But if I went down in there I’m afraid I’d never get out.”

She seemed to be speaking into a void, the crow was so quiet.

But he understood her perfectly. He would not have gone into the pit under any circumstances, given the choice.

He asked, “What if they build the house above me and I can’t get out?”

She could not answer this. All day she had watched the men work and she had asked herself the same question, without arriving at an answer. Each succeeding day and each succeeding layer of the house would only seal the wounded crow in more tightly.

“Don’t think about that,” she said. “How badly are you hurt?”

“I was shot in the wing.”

“Your wing will heal and then you will fly up and out. You will sleep and forget this ever happened.”

“But what if they work faster than my wing heals?”

“Don’t worry. There’s no point in worrying.”

He had other frightening questions, but they did not merit examination. He preened his fathers in the dark. The wounded wing ached like the memory of a distant death, but he also thought he felt a mending taking place in it. The female remained for a time and her nervousness only increased. The crow finally told her to fly home, to rest.

She did not argue, but promised to return in the daylight to watch over him. She flew once quickly across the doorway. “Will you be all right?”

“Yes,” the crow said. He felt himself expanded by her, doubled in both possibility and hope. “Thank you for everything.”

And the female, freed, flew gratefully out through the walls of the house and away.

THE MEN DID not work in the pit at all the next day. The crow, from his hiding place, heard their pounding and machine cries above him, but the sounds were softened and less threatening; they might have come from a place above the clouds. He felt safe enough to slip in and out of sleep. In these naps he lost only brief slivers of memory, recent past minutes, and he was quick to recognize his plight upon awakening.

The light outside the cavern mouth did not change appreciably throughout the day. He was therefore unable to gauge the passage of time. Only after the silence following the men’s departure had lengthened did he guess the day was nearly over.

Then a chunk of apple fell to the floor of the pit.

“Are you safe?” she called down to him, her voice somehow altered.

The crow came carefully from his hiding place. His good wing was stiff and sore as he stretched it out from his body. The wounded wing he left folded against him; he was hungry and did not want to spoil the meal by having to face the despair of slow healing.

He went to the apple and ate it quickly. The female was away getting more. Up through the opening in the roof over the pit the crow saw a second roof, this one with an opening like the first roof. The rectangle of sky the crow could see was being reduced daily. He shivered and dropped the apple bit. The new house was closing him in; the visible stars had been a comfort, something familiar in the night. Now that was being taken away from him, like an eye slowly closing.

The female crow landed at the edge of this new opening. Another chunk of apple fell from her beak and made the long plummet through the top doorway, then through the second doorway, and down to the floor of the pit.

“You won’t come closer?” he called up to her.

She flicked her head away.

“You seem so distant,” he said.

“They are working very fast,” she reported. “The walls that I could fly through yesterday have all been covered. They have covered those walls to make a second pit atop yours.”

She asked, “How is your wing?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t tried it yet.” He was thinking that each day it seemed the difficulty of getting free increased; height added to the walls of the pit until they towered into the sky and he was caught at the bottom looking up at a bare star of light impossibly high above and out of reach.

“Try the wing,” she urged, her voice all enthusiasm.

He moved the wounded wing out from his body. Again he extended it bit by bit, gauging the pain or absence of pain at each point on the wing’s extension. There was an ache of stiffness at first but as the wing spread this diminished. With the wing full out, the female cheered from high above.

“How does it feel?”

“It feels better,” he admitted. Even the interior track seemed to be in order.

“Good enough to fly?”

“It felt good yesterday,” the crow replied, “but when I tried to fly—it felt like I’d been shot all over again.”

“Flying is another matter,” she said.

He looked out across his spread wing. He was full of doubt. His heart burned.

She called to him, “Are you going to fly?”

“Maybe with another day to heal I’ll be able to fly out.”

“Do you have another day?” she asked. “Only by the greatest good luck have you survived two days. It is good luck that you haven’t been found. It was good luck that I saw you fall in there. But can you risk that luck holding?”

He sensed she was agitated by his predicament and the approach of darkness. But he did not want to risk using the wing before it was ready. He also held a grain of hope now, and to try the wing and have it fail would dissolve that grain, something he could not face.

“I’ll wait one more day,” he said. “If my luck holds, it holds.”

She flew away and he thought she was gone, but in less than an hour she was back. He heard her talons scrape curling around the opening edge.

She said, “I heard once about a crow who flew by mistake into a house and never got out. He flew through rooms and down hallways into other rooms, becoming more and more lost.”

“He was one of the rare stupid crows,” the crow said.

“No. He wasn’t stupid. He was like you or me. He saw the sun reflect off a mirror in a room and thought it was a gold coin. When he flew into that room there were other mirrors that turned him around. There were more windows than he remembered and doors opening in every direction. The house was a labyrinth to him.”

“This is a simple house,” the crow said. Her tale annoyed him. It was dark, he was trapped, he had a wounded wing; why did she heap further gloom atop him now?

“When it was a pit in the ground it was simple,” she said. “Day by day it grows more complex. Passages have appeared and disappeared. Rooms have been built within rooms. It is no longer a simple house. The crow trapped in the house flew and flew for hours, growing more and more frightened. He kept passing through pockets of scent that terrified him—man smells, cat smells. Finally he landed behind a chair in a distant room. And there he fell into the deepest sleep of his life. He slept all day and night and halfway through the next day.”

“He was stupid,” the crow harshly claimed, “to sleep like that.”

“He was stupid with fear. Stupid with exhaustion,” she said. “In sleep he could hide. When he finally woke up he had forgotten everything short of the fact he was a bird of some sort. He’d forgotten he was a crow. He’d forgotten he was trapped. He’d forgotten all the smells of danger. He’d forgotten how to fly. He came out from behind the chair and thought the house must be his home. He walked across the room into another room where a cat was sunning herself on a pillow on the floor. The cat was asleep. The crow had forgotten the cat was its mortal enemy. The crow tapped the cat once on the head to wake it and ask it some questions. Imagine the cat’s surprise to be awakened by a crow in the middle of the house. Imagine the crow’s surprise when the cat ate it.”

She let this last sentence stand like a sign of light in the sky. The crow could no longer see her. He counted eleven stars through the shrunken opening, where two nights before they had been countless.

“I’ve got to get home,” she said. Her voice had changed from the voice that told the crow tale; she was tired again and afraid of the dark.

“Maybe your luck will hold,” she said. “I think good luck feeds upon itself. Producing more good luck.”

The crow said, “Tomorrow I’ll fly out of here.”

“Yes, you will. I’m sure of that.”

HE PASSED THE night in the cavern of lumber and the female’s tale ran through his mind and kept him from falling asleep. His hunger was like a dream in itself; he imagined abundant food—fat mice, mountains of corn, sweets, chocolate in gold foil—despite the rolling and burning these images induced in his stomach.

The night seemed to last forever. But this impression was heightened because he had no way of seeing the light as it came up. His first hint that morning had come was when the men arrived for work. They tramped across the boards overhead, talking, laughing, releasing the smells of coffee and sugar into the crow’s senses. He closed his eyes against these smells and for the first time in his life tried to forget. Forgetting might release him from his hunger. He knew then that he faced the worst day of his confinement; his hunger and the exhaustion of his terror and his fighting sleep had reduced him to a level where he feared for his life. It occurred to him that he might actually die in that stone pit. The house would be completed and a family of men and women and children would move in and find the dead crow in the basement and wonder at its presence there. They would find him with two perfect wings, but without the strength to use them.

He heard a sharp noise very close. Two men spoke, coming closer. The crow pushed deeper into the cave.

The men were in the pit. They dropped tools with loud sounds atop the stacked wood. They talked and laughed.

He heard a board being lifted off the pile. The men’s voices went away, became faint, then were obliterated by a fierce, high-pitched saw whine.

Then the men returned and another board was lifted off the pile.

The female crow would be sitting in a tree at the edge of the scene; she would not know what was happening, though she would learn soon enough that his luck had run out.

When the next board was lifted off the pile the crow felt the dimensions of the cavern change. A dust of stone granules and earth rained on him. The light was very different from anything he had ever seen.

His wing felt fine.

One of the men expressed amazement at the presence of the crow under the boards.

“Kill it,” said the other man. “Step on its head.”

The crow fled to the corner farthest from the two. Out in the open he felt better, braver; hiding and waiting did not suit him.

The men did not approach. They merely stood and watched; they were breathing hard, excited by their find. One called up into the house that they had found a crow.

A ladder had been lowered through the door in the ceiling to the floor of the pit. Men came to the top of the ladder and looked down. One flicked a hot cigarette at the bird, creating a small storm of sparks that frightened the crow and made some of the men laugh.

“Kill it,” said the man in the pit.

But the other man said, “No.” He advanced carefully on the crow with one hand held out. The crow struck halfheartedly at him. He did not want to hit him. The crow sensed in the man an ally.

“You gotta get it out of here,” said a man at the top of the ladder.

“Drop a rock on it.”

“Get me the jacket out of my truck,” the man said. In a minute a denim jacket with a faded plaid lining was passed down into the pit. The man held it like a bullfighter’s cape, moving cautiously in on the crow, who backed as deeply into the corner as possible.

The man threw the jacket. To the crow it was like a sudden cloud streaking across the sun. The jacket was held aloft briefly by air that filled it like a bag and gave the crow time to run out from under it.

The floor of the pit spread wide before him. For an instant no men were in sight; they were behind him, scurrying sounds, laughs, curses. The shadow of the thrown jacket appeared in his wide eye and he leaped clear again at the last instant. A stiff edge of cloth ticked his tail fathers. His wings beat and carried him high off the floor, to the height of the men’s heads. One face was cruel, one face was worried. The jacket revolved through the air again and missed.

The cruel man lashed out at the crow with a booted foot and missed.

“Don’t do that,” the other man ordered. He was holding his jacket over his arm, as though the day was merely too warm, nothing else. He was panting softly.

“Just kill it,” the other man said. “We got work to do.”

From the pocket of the jacket the man took a cellophane sack of nuts. He opened the sack and rolled six nuts into his hand. He dropped them on the pit floor. They hit and bounced, but stayed whole, held together by thin skins the brown of June bugs. One nut rolled to the feet of the crow, who felt weakened by the delicious, salty smell.

He bent and pecked at the nut and the man threw the jacket. The nut broke in half, split by his beak. He saw the cloud shadow too late to flee. And once under the muffling warmth of the denim he did not struggle, but folded his wings and clung to the salted half nut in his beak.

The man carried the wrapped bird up the ladder to the first floor of the house. The man stunk of meat, sweat, smoke. He transported the crow carefully out the front door of the house.

Even through the denim, the crow sensed a change in the air. It moved without restraint; free air.

The man placed the bundle on the ground; then with a snap he yanked the jacket away, a trick of magic.

The crow beat his wings and just like that he was above the trees, a second crow rising to meet him. Flying home, he took a route around that point in the sky where he had been shot so long ago.




	

 


			

Chapter Fourteen

Play-by-Play


IN THE FIRST moments after Ara’s completion of the story Robert had to hide his disappointment. She had told the story well, though without Ben’s easy mix of fact and legend, then went wrong at the very end. Never before had the female crow flown off with the wounded crow; never before had a man helped the crow out of the stone pit.

She lit a cigarette, first throwing her smoked butt in a sparkling arc over the fireplace screen. Robert noticed on the stone floor before the fireplace a spattering of dark burn marks. Robert sat up straight. Did Ara lose suitors over their fear of fire?

“At first,” he said, “I thought I’d heard your story before. But then I hadn’t.”

“He fashioned the stories over time,” she said. “We might’ve been told the same story a year apart. In that year they became two different stories.”

“It’s a good story,” he said.

“But it’s not Ben.”

“I didn’t mean that.”

“I wasn’t trying to be Ben,” she said. “I was just telling one of his stories. You’ve done the same yourself, I’ll bet.”

“I have,” Robert agreed. “I’ve told his boys one or two. The crow trial is a favorite.”

She asked, “Do you ever wonder what was said out on the lake that night?”

“Yes. Not as much as I once did,” he said. “Some day Duke will decide to tell us and then the suspense will be over.”

“What if I told you I knew?”

Robert said, “I think I can wait until Duke is ready to tell me.” He stood quickly, his head swam. The set of her mouth seemed on the edge of forming words he did not want to hear.

Out the window he saw a gray wash, old water, leaking along the horizon. Ara came up behind him and slipped his coat onto his arms and up across his back. It seemed very heavy. She encircled him with her arms and did up the buttons; her hands working at his chest were disembodied and resembled pale busy crabs.

“All of this talk of crows.” She sighed. “An entire evening of it. Most people would think we were mad.”

“Did you ever think Ben was?”

She shook her head disapprovingly. “He was not happy with himself. He hated parts of himself so terribly. Things that he did. His crow stories—his entire wealth of biological data—were a way around that hating himself. It was something to talk about. Something that wasn’t verifiably Ben.”

He got into his boots and gloves and hat. Only his eyes were without protection. In these extra skins of fabric he felt safe to ask her what she knew.

“Tell me,” he said.

“You don’t want me to tell you. You’re just being polite,” she said. She leaned to him and kissed his cheek; her mouth left behind a moist sensation eye-shaped.

“But how do you know what was said?”

“Ben came to me with his problems,” Ara said. “Sometimes I felt as if he had filled me up with them.” She saw the incompleteness this left in Robert, and decided that was the way she wanted it to be. “Duke will tell you one of these days,” she promised. “And if he doesn’t, and you can’t wait any longer, come see me and perhaps then I’ll tell you.”

HE THOUGHT HE surely was the only man or woman awake in Mozart, aside from Ara, but when he reached Ben’s house he discovered he was wrong. Olive was buried under blankets in their bed, only an oval of angry face showing. Her mouth tasted of brandy when he kissed her. She watched him as he undressed in the chilly room. He left to brush his teeth and when he returned her eyes picked him up at the door. He shed his robe and crouched in shorts and a green M.C. T-shirt at the edge of the bed, waiting for her to open the covers to him.

But with a stubborn glare she clutched the blankets to her. The cold poured up from the floor, turning his toes blue. His scrotum hung tight as a walnut.

“What is it, O?”

“Where have you been? I called Joe at home and he said you left work hours ago.”

“I was visiting a friend of Ben’s,” Robert said. “I’ll tell you everything. Just let me in bed.”

“You could have told me where you were going.”

“You don’t tell me every move you make,” he countered. His patience broke then. He pounced and tore the covers from her grasp. The fragrant warm pocket she had been hoarding floated up to him even as he jumped into it. She shrieked at his frozen feet touching her, and the icy bone probings of his fingers.

“Serves you right,” he said, yawning, already finding his way into sleep. “Get the light.”

“You’ll go to sleep.”

“Yes, that’s the idea.”

She moved against him as he warmed. He felt through her cotton nightgown the solid, unbound shiftings of her body, a sensation of loose-packed strength. She ran a fingertip up the underside of his cold-stunted penis. It came half to life, but that was its tired peak.

“Give me a rain check,” he murmured. If she would turn out the light he would be free, but she knew that and refused to let him go.

“Who was this friend of Daddy’s?”

“She taught with him. Shared an office. It was a strange night.”

“I’ll bet,” she said, miffed. “Her name is Mason, right?”

He faced her, impressed. “Yes. How did you know?”

“The name surfaced in this house on rare occasions.”

Robert rolled away, closing his eyes again. She pulled open one of his eyelids, as though searching for life.

“I met a guy,” she said.

“Good. Who?”

“He coaches the women’s team at M.C. He saw me working out in the pool and put a clock on me. He asked me to be on the team.”

Robert rolled back toward her. She smiled at having caught his interest. “Do you want to do that?” he asked.

“He said he might be able to find some money for me. It would help Ethel,” she said.

“But do you want to do it?”

She shrugged against him. “I don’t want to get up at five o’clock in the morning to swim laps at six,” she said. “But I miss racing. I’ll try to get into little races with other swimmers at the pool, but they never put up much of a fight.” She softly chopped her hand down Robert’s chest, his belly, as if she were marking off lanes. “People tend to fade on me. Even when I race a guy, I can’t hold back to keep it close, that seems unnatural. So I bury these people, and then don’t have anyone to race against.”

“It’s a dilemma,” Robert said. He dipped his head to kiss her frowning mouth.

“No monkey business.” She laughed, pushing against his chest. “I’m in training.”

“It would be awfully cold getting up at five,” Robert said. She would rise and snap the warm seal they had formed, like a butterfly emerging prematurely.

“I have to want to do this,” Olive said, nodding. “And this guy, this coach, he seems very stern and determined. He won’t let me slide, I can tell that. You, you’ve let me slide.”

WHEN HE AWOKE he found Ethel in the kitchen scrubbing the faded floor tiles with a wood-backed brush. Her hair was held out of her eyes with a pine-green scarf. When she saw him in the doorway to the kitchen she ordered him to halt.

“Stop right there,” she said. “If you wanted to eat, you should’ve gotten up earlier.”

He did not argue and she returned to her work. He stood in the doorway with his arms folded, watching her. She had a narrow waist for a mother of three, flowering into hips and buttocks held tight in old pink denim pants now wet and dark at the knees. Her breasts were small, like O’s. Her neck was cord taut with the exertion of work.

She stopped and faced him again. “Why are you staring at me?”

“I’m not.”

“Leave. I won’t be through here for an hour. Go eat in town.”

“Too expensive,” Robert said. “I’m saving my money.”

She made a huff of disbelief.

“Did O tell you she may join the M.C. swim team?” Robert asked.

“Yes. She was quite excited that they might pay for part of her school. I don’t want that to be the only reason she does it.”

“She said she wants to race.”

“She wants something in her life besides school, this cold, and an extremely reluctant suitor.”

“Am I a suitor?”

“You tell me,” Ethel said, glaring up at him from under a loosed swatch of hair. “She deserves more than what you’ve given her.”

“What have I given her?” Robert asked.

“From what I can tell,” she said, “a warm body to sleep next to and roll around in bed with, and not much else. She might as well be an electric blanket for all the feeling you show her.”

“We know each other too well to fall in love,” Robert said.

“Then let her go race. Sleep in your own room, or if it’s too cold, move out,” Ethel said. “But she’s worth more than you show her. There’s more to my daughter than spread legs, pardon me.”

Robert, feeling slapped, would not back away. Ethel went on scrubbing the floor with angry, digging strokes of the brush.

“How are things with you and Steve?”

She dropped the brush into the bucket of black water at her side. With an exaggerated effort of unbending she rose to her feet. She winced at Robert. “I thought he was going to take me away from all this. But I was wrong.”

“All what?”

“This house. Driving a cab. Worrying.”

“He blew it New Year’s Eve, didn’t he?”

Considering this, she took in air until her cheeks were round, then let it escape with a whoosh!

“Yes. He made the mistake of telling me things I already knew quite well, thank you. He got ahead of himself—ahead of both of us. He meant well. It just backfired.”

She returned to her knees and took the dripping brush from the water. She said, “So I have returned to the life of the lonely widow, after a brief fling as a merry widow.”

“What did he say about Ben that was true?”

“I don’t remember,” she said. “I just know that at the time they were the wrong things to say.”

“Do you miss him?” Robert asked. “Ben?”

“Go away. I’ll never miss him as much as you think I should.”

He changed into his zebra shirt and black pants and headed into the cold. He would eat lunch in town, then go to work. But he turned away at the restaurant door and went to his parents’ shop. At the sound of the door opening his father came out of the back room. His eyes were eager and hopeful. He wore no T-shirt, just a plain white shirt with a pen in the pocket and the sleeves rolled up.

“Robert,” he said.

“How’s business?”

Dave worked his hands without answering. There was no hiding the silence of the rooms, front and back.

“Where’s Mom?”

“She’s taking some time off,” his father said quickly. His words were jerky with their desire to carry no feeling. “A week or two,” he added.

The shop had that look it always got as it degenerated toward failure; the look of no longer trying. Care was missing in the placement of displays, shirts were crammed unfolded back into the high racks behind the counter, snips of felt lay on the floor blatant and embarrassing to Robert as dandruff flakes on his father’s shoulder. A light was burned out on one wall. The dead bulb stuck out like a tumor amid the working lights, patiently waiting to spread to the others.

“Things don’t look good, Dave.”

“I’ve been in better positions.”

“I sense you’re about to fold this particular tent.”

“My son the mind reader,” Dave said. But he did not deny Robert’s assertion.

“How long has Evelyn been gone?”

Dave turned to check a small calendar on the wall. He seemed to be trying to figure something, but could not. Then Robert saw the calendar was for January, when they were already well into February. Robert went behind the counter and tore off the month and crumpled it in his hand.

His father examined the new month. “This is the sixth day,” he said, as though he could not believe it. “She said she wanted to have some time to herself. She wanted to putter—that was the exact word she used, Rob-O—putter, like she’s Sam Snead, that she wanted to putter around the house. She wanted to pursue other interests.” He squeezed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. He said, “You tell me: What other interests?”

“I don’t know,” Robert said. All his life his mother’s only interest had been her husband and whatever business he was currently running into the ground. She had seemed to draw everything she required from the wiry little man who lost his hair and grew a small, round belly, as though the hair was packed there under his shirt for safekeeping.

Now she was gone; or gone home. She scared Robert, cutting Dave loose the way she had. He checked the clock. Did he have time before work to talk to her?

“I hear good things about you around town,” Dave said cagily.

“Things?”

“Good things. Word travels in Mozart. They talk about my son the big shot, about to take over in SportsHeaven.”

“No truth to that,” Robert said. He wondered if Joe Marsh heard the same stories; or was he removed, his ears sheltered by Mrs. Marsh’s thighs?

“You’ve shot up like a Roman candle,” Dave said, getting into the spirit of his bragging. “Word has it you are the favorite of Mr. Branch.”

“You know Herm?”

“Herm? Herm, is it? In my day it would’ve been Mr. Branch for the first ten years.”

“Do you know him?”

“Not personally. But he’s famous in this state. Mr. Sports. He has a cup of coffee and a piece of pie when he’s in town. He talks to the locals, and what he says is you’ve got comer written all over you. One day you’re part-time seasonal help, the next day you’re No. 2 man.”

“He’s been nice to me,” Robert said.

“And . . . I hear bad things about the No. 1 man. Bad things.”

“Joe?”

His father nodded. “His days are numbered,” he predicted with cruel good humor. “You’ll be in the driver’s seat by the All-Star break.”

“Joe’s a good guy,” Robert said. “He’s just a little turned around right now.”

“So spin him!” Dave cried sharply, jabbing a finger at his son. “That’s how it’s done in the world, Rob-O. If a man is a little turned around, you spin him until he’s so dizzy he falls right out of the hunt. That bandoleer he wears! Does he think people aren’t cognizant of that kind of oddball behavior?”

“He’s in charge,” Robert said, weary of his father’s wind. In all the time he had been in the store no customers had entered, no phones had rung; the world might have come to a halt for his father the day his wife went home.

“I have to proceed on the assumption he will be in charge for the time being,” Robert said.

His father waved a hand and turned his back on his son. “Ah! No killer instinct,” he said.

Robert formed sharp rebuking words but refrained from letting them fly. His father, from the back, looked old and small, with his thin-skinned pants low on his hips and his shirttail out. With Evelyn gone he looked defenseless.

“Maybe, Dave. I gotta go to work. Sell some balls.”

His father waved a hand without looking at his son, then slipped like a bather through the curtains into the shadowy back room. But he came out again almost immediately, the sound of Robert departing identical to the sound of someone—wife, customer—arriving.

ROBERT, SHORT OF time, ran through the sunny cold air to the house of his parents. The walk up to the house was clear and so straight through the parallel ranges of snow that it looked carved, shaved and measured with a level.

His mother answered the door holding a book and looking pleased with herself. She gave him a kiss.

“What have you done?” Robert asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I was at the store. Dave is completely lost.”

She had been reading on the couch in a patch of sun and now she resumed her post.

“I was just tired of it,” she declared. “I’m fifty-five years old and I felt it was time for me to do something else. On my own.”

“But, Dave—”

She waved a hand. “Nonsense, Dave. He’ll survive. He says my not being there is like I died. And there’s some truth to that. But this way he’s got me to come home to. So it’s good practice for him.”

“What do you do all day?”

She stretched, smiling as though the action was faintly sinful. “As little as possible,” she said. “Mostly I read.” She frowned. “Don’t look at me like I’ve let you down. It’s an exact replica of the look your father gives me when he leaves for work.” She took a deep breath. “He was starting to bore me, and that scared me. I never thought I’d feel that way about him.”

Robert was out of time and told her so.

“Dave brags about you to anyone who will listen,” she revealed, standing. “He goes to his meetings and tells all his friends what a success you are. It enlivens him.”

“Big deal—assistant manager.”

“To him, it is,” she said. She did the buttons on his coat. Mother and son were nearly the same height. “He’s always had me,” she said. “He’s never had to be valuable to anyone other than his wife. So for you to become assistant manager of a store you don’t own—that’s impressive to him.”

“Do you plan to stay away for good?”

She nodded. “I have retired.”

“What’s next for him then? When T-shirts fold?”

Evelyn shrugged. “He doesn’t know it yet, but I’m leaving that up to him, too.”

“It will kill him,” Robert said.

“He’ll live,” she replied confidently. She had the door open and with a fingertip in the condensation on the storm door window, absently sketched a circle, then divided it like a pie in half, quarters, eighths; by then the heat from her finger made the circle start to run. She kissed her son good-bye.

AT SPORTSHEAVEN, A package awaited him. Its bulky rectangular shape in the corner of the back room reminded Robert that spring was near, that most of another winter had been put behind.

He said hello to Joe Marsh, who sat in his bandoleer smoking at his desk. “Package for you,” Joe said.

“Yeah,” Robert said. He was tempted to leave the package for later, to open at home. He knew what it was. He knew the month and year in the future when he would finish paying for it. With it, and Duke’s new leg, he was heavily committed to installment debt. This frankly amazed him, a man who six months before would not pay to see a movie with the girl he slept with.

Joe Marsh offered a mint from a roll he kept in his bandoleer. Robert accepted the candy; it was pale green with deep red specks imbedded in it. He noticed a half-eaten link of dried sausage in one of Joe’s loops; put there for safekeeping. His father’s voice banged in his head and made him embarrassed for Joe Marsh: cognizant.

“Is that the wet suit?” Joe Marsh asked. The mint had bought him a question or two.

“How’d you know?”

“Saw the credit-card paper,” he said.

“It will give me a couple extra months at each end of the diving season. I got the long-cuff, three-finger mitts, ice cap, boots.”

Joe Marsh shrugged. “Snug as a bug. You going to open it?”

“Not here. It’ll just get in the way.”

“It’s in the way now, Bob.” He glanced at Robert. “You ever met Mrs. Marsh?”

“Your wife?”

“Yeah.”

“No,” Robert said. He did not really want to meet her, either. She would stand naked in his imagination.

“She’s on her way over,” Joe said. “I’m taking the night off.”

“Any reason?”

He held a ball of crumpled paper in his palm, his wrist cocked as in the days when he was somebody. With a rolling of his shoulders in the chair he mimed an offensive move and launched the paper ball toward a distant wide-mouthed wastebasket. It went in.

He beamed at Robert. He might have forgotten for a moment where they were; for a moment he was a star again, and Robert a sportswriter whose only responsibility was to spell the names correctly and tell Joe Marsh’s story well.

“I’ve got the blues,” he said, frowning at the last word as if he had just been reminded of the fact. “I’m going to take the wife to a movie in Madison. Maybe dinner. Then—”

“I know,” Robert interrupted. He did not want the details. Mrs. Marsh might arrive in the small room at any moment to hear her husband’s lewd commentary.

Joe Marsh pouted, denied. “Of course, if I leave, Herm will probably show up,” he whined. “I’ve worked eleven days in a row and no sign of him. He hasn’t even called.”

“He probably figures you’ve got the place under control.”

Joe Marsh’s eyes clouded faintly at this thought; to be so trusted, of such intrinsic value. But he knew otherwise and frowned again. He stood and hung the bandoleer on the peg.

“Anyway—I’m taking the night off.”

“What have you left for me to do?” Robert asked.

Joe Marsh tapped a stack of paper with a red pencil, leaving faint dots. “I left you the ordering here,” he said. “And you’ll have to do the books later. We also got a shitload of spring gear in this afternoon. It’s in the loading area. Find a place for it and get the kids to stock it for you.” He smiled, spread his hands. “Hey, you’re No. 2 here. That means No. 1 can shit on you and call it delegating authority.” His smile cracked unevenly across his face.

Joe Marsh picked up the phone and punched a number. He wadded another ball of paper, holding the phone to his ear with his shoulder. He stood like this for long moments, then hung up.

“She must be on her way,” he said, then shot the paper into the basket. “She almost refused to pick me up. She’s got the car, but she wanted me to walk over and meet her at the apartment.”

A slender arm passed through the curtains of the back room doorway, a small hand with pink painted nails and a beaten silver spoon ring.

“You here, Joe?” a woman asked in a low voice. She thrust her head in and saw her husband. Robert was behind her, leaning on the desk. She wore her thick brown hair blown into a disciplined cloud of tight curls. She was little, more than foot shorter than her husband, with an appealing weight in the breasts and hips. Her face seemed freshly removed from a bad wind; her skin was very red, with shallow creases and minute pits, as if she had been asleep on a beach. Her eyes were the brown of the very best basketballs. Robert thought he remembered her from the games he had covered years ago; she had sat and rooted Joe Marsh on.

Joe introduced them and she shook his hand. Joe had his coat on and she had her arm through his, already leading him away.

“Ready to go, honey?”

Robert wished Joe Marsh had never said a word about her. Every touch and turn of her frame carried some hidden signal.

“If Herm does show up, tell him about the eleven straight days I worked,” Joe said. “Don’t sweat all the other stuff. Do what you can.”

Robert nodded. Mrs. Marsh was already out of sight. Then Joe Marsh was gone.

Robert chewed another mint from Joe’s bandoleer. He stood trying to decide where to begin work. Mrs. Marsh had had on red stockings, red shoes, and a fur-collared coat. He saw her clearly standing to cheer Joe Marsh as he lifted free of the defending knot of players to nail the ball home. He saw her hands come together and go away in applause, saw her tight curls shiver. She gasped as the ref rushed in, his whistle shrieking, to call a foul. She took the grip strengthener from her purse and she returned it to the shelf, and when her offer of a bribe was refused and she was free again, she pivoted with the deftness of her husband and walked away.

HERM BRANCH DID come to the store that night, and Robert almost laughed at Joe Marsh’s prescience; he had a feel for the approaching end of his job.

There was no warning at all over the PA, Herm just appeared in the back room where Robert worked on the ordering.

“Hey, Mr. Sports Scribe,” Herm said jovially, looking around. He held his Russian hat.

“Hello, Herm.”

“The store’s a mess,” he complained without rancor. “In one aisle I found two cigarette butts and a gum wrapper, just your generic litter. One aisle, this was.”

“We’ve been busy,” Robert said. “Makes it hard to spring someone loose in the middle of the day to sweep.”

Herm Branch listened carefully to this, one eye shut, one eye doubting.

“You have to make time, Robert. People are just looking for a reason not to buy something. Dirty floors and dirty walls are the perfect excuse. When were those walls washed last? I recall them being a lighter blue.”

“I’d have to check,” Robert said.

“So check. Better yet, get the walls washed.” He leaned and studied Joe Marsh’s hanging bandoleer. His nose twitched once with disgust, as though something in one of the bullet loops had gone bad.

“You say you’ve been busy? Where are the numbers?”

“You’d have to talk to Joe.”

“I’d like to. Where is he?”

“Night off. He said you’d visit on the night he was off. He wanted me to be sure and tell you he’s worked the last eleven days straight.”

“OK. You told me,” Herm said. “You’ve been busy, you say. But your numbers don’t reflect that. You’re way behind my other stores.”

“Look at the markets,” Robert said. “Milwaukee, Madison. Mozart? We can’t compete with towns like that.”

“Bull. You’re the only game in town.”

“Mozart’s been frozen solid since Halloween. We just need a warm breeze and people will start thinking sports. We’ve had a lot of people in here just sniffing around. Like they can smell summer somewhere up ahead. You’ll get your numbers.”

“Hell, it’s nine above today,” Herm said. “How warm does it have to get?”

Robert laughed at this; and though Herm did not join him he ceased his brusque interrogation.

“You like being in charge?” he asked.

“I’m not.”

“You’re here and Joe’s not. Every time I come in, Joe’s gone and you’re working. You’re doing the ordering. You’ve got some answers for me. From Joe I get sulking and tales of yesteryear. Your numbers aren’t bad, but they’re stale. This store has never clicked like it should. That lake is a gold mine.”

“You ever thought of selling boats?” Robert asked.

“It’s an idea. I’m always wary of competing with the marinas, guys with the space to devote to it. But it’s an idea, and that’s what I don’t get from Joe. I don’t get ideas, I don’t get enthusiasm, I don’t get a hard day’s work, I don’t get a serious demeanor.” He slapped the bandoleer so hard it spun off its peg and rolled like a hoop across the floor. Mints spewed like dropped coins and cigarettes cracked, leaving trails of tobacco. Herm hung the bandoleer back up. From his coat pocket he took a flattened cigarette butt and compared it with one of Joe’s cigarettes.

“Same brand. I picked this up off the store’s floor.”

“Circumstantial, Herm.”

The owner bit his lip. “Why do you look out for the guy?”

“I like him. I feel a little sorry for him. He’s been good to me.”

“He’s been good to you because he’s finally found someone he can count on to do his work for him.”

“I don’t buy that,” Robert said.

Herm laughed. “What a saint! Why do you feel sorry for him? Maybe I should, too.”

“What else has he got? He’s an old ex-basketball star with no job skills. He knows he’s just hanging on here. Why do you think he talks about his sex life so much?”

“Why?”

“It’s like basketball. It’s just play-by-play of something in his present life he’s good at.”

“I don’t know about that,” Herm said. “But even if it is true, I can’t feel sorry for him. He’s not working out. I’ve let it ride too long as it is.”

“Is it true you built this store for him?”

Herm’s eyes widened. “He tell you that?”

“Yes.”

“I had plans for a Mozart store when Joe Marsh was in junior high school. The answer is no. I enjoyed watching the goon play and when I heard he needed a job after the Bucks cut him I had an opening here. He trained for a month in the Milwaukee store and the people there—four years ago—had doubts about him. But he’s got charm and I thought he’d come around. Now, either he’s not here when he’s supposed to be, or he is, and he is wearing that damned bandoleer.”

Robert recalled that airy sense of rightness in Joe Marsh’s eyes and hands, his entire body, when he shot the paper balls at the wastebasket. Was that the only time he had a purpose to himself? Shooting imaginary baskets and making love to his wife?

Robert took up his pencil. “I’m going to have to run you out, Herm. I’ve got a lot of work to do.”

“Sure.” He positioned the Russian hat on his head. “Even that I like. For you, it’s work to do. With Joe, it’s PR. When I’m here he’d regale me for nine hours with his basketball stories. How he beat Ripon. How he beat the Badgers. How he snubbed Marquette. How he almost made the Bucks. But you, you have work to do.”

Herm picked Joe Marsh’s bandoleer off the peg and hooked it over one shoulder.

“Tell Joe to come see me,” he said. “We have to talk.”

And he departed, flakes of tobacco and the smell of dried meat trailing after him.

IN THE EMPTINESS of the locked blue store the phone’s ring, its winking yellow panel light, made Robert jump and lose his place in the night’s receipts. At first, he was not going to answer it. The time was past midnight, the store had been closed two hours. He did not want to talk to anyone. He wanted to finish and take his wet suit home to try on and impress Olive, maybe the others.

But the phone rang on and he snatched it up. A woman was on the other end; she spoke in a hushed voice, as if she had nothing to hide. “I thought you might still be there.”

“Olive? Ara?”

“What funny names for the women in your life, Robert.”

“Who is this?”

“Did you tell Joe you caught me shoplifting?”

He closed his eyes. He saw the slim hand parting the curtain; the spoon ring and pink nails. “No,” he said. “No reason to. I didn’t know you at the time.”

“Will you tell him now?” she asked.

He saw her in the farthest corner of their apartment, Joe asleep, the light by the phone the only light. The image of the hand slipped free and all that remained in his imagination were the faceless sexual contortions her husband had put there.

“No, I won’t,” he said.

“Will you tell him what I offered you?”

“No.”

“How can I be sure?” The teasing edge he heard in her voice he consigned to his imagination. But he thought: Poor Joe.

“Trust me. I don’t want to hurt you or Joe,” he said.

“Call me Debby. If you don’t, I’ll steal you blind.”

Robert asked, “Is Joe handy?”

“No. He fell asleep.”

“It can wait,” he said. He had been about to tell about Herm’s visit, and Herm’s request to have Joe see him. But the news would only ruin Joe’s sleep, and Robert’s desire to hurry Joe’s fate was based on only a sudden overwhelming urge to be clear of this woman.




	

 


			

Chapter Fifteen

Neptune



OBLONG LAKE’S ICE began to break apart in the early days of April. Robert could hear the groans and booms of separation from his room on the fourth floor of Ben’s house. Winter had ceased and Olive was on the Mozart College women’s swimming team. She studied and she swam, and she had no time for Robert; she had just locked the door to her room the night before her first morning practice, while Robert was at work, first setting the few belongings he had brought to her room in the hall. He took clean sheets and blankets to his old room and made the bed, and slept remarkably well for the solitude and for missing Olive. He regretted also his sense of everything’s being done for the last time. He would not pass another winter at Olive’s side, he guessed; he might never sleep with her again. More important, Ethel would be sure he was not there when winter came round again.

He sometimes awoke to Olive’s alarm in the darkness at 5 a.m. She was quick to rise and brush her teeth and gather her things. She drank a glass of milk in the kitchen, meeting her mother there; they would talk in low voices, a house of sleeping men around them. For breakfast, Olive ate a small, sweet brick of fruits and grains provided by the coach to every girl on the team. This seemed to rest in her stomach for the next hour, then burn off like honey as she swam. The cold outside completed her awakening.

The swimmers would change in silence at that hour. They stripped off their clothes and got into their silken suits and rubber caps and goggles, as if in a race to enter an element that was horrid but yielding, knowing there was warmth in work. The coach smiled mockingly at them as they emerged blinking into the natatorium, where the wolves at the bottom looked up at them with wavering eyes.

He worked Olive hardest right from the start, because she had joined late and because she had some talent. He sent her twenty-five lengths beyond what the other girls were required to do, and hounded her again and again about her technique off the block, where she would unaccountably throw her butt up during the thrusting dive into the water, as if trying to catch a braking wind. When practice ended for the others, Olive was made to stay, to swim fifty extra lengths, to prove to the coach she had gotten over her expressed reluctance to work hard.

She came home from these sessions weary and discouraged. Her hair seemed to be wet all the time now. The ends split like rivers dividing.

“All we do is swim,” she complained one late night, as if surprised. “Laps and laps. He walks along the side with his whistle in his mouth criticizing. I finished one lap and at the turn he was waiting—kneeling there waiting—and when I raised my head up to start back he yanked off my cap. He asked me very sarcastically when that day’s practice began for me.”

Another night, Olive was crying when she got home.

“He won’t let me race,” she sobbed, her eyes so red from tears and chlorine they looked like gashes in her face. “He says I haven’t earned it.”

But on Friday night in early April, Robert, Ethel, and the boys drove to M.C. to watch her swim in her first meet. The bleachers that ringed the pool were up a floor, and sparsely occupied. A coach’s whispered instructions were clear to everyone who cared to listen. The air was hot and tropical, nearly green with the smell of chlorine, mildew, and the possibility of sudden growth.

Olive, in her green and gold M.C. sweat shirt, a green swim cap atop her head, saw her family in the bleachers and raised a hand in greeting. To Robert, her bare legs looked packed with muscles, and he knew from those rare times Olive let him touch her that her shoulders, arms, and back were wound tight and smooth. The team had won two inconsequential meets since she had joined it, and she had not been allowed to swim in either. The coach was again testing her limits, gauging how hard she was willing to work for the right to race. He felt with Olive Ladysmith he was holding her back, stoking her eagerness, and he would let her loose tonight, the first meet on the conference schedule.

She stepped up onto the block at the start of her first event—a sprint, four lengths of the pool—as if to accept a medal. She shook out her arms. She filled her chest with the moist air and released it. The wolves watched. She bent at the waist until she was grabbing her ankles, and stayed there for long seconds, flexing her legs.

A hair ahead of the starter’s gun, she was off. She stretched out over the green pool, a blur of determination, and as she cracked the water the second shot signaling a false start rang off the tiles. Buzz and Duke stood and cheered.

“I like her aggressiveness,” Duke said. “She’s ready.”

Afraid of a second false start, Olive was last off the blocks, and hit the water in eighth place. But she was immediately strong and smooth. Her stroke impressed Robert with its compact efficiency and when she turned at the wall she was in fifth place.

“She’s bringing them back to her,” Robert said.

Ethel’s fist pounded his thigh. Olive turned, halfway home, in fourth place.

The meet was against St. Burt’s of the Woods College, a small girls’ school 150 miles north of Mozart. They fielded good athletic teams because the girls had nothing else to do in the winter and sports was a way to keep warm. Their lead swimmer was a long, lean girl named Hughes, who made the last turn of the race a body length in front of Olive.

The small crowd in that hot chamber pushed at the thick green air with their cries of wonder and encouragement. Olive and Hughes, in lanes side by side, stroked down toward the end, where officials in white shirts knelt with their stopwatches poised to cut the string of time the girls were weaving.

Ten yards from the finish, Robert said to no one, because no one could hear him, “She’s got it.”

Olive’s lead hand was digging just ahead of Hughes, who in the midst of such a close race gave one too many thoughts of the mechanics of her stroke and hitched for the instant that sprung Olive loose to slap the wall a solid half-second before her.

Olive leaned over the string of green and yellow floats that divided the lanes and shook hands with Hughes, then they hugged. Then Olive turned and blew a kiss up to her family.

A YOUNG GIRL fell through the weakened ice of Oblong Lake while skating in the dark. She was an M.C. student, drunk, possessed of a desire for the sensation of flight. Her friends helped her into her skates, then stood on the M.C. beach and shouted encouragement as the girl spun and glided over the crackling ice. She skated onto a spot already low and slushy and, to her friends on the beach, appeared to be chopped in half as she plunged in up to her waist. Her first scream was half a laugh of disbelief. She pushed on the ice around her and it broke easily under her hands. She dropped in up to her chest, and there her feet touched bottom. That was all that saved her; her proximity to the shore and the fact the lake in that spot did not drop off for another ten yards out.

From his fourth-floor room Robert saw the lights of the ambulance and fire engines at the edge of Oblong Lake. He wondered if Ben had turned up unexpectedly. The telephone rang minutes later and Robert was certain they were calling to tell Ethel Ben had been found. Robert sat waiting in his room and found himself praying that Ben stayed put. Ethel’s quick steps rose toward him through the house. Coming to tell him first, knowing it would turn his life around, she climbed the flights of stairs until she reached his room, slightly winded, and said Olive had fallen through the ice and was at that moment in the Mozart County Hospital emergency room.

They sped through the empty streets made treacherous by the nightly freezing of the water produced by the thaw. Ethel was silent and contained. She did not reveal anything beyond the fact Olive was expected to survive.

“This doesn’t seem like O,” Robert ventured.

“She was excited about winning tonight,” she said. “She was celebrating. You can’t blame her for that.”

He held Ethel’s arm passing through the harsh, icy light of the emergency room waiting area, his hope being they would be regarded as a pair, granting him passage with the mother into the inner rooms where Olive lay. Automatic doors hissed open before them. The room had six beds separated by green curtains on overhead tracks. Five of the beds were empty, their sheets taut and crisp. Olive was in the bed nearest the nurses’ station. Her face was bluish around the lips and eyelids. A bubble of saliva shivered in the corner of her mouth. The pink blanket covering her rose and fell gently as she slept.

A doctor came to the side of the bed. “She’s going to be fine,” he said. “She’s an exceptionally strong girl. From what we could gather from her friends she fell through the ice and then literally walked back to shore, just breaking through the ice as she went. We’d like to keep her overnight. Just to keep an eye on her.”

“She’s a swimmer,” Ethel said.

The doctor took this in without comment.

“Any frostbite?” Robert asked.

“We don’t think so. She does have a sprained ankle. We think she twisted it running drunk on skates to a warm car.”

“She was drunk?” Robert said.

“Still is. She’s knocked out.”

Ethel had her hand on her daughter’s cheek. “She’s very warm.”

“That’s the blood at her skin attempting to warm her,” the doctor said. “I don’t want to minimize this. On the other hand, I don’t want to alarm you. Your daughter is very lucky. If she hadn’t touched bottom she very likely would have drowned and the fire department would be looking for her body. Her friends were in no condition to rescue her. They were barely able to call the police. In her state, with skates on her feet, and fifty feet of cold water beneath her, she was a goner but for a fortuitous set of circumstances.”

Robert had to leave, to go out into the icy light of the waiting area; he kept seeing the seal-slick skins of the fire department divers looking for Ben, imagined them doing the same for Olive. Would they give it more than three days?

When Robert returned, a woman in a pale green smock with a heart-shaped blood-red pin over one breast approached Ethel with forms to be filled out. They conferred with heads bowed almost piously toward one another, their voices dry and soft as wind in a distant grove. The woman printed very slowly and Ethel was patient, looking at Olive as she answered each question.

Finally the woman had learned all she needed and departed. Robert touched Ethel’s shoulder.

“Let’s go home, Eth,” he whispered.

“I want to stay.”

“The boys’ll be worrying. O’s fine. They won’t let you stay. She’ll wake up in the morning with the worst cold and the worst hangover she’s ever had. She won’t want you around for that.”

“You make a lot of sense,” Ethel said.

Robert found the doctor, who confirmed to Ethel that the night’s danger had passed, that Olive was merely in an expensive drunken sleep.

“She’ll wish she’d died in the morning,” the doctor said, and grinned as though that was hilarious.

They each kissed Olive good night on the warm curve of her forehead. Robert thought he could taste the lake on her skin. Back through the waiting room light, Robert held Ethel’s arm again.

Buzz and Duke were waiting in the kitchen when they returned home. The coffee Ethel had been about to drink when the call came sat untouched, cooled, a meniscus of crusted cream atop it. A game of checkers was set between the brothers, but no moves had been made. An electric cord ran off Buzzard to the wall outlet, powering the heating pad he kept on his sore arm. Duke stood on one leg.

“She’s fine,” Ethel reported evenly. “She did a foolish thing—” She paused to unstick her voice. “A stupid thing. It backfired on her, but she will be fine.”

“You said she’s fine now,” Buzz challenged.

“She’s sleeping, Buzzard. She’s drunk. She’s fine, though. Believe me. There’s nothing to worry about.” She kissed her sons. She would have to awaken soon to drive her cab. Before going up to bed, she admonished her sons, “Stay away from that lake, you understand?”

“I never go near it,” Buzz said.

Duke said nothing. She glared at Robert before leaving the room; Oblong Lake had taken her husband, and that night had nearly taken her daughter. She had seen Robert’s new wet suit. She knew he would be diving again soon, but she left without a word to him, though her eyes were full of a scolding light.

Buzz asked Robert, “What happened?”

“She got drunk and went skating on the lake,” he replied. “She fell through the ice.”

“What an idiot.”

Duke stared at the squared board, his finger on a red checker.

“You want to play?” Robert asked. Duke drew his finger back.

“You can hear the ice breaking apart all over town,” Buzz said. “Why was she so stupid?”

“She was drunk. Maybe she forgot. The winter was so cold—maybe she thought the ice would hold through June.”

“It’s typical,” Duke said bitterly. “She has a night of triumph—wins four races and the meet—then screws it up with this.”

Buzz disconnected himself from the wall outlet. He reminded Robert of a Roman emperor, with his robe and his heating pad draped over his shoulder.

“How’s the arm?”

Buzz shrugged and left the room.

Robert poured glasses of milk for himself and Duke. The boy stayed in his chair, but he would not look at Robert.

Robert pushed a checker out onto the board. This initiative freed Duke to respond and they played a game, then another, splitting, without exchanging a word.

When Duke yawned and shifted in his chair, Robert asked, “Why don’t you have your new leg yet?”

“I have to go to a doctor and have it fitted.”

“So? Have it fitted.”

“I’m still growing, too,” Duke complained. “In six months I’ll need a new leg.” He slapped angrily through the emptiness of his pajama leg, striking the chair.

“Worry about that in six months,” Robert said, thinking it was an easy thing for him to say. “Do you want to be one-legged the rest of your life?”

“I’m getting used to it.”

“No you’re not,” Robert said. “You think about it every day.”

“How do you know, Mr. Mind Reader?”

“I just know.”

Duke said nothing. Robert pushed a checker out onto the board, like an offering of peace. Duke waited for the longest time, then sighed and made his move. He said, “The way things are now—there’s no question that I am one-legged. People don’t have to stare at me to make up their minds. With a phony leg there’d be a question in some people’s minds. They’d have to look at me closer.”

“I can understand that,” Robert said.

“I’ll get it some day.”

“It’s paid for. It’s waiting.”

They continued to the end of the game. Robert understood that no enthusiasm existed for another, and that Duke and the moment would slip away from him.

“I’ll start looking for your dad again soon.”

“He’s gone. You won’t find him.”

“What did he tell you that night?” Robert asked.

“That’s really what this is all about, isn’t it?” Duke asked. “The fake leg? The palsy-walsy shit? You’re just trying to buy a story.”

“No.”

“Yes.” Duke rose from the chair and with a throw that seemed unbalanced bounced a black checker off the bridge of Robert’s nose, stinging him, bringing tears to his eyes.

THE WET SUIT amazed him at how easily it went on with its network of zippers. For a first test, he half filled the bathtub with cold water and lay in it for an hour. The water caught within the suit was warmed by his body and he nearly fell asleep, he was so cozy. But then Ethel burst in on him and her derisive look chilled him.

May Day, he went into Oblong Lake for the first time since that cold night dive off the boat with Olive. The water was numbing to the touch. It felt only a scant degree removed from the ice state it had been locked in for months.

The sun was in the center of the sky. The air was moist and voluptuous with heat in that bursting way of Wisconsin springs, where the season seemed to rush to repair the damaged memories of winter. He was always amazed spring had the guile to push winter back.

Deep in the water he thought he saw a big fish dart. Girls lounged in the sun on the flat stone of the Calf, a green canoe pulled up waiting to carry them away. Their bathing suits were exuberant flags of color.

The water as he went into the lake froze, then warmed, him. His plan was to test the suit in the lake’s cold, to check its seal, its maneuverability; only incidentally would he poke around for Ben. He would stay out in the open where Ben was not likely to be found. After a long winter of anticipation Robert could not bear to stumble on him the first day in the water.

The sunlight pushed deep into the water like shafts from cathedral windows. Long, sluggish fish passed through these angled beams, from blue to gold to blue. He could see red pins of light in the fishes’ eyes.

He swam a leisurely hundred yards out into the lake. Head down, arms like tendrils at his sides, kicking easily, he reveled in the warmth the suit provided. When he stopped to check his position, the girls on the Calf were watching him.

He felt large as a walrus, but sleek. His new skin, a deep blue with marking yellow stripes across his shoulders and down his arms and legs, felt frictionless. He might slip through anywhere. He knew it was time to shave his beard. It sprouted out the ice cap in long tufts he imagined were slimy.

He filled his lungs and went under. Down a dozen feet he felt the water pressure as a benign ache on the sides of his skull and in the shape of his mask against his face.

But there he hung. He always seemed to move away from himself at those times, as though he was a drowned man patiently waiting to be recovered. He pictured himself in the very center of that long, thin lake, hanging without evident support in the blue, in the shafts of cathedral light. The image was one of the reasons he kept returning, one of the reasons he had extended the time that he could return.

When his lungs felt nearly squeezed shut he forced himself to descend another six feet. It was an exercise in discipline, endurance, and relaxation. He had to find that moment in himself when he was let free. He looked at his watch: he had been under ten seconds shy of a minute. Then he kicked without hurry to the surface.

The girls were gathering their belongings to depart the Calf. A line of thunderheads had come up rapidly out of the trees to cut off the sun and thin the heat of the day. The girls were getting into jeans and sweat shirts, obscuring the tantalizing display of colors.

Like foolish sailors, their giggles coming sharply to Robert even through his ice cap, all four girls got into the green canoe. One girl nearly fell into the water getting the canoe’s bow off the flat rock. A single girl paddled. The others sat motionless, hands clutching the gunwales, eyes locked forward. Something about being cast upon the water made them aware of the danger they were in. The sun was gone and a wind had kicked up. The one girl paddled and her expression was already an agony of fatigue. The other girls’ faces were rapt, trusting.

But rather than head for the near shore, as Robert expected, the green canoe made a wide turn around the Calf and headed into the wind toward the M.C. beach across a half mile of open water. The girl’s paddle bit deep, but she was a slight girl, the smallest of the quartet, and the canoe’s progress was negligible.

They were coming toward him. He had no doubt he was the warmest person in that scene of five. The paddler shouted something to the other three and they tucked themselves down into the canoe to diminish resistance to the wind. The girl reached with the blade of her paddle and pulled strongly back, but the weight in the boat and the wind worked against her. They were quite close to Robert, within fifteen yards, and they looked over at him, a bearded blue head bobbing in the water. The three riders were concerned by their lack of progress. The paddler was frightened. She sat up straight, an unbending of her knotted back, and rested the dripping paddle across the gunwales. Her face was a horrid green-white of incipient nausea and she sucked in air with great sobs.

Robert swam to them. Water had splashed into the canoe, soaking their legs and feet.

“Go to the near shore,” he called to the paddler. She had her head between her knees. He felt a wind circle his mouth like a cold kiss. He felt safe, but frightened for these girls. Hadn’t they heard about Oblong Lake?

One of the girls cried, “We rented this boat! We have to get it back!”

“You’ll never make it across the lake,” he told them. “Four in the canoe. One paddle. You’re insane to be out here at all.”

The paddler lifted her head. She looked a little better. A cord of saliva hung from the center of her lower lip and was pushed out like a pendulum by the wind.

Robert said, “Go to the near shore.” He pointed with his three-fingered hand, not certain if his words were getting through. She was watching him very intently, but making no move to retake control of the craft.

The other girl cried, “It was my ID we put down on this!”

She stated this with all seriousness, leaning over the side of the canoe to shout at her reflection in Robert’s mask. The girl had damp brown hair and ears that stuck out as if caught in the wind. She shouted at Robert, “It’s no skin off your ass if this boat doesn’t get back!”

Robert saw, beyond the girl’s glaring, obstinate face, a large bird blown past, and higher still, clouds the color of oily smoke.

The girl with the paddle watched Robert. The straps of her bathing suit were tied in a yellow knot at the back of her neck and the wind blew this knot flat. She wore a green M.C. sweat shirt cut off at the elbows. Her skin was knobbed with cold.

Robert moved to the bow of the canoe and took hold of the craft’s nose with one hand. Using a clumsy sidestroke of sorts, he began to pull the canoe toward the near shore. The girls watched without complaint; he was like a force as impersonal and involuntary as the storm.

At a distant point on the lake, rain began to fall. Robert heard it through his ice cap; he saw the rain as a silver mist that seemed to flow backward, from lake to cloud.

The girl with the paddle leaned forward and pulled with a deep, clean stroke. The canoe tore free of Robert’s grasp. Its hull glanced achingly off his shoulder.

They went aground at a marina. The canoe scraped up onto the concrete launch ramp that angled into the water. Only the girl with the paddle looked back to see what had become of Robert. He had found the lake bottom and stood in water up to his chest. He already felt the gracelessness of the suit out of its element filling back into him. From where he stood he could hear the girl whine about getting the canoe back. Fat raindrops smacked the ramp, then advanced drumming across the marina’s corrugated roof, across the lake highway, and into the trees with a rush. Robert did not go ashore.

The girl with the paddle waved for him to come closer. She was soaked and forlorn in the rain. Her knees were knocked and she held the paddle like a guitar. She ignored her friends in their shrill complaining. She waved again and his movement back out into the lake she took as an effort to communicate because she cupped a hand behind her ear to catch his message. Then he slipped under the water.

He swam fifty yards parallel to the shore, back toward the point where he had entered the lake. All the green rocks he swam above looked familiar. He wondered if the girl was following the progress of his snorkel.

When he surfaced he saw they had forgotten him in the organizing of their portage home. The canoe’s green hull was flipped toward the sky, their damp gear tied inside and hanging like bagged game. Lining up, the paddler directing, the four girls got the bulky craft lifted over their heads. Transformed into a green-shelled creature, too many legs to be an insect, they bumped clumsily getting their direction, balance, and the rhythm of the march. Then they departed.

Robert watched them go up the road that would take them around the lake to the campus. They would be protected from the rain by their burden. In their retelling of the tale they would refer to him as Neptune.




	

 


			

Chapter Sixteen

Openings



ROBERT DIVED AGAIN the following morning, going in a quarter mile north from the previous day’s dive. He dropped in his blue skin of rubber over the side of the anchored rowboat. He felt released plunging into the water. He stayed in for an hour, poking careful arms in among the tumbled rocks with their small pockets of mystery, finding nothing.

In the afternoon he went to SportsHeaven.

A cashier told him a man was there to see him.

“Where is he?” Robert asked.

“In the aisles. He looks confused.”

Robert went to the back room. He always half expected to find Joe Marsh there, but Joe was gone. His bandoleer, still loaded with mints, sausage links, pens, pencils, a pencil flashlight, and cigarettes gone stale, hung from its peg. Robert was impressed Joe had been able to leave it behind. Late the night of the day he had taken over SportsHeaven, alone after closing, Robert had slipped the bandoleer over his head, settling it on his shoulder and across his chest. It had been surprisingly heavy. Not surprisingly, its smell—of leather, tobacco, spices, Mrs. Marsh’s perfume—reminded Robert of Joe.

He missed him. Joe Marsh’s sex life, in the last weeks of Joe’s term as manager, became Robert’s vicarious sex life. He had a face to attach to the convulsing body Joe described minutely. Although Joe’s work never improved, his stories did. He seemed to hold out hope that his talent as a sexual raconteur would save his job, just as he believed his way with a hero’s tales had won him the job in the first place. He went on in embarrassing length and detail. His eyes sought something in Robert, his audience; he sought reassurance that his life was not getting away from him.

Robert could not help him. In the end, Herm told Robert to tell Joe he was no longer needed. The unseemliness of the assistant manager firing the manager was not lost on Robert; it made him wonder about the footing of his own stature. But Joe Marsh did not question the hierarchy; he did not complain, as was his right, that Herm should have wielded the ax. He had known long before that Robert had moved past him. Robert was Herm’s appointed one. The back room was sadly quiet, cold as a cave, an hour after Joe Marsh departed. And in the weeks that followed, theft soared, always on the shift Robert did not work. The thieves had to be employees. They knew the security, they knew when Robert was away. In charge, his ascent complete and a matter of public wonderment (his father claimed), Robert liked work less than he ever had.

He took his whistle from the desk drawer. He carried the whistle all the time at work. He could feel its speckled pill rolling within the chromed chamber in his pocket. He blew the whistle on shoplifters once or twice, thinking each time of Mrs. Marsh, and occasionally on dawdling employees, who fried him with their looks of hate when his back was turned and presumably extracted their revenge by pilfering a $75 pair of running shoes at the first opportunity.

He went out to look in the aisles for the man there to see him. He guessed it was the pilot, Frank Abbott, who had been in before.

But it was his father there to see Robert. He found him in a far aisle, alone, looking through felt letters.

“Dave the rave,” Robert said, approaching.

His father dropped the letters back in the box, mixing them, vowels with consonants.

“What brings you here?”

“Spare time,” his father said. He looked bad, pale, sunk in on himself, his clothes too loose. His hands in his pockets seemed to be keeping his pants aloft on his bony hips.

“Long lunch?”

“I’m shut down, Rob-O,” Dave said. He touched a letter with a fingertip. “I told your mother two days ago to find herself another tenant.”

“You want a cup of coffee? A cold drink?” Robert asked.

“That would be nice.”

Robert led his father to the back room. He seated him at the desk and poured coffee in plastic cups. Dave waited for his to cool. Diving made Robert hungry for coffee, for something hot and fast in his system, and he drank his immediately.

“Now tell me all that again,” he said.

“I folded my tent two days ago. If you came by more often you’d know that.”

“I’ve been busy, Dave.”

“I know. Diving.”

Robert nodded. It pleased him that his life was of sufficient interest to be monitored by others. “And running this place,” he added. “Why did you close?”

“Why? Why do you think? No business. I hadn’t sold a T-shirt all winter.”

“Come on!”

“It’s true,” his father said. “It’s not a T-shirt town, Mozart. Winter lasts too long.”

“But summer’s here,” Robert said. “People will be in a T-shirt mood.”

His father waved a hand dismissively. “They’ll have to buy them somewhere else. You should sell them here.”

“We do,” Robert said.

Dave looked hard at him.

“It’s a new line,” Robert said. He made a vague gesture with his thumb toward another corner of the store. The T-shirt counter had been his idea, and Herm had loved it. In the week the counter had been open business had been fair, but steady, with a bell on the counter for customers to summon help, and one of the jobs Robert had that day was to hang a sign in the front window advertising the new venture.

“Since when?” Dave asked.

“It’s new, Dave. Just started.”

“My own son drives me out of business,” Dave said ruefully.

“That’s not true,” Robert said. “You’ve had problems in that store all along. It’s the location, Dave. Nobody sees it unless they look for it. You’re facing the wrong way. You’re out of sight of the lake. It’s like you’re afraid to attract a crowd.”

“I’m glad I don’t face the lake. If I did, I’d have to watch my son making a spectacle of himself.”

“OK, Dave,” Robert said, looking for an opening out.

“I never thought you’d put in a line that competed directly with me,” Dave said.

“We had a little space, Herm asked me what I thought would go. I thought T-shirts.”

“Yeah, the T-shirts that would go are mine,” Dave said. “You’re a cruel kid, Robert, since you became boss.”

Robert finished his coffee and slammed the cup into the wastebasket. But then he had to fish it out because it was one of the few cups he had.

“Don’t talk like that, Dave. It’s business. There are a million T-shirt shops. You blame all of them, too?”

“There aren’t a million T-shirt shops around the corner from mine,” Dave said.

“Why are you quitting?” Robert asked. “You’ve folded a thousand tents before, but you always came back with something else. Why not this time?”

His father tapped his thin-haired scalp, which showed the first pink burn of the spring sun. “No ideas,” he said. “My mind has gone dry.”

“Because of Mom?”

After a moment’s thought, Dave nodded. “I admit your mother’s recent behavior has let some of the wind out of me.” He regarded his son with one eyebrow raised. “For thirty years I’m the prince,” he complained. “Then wham! She wants to be by herself, she wants to meet new people, she wants to be away from me for eight hours a day.”

“So let her,” Robert said. He feared his father was about to cry. “Do something on your own, for once.”

His father’s face hardened. Robert’s words had come forth cruel, when he had been seeking gruff good humor.

“I guess I should’ve expected that from you.”

Robert blurted, “All my life it’s been you two and me. I always felt like I was butting in. How do you like being cut out?”

“No,” Dave said kindly. “We were a trio: you, me, Evelyn. We did everything together.”

Robert looked away. His father was full of imaginings.

“You had the crazy sales dreams,” Robert said, “and Mom had the money and the spine.”

“No.”

“And I was the third wheel,” Robert said. “The kid who denied you your den.”

His father stood. Dave’s plastic cup, Robert noticed, had been cut down an inch around the rim by his gnawing teeth. A fleck of white plastic stuck to his chin.

“I shouldn’t have come here,” Dave said.

“Why did you come here?”

“My son the manager. I wanted to see you.”

“Don’t be mad, Dave. But Evelyn’ll want you even less if she sees you quitting on her.”

His father was motionless, listening for Robert to go on.

“She’s done so much for you—it will kill her to see you collapse without her.”

“I’ll be out of her hair,” Dave whined.

Robert slapped the mangled cup from his father’s hand. It whirled through the door, out into SportsHeaven. Dave’s hand remained in the position of holding the cup, a hand poised as if awaiting a burden.

“Don’t be a martyr, Dave.”

“Why do you talk to me this way? I get old and suddenly nobody wants to be around me. I’m a butt of jokes. My son strikes me and talks to me like I’m a child.”

Robert longed to blow his whistle in his father’s face, but he kept it in his pocket.

“I can’t help you,” he said. “You’re imagining all this. Maybe I imagined the way you regarded me when I was growing up. OK. We’re even. Now go home, I’ve got work to do.”

His father went and got the cup off the floor. He brought it back and dropped it in the basket. “I want to fill out an application for a job,” he said.

“What would you do?”

“Sell!” Dave fairly shouted. “It’s what I’ve done all my life.”

“That’s debatable,” Robert said, again amazed at his cruelty.

But his father did not buckle; the idea of working at SportsHeaven, probably first put forward only to annoy Robert, had taken hold in him.

“I can run the T-shirt counter.”

“You’ve proven yourself there, all right.”

“Don’t be sarcastic. I’ll do whatever you want. I’m sick of T-shirts, actually.”

Robert took a pad of applications from the desk drawer and handed it to his father.

“I think we’d work well together,” Dave said.

“Look—” Robert began. But he had bled whatever cruelty he had stored for his father. He set a pen on the table. “Don’t get your hopes up.”

His father giggled. “Your mother isn’t going to believe this.”

“No,” Robert said, “she isn’t.”

BUT DAVE HAD placed something within Robert that he carried home with him. In the cool May darkness, an hour past midnight, he took his gear to the lake. He stayed in for only a half hour. It was uneasiness that cut short his dive. He did not trust the darkness of the water, or the light that defined its jumpy edges.

Throughout the dive, though, he thought about what his father had made clear to him. He opened it like wings, inspecting it from all sides, admiring it. He was in charge of a small domain. Being manager of SportsHeaven gave him the first power beyond himself that he had ever possessed.

He slept lightly in his room on the fourth floor. The windows of the house were open and he heard Ethel’s alarm and the first stumblings of her rising for work. Then he slept through her departure, reawakening when Olive left for her first day of the new season at Good-Ee Freez. He imagined her climbing into her fresh-washed smock, her swim-muscled body full of an effort to be contained in cloth. The night before, he had angled for an invitation to her room; he had even considered climbing the tree. But he didn’t; that was past. Nothing had happened. He had gone to work, then gone diving.

Olive, since falling through the ice, since the end of swimming season, had turned inward, as if looking at something for the first time. She had been saddened by the end of the racing. The booty of medals she had won hung in a cluster from the light cord over the kitchen counter and clinked like a wind chime in the slightest breeze. Her friends had kept quiet about the fall through the ice and the coach never found out about it, or never let on that he knew. Joining the team late, Olive still won a green block M with a tiny gold pin of a girl diving into water, and was voted the team’s best swimmer. But now she seemed stranded again.

Robert sometimes wondered if the winter had ever taken place. The air was so warm, and Olive so distant, it was as if his memory had been tricked.

He took his things down to the bathroom. Duke was sitting on the hall floor, his leg out in front of him. The light was dim there and his eyes were closed. His arms were folded and wrapped in a towel.

“Waiting for Buzz?” Robert asked.

Duke nodded without opening his eyes. Robert fingered his beard. Holding the long strands of it to his nose he could smell the lake and the ice cap and the faint chlorine scent the mask had, and deep down, Olive.

“When do you get out of school?”

“About three thirty.”

“Wise guy. For the summer.”

“Next week,” Duke said.

“And Buzz?”

“Same time. A day earlier, I think.”

“What are your plans for the summer?”

Duke’s eyes opened for the first time. He wore yellow pajamas bearing a pattern of faded green footballs. His foot looked cold stretched out, a white figurine wrapped in a cheap net of faint blue strings.

Robert did not wait for Duke to answer; he feared some sarcasm. “You want to work for me?”

The bathroom door opened. Sunlight flew out as if trapped and then freed. Buzz had tufts of shaving cream at his ears, and held a razor in his hand.

Robert asked him, “You want a job at SportsHeaven for the summer?”

He loved the sound of the question; he loved the power to ask it.

Duke asked, “What would we do?”

“Stock. Sweep up. Sell. Work.”

“What’s the pay?” Buzz asked.

“About four an hour.”

Buzz ran hot water on the razor. He drew the blue blade with an extended scraping action over the pink flats of his cheeks. He was taller than Robert, wider in the shoulders, feathery hair at the center of his chest.

“Do we have to wear those half-assed zebra suits?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll do it,” Duke said. He had gotten to his foot. He was full of excitement, bobbing there in the hall, and then touching a finger to the wall for balance.

“First,” Robert said, “get your artificial leg.”

Duke whipped an open hand out and caught Robert’s shoulder. The slap rang in the hall, but did not hurt. Duke was thrown off balance, but Robert steadied him.

“This was just a sneaky trick to get me to wear that fucking phony leg!”

“Yes,” Robert said. “On your crutch you’d only get half as much done as you would with both hands free.”

“I won’t do it,” Duke said.

“What do I have to do?” Buzz asked.

“Nothing. Just come to work when you’re supposed to.”

“That’s not fair,” Duke said. “He’s getting off easy.”

“He’s not hiding from something like you are.”

“Are you done?” Duke snarled at Buzz.

Buzz washed his face and dried it with a hand towel. He put his razor back in the medicine cabinet, whose four glass shelves were glutted with the boys’ things and Ethel’s and Olive’s myriad equipment, rolled tubes and colored pots, as well as Ben’s double-blade razor packed with cut whiskers and dried soap, his stick deodorant and his toothbrush. Nobody dared throw them out.

“Now I’m finished,” Buzz said. Duke shoved past and slammed and locked the door.

“Why are you doing this?” Buzz asked.

“Because I want to. Because I’m able to. I’m giving my father a job, too.”

“What about Mom and Olive?”

“Hell,” Robert said, “I’ll give them jobs, too, if they ask for them.”

“You have that many openings?”

“Openings can be made. If you’re interested, stop in after school. We’ll fit you out in a zebra suit.”

“Baseball practice,” Buzz said. “I’ve got baseball practice.”

“Can you throw?”

“I try. There’s always a little pain.”

“Give your arm a rest,” Robert said. “Come work for me. I’ll leave it up to you. But you can’t throw away the pain you’ve got. The human arm doesn’t work that way.”

He remained in his room, his wet suit top on, until the boys left and the house was empty. Then he carried his gear down the street to the lake. He rowed a half mile beyond the point he had entered Oblong Lake the previous dive. The houses he saw on the shore were not familiar. He could barely see Ben’s tall house. The spiked spine of the Cow was at his back, and bulked up to hide the Calf.

His search for Ben in the past had been haphazard; hunches played, feelings trusted to pick those spots Ben was likely to be. But the diving season had brought a need for pattern to him now. He had a strategy for a progressive covering of the lake. This patterned search made him feel the lake was shrinking; he was backing Ben into a corner of inevitability.

The water folded around him, pressed him down, warmed him. Two thin pike, seeing him, shot away like daggers that abruptly stopped and hung in midair. He poked in the shadows beneath a wooden pier, his heart racing. He stayed near the shore for the first half hour. He occasionally wondered what was being stolen from SportsHeaven that morning. He found nothing. He turned out toward the center of the lake, the bottom opening beneath him as he swam easily out. He made the crossing in forty minutes, stopping twice to rest. He was in the widest part of Oblong Lake. Nothing moved on the bottom. No pale reflections, no sharp pricks of light caught his eye. At the opposite shore he swam parallel to the land for a quarter mile, again sticking his frightened hands and steady light into the shadows beneath rocks and ledges, in his mind adding the spaces to the list of the safe. When he judged it was time, he set off back across the lake.

A hundred yards from shore, twenty-five feet down, light flashed for him to see. It was his habit to hover over these not uncommon sparkles like a bird, to give them time to prove themselves a fish, or a trick of light and water. But this light remained a mystery.

He filled his lungs with air, then kicked down through the water. The pressure seemed to thicken the water. Whirling little pains fizzed in his ears and in the flat corridors of his temples.

The light was glancing off three coins on a flat rock. They reminded Robert of money placed on a counter for milk, or bread, or a newspaper. They were clean and shiny out there in Oblong Lake. He picked them up one at a time—quarter, dime, quarter—and put them in a pocket of his suit. The cold water made his bare hand ache when he removed the clumsy three-fingered glove to grasp the coins.

He stayed down a moment longer. His arms fluttered like wings against a wind, keeping him in place. His squeezed vision took in the water to all sides of him. The sun coming down turned everything golden directly; but viewed at an angle the water was the color of mint candies, and infinitely colder. Even with the glove back on, the cold pushed up his arm, reaching like a hand for his heart. He told no one of the coins, of finding them so carefully placed and out of place.

BUZZ TOLD HIS coach his arm was shot and quit the baseball team in order to take a job at SportsHeaven. Robert fitted Buzz into a striped shirt and put him to work cleaning glass. Buzz took the bucket of rags and the spray bottle filled with a liquid that reminded him of grape soda.

“This may be my lot in life,” he told Robert, fingering the stripes on his ref’s shirt.

“It’s not so bad,” Robert said. “People are in a good mood in a sporting goods store. It reminds them of play. Of their youth.”

He expected Buzz to complain about the meniality of his first task; Robert had given him the job of wiping the counters down for just that reason. But Buzz said nothing. He went almost cheerfully to work.

Robert had seen his father at Del Cobbler’s store, standing with three men by the long rack of magazines. Del had winked at Robert when he came in. The men with his father were all businessmen—Tom Mott, who sold insurance; Clarence Forrester, who ran a small farm and also an auto parts store at the north end of Mozart; and Frank Clark, who owned a camera store—dressed in shirts and ties, all of them a little overweight, smoking cigars, leaning in to catch his father’s words. They appeared annoyed at Robert’s interruption, these men whose sons had all moved away.

“Go on, Dave. Give them the punch line,” Robert said.

“No punch line,” Dave said. “No joke.” His friends said goodbye and departed.

“Sorry,” Robert said, feeling the drudge. “It could have waited.”

“I’ll finish with them later. What can I do for you?”

“I wanted to offer you a job,” Robert said, the words surprising him with their emotion, the tears they almost pulled from him.

“Damn,” Dave said, sniffing himself. “When do I start?”

And on his first day of work, his father was a half hour late. Robert called home and his mother answered.

“Where’s Dave?”

“He left for work an hour ago,” she replied.

“He’s late,” Robert said.

“Maybe he’s having coffee with his friends. He doesn’t feel he has to be open all the time. Nobody’s buying.”

Robert, suddenly careful, asked, “Buying what?”

“T-shirts, silly.”

“Mom, Dave closed the shop for good last week.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Go by there. The door’s locked, the lights are out, and all the leftover stock has been shipped back to the supplier. I was sure you knew.”

“That old fool!” Evelyn exclaimed. “Thirty years we’re together day and night. Now he won’t let me have a moment to myself.”

“You trained him otherwise.”

“That’s nonsense. When I was with him all day he was full of talk—mostly his interpretation of things we had done together. Now—when I’m hungry for fresh news at the end of the day—he won’t tell me anything.”

“I don’t know, Mom. He’s sure lost without you. I hired him to work for me here.”

His mother laughed with disbelief. “You are kidding, aren’t you?”

“No. That’s why I called. He’s a half hour late. Not too impressive on your first day at a new job.”

She sighed. “Have him call me when he shows up.”

Robert had no one to put in charge while he went looking for his father. He told Buzz to sit in the back room and put price stickers on volleyballs, and to tell anyone who came looking for him that he would return in ten minutes.

He ran down the street to the restaurant. His father was at a booth by the window, holding a chunky white mug of coffee to his lips. He wore a zebra shirt. Robert had given it to Dave when he hired him, so he would not have to face the indignity of changing in the back room, and so that Robert would not be subject to that spectacle himself.

Robert took the seat across from his father.

“You’re late, Dave. Look at me.”

His father would not comply.

“Why didn’t you tell Evelyn you closed the store?”

His father slurped coffee. The underside of his jaw looked sore with razor burn.

“She’d crown me,” he muttered.

“Nonsense,” Robert said, an echo of Evelyn. “But regardless—I’ve got a business to run, and I’ve hired you. Are you coming to work or not?”

“Don’t use that tone with me.”

Robert leaned forward. “I can use that tone with you, Dave. I’m your boss.”

His father’s eyes opened wide; he might not have thought of it in those terms.

“I’ve never had a boss before,” he reflected. “I’m almost sixty years old and I’ve never worked for anyone else. Just your mother.”

Robert smiled. “And now your son.” He slapped his father’s shoulder, then stood. “I’ve got to get going. I’ve got to fire somebody. Don’t make it be you.”

They walked to SportsHeaven together. Buzzard was still in the back room. Nobody had been in to see Robert. SportsHeaven seemed to run itself. Robert picked up one of the volleyballs and spun it on his fingertip. In purple ink on the orange price sticker was the figure $1.295.

“Wrong price, Buzzer,” Robert said. He took the price gun from Buzz’s hand. “You put the decimal point in the wrong—one place to the left of where it should be,” he explained. “These balls are $12.95.”

Robert felt his father’s presence behind him, his smoky breath and old man’s scent, the displacement of his body, pushing against him; and before him, Buzzard’s hurt, chastised face, and three dozen mispriced volleyballs.

“You never showed me how to work the fucking gun,” Buzz cried.

“You’re right. I should have. Watch your mouth.” He set the price and returned the gun to Buzz. He said evenly, “No harm, no foul.”

“Now I’ve gotta pull all the stickers off,” Buzz complained.

“You’re right,” Robert said. He turned and there was Dave, who backtracked from the hot light in his son’s face.

“Little snot,” Dave whispered when they were clear of the back room.

“He’s just nervous. It’s his first day, too. He was on time.”

His father sniffed. “Where do you want me to start?”

“Evelyn wants you to call her.”

His father’s cocky look fell away. He jammed his hands in his pockets.

“She’ll just read me the riot act, Rob-O.”

“No she won’t. She’s never raised her voice to you as long as I can remember.”

“Oh . . . you don’t hear the half of it,” Dave said, his eyes wide.

“Call her. Then report back to me.”

“Who’re you going to fire?”

“A kid,” Robert said. “A thief.”

He left his father. He could not recall his mother ever chewing his father out; she seemed to love him so carelessly, even his failures had charm. She found something radiant in the way he lived off her. In the night, in their room, did she turn on him in secret?

Hiring his father had brought SportsHeaven to the employee limit allowed by Herm Branch. Hiring Buzz had put Robert one over that limit.

He found Dick by the bicycles. Long ago, when Robert was only seasonal help, he had discovered Dick deflating a basketball to fold into the narrow space of his locker. Robert had stored the incident. When he became assistant manager, Dick called in sick two days running. He returned to work with a fresh haircut. The back of his neck was smoothed and powdered, as if in preparation for a falling blade. But nothing had happened then.

Robert was promoted to manager and Dick again came to work the first day with his hair cut. He worked hard, arriving early, staying late. But Robert never forgot that half-emptied ball, the casual lack of guilt in the kid’s eyes; Robert saved the moment like a favor for the day he needed to be rid of Dick.

Dick was wiping spots of oil from the bikes. They were newly arrived, and in shipping oil had dripped onto the hard rubber seats and spidery frames. Dick’s hair had grown out; Robert had been in charge for a while.

He tapped the kid on the shoulder. “Time to go,” he said.

“Time to go where?” Dick asked.

“Wherever you want. You’re through here.”

Dick picked at the SportsHeaven patch sewn to the shoulder of his zebra shirt. The patch was the shape of a comet, with a star at the head and a tail of sporting goods—baseball, basketball, bicycle, ski poles, baseball bat, tennis racket, pistol—pouring away behind it, into heaven.

“Why’d you wait so long?”

“You were on borrowed time as soon as I caught you,” Robert said. “It’s your bad luck I became boss.”

The kid had worked a gold thread loose. “I need this job,” he said. “There aren’t many places to work in Mozart. I know a couple other guys who’ve ripped you off. I’ll turn them in if you’ll let me stay.”

“Go home. You’ve convinced me I’m right in firing you.”

Dick jerked on the gold thread and the sports comet came free from the shirt. Tears were in his eyes. Two girls in zebra shirts spied from the end of the aisle; they walked away when Robert saw them.

“You’re a good worker,” Robert said, “when you think it’s to your benefit. Next job, you’ll think twice about stealing.”

The kid took a swing at Robert then, catching him with a hard fist on the side of the head. The blue room went white and Robert saw Dick moving away from him. Robert hit the floor on his tailbone, a bike pedal chewing into the skin on his spine. Dick had not been in retreat; Robert had only been falling backwards. His fate sealed, the kid decided to make the best of it. He advanced on Robert, his fists curled, his foot drawing back to kick.

But Buzzard was there to shoot Dick in the face with a jet of purple cleaning fluid. The ammonia seemed to put his eyes out, the kid shrieked so. And before Robert could intervene, Buzz hit the incapacitated kid so hard Dick knocked over a line of eight bikes and lost a tooth in the fall.

The episode filled Buzz with boundless happiness, though he held his throwing arm as if surprised by a fresh pain.

“Did you see me?” he shouted to Robert. “I earned my pay today!”

“Get him some water,” Robert said, pointing to Dick, who was on all fours among the toppled bikes. When Buzz left, only the clicking of a revolving wheel could be heard.

“Don’t rub your eyes,” Robert said. “That will only make it worse.”

“Fuck you.”

Robert got to his feet. The abrasion on his spine burned. A small ridge of swelling was hardening the skin to the side of his left eye.

Buzz came with a bucket of cold water and a blue SportsHeaven towel.

“Hold still,” Robert said. He wrung the wet towel out over Dick’s tipped-back head. The water ran off his face, into his shirt, onto the floor. But cold puddles, like rain trapped in depressions on a hill, formed over his eyes and he made no move to empty them.

“I’m going to sue your ass,” he threatened in a low voice.

“No, you aren’t,” Robert replied. “Right now I plan to let you off. I’m just happy to be rid of you. But if you sue, I’ll press assault charges.”

“I might be blinded!”

“You got hit with mostly water and a little ammonia. You won’t go blind, and you won’t sue.”

Dick took the wet towel and pressed it to his face. The mark raised by Buzz’s punch was hidden in the scarlet eruption from the ammonia. The young man sat on the floor for a long time. The spectacle he made, the cascaded bicycles, the spreading low lake fed by the dripping towel, the sense of his absolute sadness, grew commonplace, and the few shoppers and employees watching dispersed. Robert told Buzz to set the bikes back up, to angle their front wheels precisely alike. Then he told him to get the mop from the back room.

“Let him do it,” Buzz complained, pointing at Dick.

“He doesn’t work here anymore.” Robert took Dick’s arm. “Come on. Time to go,” he said solicitously. “You can’t sit here all day.”

It took ten minutes to get Dick on his feet and dried off. The puffed stamp of Buzz’s punch was now plain; it rose in almost the identical location as Robert’s swelling. Dick’s wet eyes were dense nets of irritated veins. He carried his tooth, an upper canine, in his cupped hand.

But he moved with the sluggish grief of a young man who has lost a loved one, or been the sole survivor of a catastrophe. In his wet zebra shirt and black pants he looked feeble and disheveled. Robert had to lead him down the aisles to the time clock, then to his locker, and finally out the back door. He guided him on this slow trip with one arm around Dick’s waist, but in the open air in the back of the store the sun made Dick squint and he came to life, as if rejuvenated like a forest plant freed from darkness by the felling of a competing tree.

He thrust a finger close to Robert’s face.

“Fuck you, Cigar! I’m going to sue your ass from here to Milwaukee, and I’m going to sue this two-bit store.”

Robert touched the soreness beside his eye, as if to remind Dick. Robert said, “Remember what I said about that.”

Robert stepped back into SportsHeaven and shut the door, cutting in half the young man’s threats.

Dave was on the back room phone, hidden in a corner’s dimness by the sunlight Robert had just emerged from. Robert heard his name paged, called to the front of the store.

Dave put his hand over the phone. “Your mother says hello,” he reported. “She says she will never forgive me for this masquerade.”

“Don’t believe her.”

“I don’t.” Dave smiled. “Already she is coming around.”

“Talk her into reopening the shop,” Robert said, going through the curtains, into the store. Talk her into taking her husband out of her son’s hair.

He made a pass by the bicycles. Buzz had put them in perfect order, then mopped the floor. Robert found him in another aisle, putting the newly priced volleyballs on the shelf.

Robert’s name went out over the PA one more time. It sounded cut from thin letters of electricity, then stitched in the store’s blue air. His head ached. Waiting for him was Frank Abbott, who caught his eye before Robert could slip back into SportsHeaven unnoticed.

IN THOSE STRANGE days after the accident, the one person Robert thought he had a fix on was the pilot. He seemed clearly innocent. He had landed his plane on a dark lake and intersected the point on the lake containing Ben and Duke. It was simple, tragic geometry. Robert was almost grateful for Frank Abbott; he was the one clearly cut element in the entire mess. Ben was missing, Duke was shy a leg, and Buzz, Olive, and Ethel floated in their grief and confusion, as though clutching a fragment of shattered boat in a body of cold, patient water. Of the participants in the tale, only Frank Abbott had definition; the pilot was the lone person who did not shift and darken and intensify in Robert’s imagination.

In two weeks the story was over except for those most affected by it. The divers had long given up the search for Ben; Robert had only begun his diving in earnest after the fire department was called off. Duke came home from the hospital and sat all day in a chair whose wheels squeaked. Ethel was trying to pick her way through each day; she did better than Robert would have expected. And the official verdict of the accident was that it was just that. There even was a sliver of blame stabbed into the vanished Ben, for being out on the lake in a rowboat without any illumination whatsoever. Robert laughed when he read that in the Madison paper. His lips and the tips of his hands were blue from his dives in the lake.

Then, as though compelled to square off the edges of the tale, Frank Abbott disappeared. He had sold his plane soon after the accident. Those who knew him (none of them well) said his enthusiasm for flying had been blunted by the accident. The plane was well tended but for the dented pontoon, the price was low, and it sold quickly.

A pilot without a plane, Frank Abbott moved out of the rooms he rented in a house on the lake, and told no one where he was going. So lacking was interest in the pilot that no stories were made up to give form to his time away.

HE SHOOK ROBERT’S hand and spoke his name unnecessarily. He was a tall man, sideburns cut to a dated length. His leather jacket smelled of motor oil and that smell took Robert back three years to the days of the accident. He had seen the pilot only two or three times then, and had never spoken to him, but that oily leather smell got through to wait in his memory.

“Can I talk to you?” the pilot asked. His eyes went up and down Robert’s shirt, as though each black stripe was a corridor in a deceptively straightforward labyrinth. His eyes were green and seemed to be weighing something.

“I’m sort of busy,” Robert said. “A number of small fiascos have taken place—all at once. I’m way behind.”

“Maybe after work.”

“Where are you staying?”

“I’ve moved back. I’ve got a room at The View.”

Robert nodded. The View was a residential motel on the road out of town, a sorry place whose view was of the woods that encroached on its rear cabins. Out front, invisible two miles away through tall trees and thickets of summer cottages, was Oblong Lake.

“Can you come see me?” Frank Abbott asked.

“About what?”

“I heard about your diving,” he said. “I wanted to talk to someone else who couldn’t let it go.”

“There’s nothing to talk about, really,” Robert said.

“Then listen to me. You don’t have to say a word.”

Robert saw no point in this; Duke held the only secret worth knowing about that night and he was resolute in his protection of it. Robert doubted the pilot had heard Ben’s quiet voice as his plane descended.

“I don’t think I can,” Robert said.

“Aren’t you curious where I’ve been? What I did that night?”

“No.”

“Mr. Cigar . . . I think you are curious.”

“Don’t call me that. You’re ten years older than me.” He took a breath. “I never blamed you for what happened. It was a freak occurrence. A car hitting a squirrel.”

The pilot closed his eyes a moment; he was in his plane, in the air, the North Star large and bright as an open window. Below, lights thickly rimmed Oblong Lake, a necklace of gems laid out on velvet display. He began his descent.

He opened his eyes. “I never should’ve sold my plane,” he said to Robert. “It’s the biggest mistake I’ve ever made. Now I’m airborne in my imagination—and it is always that flight. I should have kept the plane and gone flying again. Then I could’ve worked up the courage to fly at night again. To land on the lake in the dark. But I panicked.” He shrugged his shoulders in the oily jacket.

“What cabin are you in?”

“Four. I’ll be there all night.”

“It will be late,” Robert said. “After midnight.”

A SODIUM VAPOR light bright as a second moon high on a pole created a harsh illumination. Cabin Four was around back. The pilot was waiting for Robert on the cabin’s front porch, sitting in one of the two painted steel lawn chairs, their backs molded in the shape of fan shells, provided by the motel. He was drinking beer and fetched one for Robert without asking. Moths, one large as a bird, snapped and whirred in the porch light. They threw shadows like stains across the men.

Robert folded his hands around his beer bottle’s cold brown neck. The night was warm. He was prepared to take the pilot at his word; to listen and say nothing.

“Thanks for coming,” Frank Abbott said in a soft, nervous voice. “I’ve carried this around with me for almost three years. Then I heard about you—and I was heartened. I thought I was the only one—as I said this afternoon—who couldn’t let it go.”

“Where did you hear about me?”

The pilot shifted in the shell chair. His leather jacket was draped across his shoulders.

“A moment of utter coincidence,” he said. “I was in Chicago, looking for work. I bought a paper for the want ads. But before I got the want ads, I looked at the sports. And there was a story by an Al Gasconade—a name I half remembered from my life in Mozart.”

Robert turned in his chair at the mention of his friend.

“This was the winter past,” the pilot said. “I was upset, seeing his name, because I thought I had put some time and space between Mozart and myself. But even this faintest tie to this town turned me inside out. Just that name—Al Gasconade—and I was back here”—he raised his bottle to the warm night, to the chattering forest, the false moon—“where I didn’t want to be.”

“I know Al,” Robert said.

“I found a job—something menial. I kept seeing his name in the paper. Al Gasconade. In my mind he became familiar. I even started to remember—or think I remembered—what he looked like. One day I called the paper and asked for him.”

“Did he know you?”

“I suppose. He was polite,” Frank Abbott said. “I kept him on the line about ten minutes with random questions about home. He’d been away longer than I had. But just before I hung up I think he figured out what I was after—news of the victims of the accident. And he mentioned Robert Cigar—a friend, he called you—and how to this day you dive looking for Ben Ladysmith’s body. I had to come and see you.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Robert said. “I work, mostly. I dive when I get the chance.”

“I’ve heard that you dive every day.”

“It’s worked out that I’ve had the chance a lot lately. No telling when that chance will end.”

“But you’ve never found him.”

“I dive,” Robert said, “but it’s not always the same. Some days I hardly even look for Ben. Other days I’ll stick my head into places that give me bad dreams when I think about them afterward. Some dives I just have more courage. Some dives I have none at all. Someday I’ll get up the courage to stop altogether.” Robert asked, “Would you like to come with me sometime?”

The pilot gave a short, spooked laugh. He wrung the neck of the beer bottle so tightly the glass shrieked.

“No, sir,” he said. “Not me. I’m an air type. Not much of one now, but I know that the day will come in the future when I will go back up in the air. I’m grounded now. But I know my element. I’m not so stupid as to fool around in an alien element.” He clutched his shoulders, holding the bottle upright between his legs. “Talk about bad dreams.”

“Nothing to be afraid of,” Robert said; he was showing off, making light of a thing feared by this man who had killed Ben. “Let’s face it: I’m not going to find Ben. He’s nothing but particles now. This diving is just filler for me.”

“You’re a water type,” Frank Abbott said. “I’ll bet you’re afraid of heights.”

Robert laughed briefly. He still awoke sweating dreaming of the leaf rot in the gutters of Ben’s house, and the pinch in his waist of the rope tying him to the chimney, and the spacious danger of looking out across the treetops.

“You dive,” the pilot said. “Some day I’ll fly again.”

“But it’s like flying.”

Frank Abbott shook his head. He was smiling, savoring the safety of that shell-backed chair on the warm earth, beer in hand, the water distant.

“Go out with me on the boat then,” Robert said. “You don’t have to dive. Just monitor the boat.”

“Even that’s too close. That’s the edge between one and the other.”

“You once routinely landed a plane on that edge,” Robert said.

“But the edge thinned to nothing once and now I want nothing to do with it.”

“Tell me about that night.”

The pilot glanced at Robert. “It was a very routine flight. I had dropped a load of fishermen at a camp in northern Wisconsin. I headed back for Mozart. It was in the evening. Nearly dark. I wasn’t in the air more than a half hour before it was very dark.”

Robert pictured the plane, the night, and wondered where Ben and Duke were when the pilot turned for home; how far along that line were they that would intersect with the line the plane followed? Ben might have been changing to warmer clothes. Duke might have already been worried by the electricity of unease in the house.

“Very routine, though,” the pilot said. “I knew the way home. All the light marks along the way checked out. Bing bang boom.” He snapped his fingers, proud of the precision of that flight where a moment’s imprecision might have been a blessing. “Around ten o’clock I see the northeast rim of Oblong Lake pass under me. I’m nine, ten miles from home. I lower my altitude.” He held a steady hand out, parallel to the earth, a hand in flight. Robert’s heart began to race.

“I see the Cow and the Calf,” the pilot recalled. “Darker spots in the dark. I know they’re there, so I’m looking for them. Somebody was camping out—roasting hot dogs, maybe—on the Calf. I saw their campfire.”

“A fire?”

“A campfire,” Abbott said, impatient at this snag in his descent. “I circled the town once. I could see the light I’d left on in my apartment. It was a beautiful night. But so dark. I’m coming in. Very routine. The lake rises up toward me. It’s darker than the air, but shiny underneath. Can you picture that? Other than that, I saw nothing.”

“And you just landed on them?” Robert asked.

The pilot coughed into his fist. “At the moment my plane touches the water there is always a certain amount of spray thrown up—whiteness. And there is always a certain thump of landing. This landing—I remember a flash of white, not spray. Like catching sight of something out of the corner of your eye—but when you really look for it, it’s not there? That’s what happened. A flash, a thump, a shudder through the controls, a gremlin in the wires. My lights were on. I saw nothing.” He took a drink of beer. He was landing the plane again; always the same.

“I should have flown again,” he said. “I’m trapped now.”

“But you didn’t try to help them?”

“I didn’t know there was anyone to help,” Frank Abbott said. “Only the next day—when the divers were out, the kid was in the hospital without his leg, and my plane had a crumpled pontoon—only then did I put some times and places together. Only then was I pushed into the story.”

“It just seems—”

“How it seems to you is of no concern to me,” the pilot said. “I landed right on top of them. Six feet longer they’d both be alive and in one piece. Six feet shorter and they’d probably have been minced in the prop. Their boat ground to sawdust.” He threw his empty beer bottle out into the darkness; its brown glass vanished instantly and Robert had to listen for its landing on the earth’s carpet.

“I had to ask,” Robert said.

“Sure. Look. I invited you here to talk about this and I get all extended emotionally when you ask a perfectly sensible question.” He went into the cabin for more beer. Robert saw an unmade mattress through the doorway, blue-black stripes on gray, spotted with stains of mystery the shapes of islands. The pilot returned with two green bottles of ale.

“This is warm,” he apologized. “The beer’s gone. This stuff is better warm.”

“Thanks,” Robert said. “What are your plans now?”

“Plans,” the pilot said. “I’d like to fly again. When and if that takes place I’ll know I have returned to a normal state of mind. I’ve nearly run through the money I made selling the plane. I have extended it with odd jobs and a succession of rooms like this.”

“Come diving with me,” Robert said, getting to his feet. The time was perfect. He was certain he would not find Ben that night.

The pilot looked up at Robert. “Give me a job,” he said.

“No openings.”

“You’re the boss. Make an opening.”

“We don’t have enough work for the people there already,” Robert said.

“Give me a job and you can save me.”

“Come diving with me and you can have a job.”

“Don’t make me do that.”

“No dive, no job.”

“I’ll freeze to death.”

“Then you row the boat,” Robert said. “And when I find Ben, you help haul him into the boat. For that you can have a job.”

THE PILOT’S PULL on the oars was impressive. Life on the ground had made him strong. Robert watched without a word more compelling than a direction now and then to the shifting point on the lake he remembered ceasing the previous day’s search. In his blue suit, in the night’s warmth, he was sweating. As always he felt clumsy and poorly shaped. He awaited the graciousness bestowed by the cold water.

Shore lights were few that early in the morning. The preparation and collection of equipment, the working out of details of the job to be offered, had all consumed time. Birds would begin to complain and celebrate in the woods within the hour. Robert had narrowed to three the field of employees he could fire to make room for the pilot.

Abbott, when Robert instructed him to stop rowing, folded the oars in the boat and trailed his long fingers in the ink-dark water. He seemed amazed.

“You’re really going in there?”

Robert had already pulled the ice cap down over his head, and though he saw the pilot’s lips move he did not hear what he said. Frank Abbott did not think enough of the question to repeat it.

“Just stay in this general vicinity,” Robert said. “There’s a very slight current, about half a knot. Pick landmarks to the north and east and try to stay at that point where they intersect. OK?”

The pilot nodded, his arms folded within his jacket.

“The boat won’t sink,” Robert assured him. He slapped the hull and it echoed out and back.

“Unless someone lands on it,” the pilot said. His eyes rolled upward. Robert was sure he would see a plane coming in; the darkness was incomplete, like sheer cloth. But having seen a plane, what would he do but duck?

“You’re here,” Robert said, “so you’re safe.”

He made a quick examination of the seals of his suit, positioned his mask and snorkel, then rolled over the side of the boat into his element. He came up to get the water torch from the boat, then went under again. His intention was to search a small slice of lakeshore before returning to the boat. He swam without enthusiasm; he was diving only to make a point to the pilot.

His light bore a tube through the dark water, which in the light was the color of warm ale bottles. Chromic flashes darted through this tube of light. Each scared him breathless, then lost its power with its invisibility. He had no imagination for what lay outside the tubular light.

He came to a rise of tumbled rocks. They were huge and shadowy, chained like a train wreck, climbing out of sight. Robert pushed his light into the green spaces between them. He saw nothing. He had been right, Ben was nowhere to be found.

After fifteen minutes of diving and then checking his position against the rowboat with its mast pole of the seated, huddled pilot, Robert headed back. He was chilly and tired. He kept to the surface, kicking easily, light running ahead of him. The bottom of the lake seemed to rise to him. Daylight was bleeding in. He would sleep late on his decision of whom to fire.

He looked ahead and there was a face centered in the tube of light. It was a bleached face with wide, petrified eyes, framed by a semicircle of white-hot hair. A bony hand swept across the face.

Robert spit out the mouthpiece of his snorkel and took in a chestful of icy water in his need to scream. The face, out of its element, grabbed Robert by the neck.

The pilot had stood up in the boat in some effort to beat back his fear of Oblong Lake. And like a patient beast the lake had seized its chance and thrown the boat sideways under him, flipping the pilot overboard. He thrashed in the cold water before Robert returned to save him.

He got the pilot back into the boat, then ordered him to row quickly to shore, believing the energy generated by the rowing would compensate for the soaked, cold clothing and chill morning air.

But back at Cabin Four on the edge of the woods, which teemed with raucous birds, the pilot was elated. He clasped Robert’s rubber shoulders.

“I’m safe,” he exulted. “I fell into the lake and I got out. It had me dead to rights, but I got out.”

“You looked dead,” Robert said. “I thought you were Ben.”

The pilot swallowed, spat, then laughed. He later saved Robert from having to fire someone, refusing the job at SportsHeaven, preferring to seek work in his chosen field.




	

 


			

Chapter Seventeen

The Ice Age



MEN HIS FATHER’S age began stopping Robert on the streets of Mozart and inviting him for cups of coffee. The black and white stripes of his work shirt, the history of his ascent at SportsHeaven, indicated respectability, uprightness, and dependability to more people than Robert would ever have expected.

His time was taken on the town’s walks by men who seemed to desire his company and opinions only because he was in charge of a local business and they had heard he was, in addition to being Dave’s son, good at what he did.

“God, I envy you,” Dave said, after Robert had complained one day of being made late for work by these friendly shows of respect. “I’ve never in my life been stopped like that. Never.” He rolled a pencil in the stubbed valley between his ear and temple. “I’m always the guy doing the stopping. You can tell a loser—he’s the guy bathing the winner in accolades. Believe me.”

“Dave, you know that’s not true,” Robert said. “You can’t walk six feet in this town without stopping to talk with somebody. I never knew how you got anything done.”

“I didn’t,” Dave said. “I was everybody’s silver lining. And look where it’s gotten me.”

“Dave, it’s a pain in the ass,” Robert said. “They don’t have anything important to say. They just want to chat.”

“And the winners are impatient,” Dave said.

“Don’t you have work to do?”

“I wanted to tell you an idea I had.”

“Make it short.”

His father’s wounded eyes ran away from him, then back. “Your mother never made fun of my ideas,” he protested.

“And I’m not either,” Robert said. “It’s just that you have so many of them. You wanted to alphabetize the stock. You wanted to play college fight songs over the PA. You wanted to dress the cashiers like cheerleaders. But have you washed the south wall like I asked you? No. Did you stock those new racket frames? No. Did you sweep the odd-numbered aisles, yet? No.”

“I’m not geared that way, Rob-O,” Dave said.

“Geared?” Robert cried, his voice climbing in anger. “You make four and a quarter an hour. At that wage, you’re geared to do menial labor, not think.”

“Forget it. Maybe I should tender my resignation,” Dave said.

“I’ve got a lot of work to do,” Robert said. “What’s your idea?”

“A bike rack,” Dave said. “A place out front for the kids—or adults for that matter—to park their bikes. It’ll make the sidewalk tidier and safer. Plus it’ll be damned inviting for kids to come in and browse and spend money.”

“Browse, period,” Robert said. “Kids who ride bikes don’t buy, Dave. They just hold the balls and dream.”

“It was just an idea.”

“When you were a kid, Dave, did you ever buy anything from a sporting goods store?”

“I didn’t have any money,” Dave said, sore at his son’s rebuke.

“I just walked up and down the aisles,” Robert said. “Touching the balls. The leather pebbles. Holding a baseball. Swinging a bat—a short half swing because there wasn’t room to let it out.”

“It was just an idea,” Dave repeated.

“Thanks,” Robert said. He gave his father a gentle, friendly push toward the door into SportsHeaven. “Keep them coming.”

But when his father was gone Robert still could not break free of the river of idleness that carried him along. The street chats, the words of his father, the rush of his father’s ideas balanced against the absence of his father’s daily work, all held Robert in the chair at the desk. He toyed with a pink eraser, its edges rounded and blackened with use, as if it alone kept him afloat.

Herm Branch was expected that day. He was coming for the numbers for the previous month, the month of May. Robert had worked late the past four nights preparing them, and though they were not robust numbers they were an improvement.

Still, the numbers were a disappointment to Robert. He could not understand why more people did not buy sporting goods. June was nearly complete, the longest day of the year had passed, and the Earth was rolling toward another winter. Still, people were hesitant to put any faith in the summer. Hot days assembled in a line, the grass on infields burned, the beach sand heated, but still the numbers were sluggish.

Robert blamed Oblong Lake. Mozart’s center, it was always cold. A wind on the hottest day would catch the lake just so and blow the memory of ice into the heart of any picnic or softball game.

Theft hurt the numbers, too. Items kept disappearing: a $45 golf club, a $52 football, a $60 pair of running shoes, a $33 basketball hoop, a $90 speargun, a $4 box of table tennis balls. He called the police in early June, once each shift of the same day, arranging the visits with them in advance. They made an appearance, walking through the store with their radios talking on their shoulders like electric parrots, and Robert thanked them for their time. He wanted his employees to be aware of the police’s presence. Yet items disappeared. Robert put Buzzard on the day shift with the assignment of watching the other employees. He reported seeing nothing. Dave, given the same assignment, gave the same report.

The nights of working late on the numbers kept Robert from his diving. The lake became a stranger in that time. He felt his chances of finding Ben diminish; Ben had these days to find a new hiding place. This did not make Robert unhappy.

He read in the newspaper of a woman’s body found at the bottom of England’s deepest lake, allegedly thrown there by her husband. Wrapped in a rug, weighted with stones, she had rested at a depth of 120 feet for nearly six years. “She was preserved by the cold,” the paper reported, and Robert set aside the story, shivering, to return to his numbers.

He read in the same day’s papers of crows drugged by something in the window putty they loved to devour, then smashing windows by the hundreds with their beaks. Robert wondered: When they awakened would they remember their vandalism? Would they remember what made their skulls ache so?

An earlier day, Olive had said, “You don’t look for Daddy anymore.”

Robert was dressed for work; he had dreamed of late of removing his ref’s shirt and finding parallel black and white stripes running vertically through his skin. In the dream, tiny roadsters raced on the tracks formed by these stripes; the cars were one of a set of fourteen, retailing at $3.95 apiece.

“I haven’t given up,” he told Olive. “I’ve been busy.”

“You’ve been busy before. That never stopped you.”

“He’s a bigshot now,” Duke said.

“That job’s still waiting for you,” Robert said.

“I don’t want it.”

“When you work up the nerve to get the leg, come see me.”

“Won’t happen,” Duke said.

“You really think you are a bigshot,” Olive said. “Passing out jobs like some kingpin. Trading something for a job at your little sporting goods kingdom.”

Robert snickered, rubbed his hands, trying to cut away at her scorn. “It’s absolute power,” he said in a cackling, old man’s voice, “and it’s corrupted me absolutely.”

Olive said coldly, “That doesn’t hide the fact you think you’re hot shit.”

Robert shrugged and drank his coffee. He would only do so much to mollify her.

“Give Ethel a job,” Duke said. “Give her the job you’re holding for me.”

“She has a job.”

“She hates it,” Olive said. “She says her stomach knots every morning. Why should she have to get up at 5 a.m.? Give her a job, Mr. Bigshot.”

“She’d be bored,” Robert said.

“Driving a cab is exciting?”

“Ask her,” Duke challenged. “I bet she’ll jump at it.”

“Right now, we only have a spot open for a one-legged boy.”

“Fuck you,” Duke said dismally.

“It’s a great place to work. Ask Buzzer.”

“He says it’s a joke,” Duke jabbed. “He told me your dad sits and gabs all day while you prance around like Hitler, or somebody. He says it’s boring work and most of the kids goof off when you aren’t around.”

“That’s why there’s always opening for basket cases like you,” Robert said, his face warm.

“Why can’t you give Eth a job?” Olive asked.

“No openings.”

“No. Really.”

“Look—I want to be of some help to Duke. I’m willing to make a space for him. Ethel already has a job. I don’t think she would want to work for me.”

“Just ask her,” Olive said. “She might surprise you.”

Olive brought up the subject later that evening. “Mom—if you could find a better job than driving a cab, would you take it?”

Ethel looked at her daughter. It was nine o’clock on a Sunday evening. She sat with her legs out on a plumped hassock, a book in one hand, a can of beer in the other; she would be asleep soon, and already she was dreading the five o’clock bell.

“What a silly question,” she replied.

“That’s a yes?”

“Of course.”

Robert said, “They want me to give you a job at SportsHeaven.”

Ethel’s eyes turned hungrily to him. “What do you pay? Could I sleep past six-thirty? When do I start?”

Olive laughed and clapped her hands.

“There’s no opening,” Robert said. “It was only an idea put forth by your children to make trouble.”

“There’s an opening for me,” Duke said, “because I’m a crip and he can feel good giving me a job.”

Robert nodded gravely. “We do have one opening for a chickenshit.”

“I’m a chickenshit,” Ethel said.

“You’d really work for me?”

“If it got me out of the cab and paid enough, I’d come in a minute,” she said. Her gaze challenged him.

“No openings,” he repeated.

Ethel tipped up her beer to finish it. “Whatever you say, Boss.” Robert saw her wink at Olive. “But since you’re wielding a little minor power here, I’ll counter with some of my own. I want you out of here in a month.”

Robert asked, “And if I give you a job, I can stay?”

Ethel gave this some thought. “No,” she said. “I want you out, even if you give me a job.”

“Don’t be spiteful.”

“It’s not spite,” she replied. “I’m tired of having you around, living off Ben’s memory. You don’t even look for him anymore. I give you one month.” She crushed her beer can with hands grown strong wrestling balky cabs; a mouthful of beer remained at the bottom and splashed on her lap. She cursed.

Robert said, “I have paused in my search for Ben. I have not given up. When I am past this busy time at work I will resume my search for him. If you think it best that I leave, I’ll gladly go.”

“Where will you go?” Ethel asked.

“Already you’re worried about me. I could stay,” he said, “and ease all your cares.”

Ethel shook her head. She took her crushed can and wet lap out of the room. It was the last they saw of her that night. Olive went to bed alone; since her fall through the ice she complained of cold, but she never was so cold that she required Robert’s presence. All that time Robert slept a floor above her, their beds nearly parallel, rarely missing her except for those few moments after she broke away from him at night and climbed the stairs to her room.

She kissed Duke goodnight atop the head. She kissed Robert in the same spot; he was a brother now, almost a father.

ON ANOTHER DAY, Robert worked a surprise day shift to throw an off-balance note into the thieves in SportsHeaven. He caught no one, and in fact got little work done. He felt out of place in his own store. The employees resented his distrust. In the hour before he went home for a break (he was returning at closing time to do the books), he was called to the phone, only to have the caller hang up on him when he answered.

When he arrived to do the books, Buzz met him in the back room on his way to punching out.

“How’d it go tonight?” Robert asked; he felt conspicuous, at work in a plain shirt.

“We sold some stuff,” Buzz said. “Not much, but some.”

“Thanks for the report.”

“When’s your Dad going to give it up?”

Robert said, “I don’t know. I’ve talked to my mother. She won’t come out of retirement.”

Buzz rubbed his chin. “How can I break this to you?” he said. “The guy does nothing all night. He just talks. He won’t stock. He won’t sweep. He won’t do pricing. He just talks.” Buzzard glanced at Robert, cleared his throat.

“What would you do in my place?” Robert asked.

“Fire his ass,” Buzz exclaimed, nearly cheerful.

“Fire your own father?”

“I would if he was fucking up like yours.”

“He’s an idea man,” Robert said defensively. “He’s not geared toward this kind of work.”

Buzz shrugged. “I’ve said enough.” He pulled his ref’s shirt over his head and hung the shirt in his locker; no stripes ran on his taut, pale torso.

“Who’s going to be assistant manager?” he asked.

“Whom would you suggest?”

“Me, maybe.”

Robert resisted the desire to put the young man down, to extract his revenge for the remarks made about Dave.

“I’ll keep you in mind,” Robert said.

“I work hard. I’m a quick study. I’d be a good assistant manager.”

“How’s the arm?” Robert asked.

Buzz held his right arm out. To Robert’s eye it was microscopically thinner than the left, subtly wasted. Since punching Dick the day Robert fired him, Buzz’s arm had not ceased aching.

He put the arm through a slow throwing motion. “Stiff,” he reported. “Sore here and here.” He touched his shoulder and elbow.

“Healing takes time,” Robert said.

“That’s news?”

“My point is—you shouldn’t give up on your pitching career,” Robert said. “Don’t start plotting a career at SportsHeaven.”

“Why not? I like it.”

“Don’t give up pitching,” Robert said, scared for the kid. “I didn’t know you were going to quit the baseball team. You’re too young for this place.”

“I’ve got a glass arm,” Buzz said casually. “I hurt it whether I throw baseballs or punches. I accept that. It’s time to move on to other things.”

“I won’t make you assistant manager.”

“Why not?”

“It would encourage you to stay here.”

“Where else am I going to go?” Buzz asked.

“Go to M.C. in the fall. Rest the arm, then go out for the team in the spring,” Robert said. “Maybe they’ll give you a ride.”

Buzz shook his head. He encircled his right wrist with his left hand. “I’m damaged,” he said. “I’m yours.”

HERM BRANCH ARRIVED at the hour Robert had been told to expect him.

“I like that you are always here,” Herm said, shaking Robert’s hand. “You aren’t planning to get married soon, I hope.”

“No.”

“Good. Marriage would cut your desire to be here in half. We’d both suffer.” He laughed. His thin-haired scalp was boiled red and peeling ribbony flakes of skin. He touched his head with his fingertips and set loose a small storm something like snow.

Herm inspected the figures Robert had spent four nights preparing. He took a seat and lit a cigarette.

“I call you, you’re here,” Herm said. “I drop in, you are here. I like that.” He touched the numbers with his cigarette hand. “A little better,” he grunted, shrugging.

“It adds up, Herm.”

“You’re doing better than Joe Marsh,” Herm said. “But is that saying much?”

“You tell me.”

“You’re touchy today,” Herm said. “I sensed this right away. What’s wrong?”

Robert said, “People don’t want to put their faith in summer by buying sporting goods.”

“I wonder why. Look at you. With that beard you look like something out of the ice age.” Herm laughed. “A wooly mammoth thawed and put to work here in SportsHeaven. You have a cold feel to you, Bobby. Ice water runs in your veins. It’s no wonder people don’t feel like buying a croquet set or a pair of water skis when they see you. They get cold just looking at you!”

Robert combed the thickness of his beard. Twice recently he had faced the mirror with scissors and razor, then turned away. Even in June’s heat he might be inviting trouble.

“Cut it off,” Herm said, “and in a couple months it will be time to grow it back. That’s winter. Always around the corner.” He folded the numbers for May away in his pocket.

Dave appeared in the back room, a striped apparition that nevertheless remained when Robert blinked his eyes. He had never noticed how much alike Herm and his father looked; the wiry obtuse energy, thin hair, ball-like paunch. Dave grabbed Herm’s hand and pumped, like one of the men who stopped Robert on the street to spend a few moments in his presence; loser and winner.

“My father,” Robert said.

“Is that right?” Herm said.

“Did you tell him my idea, Rob-O?”

“No.”

“What idea?”

“Put a bike rack in front of the store to draw kids,” Dave said enthusiastically.

“It’s a safety hazard,” Robert said. “It’ll attract kids, but kids don’t buy.”

Herm frowned at Robert. “A bike rack is lighthearted. It’s summer. Who cares if kids don’t buy?”

“You should,” Robert said angrily. His father shrank back, seeing the rift his harmless idea had opened.

“Even if I did let you tell me how to run my business, I’d tell you to shove it,” Herm replied evenly. “Kids are kids.”

“They steal you blind,” Robert said. “They goof around in the aisles.”

Herm lit another cigarette. “This attitude,” he said, “how long have you had it?”

“I don’t know,” Robert said. He wished his father would leave; with Dave present, nothing ever seemed to work.

“Some kids steal,” Herm nodded. “Most don’t. Most don’t buy, some do.” He said to Dave, “We put in the bike rack.” He said to Robert, “I want you to take some time off. Three days, starting now.”

“Who’ll run the store?”

“I will,” Herm said. “I started the damn thing. I can run it.”

“But—”

“No buts. Go home,” Herm said. “You’re always here and that’s not always a good thing. Shave your beard. Think sunny thoughts. Come back in seventy-two hours with the sun in your heart.”

Robert left the store without another word. A block away, he began to feel terrific; lacking an assistant manager, he had not had an entire day off in more than two months.

He walked to his parents’ house. His mother was mowing the lawn barefoot. Her long toes were capped with green stains, they wiggled while she talked to her son.

“Take him back,” Robert said.

“Who?”

“You know who. The idea man.”

“What for? He loves SportsHeaven. He loves working for you. He’d be heartbroken if he left.”

“You know that’s not true,” Robert said. “He hates being away from you for such a stretch. He doesn’t do anything at the store but talk.”

“Fire him,” his mother suggested, her words eerie, the sentiment, too.

“If you took him back he’d quit in an instant,” Robert said. “All my problems would be solved.”

“Yours maybe,” she said dryly. She pushed the mower up a row and back. The yard was small; along the walk were rows of flowers, an organization of golds, crimsons, violets, greens. Most reminded Robert of the bells of trumpets.

His mother said, “You think I liked running your father’s life all those years?”

Robert only wanted his father out of his hair; he did not want this. “I don’t know, Mom. But now I’m asking you to take him back. He’s lost without you—” His mother grinned at that notion. “I’m lost with him,” he added.

She ran her thumbs along the polished mower handles. “What would we sell?” she asked offhandedly.

“Hell, cigars! Cigar’s cigars. It’s a natural.”

“Don’t think he hasn’t thought of it.”

“Las Palmas. El Fecundos. Havanas. Brand names. He’d love it, come home smelling like a tinder box,” Robert said. He watched his mother to see if any of his enthusiasm was catching.

She went away again with the push mower. The sound the machine produced was a childhood sound, the blade clicking against the guard in its revolutions. She cut straight rows, the cut grass paler than the uncut grass beside it, as if each blade in being cut had been emptied. His mother was so good and intent at the job it killed Robert’s hope; she liked being free of her husband, of the failed store. Why should she agree to take them back?

“Take him back,” Robert said when she returned, “or I’ll fire him.”

She patted his hand. “Don’t make threats you have no intention of carrying out,” she said.

“If I fire him, will you take him back?”

“No,” Evelyn said. “He will drift off to a seat somewhere with coffee plentiful and somebody to talk to.”

“He needs you.”

“About as much as I need him,” she said. “Ask him. With that job to go to, see if he doesn’t enjoy his time away from me. He’s growing up.”

Robert kissed his mother’s cheek. It was slack, felt empty. He would let her go. He said, “He had an idea to put a bike rack in front of the store. Herm liked it and told me to take three days off. Dave may be in charge when I get back.”

“That is a good idea,” his mother said.

“It’ll draw kids.”

Evelyn laughed and scrunched her face into the mask of a much older woman. “What an old fuddy-duddy you are,” she assessed. “ ‘It’ll draw kids.’ What a horrible thing to say.”

“They rob me blind.”

“Your imagination,” she said.

“You won’t take him back?”

She shook her head. “In fact, I’m getting nibbles on the store. It could be rented any time.”

“It’s a killer location,” Robert said. “Who’d be fool enough to move in there?”

“You’re so positive,” his mother said. “That’s what I like about you.”

HE POSITIONED A towel over the bowl of the sink to protect the drain, then chopped away at his beard with a pair of sharp scissors. Whiskers fell in clumps and in odd ribbons like fences that dissolved as they fell. Little by little a stranger swam out at him from the mirror. A man with a narrower face than he remembered, and a weaker chin. A man with paler eyes and the faint impression of swollen lips.

Cold air touched his face in wet swirls. The shaving took an hour. He sneezed. He had planned to leave a mustache, but at the last instant hacked it off. Tap water on his face felt silver and cold. The skin he could reach with the tip of his tongue had a burred, scraped feel.

Leaving the bathroom, heading for the stairs to the fourth floor (where he would shake his towel load of whiskers out the window into Ben’s tree), he surprised Ethel in her robe heading for the shower. She seemed not to recognize him, but smiled slightly at the space before her, then went into the bathroom and locked the door. Perhaps he could trick her into thinking he was someone else, and thus allow him to remain past his deadline.

But when he was in his room getting into his wet suit she knocked at his door. He could hear the tub filling downstairs.

“Have you found a place to move to?” she asked, not unkindly.

“No.”

“Have you looked?”

“Oh yes. All over.”

“Well . . . I doubt that. But listen, I mean it, you have only twenty-six days left.”

“I’ll be out,” Robert said. “Maybe early.”

“There’s a place for rent down the road,” she said. “A cottage, really. Three rooms. Overlooks the lake.”

“You’ve scouted places for me to move to?” he asked, his heart sore.

“Yes.” She pivoted and went back downstairs. She was a very sly woman. He had wanted to keep her talking, to divert her attention until the tub overflowed, the water running over the floor, down through the walls, into the wiring, ruining Ben’s house.

HE ROWED OUT onto Oblong Lake’s quiet surface. Calm, glassy, the water seemed of one piece, shaped to the contours of the distant bottom, except where oars fell tearing through it. The day’s heat had been left onshore. He was sweating in the suit; his shaved face burned. Now he trailed a hand in the water. The cold climbed up through his arm like a straw. The days were getting shorter.

He dropped his coffee-can anchor fifty yards off an island that had no name. It was an island of sufficient size to hold trees thick enough to prevent him from seeing through to the other side.

He sealed himself within the suit and stepped out of the boat. The water slapped his beardless face. He went deep a minute, then surfaced, barely looking beyond the plate glass clarity of the water. At last he settled into the pattern of his search.

Before the dive he had walked down the road in the direction Ethel had pointed and a half dozen houses from Ben’s had found a casual, postcard-sized red-lettered FOR RENT sign nailed to a tree in the yard. In back was a small building of green wood, rust-orange screens, and a roof the color of wash water. He could look through one screen, through a small room, and out another screen and see the flat plane of the lake.

A woman—slight, tanned, a ball peen hammer in one hand, three headless nails pressed between her lips—had come out to speak to him. She took a key from her jeans and let him into the cottage. The air was cool and somehow idle. She worked the stove in the kitchen/dining room, where the old tile with a pattern of ships and anchors curled up at the room’s edges and bore a scuffed traffic valley leading toward the doors. She ran the water, flipped the lights off and on, explained the furnace in the closet and how its pilot light was temperamental.

There was a second room with bookshelves built into the wall and a wire for the TV antenna. It was the room Robert had looked through from outside. The floor was bare wood, dabbed with paint, and old burns the dark shape of beetles. There also was a fireplace, with a phone jack above the mantel.

Off this room was a narrow bedroom with a screened window, a closet, more shelves; and off this room, a bathroom barely larger than a toll booth, with a toilet, a hand-held shower, and a steel sink with a spider on the rim that the woman flicked away too slowly for Robert not to see it.

She asked Robert if the small place was what he had in mind, but he could not give her an answer. She followed him out and locked the door behind them. He wanted to give her money to hold it but she refused; there were no other interested parties. She said she felt it was her duty to tell him the place took a chill in the wintertime, and that the cottage had its own gas meter that was the tenant’s responsibility.

Swimming near the island, something cracked overhead. The air held a disturbance of recent motion when he surfaced to look. A knot of black smoke, the shape of a woman in a bridal veil, promenaded over the water thirty feet up. Even through his mask he smelled the acid of a fired gun.

An object too sudden and uniform to be a bird streaked out over the lake. In the instant before a shotgun fired Robert saw it was a clay pigeon. The shot missed and the disk began its arching descent. Robert ducked, though the target was coming down fifty yards away. The second shot rolled. Fired low and short, it kicked up one thick and elongated white fountain of water, then two dozen receding miniatures. Down range, the pigeon skipped once on the lake and went under.

Another bird was launched. Robert found its source, the sun deck of a large cedar house built deep in among the shore’s huge stones. A man was sending out the birds. A woman was shooting at them. The new pigeon tracked the path of its predecessor, sailing unharmed through the furious shot cloud sent up, skipping once and going under.

Almost at once a new bird sailed free. Out and out, Robert waiting for the gun’s report. But the disk’s sweet skin went unmolested. No shots were fired. The man and the woman were arguing. She propped the shotgun against the deck’s railing. Robert heard nothing of their words through his ice cap. The woman turned her back on the man, her arms folded. Her hair was caught in the sunlight and made more golden than it probably was. Her red sweater was like a warning to boats.

The man took up the shotgun. Robert wondered what he was witnessing. The barrel swiveled toward the woman’s back, but then moved on. The man reloaded. Robert could see the man’s mouth moving.

Out of all this a black bird sailed. The man followed it down the barrel of the gun and fired so that at the apex of the bird’s long flight it would be disintegrated by an intersecting flock of shot. But the man was not the marksman he thought, for the pigeon sailed on down into the lake. The woman had turned enough to watch over her shoulder. Robert saw her soundlessly laugh and clap when the shot was bad.

THE POLICE DROVE Ethel home from work the following day. A blue car marked with a bluer star stopped in the street in front of Ben’s house. Ethel, her face pinched tired and old, crawled out. Robert started down from the fourth floor. She was in the kitchen pouring coffee by the time he arrived, and the police were already gone.

“I foiled a holdup,” she told him.

They were alone in the house, Robert in his striped shirt. “Yeah?” he said.

Ethel pushed up her sleeves. When she set her cup down it danced seismically against the saucer.

“Yeah,” she said. “This guy got in my cab and gave an address. When I got there he had a knife—or said he did—and told me to turn over all my money. I gave it to him—not much. But he must’ve been satisfied because he got out.” She drank coffee. She continued, “I watched him in my rearview mirror running away. You know where Falls Street parallels the woods north of town? Kind of a seedy area? Near The View?”

Robert nodded into her excited eyes.

“He was trotting along, watching the woods,” she said. “Looking for a place to duck in, I suppose. I got out of my cab and shot him.”

Robert had not heard her, or believed her, and asked her to repeat what she had said.

“I shot him through the thigh,” she said. She closed one eye as if in aiming. “A tough shot at thirty-five to forty yards . . . moving target.”

“What gun—”

“You know it. You took it away from Buzzard.”

“You kept it!”

“I spirited it away, yes,” she said. “I saw a need for it. Beneath the seat of my cab the previous driver had made a place for a gun. He pointed it out to me before he quit.”

“Are you in trouble?” Robert asked.

“I’m out of a job.”

“They fired you?”

“I quit,” she said. “I couldn’t even get back in the cab. I went to where the robber was rolling around on the ground and I held the gun on him and took back my money. Then I radioed the garage to send the police and someone to pick up the cab. I got a ride home from the police when they were finished.”

Robert studied her, looking for the gun. It had disappeared again; he saw no hard shapes in the folds of her clothes. The clinking of her coffee cup had stopped. The hair on her arms was standing up.

“I won’t beg you for a job,” she said softly. “But I am out of work.”

“I still have to move?”

Her reply was immediate. “Yes.”

Robert said, “Come in and fill out an application. I’ll consider it.”

“I will,” she said, almost threatening. She took a deep breath and ran a finger under one eye. Something had made her sad.

“Tell me about you and Ben,” he said. “Why don’t you miss him?”

“We were on the way out,” she said. “I’d caught him with a girl once years before—when O was four, Buzz just a baby. I don’t know why I was surprised. I thought he’d started to love me. I thought I loved him. We married under very tough circumstances. We were young. Horny.” She shook her head. “So much sex. Day and night. We were the first for each other and just crazy for it. And then I got pregnant. We got married but we didn’t really know each other. I dropped out of school. I forced Ben to stay in school and finish. It was very tough. I thought we were falling in love, then I found him with this girl and kicked him out of the house for six months.” She thought back to that time, her look almost merry. “He stayed in the yard the entire six months. We had an old hammock then—he slept in the hammock, went to the bathroom in the bushes or at his office, ate what Olive passed to him. She thought all daddies acted like hers. Six months—snow, cold, rain—he never left except to go to work. He just walked round and round the house.”

“Grief orbits,” Robert said.

Ethel’s look flared. “Don’t give me that crow shit,” she said. “Don’t make it anything more than it was.”

“But you took him back.”

“I weakened,” she said. “Neither of us was ever worth a damn at doing what was right. The weather got very cold. Subzero. He wouldn’t go away, wouldn’t go live in his office. I was lonely raising two kids without a husband around. I told him I’d take him back on a probationary basis. A year.” Her chest heaved, a ragged, disbelieving breath. “We fucked that night, of course. Some probation. Duker might’ve been conceived that night. But I told Ben, any other women, he was gone for good. This is my house, too, Robert. You’ve never seemed to realize that. It always has been, even when Ben was alive. He knew I’d banish him for good.”

“And you caught him just before he disappeared?” Robert asked.

Ethel said, “No. I caught him on numerous occasions before he was good enough to disappear. Over the years it was students, waitresses, neighbors, friends of mine. I would banish him and he would fly grief orbits in the yard. He never left. All kinds of weather, it didn’t matter. Some nights he was out there with a foot of wet snow piled on his head. Every time—every time!—I took the asshole back. He didn’t know what he wanted. He didn’t want his students, his waitresses, other men’s wives. He didn’t want me. How can you respect someone who never follows through on her threats? Each time I kicked him out, I was a challenge to him—he wanted me—until I let him back in. And once he was back, he was gone. You know that tree outside our window? He lied to you, telling you how he climbed it to get into my room. He did that, yes. But the first time he used that tree he was going the other way. Out. Down. Away. The ass. He planned it.”

Robert waited. He saw Ben standing before his class, getting into the rowboat in the dark, floating down and away in dark water.

“The night he disappeared,” Ethel said, “he was leaving on his own. He was out in that boat to tell Duke we were getting a divorce. That he was in love with a woman other than me.” Ethel rubbed her eyes. “A teacher, I think she was. Though after all this time, Rob-O, I don’t remember, nor do I care.”

ROBERT, ON ONE of his days off, walked to Professor Ara Mason’s house. She was in the side yard, on her knees, gouging weeds from her flower bed. A glass of iced tea was balanced in the grass beside her. An ashtray no larger than a silver dollar held a cigarette.

She shaded her eyes to see Robert, who had the last of the day’s sun at his back. Then she smiled.

“What do you when school is out?” Robert asked.

“This, honey. I trim. Weed. Cut grass. Why haven’t you given me a call? Or left me a note? I think you owe me a crow tale.”

“I’ve been rude,” he said. “I work a lot. I was ordered to take some time off, so here I am.”

He followed her into the house for some iced tea. The rooms still had that feeling of packed slovenliness he remembered somewhat fondly. The sunlight passed through the front windows and ignited air thick as grain dust. There were dishes to be washed in the sink and a basket of unironed clothes on a chair in the dining room.

She poured tea over ice. She took a slice of lemon from a bowl of such slices in the refrigerator and hooked it on the rim of the glass. They went back outside.

“I don’t know why,” she said, “but I feel very cut off lately. The college and the town don’t really mix. And I don’t mix much outside school. So when school is out I feel very alone.” She lit a cigarette from a pack she kept in a pocket of her shirt; a man’s white shirt stained with dirt and grass.

“I’m running the sporting goods store,” Robert said.

“See? Didn’t I predict that?”

“Did you?” Robert said. He could not remember.

“Back when it was so cold. You had just started. I predicted great things for you.”

“Well, I’m running SportsHeaven.”

“I keep wondering why you’re here,” Ara said.

Robert looked into his glass. The tea was rather bland, the lemon slice half a wheel.

“I don’t think I’m going to find Ben,” he said.

She sat forward. “Sure you will. Who will if you won’t?”

“Nobody wants him found.”

“You do,” Ara said.

“I used to. I don’t know now. I’ve been wondering if I hadn’t been buffaloed by Professor Ladysmith.”

“You wouldn’t be the first.”

“Were you?”

“Oh my, yes,” she said, but smiling. “He got me to do his work. Cover for him. Make his calls. His excuses.”

“Did you love him?” Robert asked, going easy on her by looking away.

“Yes,” Ara said. She drew in smoke, then stabbed her weeding tool into the ground so that the prong, shaped like a fish’s tail, was buried a good three inches deep.

“I think he loved me, too,” she said, “though I could never be sure. We were lovers. But I kept seeing him with other woman. In the most innocent circumstances, but I always felt he wanted me to see him with them.”

“But he was leaving Ethel for you. Wasn’t that what he was in the boat to tell Duke that night?”

“He wasn’t leaving anybody,” Ara snapped. “Ben was a great one for symbolic gestures. He talked about leaving Ethel a million times, but he would never do it.” She ran her fingers through a pile of pulled weeds; minutes out of the ground, their furred leaves had already begun to curl in and brown. “I once spent two weeks’ salary on plane tickets to Las Vegas,” she said. “We were finally going to do it. But he never came for me. He spoke to me in the office the following Monday as if it had been the usual weekend coming to an end. I could’ve brained him with one of his specimen jars.”

“What happened to the tickets?” Robert asked.

“I used them,” she said, abruptly bright. “I flew to Vegas with another man—and let Ben know I did it; he was helpless with jealousy—to see some shows, loll around the pool, gamble. I won money, too.”

“And you forgave him for that?”

Ara considered this. “Yes. Ben had a quality you don’t find often in people. He had a very short memory for another person’s failings. He was easy to be with because you didn’t have to worry about your faults. He forgave everything. In return, he only asked that you forgive him.”




	

 


			

Chapter Eighteen

The Cow and the Calf



A POSTCARD WAS delivered to Robert at Ben’s house in July. He returned home from work and it was on the kitchen table, floating on the chipped surface like a raft. A postcard of a body of dark green water, green banks, a tall ancient stone castle watching over the shore. Drawn with blue ink in the water was a serpent’s flaming head. It was a postcard from Loch Ness, mailed by Al Gasconade.

He had written on the back in large letters, a kid’s script:

Robert— Here for the British Open. Covered Wimbledon, too. No sign of the monster. How about you?

Later,

Al G.

Robert passed the card around at dinner.

“I think it’s in there,” Duke said, peering at the card. “Plenty of people do.”

“I do, too,” Robert said.

“Dinosaurs who were lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time,” Olive said. “When the others got wiped out, they survived through a series of fortunate circumstances. The water is deep, plenty of fish to eat.”

“Plesiosaurs,” Ethel said.

“Right,” Duke said. “Plesiosaurs.”

Ethel glanced at Robert, the others. “Your father told me about them. He used to read me studies about them. Sightings, sonar readings, bathyscaphs.” She sipped her tea. The others waited, but she was finished.

Buzz was at work. Robert had been letting him close alone a couple of nights a week. In the long quiet minutes after midnight before Buzz was safely home, Robert listened for sirens or an explosion of compressed air or some other signal of tragedy. But nothing had happened thus far. Buzz could be counted on. His books came out balanced. The doors got locked, the alarms activated, the receipts dropped off at the bank.

Ethel put more ice in her glass, poured tea over it. She still wore her zebra suit, though her shift had ended six hours earlier. Lately, she had been approaching Robert about his lack of an assistant manager.

When he had returned to work from the three days of time off ordered by Herm Branch, Dave was in the back room sketching on a pad.

“What do you think of this?” Dave asked. “We hire a bunch of ex-pro athletes. Old Packers. Old Braves, right? And they make a pitch something along the lines of ‘I died and went to SportsHeaven.’ ”

“Dave, what am I going to do with you?”

“Why don’t you call me Dad, like real sons do?”

HERM CAME FOR another visit one evening. He spent more time at the store than in the past. Robert was flattered, but annoyed, too. Herm held up the works. The employees, nervous with the owner on the premises, worked too frantically and left mistakes in their wakes like slivers of chewed fingernails.

“Where’s Dave the rave?” Herm asked, ducking into the back room where Robert was making out the next month’s schedule; again, without an assistant manager, no days entirely free of SportsHeaven for Robert.

“He’s off,” he said. It hit him like that; Herm was hanging around because he liked Dave. He should have understood that immediately. Herm enjoyed Dave’s incongruous enthusiasm and string of half-baked ideas.

“He’s coming in later?”

“He’s on tomorrow,” Robert said. “Can I tell you something, Herm?”

“Shoot.”

“Dave’s not working out.”

Herm cleared his throat, touched his flaky hair. “Why?” he asked. “That bike rack idea was inspired. On the surface it’s not much. But it’s rooted very solidly in what I want to accomplish.”

“Too much talk, too little work,” Robert said.

Herm studied Robert critically. “I never recognized what a drudge you are.”

“Other employees are complaining all he does is gab. He wanted to take over right away, become assistant manager. He doesn’t want to do his share of the mundane stuff.”

Herm said, “He’s a veteran retailer, Rob. You can’t put a guy with thirty years in the business on the same footing with a seventeen-year-old kid.”

Robert leaned back in his chair. He folded his hands across his striped middle.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he said.

“That bike rack,” Herm said, shaking his head appreciatively. “That was a very simple idea, but a great idea. Elegant. It tells the kids of Mozart they’re welcome here. That transmits a good feeling to the parents, who have the money to spend.

“I think,” Herm continued, “that a man with that sort of mind should be catered to. So he isn’t the world’s best day-in-day-out type worker. Most of those steady guys are dull as hell, if you want my opinion. But someone with that spark, that brilliance, I think we should let him remain even if he is perceived by most people as a goof-off. It’s worth it for that occasional flash of creativity.”

“I like the steady guys,” Robert said. “I don’t find drudges like me dull at all. They do what I tell them and they do it right the first time. Getting Dave to stack three cans of tennis balls is like negotiating for world peace. He never shuts up.”

“You’re exaggerating,” Herm said.

“Not much. I may fire him.”

“Don’t make sick jokes about your father like that.”

“I want you to do something for me, Herm.”

The owner touched his scalp again. “How much for one of those sun hats out there?”

“Is this a quiz?”

“No. My scalp fries in the summer, I always forget to buy a summer hat.” His expression clouded. “I hate summer. I can’t wear my Russian hat.”

“$11.95,” Robert reported.

“Are you kidding? That’s highway robbery.”

“That’s your marked-up SportsHeaven price.”

“If I just took one, would you report me?”

“You’re the boss.”

“That’s right,” Herm said. “I am.” He left the back room and Robert followed. Herm walked to the display tree of sun hats. They were charmless pastel head covers, with vertical bands, two-inch rims, and phony coats-of-arms glued to the front. The color, too pale, frivolous, did not suit him. But the fit was perfect and Herm grinned at the sudden shade that cooled his head.

“It’s mine,” Herm said.

“Has been all along,” Robert said. “Although owner theft is a growing problem.”

Herm Branch raised an eyebrow and studied Robert. “A guy who’d threaten to fire his own father . . . what wouldn’t a guy like that do?”

“He wouldn’t put up with a poorly run store,” Robert said.

“The numbers are there. I’ll grant you that.”

“And it’s not all because of that damn bike rack,” Robert said, sounding petty even to himself.

“Maybe not,” Herm said. “But that was a brilliant idea.”

“Give him a job then,” Robert suggested.

“Who? Dave?”

“Yes. Call him to Milwaukee. Tell him you want to hire him as an idea man. Pay him what you pay him now, or pay him whatever you want. A retainer fee for each idea. He’s got a million of them. I’m too biased toward my father to give his ideas an objective consideration.”

“Why do you want me to do this?” Herm asked.

“It’ll get him out of here. It’ll make him feel important. And he can be with my mother all day again, which is all that he wants in his life. He can work at home or he can hang around downtown with his friends like a big shot. When he has an idea he can call you instead of bugging me with it.”

“I don’t know,” Herm said.

“It will be the perfect job for him at this time of his life.”

“I don’t know.”

“It was just an idea,” Robert said. “And keep it between you and me, OK?”

They came to the front of the store. Herm shook Robert’s hand. A harsh bell went off when Herm passed through the security gate, making him jump.

Robert plucked the tacky little hat from Herm’s head and removed the alarm activator tag. He held it in front of Herm, and said, “If you’ll remember, this alarm system was my idea.”

“It says a lot about you,” Herm replied, putting the hat back on. “Your dad’s ideas attract customers, spread good feelings. Yours prevent theft.”

“It saves you money, but it’s not brilliant, huh?”

BUZZARD CAME HOME a few minutes after midnight. They heard the song he whistled through the open windows as he came up the drive.

“He sounds happy,” Ethel murmured.

“He’s got a job he likes,” Robert said.

“He also told me his arm doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Is that right?”

“He said he woke up one day and it felt fine,” Ethel said.

“He hasn’t tried to throw, has he?”

“No,” Buzz, who had come into the kitchen, replied.

“Well, don’t. You let it rest all winter. I’ll fire you if you don’t.”

“You really like your power, don’t you?” Ethel asked with gentle derision.

“It’s the only hold I have over him. You. Anybody,” Robert said.

“You don’t even have that.”

Robert turned from her. He feared her concentration on him would remind her that she had given him a deadline to move, the deadline now passed and Robert still in his room on the fourth floor. He saw in that fact something of the woman who had kept allowing Ben to return from orbit.

“How’d it go tonight?” he asked Buzz.

“It went fine.”

“Sell anything?”

“After eight o’clock, nobody came into the store,” Buzz said. “But we sold a canoe. A gas camp stove. A couple $75 tennis rackets, $130 running shoes. An aluminum baseball bat. Among other things.” He grinned at Robert, brought his painless arm over in a mimicry of a pitch, solely to aggravate his boss.

In Oblong Lake that early morning Robert dove in water he had searched before. The lake was so large and changing he would never corner Ben through a progressive dwindling of uninspected space. Robert decided to stay close to the site of the accident, close to home. He swam in the clear green water that ringed the Cow and the Calf. The great rocks were almost memorized, every crack and dent touched previously, the same motionless fish hanging in the hidden alcoves. The diving was so effortless. The water against his face was almost warm.

He remembered a day in spring, late in the school year Ben was his teacher. They had come through a winter cold as any other in Mozart but water was running that warm day in the earth’s low places, off roofs, in the gullies cut along the campus walks. Ben had found black leaves freed from the winter snow pack and set them afloat on these rivulets.

“How was class today?” Ben asked.

“Fine.”

“I never know if I’m getting through,” Ben said. “You kids have such blank looks on your faces at times. It’s a very hard thing to push through that—to even try to push through it. The worst teachers don’t even try. What do the kids say about me?”

“I don’t know. I don’t talk to them.”

“When I was a student—a child—” Ben said, “I made a papier-mâché cutaway model of a volcano. It was very detailed, with the layers of the mountain carefully painted on. I labeled each part. At the heart of this volcano was a pop bottle, painted the red of magma, in which I mixed vinegar, baking soda, and red food coloring to create the eruption. The volcano erupting was marvelous. I had that class in my hands as I demonstrated. Every kid craned forward waiting for that thing to blow! It was a complete success, although the mountain began to dissolve immediately after. It was an unintentional re-creation of the destruction of a real volcano. But I won first place and from that moment on I was subtly pushed toward a career in science. And here I am. Here we are.”

They had come to the sciences building and climbed the inner core to Ben’s office. Ara was there, smoking, her feet on the desk, reading from a pile of test papers in her lap. She smiled at them.

“I was telling Robert my volcano story,” Ben said to her.

“I became a sportswriter because for as long as I can remember I liked typewriters as a kid,” Robert said. “And of all the things I liked to type, I liked typing scores the best.”

“Why are you where you are, Ara?” Ben asked.

“Because I don’t know how to do anything else,” she said without acrimony. “I’ll be here long after you both have broken away.”

“I’ve always been looking for that sense of drama,” Ben said. “I someday hope to re-create the hold I had on those kids with that volcano. So far, no luck. Only Robert will get free of here,” he said. “He will get an A in my course and graduate and be done with biology. The world will open before him and he’ll venture into it—forgetting all about his old teacher and the rather aloof young woman he shared an office with. What were their names?”

In one deep pocket between boulders the size of his fourth-floor room Robert surprised a muskellunge chewing a meal. The beam of his light turned the fish’s eyes to red glass balls. The muskie shot forward in a panic, striking Robert’s chest with its half-open plated snout. It felt like a football helmet face mask driving into him; in the morning he would discover over his heart two bruises parallel and greenish, straight and definite as rods. He rolled back in that gentle way of underwater, his mask dislodging, his light tumbling from his hand and falling with a clank down into the cave, cold water surging up his nose.

He kicked to the surface. He hung from the side of the boat for a good ten minutes, breathing, just hanging there, feeling the lake fall away beneath him. Down through the clear water he saw the faint smoke of light from the dropped beam. He adjusted his mask and snorkel, took in air, then kicked down toward the light. His intention was to retrieve the light and then go home; he had reached that point, as he did in every dive, when the water, the entire undertaking, made him feel like an intruder, endangered and unwanted.

At the cave mouth he reached inside and curled his hand around the torch shaft. He brought the light out and its beam swept across the cave floor, illuminating a stick of something yellow-white.

Robert surfaced but did not return to the cave. He got out of the water and sat shivering in the boat. He hauled in the anchor and rowed to shore. The stick looked perfectly carved in his imagination; a precise column of chalk or ivory. And attached to it, he remembered, made translucent by the strong, watered light, were fragile peelings like fine silk or very old leaves.

He guessed he could find the cave again; maybe he should have left his light there. It was in water he had searched often before. Long ago he had found a red-stoned ring in the neighborhood.

HIS MOTHER WAS home alone. Her hair was rolled in yellow tubes held in place with fat pink plastic pins. She kissed her son on the cheek.

“Come in, Robert,” she said. She looked ludicrous and undignified with the nest of tubes in her hair.

“Where’s Dave?”

“He’s not here,” she said. She took his hand and led him deeper into the house, to the bathroom still steamy with the heat of her bath. Her hand felt oiled and warm.

“Your father went somewhere,” she said. “He wouldn’t even tell me. I’m not being intentionally vague.”

“I wanted to talk to him,” Robert said. He sat on the slick rim of the tub, having to hold on. Little islands of soap bubbles, left behind in the rush to the drain, popped and disintegrated audibly on the tub floor.

“He’s been very mysterious lately,” she said. “He told me to be dressed and ready for a night on the town when he gets back.”

“Have you thought about taking him under your wing again?”

“Oh! I forgot to tell you. I rented the store.”

“Big mistake,” Robert said.

“Not at all,” Evelyn said. “It will pay a nice monthly income to us. I couldn’t charge top-dollar because it is a less than ideal location. But I got a fair price—and a year’s lease. If the business is a success, I push the rate up in a year.”

“What’s the business?”

“A place to make photocopies,” she said.

“Did you rent it to Dave? That sounds like one of his lines.”

His mother closely studied the skin on her face as she talked. Her breath clouded the mirror with half-dollar-sized blemishes that grew and vanished almost simultaneously like smoke signals.

“When I left the store it was for good,” she told him. “Nothing would change that, and nothing will. You might as well get used to it. I think your father has. He’s been very chipper lately. Very full of himself.”

“Maybe he’s having an affair,” Robert said.

His mother was amused. She pulled the skin taut at the outside corners of her eyes; a little girl making herself briefly a Chinaman. She smoothed the skin back; the years of her laughter bunching up as they had for thirty years. Then she did laugh, a deep laugh he would recognize anywhere. And Robert thought she would be the one to pull an affair off over her husband; Dave would never fool her.

“Your father is devoted,” Evelyn said.

“Tell him I stopped by,” Robert said, standing. She was applying foundation with a spongy pad.

Evelyn smiled at him across the reflected distance of the mirror. “He loves his job at SportsHeaven,” she said. “He says it’s the best job he’s ever had.”

“What has he to compare it to?” Robert asked.

They both heard the scratch of the key at the front of the house. The front door opening moved the curtain on the bathroom window. Robert felt the little house squeeze his shoulders, then let go.

“Here’s the guy now,” Evelyn said. She went to meet her husband with her face half-finished; she looked like an oval globe with a vertical equator, one side tilting ever so faintly toward night.

He heard her predict to Dave, “You have good news.” But before her husband could answer, she said, “Robert’s here.” A warning. Was he bad news?

“Where?” Dave asked.

“Here,” Robert said, coming into the room. His father was uneasy, seeing him, but he grasped Robert’s hand and shook it with his best salesman’s lock grip. His eyes, dead, it had seemed to Robert, since Evelyn had cut him adrift, were alight with some exciting news.

“What? What?” his wife demanded to know, laughing and pulling his arm.

Dave had dressed in a yellow shirt and navy blue bow tie that was cocked some degrees shy of parallel to the Earth; he wore blue trousers and a pale blue seersucker sportcoat. He shed this coat and Robert saw that his father’s shirt was dark with sweat down his ribs and across his back. With a jaunty snap he tore off the bow tie.

“What?” Evelyn repeated.

He urged her to be patient. “Before I tell you my news,” he said, “there’s something I must tell Robert.”

“What is it?” Robert asked.

“I’m resigning from SportsHeaven.”

“Dave,” Robert said, “are you sure you want to do that?”

“I have a new job,” he reported, glancing at his son. “I just returned from Milwaukee.”

Evelyn’s face hardened. “I’m not moving to Milwaukee.”

“No need,” Dave said. “I’m not being relocated. I can work out of the house. I may have to make a trip in-state now and then—but not often. I’ll never be gone overnight. Or maybe you can come with me, Ev.”

“What’s the job?” Robert asked. Already he felt freed.

“I’m the new idea man for SportsHeaven,” Dave said.

“You talked to Herm,” Robert said.

“A man of vision,” Dave said. “A wonderful man. He contacted me a while ago, asked me to come see him. We went around and around, haggling, getting to know each other. We’ve become pretty good friends. Did you know we have the same birthday?”

“No!” Evelyn said.

“We’re exactly the same age.”

“You look alike, too,” Robert said.

“Do we?”

“Thinning hair. Same petite build. Same gut.”

Dave laughed. “You won’t ruin my moment here, Rob-O,” he declared.

“I’m sorry. I don’t want to ruin it. When do you start?”

“I’ve already started,” Dave said. “I work twenty-four-hour days. Whenever my brain is working, I’m at work.”

“Coming up with ideas,” Robert said.

“Exactly. I just think of ideas and tell Herm about them, and he decides if they’re implementable. I’ve already had one he liked. Putting a gold stripe around the sleeve of the manager’s shirt. A crimson stripe for the sleeve of the assistant manager. It sets them apart and commands respect. Like a general’s star.”

“Herm liked that?” Robert said.

“He loved it,” Dave said. “I also suggested we get rid of the striped uniforms in favor of some sort of team jersey. SportsHeaven on the front, the employee’s name on the back. And a number, of course. The manager’d be number one. His assistant, number two. And so on.”

“Good idea. But expensive,” Robert said.

“Herm’s very words.”

“And he’s going to pay you to do this?” Robert asked.

His father hesitated, then shyly named a figure, and Robert had to ask him to repeat it. Herm was paying his new idea man $1 more per week than he was paying the manager of his Mozart store.

“Well, that’s wonderful,” Evelyn said, kissing her husband on the ear.

“I can’t tell you what a thrill it is to work for someone other than you,” Dave exclaimed. They both laughed. “I mean, I’ve never had to prove myself beyond you. Now I feel a little pressure. I feel alive.”

They left for dinner soon after, shooing Robert before they locked up. When he returned to Ben’s house there was a message to call Herm.

“Have you talked to your father?”

“Moments ago,” Robert said.

“I’ve never seen a man so happy,” Herm said. “It was a good idea you had. I almost told him you suggested it.”

“Don’t tell him,” Robert cautioned. “It means more coming from you. He knows me too well.”

“I see sides to your father you don’t,” Herm said gently. “You see only a father, kind of an ineffectual guy. A guy who isn’t much good at anything.”

Robert said, “That’s Dave.”

“He’s got layers and layers, Robert. If you didn’t have so much at stake, being his son, you might see them, too. But he worked a bad location for thirty years and he did well enough to buy food and keep a roof over your head.”

“It was my mother’s money,” Robert said.

“If it was, so what? She’s no fool,” Herm said. “He had enough on the ball to win her and keep her. She didn’t marry him at gunpoint.”

“He told me what you’re paying him,” Robert said.

“His ideas are good.”

“He sits and dreams about red stripes and gold stripes and you pay him more than you pay me for the sixty hours a week I put in at that store?” Robert said. He was on the upstairs phone. He heard a shuffling of movement downstairs, then a listening silence.

“It’s none of your business what he makes,” Herm said evenly. “But I want you to be happy.”

“Use your head, Herm! You knew he would come home and tell me. Why the little dig? Why make me feel bad?”

“You don’t give him enough credit,” Herm said. “You think everything good in you came from you or your mother, and everything bad came from him.”

“That shouldn’t matter,” Robert said. “This is work.”

“It was sweet, what you did, though your motives were selfish,” Herm said. “It’s one of the few times I’ve felt there was more to you than a sort of surface brightness.”

“Thanks, Herm. Gosh.”

“And he does have good ideas.”

“Did he tell you his idea for old jocks who died and went to SportsHeaven?”

“Yes,” Herm said. “I like it.”

“You do?” Robert said, amazed.

“Yes. It’s offbeat enough to work. Kind of irreverent. With the right ex-jocks it can do a lot for the stores.”

Robert said good-bye and hung up. He went downstairs, where Ethel and Olive sat at the kitchen table. Olive’s skin had taken on its summer burn. She was just home from work. Plunged like a stake into the greasy jumble of her hair was a pencil bearing the label of a brand of potato chips. Ethel, freed by Robert of having to rise before dawn, now kept late hours, sitting until 2 a.m. in pools of light reading the books and magazines she had missed driving a cab.

Olive went up to bed soon after Robert appeared. She would rise to go swimming in the morning, before work. On a bicycle she had bought, she rode around the lake to the M.C. campus before the sun was entirely up to swim laps above the waiting wolves. She was famous in that small part of Mozart, the natatorium; her name was chiseled on a trophy the team had won, and her called name had echoed off those tiles, those beautiful men and women on the walls had heard her name and watched her race. Most of all, she missed the racing. Being out of water in summer made her feel slow and detained, as if threads invisible at her back snared her.

Robert, watching her depart the kitchen, the pencil in her hair, missed her, missed her races, missed the lightness that was a part of her before she fell through the ice.

Ethel poured coffee. “So here we sit,” she said.

Robert, spooked, nodded.

“I haven’t forgotten our deadline,” she said.

Robert looked at his wristwatch and grimaced. “I’ve still got a couple weeks left, don’t I?”

Ethel laughed. Her disposition had improved since going to SportsHeaven. “It passed about forty-five days ago,” she said. “You run when you see me—you think I’ve forgotten and you’re afraid I’ll remember and kick you out. But I did not forget.”

“Why am I still here then?”

“Not incidentally, because you gave me a job,” Ethel said. “But I also realized you are the only source of positive memory about Ben the kids have. I have none to contribute. They don’t have many of their own. But they see you, see you searching for him in your spare time, and I think they see something in that that is good.”

“I don’t know if I can help there anymore,” Robert said. “In talking to people, I’ve found a Ben I never knew existed.”

“Who have you talked to?” Ethel asked sharply. “No. I don’t want to know. It could be anyone.”

“The kids loved him,” Robert said.

“He hurt them,” Ethel said. “He was never around. They looked forward to college so they could take his classes and be with him that way. He was a mythical figure: Dear old Dad, who was only present when he had been temporarily banished for his latest infidelity. Then they would walk with him around and around the house. They loved it. He would talk to them. Play catch. Just circling the house, all this went on. When I would finally crumble again and let him back they were heartbroken. They knew he would disappear.”

HE DIVED IN Oblong Lake without enthusiasm, because Ethel seemed to expect it. The longest he stayed in at any one time was a half hour. August burned away, but he felt the water getting colder. Soon it would be time to grow his beard again. Sometimes he would row to the Calf and sit on the flat stone with his face cranked toward the sun; who had been tending the fire on the Calf the night of the accident? Other times he would sit in the boat on the lake, sweating in his wet suit top, reading a book. At times he forgot whom he was looking for.

Late that summer Duke came into SportsHeaven. The boy had grown some over the season. Added weight in the shoulders and arms indicated he might soon pass Buzz’s size. He moved easily on a single aluminum crutch; he was wearing shorts, his leg tan, the stump a pale dip of skin out of the other leg of his shorts.

“Mom told me I have to earn money if I’m going to go to college,” Duke said.

“That’s a good idea,” Robert said.

“If I get the leg, I go to work, right?”

“Get the leg, then we’ll see.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you haven’t got the leg yet,” Robert said. “This is the first interest you’ve ever shown in it. When you’re wearing it, come see me. Then we’ll discuss a job.”

Robert waited to see where Duke would go with his thoughts and emotions. He expected him to run again, to come little by little finally to the decision just to get the leg and be done with it.

But Duke said, “Let’s make an appointment for a fitting, then.”

“OK. When?”

“Right away. You tell me when and I’ll be there.”

Robert laughed. “Why’d you change your mind?”

“A new school year’s starting,” Duke said. “Everyone—even people you knew last year—are kind of strangers the first few days or so. I thought it would be a good time to have the leg not be noticed. My dad used to tell me how worrying what other people thought of the way you looked was a waste of time, because everyone was thinking about themselves. I’ve found that’s true. Nobody cares that I only have one leg. I don’t think they’ll care I have a fake one, either. And, I need the money I’ll make working at SportsHeaven.”

Robert called and made an appointment and later in the week he and Duke left for Madison, with Buzz riding along. Duke was nervous about the fitting, about having a stranger probe clinically at the stump he had worked so hard at incorporating into invisibility, and then voluntarily to hook on appendage of wood and plastic to the end of it, like a party gag, or weights on a racehorse.

“What’s the name of this place?” Buzz asked.

“Land O’ Limbs,” Duke replied. “Limbtique. Dairy State Prosthetics.”

“Knock it off,” Robert said calmly, and Duke subsided with a breaking wave of forced laughter.

Robert had had to go to Ethel to find out why Duke suddenly changed his mind about the leg. “It can’t simply be money,” he said.

“O and I suspect it is a girl,” Ethel said, smiling. “What else is there to make boys that age act counter to themselves? Or in their own best interests?”

“Who is she?”

“We don’t know. She may not surface until school starts. He’s like his father that way. His women were like little mystery storms beneath the surface. You always sensed they were there, you just didn’t know where.”

“Did they surface when school started?” Robert asked.

Ethel, as if reaching the limits of her examination of a buried memory, said curtly, “Yes.”

In the car, Robert wondered to what extent Duke was willing to open himself.

“Remember the crow hunt?” Robert asked.

“Oh yes,” Duke said. “I thought Buzzard would shoot us.”

“And that lame-ass record player,” Buzz said from the back, scoffing. “We haven’t rented that thing once since I started work.”

“It’s a hot item,” Robert said. “Always good for twelve hours of continuous play.”

“We were around here, weren’t we?”

“We were way north of here,” Robert said. “The other direction entirely.”

Duke said, “I try to tell my friends that story you told us—about the crows? But I can never remember half of it.”

“Mostly it was about a crow trial. And crow deception.”

“You really heard it from Dad?” Duke asked.

Robert nodded. “I’ve forgotten the story, though.”

“You can’t forget,” Duke cried, panicky.

Robert was made sad suddenly, that he had gone so long without a thought to the crow tales. Once so large in his life, they had lately fallen away, hiding at the bottom of the lake with Ben. Another of Ara’s predictions coming true, he was letting Ben die all over again.

“Crows have a flaw in their brains that causes them to lose parts of their memory when they sleep,” Robert said. “The longer a crow sleeps, the more he forgets. That’s why you rarely see a crow work hard. They don’t want to tire themselves out. Crows, of course, conceited and arrogant as they are, see this flaw as God’s way of keeping the crows from taking over.” He shifted down, braked at corner, turned, then resumed.

“Crows call it forgetful sleep. It nearly meant the extinction of the species, because crows—before they understood forgetful sleep—were sleeping long nights and waking up complete mental blanks. They were forgetting to eat, to protect themselves, to reproduce. It wasn’t until a certain crow—concerned naturally by the imminent demise of his kind—figured out what was happening. He did this simply by going without sleep one night, purely by chance. He was worried, couldn’t sleep, and another crow he had been talking with did go to sleep. In the morning, this crow who had fallen asleep remembered nothing of what they had talked about the night before.”

“Dad told you this?”

Robert glanced at Duke. “Parts of it,” he admitted. “The crow who had figured out forgetful sleep became known as the Smarter Crow. All crows consider themselves smart, so he was the Smarter Crow because he had saved the species. He was elevated from an ordinary crow to a major figure in crow society. He was celebrated every day, nearly to the end of his life. The Smarter Crow. And the sad part is that his life was brought up short by that one discovery. It defined him so rigidly he was never able to do anything or go anywhere that he was not deferred to as the Smarter Crow, and called upon to recount for any crows present how he came to save them from extinction. He never took a mate because he never could be sure if any female crow loved him or the fact he was who he was. He never had a family. He was never allowed just to be an average crow. In having the wisdom to save the species, he had doomed himself. He had done one thing so encompassing that he was never allowed to do anything else. He had saved the species. What else was there?”

“What happened to him?” Duke asked.

“He got old,” Robert said. “Or older. He got tired—very tired—of being the Smarter Crow. There was a banquet planned in his honor. He had been to ten thousand banquets just like it. He would be celebrated and he would be asked to stand before the assembled crows and recount for the umpteenth time how he had saved Corvus brachyrhynchos. They would applaud, as crows do, by clicking their beaks sharply together. Then they would cluster around him to express their personal gratitude, and wait for him to recount in even more detailed terms how he had saved their species. And he was like an actor who had done one play for years and years. He knew how to draw out the suspense, how to insert humor, how to manufacture emotion. It was what he did: He was the Smarter Crow.

“But this one night, old, near the end of his life,” Robert said, “he decided he had had enough. He made up his mind he was through being the Smarter Crow. He simply went for a long flight over the countryside, miles and miles, and only stopped when he was very tired. He proceeded to fall into a deep sleep. He slept through the night and into the afternoon of the following day. The longest, most refreshing sleep of his life. When he awoke he had forgotten who he was. He knew he was a bird, but he wasn’t sure what kind. He did not know where he was. He did not know he was the Smarter Crow. He felt wonderful, lighthearted, and young. He spread his wings and flew farther away. The crows who were holding the banquet for him became worried when he did not appear. A few flew to where the Smarter Crow was staying, and when they could not find him a great uproar went across the sky. It was assumed he had been called back, and he passed into folklore. Over the next few years the Smarter Crow was sighted in different places around the world, but these sightings were discounted. The Smarter Crow in fact lived several more seasons as an ordinary crow. He took a mate. He had long felt the only way one could beat forgetful sleep was to have a mate who could stay awake while the other slept, then fill in the parts of memory lost in sleep. He raised a family and finally died wrapped in the warm wings of his mate. His children thought he was boring because he had forgotten most of what he had experienced in his life, and he was sure it could not have been important or he would have remembered it.”

AN ORTHOPEDIC SURGEON wrote Duke a prescription for a temporary leg.

“You’re still growing,” the doctor said. “In three or four years we’ll fit you with a leg for life. A leg to dance in.”

He was a fat little man with a close beard of white whiskers. He sat on a rolling stool at Duke’s foot, examining the stump of leg, poking at it with his fingertips. Duke did not look at him.

“We will get you a sock to put over this,” he said, cupping the rounded pink end of the leg. He made some measurements with a cloth tape and a pair of calipers. “Three years this has been? Why do you wait so long? Why depress yourself?”

Duke said nothing. He chewed his lower lip, then shrugged.

“Well, better late,” the doctor said, patting the stump and rolling away to a small desk across the room. He wrote in ink on a yellow notepad, tore the sheet off, and handed it to Duke.

“You’re in business, young man,” he said. “Come see me when the leg arrives. I’ll give you some tips.” He hiked up one trouser leg and tapped with his pen on a shin of flesh-colored plastic.

“Thirty-seven years I’ve lugged this cannon around,” he said. “I love it. It lets me work, lets me dance with my wife. You are young and proud and have time to sit and sulk. Go. Come see me when the leg arrives.”

The week after school began, Duke came into SportsHeaven. Robert’s eyes went to him, his expectant face, the filled tube of his missing leg.

“You got it,” Robert said.

Duke bent over and rapped the leg, producing a solid sound. The shoes he had on, one was worn, one was new.

“How’s it feel?”

“Strange,” Duke said, still looking down. “I have a little trouble controlling it. I haven’t fallen over yet. Small triumph. Anyway, Rob-O, I’ve come for my job.”

“Just like that?”

“It’s what I want to do now. I need money. You and Buzzer and Mom seem to have so much fun.”

“Not so much,” Robert said.

“So there’s no job? Is that what you’re saying?”

Robert pointed to the new leg. “Does that chafe?”

“Some. It’s to be expected. They gave me a sock to wear. Plus a tube of ointment. I ask girls to put it on for me,” Duke said, grinning.

“Any takers?”

“Not yet. Hey, do I have a job, or not?”

Robert gave him an application. “Fill this out. It’s standard.”

The pad of forms was nearly empty; kids came in every day, from Mozart High or M.C., or one of the towns down the road; some of the kids he knew, but most were strangers. Robert let them fill in the easy blanks of the application; they could tell their parents they had tried. But he had not been hiring since taking on Ethel.

He went into the store while Duke sat at the desk filing out the form. He felt safe in the blue expanse; he was in charge there. His numbers were up. Theft seemed to be diminishing of late. Faintly, like a fight song heard in a stadium a half mile away, came the strains of “On, Wisconsin.” It played from speakers hidden at the back of the store. Dave’s idea, it was one of thirty-three college fight songs on a tape that ran all day, with three minutes between selections. Herm loved the idea; he said it “filled the air with the taste of sports.” Robert often hummed along.

He made a tour of the store, walking down or looking into every aisle. His employees did not jump into false busyness at his appearance; this pleased him. He wanted them to be comfortable with him, he wanted their work to be fulfilling enough that they would not need to put counterfeit enthusiasm into it.

But in this orbit of his he saw no one who deserved to be fired to make room for Duke. He paused at the time clock to read on the cards the names of those people not at work. They were all good workers, drudges like himself.

Duke was finished when Robert returned. He took his seat and read the sheet. Duke’s printing was small and clear, not the juvenile hacking of ink he saw so often on applications.

“I don’t have an opening right now, Duke.”

Duke leaned forward; his false leg stuck out awkwardly as a roll of carpet and for a moment he had to shift it with his hands. “But you made openings for Buzz and Ethel,” he said.

“There was deadwood here,” Robert said. “Those people are long gone. I’ve only got good people working here now.”

Duke swiped at his eyes. “You promised,” he said.

“I didn’t promise you anything, Duke,” Robert said. “I offered you a job months ago. It’s not the nature of work to expect that job to be there whenever you decide you want it.”

The boy got to his feet. He arranged the new leg beneath him. He was getting tall. He looked more like his father than Buzz did, but without his father’s self-absorption.

“Sit down, Duke,” Robert said.

Duke waited ten seconds, then sat.

Robert said, “Tell me what happened that night.”

Duke’s eyes went dry and cold. “Is that a stipulation of my employment?”

“It doesn’t have to be,” Robert said. “I didn’t mean it that way. I’m not saying you’ll have a job even if you do tell me. I’ve just always wanted to know.”

Duke sighed, then began to speak.

“He’d had a fight with Buzz. I didn’t know about what. Buzz was a very angry kid in those days. Dad let him blow off steam pretty regularly, but that night Buzz was laying into Dad like nothing I’d ever heard before. I was sitting in my room just listening to this. Buzzer had a filthy mouth on him and Dad usually put a stop to it eventually. But not that night. Buzz just went on and on and on. It was nearly dark when he finally quit. I stayed in my room. The house was very quiet. I thought they might have left.

“About an hour later someone tapped on my door. I thought it might be Buzz, or you. It was Dad . . . Ben. He looked awful. Sad. I wasn’t used to that and it scared me. He was usually a happy-go-lucky sort, even when Mom hated his guts. He said he had to talk to me and asked me to go for a walk.

“We walked here and there. Into town. Looking into store windows. Neither of us saying anything. It was like he forgot why he had asked me to go with him. We walked back toward home along the lake. We came to where our boat was tied and this cheered him up. We sat in the boat, still tied to the dock, and he told me stories; how he used to take Mom out in it when they were younger; they were in the boat the first time they kissed; how he used to row us kids around the lake. That sort of stuff. He sounded very nervous and off the wall. He was just filling time.

“Finally, I asked him what he wanted to talk to me about and he reached over and untied the line and pushed us off. He got behind the oars and we headed for the Cow and the Calf. It was nice out there. It’s always cooler on the water, but you know that. The sky was full of stars, a million of them. And lots of lights along the shore. I could see car lights moving up and down the lake road.”

“Did you see a fire on the Calf?” Robert asked.

“A fire? No.”

“The pilot said he saw a fire as he was coming in.”

“No fire,” Duke repeated. “Every now and then I heard someone on shore talking. A man and a woman, the woman telling the man something. I couldn’t understand what she was saying but I really didn’t listen, because Ben wasn’t talking and I was getting nervous.

“I’d seen Buzzard before we left the house,” Duke continued. “He was in the living room just staring at the TV. I remember he was watching The Fugitive. He looked as mad as I’ve ever seen him. But he was scared, too. I wanted to talk to him, but Dad was standing right there and Buzz refused to look at us. I think Ben did that on purpose. He wanted to talk to me before Buzz gave me his version.”

Duke took a deep breath. Robert didn’t speak; he might take Duke away from the lake, away from Ben’s side, away from that night.

“Where were you when all this was happening?” Duke suddenly inquired, his eyes jumping fast to Robert’s.

“I was there,” Robert said.

“I don’t remember you.”

“I was with O. It was just another night at Ben’s house.”

“Yeah.” Duke scowled. “Well, we rowed out onto the lake to about . . . you know where, Rob-O. It was very quiet except for the words from the woman on the shore. Dad lifted the oars out of the water and we drifted for a while. I listened to the drops of water falling from the oar blades. I hated it.”

Duke said nothing for a long time. He squeezed his legs and scratched his head. He looked at a spot over Robert’s shoulder.

“What had Ben wanted to tell you?” Robert asked.

“That he was a coward, basically,” Duke said. “He had first gone to Buzz, then he went to me, and if he’d lived he would probably have gone to O. All he wanted to let us know was that he no longer loved our mother, but he wasn’t sure if he should leave her for good. He wanted me, us, to say, sure, leave us, leave Mom, go off with someone else, we forgive you. Can you imagine that?” He cleared his throat and shook his head. “What a chickenshit. He embarrassed me so much. Then just before the plane landed on us he told me he loved me. First and last time.”

ROBERT MADE ROOM for Duke at SportsHeaven. As Herm had said, the numbers were there.

It was around that time that Robert worked a day shift and discovered Mrs. Marsh in Aisle 7. She was wearing a gray Bucks T-shirt and blue jeans, and she was late in a pregnancy Robert had heard nothing about. Her round belly filled Robert’s brain with her husband’s salacious voice; which story told to Robert had taken hold in Mrs. Marsh’s womb to produce this perfect hump beneath gray cloth? Her face was lightly burned. She wore red tennis shoes and purple socks. She held her hands cupped under the weight of the baby.

He turned to slip away, but she saw him and called his name. Her face was still thin, still roughly sanded.

“Do you still have your whistle with you?” she asked with just a shading of scorn.

Robert took it from his pocket and rattled the pill for her.

“How’s Joe?” he asked.

“You don’t care.”

“Is he working?”

“At what? What can he do?” she asked.

“Maybe work for the park district. Maybe coach.”

She shifted upward the weight she carried. “He’s talking about working out again, playing in the Milwaukee parks, and taking another tryout with the Bucks.”

“Oh?”

“He has no chance, am I right?”

“He’s how old? Twenty-six?”

Mrs. Marsh nodded.

“That’s pretty old for that game,” Robert said. “I think they want younger guys.”

“Why are you working the day shift?” she asked.

“Someone’s sick. Why?”

“I come days to avoid you,” she said, her voice even in its most innocent phrasing carrying a hint of flirtation. “You know my past.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Joe talks, I know. He can’t keep a secret to save his life. All he does is talk.”

“I don’t know,” Robert said, feeling crushed by unease.

“He had a lot of problems with employee theft and shoplifting. People knowing the system, how to get around it. You have that problem?”

Robert smiled. “Yeah. Things disappear all the time.”

“Any chance your job’ll disappear because of things disappearing?” she asked.

“I don’t think so. Herm understands. I bring the cops in on occasion for effect. It runs in cycles.”

“I was hoping you’d lose your job,” she said.

“Sorry to disappoint you.”

She stood for a moment, just glaring at him. He tried for innocent conversation about her life, the new baby, but she dodged it as if it were lethal.

“I can’t believe you fired him,” she said. “You were gunning for him right from the start, weren’t you?”

“No. Herm had doubts about Joe long before I arrived.”

“Talk about a gutless shithead,” she said. “Having his assistant manager fire the manager.”

“I agree.”

“Oh you do, do you?”

“I liked Joe.”

“I’ll bet.” She turned away from him and walked to the front of the store. No extra weight in her hips beyond that heaviness that had attracted him when he caught her shoplifting, a light step in her red shoes, she moved rapidly away from him. Outside, Joe Marsh awaited her, legs crossed, arms folded, leaning against a parked car.

He smiled at his wife, then beyond her saw Robert at the door to SportsHeaven.

“Hey, Rob,” he said, raising a hand. He was already moving up the sidewalk beside his wife, who looked back at Robert and with a smile lifted her Bucks shirt, showing the very smallest slice of the lower halves of her breasts, and delivering a new basketball into her husband’s cradling hands.

Robert had his whistle out, but he was laughing. Joe and Mrs. Marsh were running hard up the sidewalk, laughing, too. Joe dribbling. The whistle shrieked and Robert made the call, but they didn’t stop, and the last Robert ever saw of them they were going around a corner, Joe Marsh dribbling behind his back to cut the angle of the turn.

IN AUTUMN ROBERT dived again in Oblong Lake. Through a hot, busy September he had worked long hours and not entered the lake even once. But in October the leaves began to turn and the first cool weather came. He had not talked to anyone about Ben in a long time, and lately he tended to dwell on the good memories he had of him. Robert sensed the lake about to close over the winter.

He went out in the early morning before work, expeditions that left him ravenous. In mid-October the water was warmer than the air and in the morning lengths of mist thick and defined as felled trees lay on the water. They would disappear as he dived. From under water he saw leaves hit the surface and revolve like playing cards thrown at someone’s leisure.

On a later day, still in October, his new beard begun, he came to that cave near the Cow and the Calf where he had found the red-stoned ring, the feeding muskellunge, and the yellow-white stick on the cave floor. He had picked around the site long enough. It was getting late.

The muskie and the stick were gone, and Ethel had lost the ring in the dark on the lake road, but deeper in the cave he at last found Ben. He was a mess; fish-chewed, clothed in shreds of washed fabric and skin that feathered down like tendrils of cheese. He bobbed at the roof of the cave, facing the ceiling, arms spread wide, one hand missing.

Robert left his light at the mouth of the cave, the beam fingering up through the water like a marking stake. He cried a little in his mask, but dried his face in the boat, then rowed ashore and went to tell the police he had found Ben Ladysmith.

The news went quickly through Mozart. The fire department divers, men who had given three days to the search three years before, found Robert’s light, and then found Ben. A crowd waited on the shore. The story made page one of the Madison paper, with a head shot of Ben from the M.C. yearbook. They asked Robert for a picture of himself but he refused them.

That day, he went home and later he went to work. Ethel kissed him and thanked him and said nothing else. Olive swam in the lake once before it got too cold, and around Christmas, following a meet, she invited Robert out for coffee. She had won two medals that night, so they each had one to fiddle with.

Customers in the restaurant said hello, most moving along. Others saw him through the window and pointed and waved. He read his name on their lips. The bolder ones, those who had not heard the entire story, stopped to jingle their change, to send their best to his parents, and to ask him how he had known it was Ben after all that time. Robert said Ben was the only one still missing.
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Prologue

Helene



INA ASKS ME what I see and I have to be honest: I see nothing. She asks me what color my blindness takes and I find that a curious question. I am simply blind.

I tell her the color I miss most is that vivid crimson cloud of blood filling my eyeballs. That gorgeous phenomenon was the first serious indication that I would one day be blind as a bat. Proliferative retinopathy. Deterioration of the blood vessels in my retinas caused by diabetes. The blood gushed in; I imagined I could hear it filling my eyes like buckets. But it was fluid into fluid, blood into vitreous humor, silent as an injection of dye.

I was speaking to Rudy at the time, and I remember he waited several minutes after I stopped speaking in midsentence before he asked me to continue. He was a trifle peeved by my announcement that all I could see was a scarlet cloud, that yet another trip to the hospital was required.

Ina asks me to tell her about the last thing I saw. That is difficult to say, because my eyesight did not go like a light being snapped off, but leaked away a smidgen at a time. Long ago, my doctor looked deep into my eyes and reported seeing tiny red dots in there. A bad sign, in his opinion. Capillary microaneurysms, they were called. Foreshadowing. Then came that first beautiful, terrifying cloud of blood. The clouds went away, and returned, and went away again. But they always returned, and finally they remained.

When Ina asks what was the last thing I saw, I tell her it was Rudy. It is Rudy who takes up the most space in my memory. He never forgave me my diabetes, all the planning, the expense (most of all, he never forgave the expense), and the sheer inconvenience it entailed. In granting my requests to prepare my morning and evening shots or to help test my urine, his manner was brusque and faintly disgusted. He slammed doors when I was trying to rest. He pestered my sleep with questions about the locations of household items. He had no interest in me if I was not healthy.

I talked him through the steps of preparing dinner because the stove frightened me now that I was blind. Even when it wasn’t turned on I felt its presence like a patient enemy, just as I feared candles, matches, cigarettes (I’d asked Rudy to smoke only at work; imagine his chagrin). Carving knives, peelers, meat forks, they terrified me with images of gashes and punctures. Proliferative hemorrhaging; death by leaking.

Rudy proved to be an able cook. He helped me keep track of my diet, counting calories, carbohydrates, scouting for the deadly sugar that seemed an element of everything that went in my mouth, coming in so many unexpected forms. He waited outside the bathroom while I urinated in a cup, then accepted the warm offering, dipped the TesTape, and reported the color. He did all this with an impassive air of disgust, a nonjudgmental loathing.

I would try to draw Rudy into conversation, but Rudy was not a conversationalist. I would work back through my memories of the time since he had left for work that morning. I sought a funny story or an interesting scrap of news from the TV. Something to throw into the quiet. But I rarely found anything to say. The only people I talked to were Ina (and, through her, Vincent) and Amanda. Ina’s amusements were tainted in Rudy’s eyes by her drinking. Amanda, then nearing forty, without a husband, was a sore point with her father. Vincent, who had money, was another constant irritant to my husband.

So we sat without saying much.

“Tell me what happened at work today,” I said.

“What happened at work today? Once again, I didn’t make enough money.”

“We’re doing all right,” I said gently. A small pain of helplessness took root in my stomach; the nervous, helpless ache of being a burden. “No kids to raise. The house in good shape. And paid for,” I said, running through the list I kept in my head. “We aren’t begging.”

“I’d like to get to a point a little more comfortable than ‘not begging,’” he said. “At least before I die.”

“You’ll outlive all of us,” I said, desperate to cheer him up. “Then you can live the carefree bachelor life. A room to yourself. You can smoke. Eat bad food, whatever you want. You won’t have to test someone’s pee every day.”

He made the same financial complaint every day that we were together. He might have griped about the cost of the room on our wedding night, but I don’t remember. We had bought our house from Vincent. The transaction was awkward in that Rudy was ashamed to be getting the money from his lifelong friend and brother-in-law; and he was outraged that Vincent possessed that amount of money to lend.

The purchase price of our house, which we had been renting for four years at $37.50 per month, was $15,500. My diabetes had been diagnosed our first summer there; I used glass syringes then. But my eyesight was crystalline. Amanda was just walking. I remember her cautious scaling of the steps up to Vincent and Ina’s house on the day we signed the papers. Annie was Amanda’s age, a source of competition between the moms. Ina was pregnant with Ray. When she came to the door she looked robust and lovely.

Rudy wore a tie, though I assured him it wasn’t necessary. But Vincent also was wearing a tie and I was proud of my husband for having correctly read the ceremonial gravity of the event. Speaking primarily to Rudy, with an infrequent shift of his eyes toward me, Vincent explained that he had completed the purchase of our house earlier that day, and we would buy it from him over a period of time yet to be determined.

“I think we agreed on five hundred for your down payment,” said Vincent.

Rudy took a folded green check from his wallet. He had written it, complaining, just before we left the house.

Vincent took the check without a glance and slid it under a paperweight, a balanced droplet of glass.

“How much would you be comfortable paying each month?” Vincent asked, his tone implying that the amount was none of his business, but he had to ask.

“I’m not sure,” Rudy said.

“Would you be comfortable with seventy-five dollars per month?”

“Seventy-five,” Rudy repeated.

“Yes,” Vincent continued. He swiveled a sheet of paper toward Rudy that contained a precise column of typed numbers. “Seventy-five dollars per month . . . see? . . . for twelve months. That’s nine hundred dollars per year for thirty years. Standard mortgage length. You’d borrow fifteen thousand dollars and pay back twenty-seven thousand dollars.”

“Twelve thousand more than I’m borrowing?” Rudy said incredulously.

“Interest, Rudy,” Vincent said. “Scandalously low, too, I might add. No bank would ever write a mortgage on these terms.”

On our way home, Rudy said, “It is beyond me how Vincent sleeps at night knowing he is charging twelve thousand dollars interest on a loan he made to his own family. His oldest friend! The woman he might have married!”

“It’s only three in the afternoon, dear,” I said. “Maybe he’ll have trouble sleeping tonight.”

“Why does he have to make money on everything?”

“He sells real estate. It’s his business,” I said, though I too had been put off by the cool calculation of the deal, the way Vincent had all the figures typed and ready.

Rudy did not speak to Vincent for more than a year. This made our frequent social calls almost impossible to bear. At first, Rudy used our visits to the Lockwood home to present—with great ostentation and embarrassment for everyone but himself—the month’s mortgage payment. Rudy took longer to write that check than he took to earn the money to cover it. When I complained about this petty ritual he began mailing the money to Vincent. But for a year he would not respond to any of Vincent’s questions, would not counter any of Vincent’s opinions, would not even pass the pepper if Vincent asked for it. Rudy let his silence sit over our gatherings like a condemnation. Inevitably Vincent stopped including Rudy in his sphere of conversation; he was not one to pursue a cold lead, someone in no mood to buy.

Rudy was listening carefully to Vincent, however, and memorizing his responses, which he revealed to me as we walked home at evening’s end.

“What the hell does he mean, ‘How’s every little thing at work?’? He’s just afraid he won’t get his seventy-five bucks every month if my job goes bust. He’s got an opinion about everything: Truman, Korea, the Cubs, the Sox, all the kids being born, the new cars. Nobody with any brains has so many goddamned opinions. He’s got to have them, though. It’s good for business. An opinion for every occasion. As many opinions as he needs to make a sale. And where does he get off turning his chair so his back’s to me? What a rude ass. Next time, you go alone. You want to visit your sister—do it when I’m at work. I’m tired of listening to that guy flap his jaws.”

“If anyone is rude, it’s you,” I said. “As for going by myself—fine. You embarrass me. Stay home. It will save on a sitter.”

I struck off smartly, leaving him behind. It was the end of us, I realized much later. My words had transported our marriage to a strange level it would not survive.

Rudy did not move until I was a half-block ahead. Then he closed the gap between us almost at a run. His rage was something new, almost intriguing; an interesting twist in our life together. When he was upon me I ducked to the side to avoid the blow I sensed more than saw coming out of the darkness. His open hand caught me on the shoulder. I fell to one knee, cracking my other shoulder painfully against a white slat fence. Someone on the porch of the house stood up and shouted, “Hey! Stop that!”

But Rudy didn’t hear and he slapped me rather ludicrously on the top of my head. Some of the blow was absorbed by my hair, but the weight of his wedding ring bore through this cushion and cracked against my skull. My eyes teared with pain. A door slammed. A light went on behind me. “We’re calling the police, you animal!” screamed a woman.

I was prepared to sit there on the sidewalk, my back against the fence, until the police arrived. Rudy had moved into the shadows. It occurred to me then that I probably knew the woman on the porch. I got to my feet and moved sideways to keep my face hidden from my witness. “Don’t go with him, honey,” the woman called. “You can do better!”

But I didn’t think I could. Or I didn’t have the energy to find out. I followed my husband home.

The two blows remained our secret, a source of embarrassment and disbelief. Rudy was sweet for a long period of time. At Christmas he gave me a full-length lavender velvet robe lined with white silk; the luxurious feel of it against my skin was staggering. We made love in the afternoon while Amanda napped and I rode eagerly on him wearing only my robe, keeping both of us warm with his gift to me.

Ina and Vincent visited in the evening, and after my dinner had been eaten I excused myself, then returned wearing the new robe over my clothes. The children, exhausted from the day’s expectations and realities, ignored me, but Ina and Vincent were enthusiastic in their appreciation.

“It’s beautiful,” Vincent assured me.

“Breathtaking,” Ina added.

And Rudy, from his chair by the tree, a strand of fallen tinsel twinkling in his hair, said, “Vince, that robe cost me seventy-eight dollars. Seventy-eight dollars!”

I was stunned by the price. (Vincent whistled appreciatively; Ina murmured, “My.”) Where had the money come from? What would we do without down the line to pay for my robe?

And something else: Rudy had spoken to Vincent.

I excused myself again and hung the robe in my closet. The mystery of its richness was gone, and with that a part of its allure. I owned a seventy-eight-dollar robe. The expense was ludicrous, wasteful.

At eleven o’clock I helped Amanda to bed and spent longer than necessary tucking her in, so that when I emerged from her dark bedroom into the hall light and from there into the shadowy hushed light of the front room, I recognized the sleepy silence that signaled the death of a party. Vincent and Ina left soon after, Annie draped over her father’s shoulder like an extra coat, baby Ray wrapped like a parcel of laundry against the cold.

I hurried to gather up the plates, cups, and forks we’d used that night. I got down on my knees to work at a stain ground into the carpet. When Rudy appeared out of the corner of my vision, I got up and moved away. I was so tired, so anxious to sleep, but my brain was driven by a nervous desire to keep clear of my husband.

“When I told them the price, you looked like you were disappointed,” Rudy said. “Seventy-eight bucks for a bathrobe isn’t enough for you?”

“It’s too much,” I said. “And how much it costs isn’t any of their business, either.”

“Vince tells me the price of everything he buys,” Rudy said. “His car. His clothes. His grocery bills. The beer Ina drinks. Only the best for the Lockwoods.”

He would hit me soon, I understood; the realization came clearly to me, almost like a voice from the next room, the voice of one who could see into the future.

I scraped the plates into a bag of garbage, and when I was finished I carried the bag outside. I felt certain Rudy was watching me cross the yard to the garage. But he was not in the window or the door when I turned back. I knew he was waiting for an answer, but I refused to say anything. Though I easily could have said: Vincent never mentions money. (Yet what if there was a secret vulgar side to Vincent, a way he had with vulgar men, anything for a sale?)

My one concern was to keep moving. I bumped the back door locked with my hip, and passed him nearly at a run, saying, “Get the light, please.” Ducking clear of him, hurrying down the hall, I tried to move and listen for him at the same time. I unplugged the Christmas tree lights and when they were off I felt better, less inclined to think everything was bound to turn out badly.

He was waiting for me in the hall. The kitchen light was still on. He now stood at the bottom of the stairs, one foot on the floor, the other on the second step, blocking my escape.

“I thought the robe would make you happy,” he said.

“It did.”

“But not for long.”

“I put it on to show them—without you asking me to,” I said. “I was proud of it. I was proud of you. And then you had to go and shout out the price.”

“It was important that they knew.”

“No it wasn’t.”

“To me, it was,” he said, poking his chest.

“Then you bought it for the wrong reason,” I said, and I tried to dart past him, catch him unawares. I went up two steps, nearly to the landing, and then I saw Amanda standing at the top of the stairs just as Rudy’s hand rang down against the side of my head.

A fierce light accompanied the blow, like a flare in my skull. I was most concerned about getting to Amanda and explaining to her that this was not her father hitting me, but rather a stranger within her father whom with practice and careful maneuvering we could avoid encountering again.

He hit me a second time, open-handed, across the back of my head and I rocked forward into the scratchy carpet covering the stairs. Amanda screamed above me. I heard Rudy suck in his breath and I knew he hadn’t seen her there.

“Mandy,” he whispered.

She screamed again. Blood ran from my nose in a watery thread. Only four blows over a span of months, and now blood had been drawn. “It’s all right, sweetheart,” I said to her. “I’ll be up to tuck you back in.”

But Amanda didn’t budge. She was crying, but she also seemed to understand that her witnessing presence was in my best interests. I loved her so much then. In later years when I was a blind burden and her father was gone, when we were no longer close, I forgave Amanda for many small insensitivities out of gratitude for that saving moment on the stairs.

WERE I LISTENING to a woman tell a story such as mine, I would have two questions for her: How often did he hit you, and did he hit you when you were blind?

Rudy struck me many times, but the Christmas nosebleed was the only outwardly apparent wound I ever sustained. He was scrupulous in his use of the open hand, swinging it like a wide board. And his violence had a quick release, venting itself after only two or three blows. For all of these reasons I might have considered myself fortunate.

I had been blind for nearly two months before he hit me when I was blind. The argument was of course about money, and we were alone in the kitchen on a summer evening. We had watched the news on TV and then come into the kitchen to make supper. Ina and Vincent were expected later and Rudy began to complain that we had had them over to our house three times in a row without our being invited there.

“They’re our family,” I said. “You don’t keep track of that sort of thing with your family.”

“I do,” he said. “It’s not cheap having them over. Your sister drinks our beer like it’s tap water.”

“It’s easier for me here,” I said. “I know my way around.”

“If you’d get out some, you’d be more confident in finding your way,” he said.

“Little by little I’m getting out,” I said, wondering if I was looking directly at him, if my words were striking him in the face. “And no more remarks about my sister.”

I moved my face to catch a breeze coming in over the kitchen sink. He won’t hit me when I’m blind, I thought. But I listened to the room at my back. I could picture every inch of the space, the high-ceilinged airiness, the pockets of appliance heat, and Rudy’s glowering presence at the table.

“What can I say? She drinks beer to a serious extent. I love her,” Rudy said, “but facts are facts.”

“Just leave her alone.”

“If she’d leave a little to help pay her tab, I would.”

I heard his chair scrape against the floor, heard him step close to me. I decided later that he must have for quite some time been weighing the question of hitting me now that I was blind. Perhaps he didn’t understand to what level he would sink if he beat his blind wife; was it a manageable level, a level that would allow him to view at least certain aspects of his life with some self-respect?

“Leave her alone,” I said, nearly in a whisper, curious myself.

He let me have it, tentatively the first time, then with increasing gusto on the two succeeding blows, so that the colorless room of my blindness began to spin, and Rudy helped me to my feet like a perfect gentleman.

He was dead within a year.

 


			






	


Part One

Dangerous Boys



INA AWOKE FOR the second time that morning with a slip of a headache and a certain scandalous fatigue. She had been up late the night before drinking Old Style and reading magazines, the papers, a book, maps, junk mail. Helene had telephoned at her customary early hour. The morning call required that Ina set her alarm so that she was awake and somewhat alert to whatever her sister wanted. Usually it was nothing. After Rudy died, Ina spent time helping Helene overcome her fear of cooking and taught her all over again how to use the stove. She turned on the burners and held her sister’s hand above them so she could feel the waves of heat pushing up at her. She put Helene’s fingers on all the knobs, and Helene informed her testily that she remembered quite clearly, thank you, the function of each control. She could give herself her shot and put together her meals. She knew what foods to avoid, how much she could eat of something she wasn’t supposed to eat. She could take care of herself but preferred not to. So she telephoned Ina every morning to reestablish her connection with her sister, as if Ina might have taken some offense overnight and decided never to speak to her again. She wanted to be sure she wasn’t alone. Her sister’s sleepy voice placed her firmly back in the world. Helene thus reassured, they made a date for later in the day, to go to the Jewel.

And having done what was required of her Ina was free for a time. So she went back to sleep for an hour. And when she awoke again she felt the desire to go fishing. This was Vincent prodding her memory. She had been aware lately of a tempering of her mourning. The intervals between moments of grieving had expanded so that she sometimes found herself in the morning being unable to recall the last time she had thought about him. She took this as a healthy sign, but a lonely one as well, for even after his death Vincent remained a companion of wrenching complexity and dimension. She consulted him as often as she had when he was alive: about matters of life, how to manage Helene, what to do with the time left to her. His answers came as clearly as if he were standing behind her, whispering in her ear.

But awakening that morning with no recollection of thinking about him fresher than a half-day old, she felt too successful at putting him behind her, as if a certain forgetful loneliness were preferable to constant, memorable grieving.

So she would go fishing.

They lived across the street from the north branch of the Chicago River, and fishing was the only activity to interest Vincent that could be classified as a sport. And only then, Rudy claimed, because fishing produced something Vincent could sell.

To reach the river she would have to go down concrete stairs built in the year she was born. These steps were rounded with wear, stones falling out of the mix, the pipe bannisters rusting where declarations of love had been gouged in the paint. She had run down the steps, tripped down them, paused on them to be kissed: by Vincent, by others. She was now almost seventy years old, with lovely blue eyes in a sagging face, and she could afford to lose a pound or two, but a long time ago she had been a beautiful girl. At the foot of the stairway was a small cement landing with a deliciously fragile privacy. The boldest lovers used the space to clutch at each other while listening for footsteps. Ina and Vincent had kissed there, and Vincent had pleaded to do more, and touched her breast as incentive. But she had refused, an absence of courage she now regretted.

The water was the color of packed shadows. Some days it did not seem like water so much as thick brown silk, a river of ladies’ nylons. The bait Vincent used was a shred of bacon or a pinched ball of store bread. Catfish and carp, and the occasional gar, were all he ever caught. Vincent called carp crap, the big, silvery sluggards who ate the hook and whatever was aboard, and then were dragged without a hint of resistance to the foot of the landing. Vincent employed a wicked gaff Rudy had made to haul the fish from the water. He sold the carp to those less fortunate. Ina sampled a bite once, and even before the toxins injected into that water by industry and humanity were common knowledge, something in the taste of the fish struck her as evil.

Gar were just too strange; needle-nosed, spine-thin, they radiated an aura of bad luck and were cut loose immediately, the hook sacrificed.

Catfish she loved. They were blandly delicious, and went perfectly with buttered corn on the cob, fruit balls in juice, and cold beer. Catfish had a spirit when hooked that promised a fight. The whiskers that rimmed their struggling mouths were like the eyes of potatoes gone wild in the dark. But their appearances at the end of the line grew more infrequent until catching one was an event, and the last one Ina remembered landing was a fat grandfather cat hooked by Ray when he was on the edge of adolescence, and he had hated that his father had had to come to the rescue to get the creature out of the water and onto the landing.

The river was a place to go. A place where things were out of sight, where there was the possibility of being alone when life at the top of the stairs pressed in. Vincent took Ray there to tell him about sex. Ina had given Annie the same news at the kitchen table.

Vincent often went to the river alone, taking only a pole and a piece of bread, returning in an hour or so without the bread. They went there as a family, with Helene and Rudy and Amanda, because on the hottest nights it felt a degree cooler down there shooing bugs in the dark, the lines falling out of sight before they entered the water.

But then the river landing became inhabited by people of vague repute, nonfishermen, drinkers of hard liquor, individuals who seemed to appear without benefit of the stairs, by-products of what was going bad in the water. Finally she had to forbid her children to play on the stairs or to go down to the landing. She suspected Annie obeyed her, but she knew Ray had a taste for unsanctioned excitement and she saw him come up from the stairs in the dark with the other boys and race across the street until attaining the safety of his yard, while his friends dispersed like bugs caught in the light. She asked Vincent to speak to Ray, and perhaps he did, but Vincent possessed a faith in his son that was unswerving, and doubted that a few illicit trips to the river would significantly warp the basic perfection of Ray’s nature.

Vincent’s tackle box was in the front closet. Ina lugged it to the kitchen table. The box was constructed of khaki-colored steel and secured with a lock of considerable resolve, a lock to which Ina had no key.

She climbed the stairs to the bedroom and lay down on her bed. She brought the phone from the night table and put it on her stomach. She liked to call Ray and Annie in the morning. With the time difference, she could usually reach them before they left home for the day.

Ray’s number rang. He was her baby. An inch shorter than Vincent, with a little weight problem. He had never married.

“Ray here.”

“It’s me.”

“I was thinking about you,” he said brightly.

“You were not.”

“I was! I had a premonition you’d call.”

“You did not!”

“I did! Why won’t you ever believe me when I tell you something?”

“What am I calling about, then?” she asked.

“It wasn’t that detailed a premonition, sweetheart,” Ray said, and Ina felt the little ting of disappointment that was a mother’s companion.

“Why aren’t you at work?”

“It’s only seven forty-five here,” Ray said. “The sun is barely up. The freeways are barely jammed.”

“Don’s been at work for an hour.”

“Don’s a fast-tracker,” Ray said. “I’m merely a laundry czar.”

“Where did Daddy keep the key to his tackle box?” Ina asked.

“Oh—I had a premonition you were going to ask me that!”

“Smarty. You did not.”

“I did. A dream: fish, key, lures, Mom.”

“You’re a mean son. Do you remember?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I thought I might go fishing,” Ina said.

Ray said nothing.

“I’m not senile. You’re thinking that, but I’m not.”

“That river is pure carcinogens, Mom.”

“I’ll be long gone by the time the cancer grows.”

“Please don’t. For me?”

A faint stain, still damp, lay to her right in the bedding, remnants of a spilled glass of beer from the night before. She shifted her leg and felt the coolness bleed through her nightgown to touch her thigh.

“Besides, that is no place for you to go. It’s full of perverts,” Ray said vehemently.

“It’s not so bad. The sun is out.”

“It doesn’t reach down there,” Ray said. “Please don’t.”

“Without that key, I won’t be able to.”

“Good. Then I won’t tell you.”

“Do you know?”

“I won’t tell you,” Ray said.

“This is your mother—”

“I’m opening another store,” he said.

Ina hesitated, proud of her son, but irritated at being patronized. “Tell me where the key is, then I’ll take an interest in your business,” she said.

She heard Ray sigh. “I really don’t know, Mom.”

“All right. How many is that now?”

“Eleven, in all. Nine here, one in Boulder, one there.”

“My cleaning giant,” she said fondly.

“Everyone’s clothes get dirty.”

“Where’s the new one?”

“Right by UCLA,” Ray said. “It could do more business than the other ten combined.”

“That’s my boy.”

“Thanks, dear,” he said. “But now I’ve got to get out in it.”

“No key?”

“Try the board in the garage. Remember it? That’s where I’d look, anyway,” he said. “But if you find it, promise me you won’t use it.”

She put the phone down, folded her hands over it, then lifted it and dialed Annie, who lived within miles of Ray but never saw him. Annie’s housekeeper answered.

“Bixler residence, to whom do you wish to speak?”

“Annie, please.”

“Momento.”

Her daughter came on the line, sounding out of breath.

“It’s me,” Ina said.

“Mom. Jesus. What a surprise,” Annie said. “But I can’t talk now. I’ve got tennis—and I overslept.”

“Just one thing. Where did Daddy keep the key to his tackle box?”

“His tackle box? I don’t know. You aren’t going fishing.”

“I was getting blue. I thought a little fishing might cheer me up.”

“At the river?”

“Of course, dear.”

“It’s not safe there. You told me so yourself ages ago. It can only have gotten worse. It’s not safe anywhere around there anymore.”

“Annie, that’s an absurd California prejudice,” Ina said. “My neighborhood is fine. Where Helene lives—that frightens me a little. But this part of town is still quite nice.”

“I’ve got to run,” Annie said.

“Let me talk to Meg.”

“Not home. School.”

“Has she discovered boys?”

“She won’t tell me,” Annie said. “She’s almost fifteen, after all. That disinterest in the opposite sex is feigned.”

“What’s she doing tonight?” Ina asked. She wanted something she could hold in her memory; the occasional school picture that arrived in the mail seemed dated even as it fell from the envelope.

“Nothing specific. She’s very studious. She has a friend she goes down to see,” Annie said. “Her name is Katy. They’re very tight. Jesus, Mom, I’m late.”

“Invite me out. I miss my girl.”

“You’re always invited,” her daughter said with an abrupt enthusiasm that Ina did not trust. “A standing invitation.”

“Have Don invite me.”

“Don? Don loves you. He’s too busy to show it, that’s all. Come out anytime. Gotta go. Love. Bye.”

She put the phone down, abruptly sad. Her children in a rush out in Los Angeles, Vincent slipping from her memory. Her heart was in pieces for just the few moments she took to doze off.

When she awoke she wanted to go to the river more than ever; to prove that her children were wrong in their estimation of her helplessness. She sat on the side of the bed through a brief spell of dizziness. She went to the bathroom, then patted cold water on her face as she bent over the sink. Dots of dried soap speckled the mirror and faucet and struck her as slovenly. With a piece of toilet paper she wiped them away. She was starting to feel better; the little nap had refreshed her. In the bedroom she changed into blue jeans, a yellow cotton blouse, and her Nikes, feeling girlish and anxious to be on her way. She tied a scarf around her abundant white hair.

She went out the back door and down the walk to the garage. It was hot and still in there. The tackle box key was not hanging on the board above Vincent’s tool bench, and she muttered, “Damn.” The garage had been Vincent’s province. He did the driving, shoveled the snow, mowed the lawn, and the garage was his base. He preferred being at work, or inside reading or talking to her, but he drew satisfaction from completing mundane jobs that had to be done. Ina could find him in the garage after she had looked everywhere else.

Within a month of Vincent’s death, Ray had sold his father’s LTD and left a hole in the garage that always startled Ina. The space between the smudged, busy walls—with their precarious organization of tools, bikes, and junk, and years of license plates numbered LC5885—yawned at her, reminding her that she was old and bound to be tired. Reminding her that her Vincent was gone.

One Saturday morning—the LTD sparkling in the driveway after its weekly wash—Vincent had pointed out to her how the oil stains on the garage floor were always changing. He examined them like clouds. Abe Lincoln’s profile. A lion. A woman bent over a dog. A tree. Two men reading one newspaper. The car leaked oil like an artist, but Vincent never did anything to fix the problem. He enjoyed the pictures.

But Ray sold the car because Ina could not drive. With the car gone, the pictures on the floor were thus frozen. She looked at the floor from different angles, in different light. The pictures soon were gone. So carefully detailed by Vincent, they were invisible to her now.

Back in the kitchen she patted cool water on her face again and took a minute to compose herself. It had been a mistake going to the garage, to venture where memories of Vincent were so thick.

When she felt able she went to the front of the house to check for the mail, knowing there was nothing, but always hoping it would come early that day. So much of what was delivered was junk, and much of it still addressed to Vincent; everyone having a sale, everyone needing money. Nevertheless, she cherished the expectancy.

The mail had not arrived. She left the front door open, storm door on the latch. She took two slices of raisin bread and dropped them in the toaster slots. She noticed the cord needed wrapping. At Helene’s not long ago, Ina had seen the cord of her sister’s toaster burst into flames. It was not a traditional fire, but a fast white flame around the plug, nearly painful to look at.

“What’s that horrid smell?” Helene asked, her voice curling at the end with a trace of burgeoning panic. Ina stood at her sister’s side to keep her away from the flame. The tiny white storm of electric fire lasted just long enough to sear through the cord and smudge the outlet with a greasy black residue.

“It’s a fire in the toaster,” Ina said, carefully pinching the plug and yanking it from the socket. Helene sniffed, turning her nose frantic as a hound. “It’s under control.”

“Will this delay my toast being done?” Helene had asked.

Ina put her raisin toast on a plate and took it to the table. She got a knife from the drainboard and margarine, jelly, and beer from the icebox. She buttered the toast, then spread on jam. She popped the Old Style and poured it headless into her blue glass. She took a swallow. The beer was so cold that it made her real teeth ache. She found a catalog to read while she ate. It was full of impossibly slim and beautiful young women dressed in clothes that reminded Ina of fashions in vogue during the Second World War.

She took a bite of toast, chewing carefully. The ache from the beer had not entirely diminished. With her mouth full of bread, she took another swallow. It felt lost in there. She closed her eyes, sighed, and chewed.

“I was beautiful once,” she said out loud, flipping the pages of the catalog.

There had been a time when she and Helene were considered quite a pair of beauties. “A toothsome twosome,” Vincent had called them, even when it was no longer specifically true. But there had been a time when they were vied for.

She pushed away from the table, having finished her toast and most of her glass of beer. She carried the glass down the hall to the front door. She flipped the latch and leaned outside to check the mail, although barely a quarter-hour had passed since she had last looked. She went on through the front door and sat down on the top porch step. She swallowed what remained of her beer. Po Strode would look over and see Ina drinking at ten in the morning. A cool breeze chased around her ankles. The street was empty of traffic. After a minute, a maroon car went past.

She wanted another Old Style, and to use the bathroom, but having found a comfortable seat she felt rooted to the spot for the time being. Her headache was starting again; she felt like taking another quick nap. The street was still. It was paved and amply shaded, but still gave off a summer haze as though the ghost of the original dirt hovered over it. Before they got old, Ina and Po Strode nearly made a living running a stand out at the curb. Po sold the sweet corn, tomatoes, and melons she grew in the gardens that flourished on the quarter-acre of land between the Strode house and the Lockwood house. Ina sold preserves Helene had put up, strawberries packed thick as marbles in glass jars, and the fish—mostly carp—she and Vincent pulled from the river.

Vincent would park his car by the stand and pretend to be a customer when business was slow.

“It gives the impression you’ve got a buyer,” he said. “Nobody likes to be the first to part with their money.”

A young man came up the stairs from the river. He stood on the top step and peered up and down the street. Ina could tell only that he was tall and thin, wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a fringed leather vest. He stood in sunlight while Ina sat in shadow. She felt invisible. She felt cool, abuzz, mysterious. Vincent would have warned her to get inside, but she felt her safety lay in remaining absolutely still. She sensed the young man wanted no witnesses. He was only thirty yards away; Ina doubted she could get inside and lock the door before he was upon her.

He lit a cigarette. He possessed a callow beauty; he had muscles and youth, that vanity of stance and movement people of a certain age acquire and inevitably lose. He smoked and looked up and down the street.

In another time, if he had stayed where he was and she stepped back fifty years, Ina would have called his attention to her. She had known how to walk, how to meet an eye; she could rattle her beads. Young girls always seemed more aware of what they were doing; the dance of youth had a rhythm for them, and consequently the end of that dance was harder on them. She had once been quite a romantic, sometimes in secret. She had been a wild lover. She had ridden horses. Now she sat with her empty glass hoping the young man did not look her way. He was raptly smoking, giving the impression of performing an act terribly urbane.

Abruptly the young man looked directly at her and she felt a bolt of fear, but then his line of vision swiveled past. His hair was very long, and tied in a tail down his back. The maroon car she had seen earlier returned. It carried young men, and one of them looked directly at her, of this she was certain. The boy by the river stairs threw away his cigarette and climbed in. Gears shifted, she heard a lively raising of voices, a laugh, and the car sped away.

Ina surmised that he had been dropped by his friends at the head of the stairs to conduct some business down at the river. She pulled herself to her feet on the porch railing and went inside. Her front room was cool and dim. She supposed she should dust. Her blind sister kept a tidier home. Ina made two transits of the room, touching objects, realigning them. Most of all she wanted to go down to the river to learn what those boys were up to.

She went into the hallway and before turning right to go to the kitchen she quickly checked the mail. Helene answered the phone on the first ring.

“It’s me,” Ina said. “I saw a boy on the river stairs. He’s up to no good.”

“He was probably fishing,” Helene said.

“He wasn’t carrying a pole.”

“What were you doing on the river stairs?”

“I wasn’t on them. I was on my porch. I saw this boy come up the stairs. He had a cigarette going like he was the king bee. A minute later a car full of kids came and picked him up.”

“They’re playing hooky,” Helene said.

“He was doing something by the river.”

“Did the phone company call you?”

“No. Why?”

“I told them you might be interested in a quiet-phone rate.”

“My phone rings,” Ina said huffily. “I use my phone quite often, thank you.”

“It’s not a sin to pay a quiet-phone rate,” Helene said. “It’s an economy feature.”

“I made two long-distance calls this morning, as a matter of fact,” Ina said. “Annie and Ray.”

“And who called whom?”

“When did you last speak to Amanda?”

“Yesterday,” Helene said, and hung up.

Ina poured a fresh beer into her blue glass and carried it down the hall to the front door. The beer was so cold and heavy; a sense of bounty. She swallowed a mouthful while snaking her hand out the door and into the mailbox. The phone rang and she let it. Helene would be calling back. She was afraid to remain on poor terms with her sister. Blind, she needed Ina for too many things.

She allowed it to ring, and then judged her delay sufficient.

“I wasn’t trying to offend you.”

“I’m sorry about the Amanda remark. Neither of us have model kids.”

Ina could see the head of the river stairs through her front window and she wondered what was at the bottom of them. Her sister, sitting beside the phone with nothing else to do, was silent.

“I have to be going,” Ina said.

“When are you coming over, dear?”

“Don’t worry. Soon.”

“I’m not worried.”

Ina heard a rattle at the front door and went for the mail, but there was nothing. Had she imagined the noise? She carried her glass out onto the front porch. If Po Strode was watching there was no way she could tell what Ina was drinking, or that she had refilled her glass.

Ina lowered herself onto the top step. A car went past and her heart sped up for an instant until she reminded herself it wasn’t the young men in their maroon car. Having hidden something, they would surely return for it.

A landing had been built halfway down the river stairs, a plateau to break the monotony of ascent and descent. Rudy had challenged Vincent to jump from the stairs to this landing, but Vincent had refused to compete. Rudy, starting six steps above the landing, hurtled leisurely through space and touched down lightly on the balls of his feet, fingers grazing the concrete for balance. Helene and Ina applauded. Rudy beamed at the girls; it was a time when they were beautiful, all four of them, and though Vincent would not jump stairs, he was willing to compete for the sisters.

“I’ve always been a better athlete than you,” Rudy teased.

“Go to ten,” Vincent said.

“Only if you’ll go to eleven.”

Rudy scampered ten steps above where they stood, their faces turned up to him, the sisters scared and adoring. Rudy took off and seemed to stay in the air for an afternoon. His shoes didn’t slap the cement in landing so much as pat it; he rocked forward, his crouched momentum nearly taking him over the side.

“Now, Vin. Eleven,” he said.

Vincent was wearing dark trousers and a crisp white shirt going soft in the heat, the sleeves rolled up. Ina could not set the year in her memory. They all were young. It was summertime and everything was green and hot. Vincent lifted one foot to look at the sole of his shoe, as if to gauge whether the leather would withstand the impact of his landing. He checked one shoe, then the other.

Rudy counted off the steps as he climbed them. At eleven, he turned with a slow pirouette of great fanfare and self-importance.

“Right here, Vincentiamo,” he called. He seemed very far away, impossibly high above them. He knelt and slapped the concrete. “Here is your step, Vin.”

Helene rescued Vincent. “If he doesn’t wish to take part in your childish tests of manhood, he doesn’t have to,” she said. Ina remained silent; she wanted to see someone jump from the eleventh step.

Rudy made a noise that conveyed utter contempt for Helene’s opinion, and with outstretched arms and a small yelp of effort, he flew into the air. It was so sudden Vincent had to jump aside. He gave Ina a shove, clearing a small spot for the landing, but Rudy’s momentum and his surprise flight caught Helene unawares and he hit her solidly. The two of them crashed like a ball of arms and legs down the stairs to the river. Ina remembered that in the course of the fall she could not tell them apart. They went down leaving shavings of skin and scalp on the stairs’ sharp edges, raising welts, tearing muscles.

Vincent rushed down, Ina a step behind. Rudy was bowed like a Moslem, his butt in the air, his head buried in his hands. He was crying, but trying to hide the fact. Helene was not crying, but sat dazed, shocked, and bleeding, bits of grit impressed in her skin.

“There are six of you,” she said.

Rudy’s nose was bleeding. A front tooth was chipped in the shape of Nevada. He would never get the tooth repaired, and would come to believe it lent an endearing boyishness to his smile. He cupped Helene’s cheek and said, “I’m so sorry.”

Prior to the fall they had been simply a quartet of close friends with a tension of possibilities flowing among them. Ina believed with the sincerity of youth that she was as much in love with Rudy as with Vincent; she pictured herself at times with either one. But the fall changed that. It was as if in knocking Helene down the long stairs to the river Rudy had been making a decision, choosing her for himself in a way that seemed oddly touching after the pain and swelling were gone.

Rudy, who had kissed Ina dozens of times as if comparison shopping, held Helene’s hand while a doctor looked into her eyes and pronounced nothing of consequence dislodged. He never really let go. He never kissed Ina again, except for holiday pecks on the cheek.

Vincent waited in another room during the doctor’s exam. Ina took a paper cup of water to him.

“If you had jumped,” Ina said, “I don’t think you’d have hit anyone.”

“I’m pretty clumsy. I might’ve taken all four of us down.” He finished the water and spun the cup like a thimble on his fingertip. Ina sat beside him. She wanted him to take her hand or put his arm around her. He went on spinning the cup, and when she glanced at him she saw that he was smiling, but trying to hide the fact.

“What?” she demanded.

“I’ve had my eye on you all along.”

Ina finished her second glass of beer. If she wasn’t careful the beer would get the best of her. She could walk, but she would be courting the danger of falling down. She stretched out her legs. She understood that to fall down the river stairs at her age would probably be fatal.

She folded her hands in her lap and took a deep breath to settle herself. Her throat had a ragged, liquidy feel, as if she had been sobbing. She cleared her throat and looked both ways before spitting into the bushes to her left.

She had started drinking too early, too fast, this morning. It required a different set of calculations to see her through to bedtime without being overwhelmed by the beer and without losing the benefits of what she drank. She needed to be patient; let some time pass.

She had lived in her neighborhood longer than anyone she knew of. First her family—mother, father, Helene, herself—then Helene marrying Rudy Bolton and moving just blocks away, then Ina marrying Vincent Lockwood. But rather than taking a house together, she and Vincent lived in three rooms upstairs at the invitation of her parents. They were getting old and her father was sick, and they wanted the comfort of having them nearby in exchange for the house when they died.

Ina looked to her right, at the Strodes’ house, with its lush gardens and rose-laden trellises and the striped awnings over the windows, through which Ina sometimes glimpsed Po Strode regarding her with a glare of disapproval. On the lot to her left, across a street perpendicular to the river, was an odd sight: an empty plot of ground, grass trimmed, enclosed in a chain-link fence. The lot was a quarter-acre, the shape of a keystone. The gate in the fence was fastened shut with a burly lock, though kids routinely hopped the fence to sit in the corner farthest from the street and have their little parties.

It was a shrine to a dog. A house had stood on the lot until one damp autumn night when a gas explosion effectively obliterated it. Ina had been asleep; Vincent was downstairs reading. The furnace was running for the first time since summer. Ina was awakened not so much by the noise of the explosion as the shaking of their house and the powder of glass that was blown onto her bed. Po Strode reported later that the concussion had knocked her to the floor while she was returning from the bathroom.

Vincent ran upstairs, still holding his book. He cut his feet on the glass and cried out. He kissed his wife at finding her safe. He put socks and shoes on over his bloody feet. Wind swung the curtains into the room, wind full of a rain already heated by the burning house.

The street crowded with running figures and figures merely standing in amazement. Cold rain made every speck of hot debris hiss and smoke. A man who lived two blocks away told of hearing the explosion, then moments later a hammer’s sizzling head came through his bedroom window.

Wind-fed, the fire sucked the house under. Sparks swirled in great typhoons above the trees. The rain kept the neighborhood safe. There was no hope, no responsibility to do anything, and it became like a block party. Ina put on a heavy coat and took her glass and an umbrella into the street to stand with Vincent and the other men. The house burned like a candle gone wild, melting down into itself, the spectacle diminishing as the fuel was consumed.

Ina returned to their bedroom and shook the glass from their bed, then swept up. Vincent’s blood was dried on the wood. She snuggled deep into the covers and polished off her beer. She fell asleep, but awoke a short time later confused by Vincent’s absence. For a moment she was petrified. She thought she had dreamed the fire, dreamed Vincent’s very existence. But she went to the window and saw him standing under her umbrella talking to Hector Strode. The fire had burned down to a thick bed of coals on the basement floor.

The house belonged to Stu and Becky Crabb. They were believed to have been incinerated in the explosion with their Doberman pinscher, Jupiter. But in fact the Crabbs had gone out for dinner and dancing that night. Only Jupiter was at home when the house lifted off. The sun was coming up when the Crabbs returned from their night on the town. They might have had every intention of capping the night with sex, then sleeping until noon.

Two firemen stood in the street smoking cigarettes and watching over the cooling remains. Stu Crabb, coming upon a smoking hole in the neighborhood where he had left his house, screamed, “Jupiter!”

The front half of the Crabbs’ lot was visible from where Ina sat. A dump truck had brought topsoil to fill the hole, and a bulldozer planed the dirt smooth as a grave. Stu put up the fence and then snow fell. In the spring he planted grass.

Ina went inside her house and opted for a very, very brief nap on the front-room divan. She was annoyed with herself for falling out of step so early. On her best days she never lost touch, or else maintained it until she was under the covers with her glass and her reading materials, and to lose touch then was almost as fulfilling as love.

She stretched out on the divan and groaned, it felt so luxurious, embracing and nonjudgmental. She toed off her shoes and let them fall. She lay for a minute with her hands folded on her abdomen, and it occurred to her that she was missing something; there was something she should be doing.

Like that, she was asleep. In sleep her movements, her twitches and shifts, lost their aged determination and became numerous and quick, almost girlish. Her breathing turned smooth and light. She dreamed of younger days, of lovers arching over her, of Vincent, and phantoms she never got a clear look at.

Helene’s worried call awoke her. The light in the room was turned down considerably, as if someone had stolen in and pulled the shades halfway. The phone was ringing on the table at her feet. She sat up and composed herself. She licked her teeth. She was angry with herself not so much for being caught stuporous by her sister, but for taking two naps in the span of hours. All the extra sleep would keep her awake that night.

Ina stuck out her tongue and picked a pill of fur off it, only to have the pill come to life and leap off the tip of her finger. She stepped on the tiny spider when it landed and scraped disgustedly along her tongue with her teeth, lest it had laid eggs.

Knowing only that she was late, Ina picked up the phone.

“I really need to get to the store today,” Helene said with great forbearance.

“What time is it?” Pressed to her ear, warmed, the phone felt almost like a human touch. Like a bit of dream left behind, she was assailed by an instant’s memory of Vincent sliding his tongue into her ear.

“It’s about half past two,” Helene said. “I called the time number before I called you. To see how late you really were.”

“I’ll be over within the hour,” Ina said, and hung up.

She checked the mail and the box was full. She carried the bundle without inspecting it down the hall and into the bathroom. She balanced the mail on the rim of the sink and brought it to her lap when she was seated. The day’s delivery felt substantial; she saw stamps in the pile, indications of some trouble taken.

All she really wanted was something from her children. A letter or a card was so much nicer than a phone call. A call left nothing to savor. Her children had moved so far away, as if caught in a wind they did not bother to fight against.

The top envelope was obviously computer-mailed, her name printed in a futuristic typeface whose time had come, the letters hard black, squared off, cold. She cut the envelope open with her nail and read the contents (a pitch for hospitalization insurance featuring the blandishments of a former TV actor) as carefully as a love letter.

Next was her gas bill, with a brief thank you for paying her account promptly. Then a bulk leaflet from an electronics wholesaler, a pushy outfit that mailed her notices of sales every other week, a picture of a missing child on each card.

The first stamped envelope she reached was from a mom-and-pop candle company, the stamp like a stab at warmth in a metered age. The only other stamp was on a request to sample a revolutionary truss for thirty days. It was addressed to Vincent. She dropped everything but the gas bill and catalogs into the wastebasket. The catalogs she put in the alcove cut in the bathroom wall by the old milkbox.

Standing at the mirror with a vain watchfulness, Ina scooped two fingers through a jar of Noxzema (the jar was her favorite blue, the blue of her glass) and spread the goo over her face. She worked in the pattern she had learned from her mother: from the forehead down, ending with one white finger poised at the point of her chin.

Her eyes, in the white glare she applied, were not the perfect blue of the jar. But the cream made her young. Its smooth application (and she worked it like sculptor’s mud with her fingers) shielded the lines, the shadows and sags in a coat of white, like ground fog, and left only her eyes, which had so far refused to yield.

Her mother had stood at her side and instructed Ina in the proper method of washing a lady’s face. Helene might have been there; Ina couldn’t remember. The only phrase she could recall clearly—she could hear it spoken in her mother’s voice—was “circular strokes.” Wash the skin with circular strokes. They raised the dirt like a wind.

Ina wondered if her own daughter had a memory filled with just those sorts of elementary instructions. Ina clearly remembered explaining menstruation to Annie, feeling confident and rooted in the biological specifics of that process. With the topics of men and sex she had felt less confident; emotion was such a difficult concept to put into words. Annie had never mentioned those things again, except in a way that implied politeness, a sense of duty to include her mother in a decision she had already made.

Three years before Vincent’s death they had flown west to visit Annie and Ray and Meg. While at Annie’s, Ina had gone to the desk to collect something her daughter had requested. The desk was cluttered. Out of the stacks of bills, receipts, notes, and open address books slipped a piece of pink paper labeled THINGS TO TALK ABOUT W/MOM. Weather. Meg. Don. Money. Aunt H. Health. Ray.

It was the script of a recent telephone conversation; it could have served for any of their calls. She returned to Annie having forgotten why she had gone to the desk.

Ina ran water in the sink and bowed her head over it. She brought the water to her face in the cups of her hands, a cool splashing that refreshed her. She patted her skin dry with the thickest towel she could find. Old again. She went downstairs to the kitchen and checked the burners on the stove for stray gas. She made sure the toaster was unplugged. She started down the hall to check the mail, and halfway there remembered with a surge of disappointment that it had already come that day.

The phone rang and it was Helene.

“You haven’t left yet?”

“I answered the phone, didn’t I?”

“I was worried about you.”

“You were worried you wouldn’t get to the store today,” Ina said. Her sister would also have worried that Ina had paused for a beer, and having paused, been snared by another brief nap.

“I’m on my way,” Ina said.

“Don’t forget your key.”

“Yes, Mother.”

Purely for spite and excitement, Ina took her bag and left by the front door and crossed the street to the head of the river stairs. She imagined her sister caught in the delicious agony of waiting. She was out of the house now, out of Helene’s reach.

Po Strode was cutting flowers in her sideyard. She wore a sunhat wide-brimmed as a bicycle tire, a flat basket hooked over her arm. Ina waved and Po raised her snips, then snicked them twice in further greeting.

The stairs plummeted into shadow. Ina could see the first landing and beyond it more stairs, but everything seemed to get swallowed up down there; it was like looking down the long throat of a dangerous animal. The girlish excitement of the place was long gone.

She inspected the street for cars bearing young men. She did not dare look again at Po Strode; she was too embarrassed. If she turned back now she would become the woman who wandered to the head of the river stairs, in addition to being the woman who drank in the morning and the woman who enticed other women’s husbands.

She took one step down and then another. She kept one hand on the iron railing, which hummed against her palm, and one hand on her shoulder bag. More steps down and she looked back; she was out of sight.

Vincent had kissed her for the first time on the landing by the river. He was not especially shy, but very gentlemanly, and he had asked her permission, where Rudy had taken his first kiss from her almost as his right. Rudy had made her feel like property to be possessed. Vincent treated her like something that might chip.

Ina rested on the landing halfway down. She wasn’t tired, only terribly excited. She felt she was on an edge; moving too fast. At the top of the stairs was a rectangle of fading sky. Her phone might be ringing, Helene calling to gauge her sister’s progress. She would be heartened that Ina had left the house.

Continuing on down, she could hear the river. It was thick as slush even on the hottest days. The railing was cooler in the deepening shadows. She stepped onto the landing. Having arrived, she immediately made plans to depart. She would touch the landing as proof she had been there, then start back up. Helene would never know she had been missing.

But she was struck by how little the scene had changed over time. Even the trees had ceased to grow. The hearts drawn with chalk on the landing by her friends had only been made permanent with the spray paint of modern lovers. The opposite bank had the same look of muddy slickness, the same flakes of debris and used condoms caught in the roots of the trees. It made her feel at home.

She forced herself to remain a minute, a quick minute spent regarding her beating heart, her arms folded over her chest like sensitive monitors. She walked in a wary shuffle around the edge of the landing, looking for a clue as to why the boy had come down there. Perhaps it was an innocent errand; no bathroom handy. But at the corner farthest from the stairs she saw a dark line tied to an old boat-mooring hook. The line vanished in the water. A good hiding place, the hook was imbedded in a small cavity in the side of the landing; the line wasn’t visible unless you made a point of looking for it.

Kneeling creakily on the landing, she pulled in the line, wetting her hands. The catch at the end had the weight of an excellent day of fishing, but after she had pulled in enough line the mystery came to her eye as something golden, thick-legged, almost crustaceous in its unwillingness to be retrieved.

Then she had to laugh.

She was pulling in a six-pack of Coors.

Now she had to hurry. She had come upon something of value; the beer would be priceless to someone not legally allowed to possess it.

The cans dripped down the front of her clothes and onto her shoes. The six-pack was fastened to the line with a simple knot. She picked the knot open with fingers that barely functioned and pulled the cans out of the plastic rings so she could fit them in her bag. The cans were heavy; they would slow her ascent. The boys would discover her stealing their beer and throw her in the river. Helene would never get to the store. She would call and call, and when she got no answer she would chalk up Ina’s disappearance to an intemperate life.

Ina paused to rest at the landing and heard her name being called. The doorway of blue sky had reappeared at the head of the stairs, and Po Strode stepped into this space with her wide hat. She held her snips like a sword, and seemed prepared to hoist her basket of flowers as a shield.

“Hello, Po,” Ina said when she was six stairs from the top.

“Ina,” Po replied with a nod. Her look was a little embarrassed at being concerned about Ina, then finding her safe.

“Can you do me a favor?” Ina asked.

“What is that?”

“Is the street clear?”

“Clear?”

“Are there any cars approaching? Any maroon cars, in particular?”

Po Strode wheeled her hat to the left and to the right, taking in the neighborhood with a fresh suspicion.

“Everything appears to be in order, Ina,” Po said. “The street is very quiet at the moment. No one lurking, as far as I can tell. I think it’s safe for you to come up.”

Ina, clothes damp, completed her ascension. The street looked wide and airy after the dark constriction of the stairs and the river landing. Po Strode was regarding her queerly.

“I saw you go down the stairs,” she explained. She was a retired elementary school teacher, childless, and she wielded her snips like a pointer. “I wasn’t sure if you were in some sort of trouble. I’m relieved to see you’re not.”

Ina stepped close. “Can I trust you with a secret, Po?”

Po shifted to keep the basket between them. “How you spend your time is none of my business, Ina.”

“Let’s go into your yard,” Ina said. She hurried in her Nikes across the street. She knelt and placed her bag behind one of Po’s flowerbeds, and in standing up she felt safe and elated. She was once again an old lady killing time in a neighbor’s yard. But against all odds and expectations she had gone to the river and returned with treasure.

She worried a damp spot on her blouse. Po Strode caught up with her. She had dropped a rose in the road and gone back for it.

“Let me catch my breath,” Ina said.

A car cruised past driven by a man both old and handsome. Po, whose Hector was still alive, turned in her sunhat to regard the driver. She had always had an eye for men, Po. Her keenest watch was kept on Hector, both in appreciation and surveillance.

“You mentioned a secret,” Po Strode prompted.

“I did. But I’m wondering if I ought not keep it to myself,” Ina said with delicious reluctance. “I don’t want to expose you to any danger.”

“Who’d harm an old biddy like me?”

“Don’t you read the papers?”

“I get my news from TV. Or Hector.”

“Clair Berkey? Three blocks over on Alcott? Somebody beat her within an inch of her life for seven dollars. They used one of her good mixing spoons.”

Po Strode made a noise of distaste with her lips. The action produced a tiny bubble of spit that inadvertently floated away. The women watched it, amazed.

“I’m aware those things go on,” Po said. “I lock my doors. But I don’t need to know the details of every person’s misfortune.”

“It keeps me on my toes,” Ina said. She heard, across Po’s gardens, the phone ringing in her house; Helene already gearing her life to being alone.

“Are you in danger?” Po asked.

“I don’t honestly know.” She glanced at the bag at her feet, felt a thrill. She would have to be careful to wash the cans before pouring the contents into her glass.

“I was on my front stoop this morning,” Ina said. “A young man appeared at the head of the river stairs. He was rather good-looking—in an unkempt fashion. I sat very still and he didn’t see me. I’m positive he didn’t see me. He waited there and then a maroon car full of other young men arrived and picked him up. Naturally I was curious about what he had been doing down by the river. I went to look and discovered this beer.” She pulled the bag open for Po to see inside.

“You must go home,” Po exclaimed, giving Ina a slight push. “Those boys will be back for their beer. Better yet, why don’t you put it back where you found it?”

Ina looked at the mouth of the stairway. No, she would never go down there again.

“They won’t be back until dark,” Ina said. “Maybe not even tonight. If they were old enough to have the beer, why did they hide it in the river?”

Po waved her away. “I can’t promise anything if they come for me.”

“Why would they come for you?”

“I just can’t make any promises. I wish you hadn’t told me.”

“I asked if you could keep a secret.”

“I didn’t ask you to put me—and Hector—in danger.”

“They’ll never suspect us, Po,” Ina said. “We are old. Our impression of helplessness gives us all sorts of freedom.”

Po Strode backed away, holding up a hand as if to deflect a blow. She checked the street for a maroon car. Some years ago, kids had decapitated the Strodes’ lawn jockey, and the little headless man stood there for a winter in his natty, fading outfit, holding out a small black lamp. Hector expected to find the head in the spring, but the snow pulled back without a sign of it.

Ina carried the stolen beer into her house by the back door. Two boys witnessed her; they were sharing a cigarette inside the Crabbs’ fenced lot. They scared Ina with their sudden presence, evidence of witnesses at every turn. She scared them, too, though; they clunked against each other in their haste to hide their illicit smoke. She estimated they were younger than the boys in the maroon car. But why were they present at just that moment? Were they sentries? Scouts?

She opened her icebox. Her Old Style was there, neat rows of cold cans. She counted her stock: eight. Enough for the night and into the next day. But rather than hide the stolen beer there, she carried it down into the basement. An old icebox stood there, unplugged, beneath the stairs. Vincent had bought her a new one several years before his death. The machine in the basement was perfectly good, merely old. Vincent had come home one afternoon followed within minutes by a department-store delivery truck. He told her he liked the way the new one made ice. A soft whirring in the door preceded the muffled rattle of perfect ice pieces (shaped not like cubes, but quarter-moons) being deposited in the bin. He paid the delivery men fifty dollars cash to lug the old icebox into the basement. He told Ina they might sell it one day.

She opened the door and was startled when no light came on. She put the beer on an empty shelf, changed her mind, and transferred it to the freezer compartment. Closing, the door snapped with a solid chunk! and bit the very tip of her trailing finger. She thrust it into her mouth. Vincent, who on occasion professed a belief in the humanity of inanimate objects, would have told her the old icebox had waited patiently to take its revenge for being jilted; it would have preferred a taste of Vincent, but settled for his widow.

Before returning upstairs, Ina checked the lock on the door leading from the basement up a short flight of stairs to the backyard. She had not used the door in ages, but when she turned the knob the door opened easily. She tried the knob from the outside and it turned. For the duration of her widowhood she had been living with her basement door unlocked. Each night before she took her glass to bed she painstakingly checked the locks on every door and window, and every night she had fallen into her beery slumber feeling locked up tight and safe, and the basement door had been wide open. She felt as if she had just discovered she’d been walking around for years with the seat of her pants missing.

Her phone began to ring again. She took it in the kitchen.

“I’m on my way. I’ve been sidetracked, but I’m on my way. Please don’t criticize me.”

“I’d never do that, dear. I was only worried about you. It must be dark by now.”

Ina checked the light. In fact, everything appeared brightly defined after the gloom of the cellar.

“We still have time,” Ina said. She told her sister, with a lilt of breathless daring in her voice, “I would’ve been over to get you by now, but I got involved in a little escapade.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll tell you when I see you. I may be in danger. My phone may be tapped.”

“Ina, dear—”

But Ina hung up. Her sister would assume the escapade consisted of drinking more beer.

Ina went to a window that looked on the Crabbs’ lot. The two boys were still there. They were sharing another cigarette. She left by the back door, checking the front door first, checking the backdoor lock twice, checking for the coinish weight of her keys in the moist depths of her bag. A thick old oak grew in her yard near the sidewalk. She went to it, waited to catch her breath, then peeked around the tree at the boys across the street. They had not seen her; therefore she was still in the house, and safe.

Ina carried her shopping cart to the end of the block so its squealing axle would not betray her. At the corner she turned right, feeling wonderful to be out and on the move. She walked beneath the cool canopy of tall oaks planted two years before her birth and now grown majestic and bothersome in the way their roots buckled the old sidewalks and their leaves and acorns produced a debris of persistent aggravation. Two blocks on and she turned left, and then in another block she turned right onto Helene’s street.

Vincent’s initials were there somewhere. She walked with her head bowed, looking for the letters her husband had cut with a bit of stick in wet cement. She always thought she remembered the exact location of the initials, but she never did. In the moments before finding them she always feared they had been eradicated, had grown faint over the long years of no one looking for them.

Even Vincent had forgotten they were there, then one evening on a visit to Rudy and Helene’s he stood up and led them on an expedition into the darkness. Helene refused to go along, claiming she had dishes to do, and her disapproving look betrayed her hope that Rudy would stay put, too. Ina, seeing her sister discomfited, turned vivacious and enthusiastic about the idea. They filled their pockets with kitchen matches to aid in the search; Vincent said they were more romantic than a flashlight. Ina topped off her glass and they departed.

Ina could see the moon sectioned haphazardly through the trees overhead. Two houses down, Vincent stopped and struck a match against the sidewalk. Rudy, who believed he had etched his own initials in the same wet cement, said they had not gone far enough down the block. But Vincent was on his knees and an elbow, holding the match up, looking drunk, which he was not. He read like a blind man, with his fingertips, everything he touched a blur of punctuating stones and grit. He put out the match with a snap of his wrist.

The party moved on. Now Rudy felt the search was warming.

“We’re in front of the Griffins’ house—and we put the initials in their cement because they were such pricks.” Rudy fell to his knees and struck a match.

“But this isn’t where the Griffins lived,” Vincent said.

That set off a second argument. They could not agree on the location of the initials, and then the composition of the neighborhood changed even as they tried to fix it in their memories. The match burned Rudy’s fingers, and with a little yelp he disappeared.

Ina found the faint letters where they had always been, where Vincent finally had come upon them with a woof of triumph that night. They had been pretty old even then, the children grown and gone, their lives constricted back to the four of them again after the brief expansion of having families. They found the letters in front of Rudy’s boyhood home, which was only six houses down from where he and Helene had moved after they were married. They remembered the circumstances then, too; Rudy’s father mixing the cement to fix a crumbling panel in the walk, his stern warning not to mark his work, and then Rudy and Vincent sneaking back with the stick.

Rudy knelt with a match, rubbing his fingers over the letters. VL RB.

“I don’t know if he ever saw what we did,” he said.

Ina arrived at Helene’s house. The neighborhood lots were deep and narrow, with walks leading between the houses to niggardly back yards, then unconnected garages facing a common alley. On the front gate was a small silver sign: RUDY & HELEN WELCOME YOU. The sign was custom ordered, then Helene’s name botched. Rudy had made a stink until the company refunded his money, but he never corrected the sign.

Ina went around to the back door. There was a strip of lawn along the walk, an old flowerbed next to the fence on the lot line. A young family lived in the house next door. They were strangers in the impersonal age. But years back, what had their name been? Joost? One hot night the four of them had sat in the parlor with their cold drinks, playing canasta and listening to Mr. and Mrs. Joost make love next door. Rudy tugged at his collar as Mrs. Joost’s orgasmic shouts trumpeted through the screens. Vincent said in a fake British accent, “Seems a bit warm for that, what?” But he could not wait to get her home that night, could not wait to get her undressed and his hands on her.

“Is that you, dear?” Helene called.

She was sitting by the telephone in the kitchen. As if she had perfect vision, her eyes went immediately to Ina as she opened the back door with the key Helene had had cut for her and which Ina kept safety-pinned to the lining of her bag. She went to Helene and kissed her cheek.

“If it wasn’t, would I have said so?”

“I’d know you anywhere—your tread, your scent, your aura.”

“Poo,” Ina said. “Did you know,” she continued with a trace of amazement, “that I’ve been living with the cellar door unlocked since Vincent died?”

“Why on earth would you want to do that?”

“I didn’t want to,” Ina said. “That’s my point. I was checking the locks on the cellar door and I discovered it’s been unlocked all this time. Years!”

“Why were you checking the lock, dear?”

“I was nervous.”

“Why?”

“I’ll explain later. Do you have a list?”

“Up here,” Helene said, with a tap on her skull.

“You had your hair done.”

“What do you think?”

“It’s lovely,” Ina said, and touched her sister’s hair as further proof.

Helene persisted in tinting her hair at a small salon run out of a woman’s home down the block. Helene favored unflattering metallic colors—hard silvers, silver-blues, racy coppers—perhaps falling for the seductive names, having no idea how the colors actually looked. They were at an age when their few peers did not dare offer honest critiques of their appearance, knowing they themselves were vulnerable. A blind woman with hair the color of a saucepan was routinely assured she looked radiant. Ina did not feel she was one to argue. Vincent had cut her hair and become quite good at it. His gentle, busy fingers in her hair never failed to arouse her. Now she cut her own hair, sitting on a high stool before the mirror, but rarely consulting it. She cut her hair by touch; she was deft.

Helene asked if she had brought any coupons.

“No,” Ina said. “I don’t pay any attention to them.”

“They can save you money.”

“They clutter up the drawer,” Ina said. “You have to keep track of the expiration dates. I don’t want anything to do with things that expire.”

Helene huffed to register disapproval at her sister’s little joke, with its overtones of spendthriftiness. Ina had never had to worry about money. She just bought what she needed. Vincent had taught her that. He made money in a way that seemed almost effortless; not in amounts that could be considered lavish, but much more than enough to satisfy the needs and desires of his family. Helene resented this ability of Vincent’s, for her own husband had brought money in wrenchingly, a dollar at a time, each dollar logged and squeezed in place on the budget.

Helene snapped open a change purse and felt down inside its little cloth mouth for the money she had there: bills folded to the dimensions of small candy bars, a selection of coins. Ina would write a check.

The widows linked arms and set out. Helene took a seat on the bench in the backyard while Ina went to the garage for her sister’s cart. Helene had had two carts just like it stolen, malicious thefts of the rickety contraptions with their collapsible sides and cheap red wheels. No reason to take them other than pure meanness, a simple desire to inconvenience.

In the garage, Ina put her hand on Rudy’s car, an Olds Omega. Its blue steel coat was dusty and so warm the engine might have just been run. A man’s hat was on the front seat, resting alongside a pair of ladies’ gloves. She remembered the rides they had taken, the four of them, the way Vincent pressed ever so slightly against her on the seat, even after they had been married for years, even after she had been stretched far from her original form by two babies. He never lost that attentiveness. Up they would ride into hills Rudy found. He discovered the finest in elevated locations, where a breeze was sure to rise on the hottest evening. He amazed them. He gloated over this rare ability. The horizon was a line drawn with violet ink and straight-edge, but Rudy would have them soon enough in hills where they lost their stomachs flying over the crests. Helene would take her turn driving, Rudy close beside her. She was an excellent driver. She steered with both hands and Rudy poked like a kid at the side of her breast, or in the gap between her legs, as if he wanted her to flinch in self-protection and kill them all.

“Whose hat is that in your car?” Ina asked.

“Hat?”

“A brown hat and a pair of light gray gloves.”

“The hat is Rudy’s. The gloves are mine. I can’t picture Rudy in a hat.”

“When did you drive the car last?”

“Before I went blind—obviously.”

“You should turn the engine over occasionally,” Ina said. “It’s not good to just sit.”

“You’ve let me sit all day.”

“Oh, poo.” Helene took her sister’s arm and they went down the walk and through the gate. Each woman pulled a cart. Helene remarked on the chill of the shade. Her toe caught on a snag of raised concrete and for an instant her balance was gone. Then it wasn’t.

“Are you all right, dear?” Ina asked.

“Yes,” Helene said. She had paused to reassemble her courage to travel. “We’re at the corner.”

“Exactly.”

Ina warned Helene to step down for the curb and she did. The street had a much different feel than the sidewalk. It seemed to hum, and Helene felt endangered as she never did on the sidewalk or in her house. She hurried a bit against Ina’s lead and tripped jarringly on the opposite curb, again nearly falling.

“Easy, dear,” Ina said. “I looked both ways.”

They moved into the next block. Helene counted steps. The block was precise in her memory. The houses were either crisp or uncaring in their appearance. Each fence had a tilt of its own. The yards declared dog, no dog, yard mowed. All the time she had had her eyesight she thought she hadn’t been paying attention. But there it was like a movie, down to the shapes, sequences, and locations of the house-number plates.

“Here we are at Jansen and Edison,” Helene announced.

“No fair. You’re counting steps.”

“Tell me about your adventure,” Helene said.

Ina hushed her with that taste for the dramatic Helene found so annoying.

“It’s scary,” Ina said. “I let Po Strode in on it and now she fears for her safety—and wishes I’d never said a word.”

Helene, stung, said, “You told Po, but you won’t tell me?”

“Po was there, dear. She insinuated herself into my adventure,” Ina said. She mused, “Why do you suppose Po was blessed with a husband with longevity?”

“I don’t know,” Helene said, “that it’s such a blessing.”

“Bite your tongue,” Ina scolded, laughing. “Rudy is just crushed at this moment.”

“I was referring to Hector Strode,” Helene said. “Do you remember what a grim young man he was? Serious to a fault.”

“The serious ones last forever,” Ina said.

Helene, in talking to her sister, had lost count of their journey. But the rhythm of being blind ticked reliably within her and she began to count from 44. At 201, the number of steps in the block, they were at Jansen and Flamingo. She told Ina so.

“You are amazing.”

“I am. Now tell me what happened.”

“I was sitting on my front porch—thinking about Vincent, waiting for the mail,” Ina said. “I saw a boy come up the stairs from the river. His very appearance radiated a suspicious presence. He was menace personified. I hoped he would walk away, but he just stood there. I sat stone still. He didn’t see me. In time a car full of boys his age arrived and took him away.”

Helene, counting steps, turned left on Wilson. Preoccupied by her story, Ina followed.

“Do you remember that look boys got when they wanted to kiss you?” Ina asked.

“Only Rudy ever looked at me that way,” Helene said, somewhat stiffly.

“What about George Bigelow? And Heywood Harms?”

“They never kissed me,” Helene blurted, as if fearing a whiff of scandal fifty years after the fact.

“Never?”

“Rudy is the only man who ever touched me.”

“Well, you misremember, but I won’t press the issue,” Ina said judiciously. The had come to the outer rim of the supermarket parking lot. Helene stood, arms akimbo, glaring at the space she estimated her sister to occupy.

“Rudy is the only man who ever touched me.”

“I believe you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I know for a fact that Vincent kissed you. Often.”

“He was like a brother.”

“Not before we paired off. I could’ve ended up with Rudy and you with Vincent. You can’t deny it.”

“I can and I will,” Helene said. “Rudy only had eyes for me.”

“Dear, I’m not saying that he didn’t. But we could’ve switched husbands in the beginning and we’d still be standing today just like this—two old fools arguing in a parking lot.”

“That’s not the same. We’re sisters,” Helene said.

“Maybe if you’d married Vincent and I’d married Rudy, they’d be alive today,” Ina speculated. “Maybe we wouldn’t have worn the other out quite so fast.”

“You don’t know that,” Helene said.

As they walked on, Ina said, “I just remember my youth as a girlish series of brief flirtations. A kiss was the ultimate in vanity and self-expression. It meant nothing. But they surely made my blood gallop. We were together so much, I assumed your experiences were the same. You taught me everything.”

Men were at work in front of the store’s entrance. They shimmered in a cloud of dust and excruciating noise, cracking into the concrete with picks and a jackhammer. Helene made a sound, almost a peep of pain, that Ina barely heard. She saw a drop of blood on her sister’s leg where a shard of concrete had hit and cut through the skin of her nylons. Ina drew her into the store, where the air was cool, with music in the background.

“Wait, dear,” Ina said to her sister. “You’ve been cut.”

She guided Helene to a chair by the window. Other old birds perched there, catching their breath, fluttering their coupons. Ina knelt and dabbed with a tissue at the blood. It was the merest drop, a gay bright red that seemed more festive than dangerous. Blood had spread behind the nylons, darkened, and begun to dry.

“Does it hurt?”

“A little sting,” Helene said bravely. “Such a racket out there.”

“Men working.”

A cashier in a brown smock called a greeting to Helene, who replied unerringly, “What are they doing out there, Margarine?”

She waved a hand, an instant’s hitch in the flow of her work. “Putting up barriers,” she said. “You won’t be able to take your groceries to your car anymore.”

“We don’t drive,” Helene said.

“It’s just a symptom,” Margie said. “The neighborhood is shot.” She smiled innocently at her customer, a petite woman with huge, dewy black eyes and a matching bead in her nose. “They lose carts, so they fence us in,” Margie said.

“My food it will be stealing,” the customer chimed in with shy indignation.

“You’ve got that right, honey,” Margie said. “You leave your cart to go get your car and someone’ll take your groceries before you get back. We’re playing into their hands. We’re giving them a specific location to prey on us.”

She hit a final button and read the figure that appeared in angular crimson numbers in the register window. “Sixty-six twenty-nine, please.”

While the customer pulled her money from what appeared to be a satin pouch, Margie smiled wearily at the widows.

“So how you doing, Hellion?”

“I’m fine,” Helene said.

“You want a Band-Aid for that? We’ve got them back in the lounge.”

“She’ll be okay,” Ina said.

“Check out with me, when you’re done,” Margie said.

They went into the aisles.

“Why did she call you Hellion?” Ina asked.

“Don’t get me started,” Helene warned.

“Hellion is the nickname of a woman who kissed one man in her lifetime?”

“I worked here a long time,” Helene said. “Everyone had nicknames. Margie we called Margarine because men went through her like knives.”

Ina’s laugh drew the looks of other shoppers.

“And furthermore,” Helene continued, “you say I taught you everything—but I never taught you to be promiscuous.”

“You’re awfully touchy today,” Ina said. “And what does it matter now if I was promiscuous and you were chaste?”

Helene’s eyes snapped to, as if they worked perfectly. Ina set something she needed in the cart and directed her sister onward. People were listening and she felt exposed.

“It will always matter,” Helene declared.

“Do you think Mama knows about us now?” Ina asked. “Or Daddy? And say they do—do you think they smile more fondly on you than me?”

“I don’t care to discuss it,” Helene said. “You’re too strange today.”

Ina understood perfectly what her sister meant. She was pent up with something approaching sexual desire. She didn’t know if it was the fizz of the beer in her system or the exertion of going to the river, or the memories that journey had tapped, but she was itching for sensation in a way that was nearly adolescent in intensity.

“It was my adventure,” Ina said.

“Pish tosh,” Helene said. She walked with one hand on the cart. They followed the same route through the store every time; Helene had the steps down and could almost put her hand on each item that she needed. She said, “You saw a boy who looked suspicious. He didn’t see you. He drove away in a car. What a grand escapade.” She paused. “Do you need salt?”

“I need a block for the water softener,” Ina said. “Although last time, Hector seemed reluctant to carry it downstairs for me.” He had come over, old and skinny in his stained T-shirt and gardening pants, and Po watched so avidly for him to return you would think her husband was God’s antidote to widowhood. But he did have a pleasant stink to him; Ina had forgotten how good old men could smell.

“I went to the bottom of the stairs and stole those boys’ beer out of the river,” Ina said. “It’s in my cellar right now. That’s how I discovered the door has been unlocked all this time.”

“Ina Lockwood! Are you an idiot? Or a liar?”

“Neither,” Ina said. She loved to see her sister stew. It was new to Ina, the ability to shock her older sister. Blindness had made Helene innocent all over again.

“What if they come for their beer?” Helene asked in a whisper.

“Why would they come to me?”

“You live across the street from the stairs. Who else is likely to have seen them?”

“Po Strode. Or that young couple on the other side of Po and Hector.”

“They’ll go to Po and she’ll hold out for half a second—then she will point a finger directly at your house,” Helene said.

“They’ll think the line broke, or the knot came undone,” Ina said. “They’ll assume their beer is at the bottom of the river. There is nothing to tie the event to me.”

“Except their beer in your cellar—which they will find in the course of tearing your house to shreds,” Helene said. “The things young men do to old ladies these days. It’s not a pretty sight.”

“How do you know?”

“Don’t be cruel, dear. It gives you wrinkles.” Helene turned the corner at the end of the aisle just as Ina was about to tell her to do so.

“Roxanne Dalrymple, poor soul,” Helene said. “They found her inside her icebox. Nobody to hear her scream. She suffocated.”

“I don’t know Roxanne Dalrymple,” Ina said.

“She was a year ahead of me in school? A vivacious little thing,” Helene said. “She was in chorus? And on the paper? And she ends up in her own icebox.”

“How did she get there?”

“She was shoved. Crammed. By a gang of young thugs—perhaps the very young men whose beer you stole. They were never caught. It was convenient to be rid of her. So in she went.”

“And she couldn’t even turn on the light,” Ina said.

Helene laughed in spite of herself. “Don’t make fun,” she scolded.
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