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THE HAD DAN SCHOOL WAS BUI LT

in 1858 on the sloping banks of the Haddan River, a nuddy and
precarious | ocation that had proven disastrous fromthe start. That



very first year, when the whole town snelled of cedar shavings, there
was a storm of enornous proportions, with winds so strong that dozens
of fish were drawn up fromthe reedy shallows, then lifted above the
village in a shining cloud of scales. Torrents of water fell fromthe
sky, and by norning the river had overflowed, |eaving the school's
freshly painted white clapboard buildings adrift in a murky sea of
duckweed and al gae. " For weeks, students were ferried to classes in
rowboats, catfish swamthrough fl ooded perenni al gardens, observing the
di saster with cool, glassy eyes. FEvery evening, at twlight, the
school cook bal anced on a second-story w ndow | edge, then cast out his
rod to catch dozens of silver trout, a species found only in the
currents of the Haddan River, a sweet, fleshy variety that was
especially del ectable when fried with shallots and oil. After the
flood subsided, two inches of thick, black silt covered the carpets in
the dormtories, at the headnaster's house, nobsquitoes began to hatch
in sinks and comobdes. The delightful watery vistas of the site, a

| andscape abundant with willows and water |otus, had seduced the
foolish trustees into building nmuch too close to the river, an
architectural m stake that has never been rectified. To this day,
frogs can be found in the plunbing, Iinens and clothes stored in

cl osets have a distinctly weedy odor, as if each article had been
washed in river water and never thoroughly dried.

After the flood, houses in town had to be refl oored and reroofed,
public buildings were torn down, then refashioned fromcellar to
ceiling. Whole chimeys floated dowmn Main Street, with sone of them
still issuing forth snoke. Miin Street itself had become a river, with
waters nore than six feet deep. Iron fences were | oosened and ri pped
fromthe earth, leaving nmetal posts in the shape of arrows adrift.
Horses drowned, nules floated for mles and when rescued, refused to
eat anything but wild celery and duckweed. Poison sumac was uprooted
and deposited in vegetable bins, only to be m stakenly cooked al ong
with the carrots and cabbages, a recipe that led to several untinely
deat hs.

Bobcats showed up on back porches, new ng and desperate for nilKk,
several were found beside babies in their cradles, sucking frombottles
and purring as though they were house cats let in through front

doors.

At that time, the rich fields circling the town of Haddan were owned by
prosperous farmers who cultivated asparagus and oni ons and a peculiar
type of yell ow cabbage known for its large size and delicate fragrance.
These farners put aside their plows and watched as boys arrived from
every corner of the Commonweal th and beyond to take up residence at the
school, but even the wealthiest anong them were unable to afford
tuition for their own sons. Local boys had to nake do with the dusty
stacks at the library on Main Street and whatever fundanentals they
mght learn in their very own parlors and fields. To this day, people
in Haddan retain a rustic know edge of which they are proud. Even the
children can foretell the weather, they can point to and name every
constellation in the sky.

A dozen years after the Haddan School was built, a public high schoo
was erected in the neighboring town of Hamilton, which neant a
five-mle trek to classes on days when the snow was knee-deep and the
weat her so cold even the badgers kept to their dens. Each tine a
Haddan boy wal ked through a stormto the public school his aninobsity
toward the Haddan School grew, a small bunp on the skin of ill wll
ready to rupture at the slightest contact. |In this way a hard



bitterness was forged, and the spiteful sentinent increased every year
until there mght as well have been a fence dividing those who cane
fromthe school and the residents of the village.

Bef ore | ong, anyone who dared to cross that |ine was judged to be
either a martyr or a fool

There was a tine when it seened possible for the separate worlds to be
united, when Dr. George Howe, the esteened headnaster, considered to
be the finest in the Haddan School history, decided to marry Annie
Jordan, the nost beautiful girl in the village.

Annie's father was a well-respected man who owned a parcel of farnland
out where Route 17 now runs into the interstate, and he approved of the
marri age, but soon after the wedding it became apparent that Haddan
woul d remain divided. Dr. Howe was jealous and vindictive, he turned
| ocal people away from his door

Even Annie's fanmly was quickly dispatched. Her father and brothers,
good, sinmple men with rmud on their boots, were struck nmute the few
times they came to call, as if the bone china and | eather-bound books
had robbed them of their tongues. Before |ong people in town cane to
resent Annie, as if she'd sonmehow betrayed them [If she thought she
was so high and mghty, in that fine house by the river, then the girls
she grew up with felt they had reason to retaliate, and on the streets
t hey passed her by w thout a word.

Even her own dog, a |lazy hound named Sugar, ran away Yyel pi ng on those
rare occasi ons when Annie canme to visit her father's farm

I't quickly becanme clear that the marriage had been a horrid m stake,
anyone nore worldly than Annie woul d have known this fromthe start. At
his very own wedding, Dr. Howe had forgotten his hat, always the sign
of a man who's bound to stray. He was the sort of person who w shed to
own his wife, without belonging to her in return. There were days when
he spoke barely a sentence in his own hone, and ni ghts when he didn't
cone in until dawmn. It was loneliness that |ed Annie to begin her work
in the gardens at Haddan, which until her arrival were neglected,
ruined patches filled with ivy and ni ghtshade, dark vines that choked
out any wildflowers that mght have grown in the thin soil. As it
turned out, Annie's loneliness was the school's good fortune, for it
was she who designed the brick wal kways that form an hourglass and who,
with the help of six strong boys, sawto the planting of the weeping

beeches beneat h whose branches many girls still receive their first
kiss. Annie brought the original pair of swans to reside at the bend
in the river behind the headmaster's house, ill-tenpered, wetched

speci mens rescued froma farner in Hamlton whose w fe plucked their

bl oody feathers for soft, plunp quilts. Each evening, before supper
when the |ight above the river washed the air with a green haze, Annie
went out with an apronful of old bread. She held the firm belief that
scattering bread crunbs brought happiness, a condition she herself had
not known since her weddi ng day.

There are those who vow that swans are unlucky, and fishermen in
particul ar despise them but Annie |oved her pets, she could call them
to her with a single cry. At the sound of her sweet voice the birds
lined up as politely as gentlemen, they ate from her hands w thout ever
once draw ng bl ood, favoring crusts of rye bread and whol e- wheat
crackers. As a special treat, Annie often brought whole pies,
leftovers fromthe dining room |In a w cker basket, she piled up apple



cobbler and wild raspberry tart, which the swans gobbl ed down nearly
whol e, so that their beaks were stained crinson and their bellies took
on the shapes of nedicine balls.

Even those who were certain Dr. Howe had made a serious error in

judgrment in choosing his bride had to admire Annie's gardens. |n no
time the perennial borders were thick with rosy pink foxglove and
creamcolored lilies, each of which hung |like a pendant, collecting dew
on its satiny petals. But it was with her roses that Annie had the
best luck of all, and anong the nore jeal ous nenbers of the Haddan
garden club, founded that very year in an attenpt to beautify the town,
there was specul ati on that such good fortune was unnatural. Sone

peopl e went so far as to suggest that Annie Howe sprinkled the

pul veri zed bones of cats around the roots of her ranblers, or perhaps
it was her own bl ood she cast about the shrubs. How else could her
garden bl oomin February, when all other yards were nothing nore than
stonewort and bare dirt? Massachusetts was known for a short grow ng
season and its early killing frosts. Nowhere could a gardener find
nore unpredi ctable weather, be it droughts or floods or infestations of
beetl es, which had been known to devour entire nei ghborhoods full of

greenery,. None of these plagues ever affected Annie Howe. Under her
care, even the nost delicate hybrids lasted past the first frost so
that in Novenber there were still roses blooning at Haddan, although by

then, the edge of each petal was often encased in a |ayer of ice.

Much of Annie Howe's handi work was destroyed the year she died, yet a
few sanpl es of the hardiest varieties remain. A visitor to canmpus can
find sweet, aromatic Prosperity, as well as dinbing Ophelia and those
delici ous Egyptian Roses, which give off the scent of cloves on rainy
days, ensuring that a gardener's hands will snell sweet for hours after
pruning the canes. Anong all of these roses, Ms. Howe's prized white
Pol ars were surely her finest. Cascades of white flowers |ay dornant
for a decade, to bloomand envelop the netal trellis beside the girls'
dormitory only once every ten years, as if all that time was needed to
restore the roses their strength. Each Septenber, when the new
students arrived, Annie Howe's roses had an odd effect on certain
girls, the sensitive ones who had never been away from home before and
were easily influenced. Wen such girls wal ked past the brittle canes
in the gardens behind St. Anne's, they felt something cold at the base
of their spines, a bad case of pins and needl es, as though soneone were
i ssuing a warning, Be careful who you choose to | ove and who | oves you
in return.

Most newcomners are apprised of Annie's fate as soon as they cone to
Haddan. Before suitcases are unpacked and cl asses are chosen, they
know t hat al t hough the huge weddi ng cake of a house that serves as the
girls' dormitory is officially called Hastings House--in honor of sone
fellow, long forgotten, whose dull-witted daughter's adnm ssion opened
the door for female students on the strength of a huge donation--the
dormitory is never referred to by that name. Anong students, the house
is called St. Anne's, in honor of Annie Howe, who hanged herself from
the rafters one mld evening in March, only hours before wild iris
began to appear in the woods.

There will always be girls who refuse to go up to the attic at St

Anne's after hearing this story, and others, whether in search of
spiritual renewal or quick thrills, who are bound to ask if they can
take up residence in the roomwhere Annie ended her life. On days when
rose water preserves are served at breakfast, with Annie's recipe



carefully followed by the kitchen staff, even the nost fearless girls
can become |ightheaded, after spooning this concoction onto their toast
they need to sit with their heads between their knees and breat he
deeply until their metabolisns grow steady again.

At the start of the term when menbers of the faculty return to school
they are rem nded not to grade on a curve and not to repeat Annie's
story. It is exactly such nonsense that gives rise to inflated grade
averages and nervous breakdowns, neither of which are approved of by

t he Haddan School. Nevertheless, the story always slips out, and
there's nothing the adm nistration can do to stop it. The particulars
of Annie's life are sinply common know edge anpbng the students, as much
an established part of Haddan life as the route of the warblers who

al ways begin their mgration at this tinme of year, lighting on
shrubbery and treetops, calling to one another across the open sky.

Oten, the weather is unseasonably warmat the start of the term one

[ ast triunph of summer come to call. Roses bl oom nore abundantly,
crickets chirp wildly, flies doze on windowsills, drowsy with sunlight
and heat. Even the nost serious-ninded educators are known to fal

asl eep when Dr. Jones gives his wel comng speech. This year, nany in
attendance drifted off in the overheated library during this oration
and several teachers secretly w shed that the students would never
arrive. CQutside, the Septenber air was enticingly fragrant, yell ow
with pollen and rich, lenony sunlight. Along the river, near the canoe
shed, weeping willows rustled and dropped catkins on the nuddy ground.
The cl ear sound of slow noving water could be heard even here in the
library, perhaps because the building itself had been fashi oned out of
river rock, gray slabs flecked with mca that had been hauled fromthe
banks by | ocal boys hired for a dollar a day, |aborers whose hands bl ed
fromtheir efforts and who cursed the Haddan School forever after, even
in their sleep.

As usual, people were far nore curious about those who'd been recently
hired than those old, reliable colleagues they already knew. 1In every
smal | comunity, the unknown is always nost intriguing, and Haddan was
no exception to this rule. Mst people had been to dinner with Bob
Thomas, the massive dean of students, and his pretty wife, Meg, nore
times than they could count, they had sat at the bar at the Haddan | nn
wi th Duck Johnson, who coached crew and soccer and al ways becane
tearful after his third beer. The on-again, off-again romance between
Lynn Vi ni ng, who taught painting, and Jack Short, the married chenmi stry
teacher, had al ready been di scussed and di ssected. Their relationship
was conpletely predictable, as were many of the |love affairs begun at
Haddan--funmbling in the teachers' |ounge, furtive enbraces in idling
cars, kisses exchanged in the library, breakups at the end of the term
Feuds were far nore interesting, as in the case of Eric Hernan--ancient
hi story--and Hel en Davi s--Anerican history and chair of the departnent,
a wonan who' d been teaching at Haddan for nore than fifty years and was
said to grow nmeaner with each passing day, as if she were a pitcher of
mlk set out to curdle in the noonday sun

Despite the heat and Dr. Jones's dull lecture, the sane speech he
trotted out every year, despite the droning of bees beyond the open
wi ndows, where a hedge of twi ggy China roses still grew, people took

noti ce of the new photography instructor, Betsy Chase.

It was possible to tell at a glance that Betsy would be the subject of
even nmore gossip than any ongoing feud. It wasn't only Betsy's fevered
expression that drew stares, or her high cheekbones and dark



unpredi ctabl e hair. People couldn't quite believe how inappropriate
her attire was. There she was, a good-Iooki ng woman who apparently had
no conmon sense, wearing old black slacks and a faded bl ack T-shirt,
the sort of grungy outfit barely tolerated on Haddan students, |et

al one on nenbers of the faculty. On her feet were plastic flip-flops
of the dine-store variety, cheap little itens that announced every step
with a slap. She actually had a wad of gumin her nouth, and soon
enough bl ew a bubbl e when she thought no one was | ooking, even those in
the last row of the library could hear the sugary pop. Dennis Hardy,
geonetry, who sat directly behind her, told people afterward that Betsy
gave off the scent of vanilla, a tincture she used to dispel the odor
of darkroom chemicals fromher skin, a concoction so reniniscent of
baked goods that people

THERI VERK

i N Gwho net her often had an urge for oatneal cookies or angel food
cake.

It had been only eight nonths since Betsy had been hired to take the
year book photos. She had disliked the school at first sight, and had
witten it off as too prissy, too picture perfect.

When Eric Herman asked her out she'd been surprised by the offer, and
wary as well. She'd already had nore than her share of botched

rel ati onshi ps, yet she'd agreed to have dinner with Eric, ever hopeful
despite the statistics that prom sed her an abject and |onely old age.
Eric was so nuch sturdier than the men she was used to, all those
brooders and artists who couldn't be depended upon to show up at the
door on tine let alone have the foresight to plan a retirenent fund.

Bef ore Betsy knew what had happened she was accepting an offer of
marriage and applying for a job in the art department. The WII| ow Room
at the Haddan Inn was already reserved for their reception in June, and
Bob Thomas, the dean of students, had guaranteed them one of the
coveted faculty cottages as soon as they were wed. Until that tine,
Bet sy woul d be a house parent at St

Anne's and Eric would continue on as senior proctor at Chal k House, a
boys' dormitory set so close to the river that the dreadful Haddan
swans often nested on the back porch, nipping at passersby's pant |egs
until chased away with a broom

For the past nonth, Betsy had been simultaneously planning both her

cl asses at Haddan and her wedding. Perfectly rational activities, and
yet she often felt certain she had blundered into an alternate

uni verse, one to which she clearly did not bel ong.

Today, for instance, the other wonen present in the auditoriumwere al
in dresses, the men in sumer suits and ties, and there was Betsy in
her T-shirt and sl acks, naking what was sure to be the first of an

endl ess series of social mscalculations. She had bad judgnent, there
was no way around it, from chil dhood on, she had junped into things
headfirst, without |ooking to see if there was a net to break her fall.
O course, no one had bothered to informher that Dr. Jones's
addresses were such fornmal events, everyone said he was ancient and
ailing and that Bob Thonas was the real man in charge. Hoping to erase
her fashion blunder, Betsy now searched through her backpack for sone
lipstick and a pair of earrings, for all the good they would do.

Taking up residence in a small town had indeed |eft Betsy disoriented.



She was used to city living, to potholes and purse snatchers, parking
tickets and double | ocks. \Whether it be norning, noon, or night, she
sinmply couldn't get her bearings here in Haddan. She'd set out for the
pharmacy on Main Street or to Sel ena's Sandwi ch Shoppe on the corner of
Pine and arrive at the town cenetery in the field behind town hall
She'd start for the + market, in search of a |oaf of bread or sone

muf fins, only to find that she'd strayed onto the tw sting back roads

| eading to Sixth Commandnent Pond, a deep pool at a bend in the river
where horsetails and wild celery grew. Once she'd wandered off, it
woul d often be hours before she managed to find her way back to St

Anne's. People in town had al ready becone accustonmed to a pretty, dark
worman wanderi ng about, asking for directions from school children and
crossing guards, and yet still nanaging to take one wong turn after
anot her.

Al t hough Bet sy Chase was confused, the town of Haddan hadn't changed
much in the last fifty years. The village itself was three bl ocks
| ong, and, for some residents, contained the whole world.

Along with Selena's Sandwi ch Shoppe, which served breakfast all day,
there was a pharmacy at whose soda fountain the best raspberry |ine
rickeys in the Cormonweal th could be had, as well as a hardware store
that offered everything fromnails to velveteen. One could also find a
shoe store, the 5&10 Cent Bank, and the Lucky Day Florist, known for
its scented garlands and weaths. There was St. Agatha's, with its
granite facade, and the public library, with its stained-glass w ndows,
the first to be built in the county. Town hall, which had burned down
twice, had finally been rebuilt with nmortar and stone, and was said to
be indestructible, although the statue of the eagle out front was

ti pped fromits pedestal by |ocal boys year after year

Al along Main Street, there were |large white houses, set back fromthe
road, whose wide |lawns were ringed with black iron fences punctuated by
little spikes on top, pretty, architectural warnings that made it quite
clear the grass and rhododendrons within were private property On the
approach to town, the white houses grew | arger, as though a set of
stacki ng toys had been fashioned from cl apboards and brick. On the far
side of town was the train station, and opposite stood a gas station
and mni-mart, along with the dry cleaner's and a new supermarket. In
fact, the town was sliced in twd, separated by Main into an east and a
west si de.

Those who |ived on the east side resided in the white houses, those who
wor ked at the counter at Selena's or ran the ticket booth at the train
station lived in the western part of town.

Beyond Main Street the village becane sparser, fanning out into new
housi ng devel opnents and then into farm and. On Evergreen Avenue was
the el ementary school, and if a person foll owed Evergreen due east, in
the direction of Route 17, he'd come to the police station. Farther
north, at the town line that separated Haddan from Ham | ton, deposited
in a no-man's-land neither village cared to claim was a bar called the
M1l stone, which offered Iive bands on Friday nights along with five
brands of beer on tap and heated argunents in the parking lot on hunid
sumer nights. There had probably been half a dozen divorces that had
reached a fevered pitch in that very parking lot and so many

al cohol -i nduced fights had taken place in those confines that if anyone
bot hered to search through the laurel bordering the asphalt he'd surely
find handfuls of teeth that were said to give the laurel its odd mlky



color, ivory with a pale pink edge, with each blossomform ng the shape
of a bitter man's nout h.

Beyond town, there were still acres of fields and a crisscross of dirt
roads where Betsy had gotten | ost one afternoon before the start of the
term late in the day, when the sky was cobalt and the air was sweet
with the scent of hay. She'd been searching for a vegetable stand Lynn
Vining in the art departrment had told her sold the best cabbages and
pot at oes, when she happened upon a huge neadow, all blue wth
everlasting and tansy. Betsy had gotten out of the car with tears in
her eyes. She was only three mles fromRoute 17, but she night as
wel | have been on the nobon. She was |ost and she knewit, with no
sense what soever of how she had managed to wind up in Haddan, engaged
to a man she barely knew.

She m ght have been lost to this day if she hadn't thought to follow a
newspaper delivery truck into the neighboring town of Hamilton, a true
nmetropolis conpared to Haddan, with a hospital and a hi gh school and
even a nultiplex cinema. From Hamilton, Betsy drove south to the

hi ghway, then circled back to the village via Route 17. Still, for
some time afterward, she'd been unable to forget how | ost she'd becone.
Even when she was beside Eric in bed all she had to do was cl ose her
eyes and she'd continue to see those wildflowers in the neadow, each
and every one the exact color of the sky.

When all was said and done, what was so wong with Haddan? It was a

| ovely town, featured in several guidebooks, cited for both its
excellent trout fishing and the exceptional show of fall colors that
graced the | andscape every Cctober. |If Betsy continually |ost her way
on the streets of such a neat, orderly village, perhaps it was the pale
green light rising fromthe river each evening that |ed her astray.
Bet sy had taken to carrying a map and a flashlight in her pocket,
hopefully ready for any emergency. She nade certain to keep to the
wel | -worn paths, where the old roses grew, but even the rosebushes were
di sturbing when they were encountered in the dark. The tw sted bl ack
vines were concealed in the black night, thorns hidden deep within the
dried canes until a passerby had al ready come cl ose enough to cut
hersel f unwittingly.

In spite of the police log in the Tribune, which reported crimes no
nore hei nous than jaywal ki ng across Main Street or trash bags of |eaves
set out on the curb on Tuesdays when yard waste woul d not be collected
until the second Friday of the nmonth, Betsy did not feel safe in
Haddan. It seened entirely possible that in a town such as this, a
person m ght wal k al ong the riverbank one bright afternoon and sinply
di sappear, swallowed up in a tangle of chokeberry and woodbi ne. Beyond
the river there were acres thick with maple and pine, and the woods

| oomed darkly at night, flecked with the | ast of the season's
fireflies.

Even as a girl, Betsy had hated the countryside. She'd been a
difficult child, she had whi ned and stonped her feet, refusing to

acconpany her parents on a picnic, and because of her ill tenpered
ways, she'd been spared. That day, there were seven separate
fatalities due to lightning. Ball lightning had ignited fence posts

and oak trees, before chasing people across neadows and fields. There
had been several sightings of rocket |ightning, which burst from cl oud
to ground in seconds flat with a display not unlike fireworks expl oding
in a deadly white flash. Instead of taking her place in the neadow
wi th her parents, lying beside themin the burning grass, Betsy had



been spraw ed upon the couch, |eafing through a nagazi ne and sipping a
tall glass of pink | enonade. She'd often imagi ned how t he course of
events mght have altered if only she'd acconpani ed her hapl ess
parents. They mght have run for their lives instead of being caught
unawar es, too puzzled and stupefied to nmove. They night have foll owed
Betsy's | ead and been wi se enough to crouch behind a flinty stone wall,
whi ch woul d have turned so burning hot when it took the strike intended
for themthat for nmonths afterward it would have been possible to fry
eggs on the hottest of the stones. Ever since, Betsy had possessed a
survivor's guilt and was often in search of punishnent. She raced red
lights and drove with the gas gauge on enpty. She walked city streets
after mdnight and gravitated outside on storny days w thout the
benefit of a raincoat or an unbrella, |ong ago deciding to ignore any
Samaritans who warned that such fool hardy behavi or woul d only ensure

t hat sooner or later she'd wind up electrified, ignited from her
fingers to her toes.

Before neeting Eric, Betsy had been careening through her life with
not hi ng much to show ot her than sheaves of photographs, a

bl ack-and-white diary of |andscapes and portraits stuffed into files
and folios. A good photographer was neant to be an observer, a silent
party there to record, but sonewhere along the line Betsy had becone a
byst ander to her own exi stence.

Just ignore ne, she would say to her subjects. Pretend |I'mnot here
and go about your normal routine. Al the while she'd been doing this,
her own |ife had sonehow escaped her, she herself had no routine,
normal or otherw se. Wen she'd come to Haddan, she'd been at a | ow
point. Too many nen had di sappointed her, friends weren't there for
her, apartnents had been broken into while she was asleep. She
certainly hadn't expected any changes in her life on the day she cane
to take the yearbook photos at Haddan, and perhaps there woul dn't have
been any if she hadn't overheard one student ask another, Wiy did the
chi cken | eave the Haddan School ? Curious, she'd eavesdropped, and when
she'd heard the answer--Because he had an aversion to bullshit--Betsy

| aughed so loudly that the swans on the river startled and took flight,
ski mmi ng over the water and raising clouds of mayflies.

Eric Herman had turned to see her just at the nonent when her grin was
its widest. He watched her arrange the soccer teamin size order and
then, in what he assured her afterward was the first impulsive action
of his life, he had wal ked right up to her and asked her to dinner, not
the next night or the one after that, but right then, so that neither
one had tinme to reconsider

Eric was the sort of attractive, confident nman who drew people to him
wi t hout trying, and Betsy wondered if perhaps she had sinply happened
to be in sight at the very nmoment he decided it was high tinme for him
to marry. She still couldn't fathom what he could possibly want with
someone such as herself, a woman who would spill the entire contents of
her backpack on the floor of a quiet auditoriumjust as she was
attenpting to stealthily extract a conb.

There wasn't a menber of the Haddan faculty who didn't hear the coins
and bal | point pens rolling down the aisle and who then felt conpletely
validated in his or her initial opinion of Betsy. Long after Dr. Jones
had completed his |l ecture, people were still collecting Betsy's
personal bel ongi ngs from beneath their chairs, holding itenms up to the
filtered light as though studying foreign and nysterious artifacts,
when in fact all they'd gotten hold of was a notepad or a vial of



sleeping pills or a tube of hand cream

"Don't worry," Eric whispered to her
"Act naturally," he advised, although acting naturally was exactly what
al ways got her into trouble in the first place. |If Betsy had trusted
her instincts, as Eric suggested, she would surely have turned tail and
run the first time she wal ked through the door of the girls' dormtory
where she was to be the junior house parent A chill had passed across
her back as she stepped over the threshold, the cold hand of anxiety
that often acconpani es a bad decision. Betsy's cranped set of roons at
the foot of the stairs was nothing |l ess than awful. There was only one
cl oset and the bathroomwas so small it was inpossible to exit the
shower wi thout janm ng one's knees into the sink. Paint was peeling
fromceilings and the panes of old, bunpy glass in the w ndows all owed
in drafts but not sunlight, turning even the palest rays a foggy green
In this setting, Betsy's furniture | ooked nmournful and out of place,
the couch was too wide to fit through the narrow doorway, the easy
chair appeared threadbare, the bureau would not stand on the sl oping
pine floors, and instead lurched |like a drunkard each tine a door was
banged shut.

In her first week at Haddan, Betsy spent nost of her nights at Eric's
apartment in Chalk House. It made sense to take the opportunity to do
so now, for when the students arrived, they'd have to nonitor their own
behavior as well as that of their charges.

And there was anot her reason Betsy had avoi ded sl eeping at St

Anne's. Each tine she spent the night in her own quarters, she was
wrenched from her slunber in a panic, with the sheets tw sted around
her and her thoughts so nuddled it was as if she'd woken in the w ong
bed and was now fated to | ead soneone else's life. On the night before
school was to begin, for instance, Betsy had slept at St. Anne's only
to dream she' d been lost in the fields outside Haddan. No matter how
she might circle, she went no farther than the same parcels of

uncul tivated | and. Wen she wested herself fromthis dream Betsy
staggered out of bed, disoriented and snelling of hay. For an instant,
she felt as though she were a girl again, left in soneone's strange,
overheated apartment to fend for herself, which was exactly what had
happened when friends of the famly took her in after her parents'

acci dent .

Quickly, Betsy switched on the lights to discover that it was only a
little after ten. There was a thunping comng fromthe direction of
the stairs and the radi ators were bangi ng away, gushing out a steady
stream of heat, even though the evening was unusually warm No wonder
Betsy couldn't sleep, it was ninety degrees in her bedroom and the
tenmperature was still rising. The orchid she had bought that afternoon
at the Lucky Day Florist, a bl oomaccustonmed to tropical climtes, had
already | ost nmost of its petals, the slim green stem had been warped
by the heat and was now unable to hold up even the nost delicate

fl ower.

Bet sy washed her face, found a stick of gumto ease her dry nouth, then
pul | ed on her bat hrobe and went to call on the senior house parent She
assuned peopl e at Haddan exaggerated when they called Hel en Davis a
selfish old witch, the fitting owner of an ugly black toncat who was
said to eat songbirds and roses. Cearly judgnents were harsh at this
school, for weren't many people already calling Betsy a kook after the



fiasco at the welcoming lecture? Wasn't Eric referred to as M.

Perfect by those who failed to nmeasure up to his standards of
excel l ence and forever after resented him) For her part, Betsy was the
| ast to accept anyone el se's opinion, but when she knocked at M ss

Davi s's door no one answered, even though there was clearly soneone on
the other side. Betsy could practically feel Mss Davis's displeasure
at being disturbed as the ol der wonan peered through the peephol e.

Bet sy knocked again, nore forcefully now

"Hello! Can you help me out? | just need sone advice about ny
radi ator."

Hel en Davis was tall and extrenely inposing, even when answering the
door in her nightgown and slippers. She carried herself in the manner
wonmen who were once beautiful often do, she was standoffish and
confident in equal neasure and she certainly did not feel the need to
be civil when an unwanted visitor canme calling at such a | ate hour

"My radiators," Betsy explained. Having come directly from bed,
Betsy's choppy hair was sticking straight up and her eyes were ringed
with nascara.

"They sinmply won't turn off."

"Do I look like a plunmber?" Helen Davis's smrk, as many of her
students mght confirm was not a pleasant sight. Her disapproval
could turn a person's blood cold, and there had been several occasions
when a tender freshman had fainted on the floor of her classroom when
asked the sinplest of questions. M ss Davis had never tolerated snart
al ecks nor the practice of chewing gum nor did she invite guests into
her private quarters

The adm nistration had failed to nention to Betsy that none of her
predecessors had lasted nore than a year. So she dove right in, asking
for assistance when anyone el se woul d have sl unk away.

"You must have experience in dealing with the heating system" Betsy
sai d.

"Surely, it can't be classified information."
M ss Davis gl ared.

"Are you chewi ng gun?" she asked sharply.
Vo

Betsy i medi ately swal | owed, but the gum clogged in her trachea. As
she was doi ng her best not to choke, a horrible squalling creature ran
by. Instinctively, Betsy drew herself against the wall to let it

pass.

"Afraid of cats?" Mss Davis asked. Several junior house parents
who'd left claimed to be allergic to her pet. Although Betsy herself
was not a fan of any sort of wildlife, cats included, she could tel
that life at St. Anne's would be bearable only if she won Hel en Davis
over to her side. FEric had often nmade fun of Mss Davis's habit of
quoting Ben Franklin whenever she wi shed to prove a point, and now
Betsy used this information to her advantage.



"Wasn't it Ben Franklin who said the best dog of all is a cat?"

"Ben Franklin said nothing of the sort.” Still, Mss Davis knew when
she was being flattered, and no one ever said flattery was a crine.

"Wait in the hall and I'Il get you what you need," she directed.

Standing in the dark, Betsy felt an odd el ation, as though she'd just
aced an exam or been naned teacher's pet. Wen Helen Davis returned,
Betsy could see a slice of the apartment behind her, these quarters had
remai ned constant for the past fifty years and included a collection of
clutter that had surely taken that long to amass. |In spite of the

hi gh- backed vel vet | ove seat and a good rug from Af ghani stan, the place
was in serious disorder. Books were everywhere, along with half-filled
teacups and forgotten crusts of sandwi ches. There was the foul odor of
ol d newspapers and cats. Helen swung the door cl osed behind her

She reached out and deposited a quarter in Betsy's open hand.

"The secret is to bleed the radiators. Turn the screw at the rear with
this quarter and be sure to keep a pan underneath to catch the drips.
After the steamis rel eased, the radiator will cool down."

Bet sy thanked the senior house parent then with her typical
ungai nl i ness, she dropped the quarter and was forced to retrieve it.
Seeing her fromthis angle, crawling about on hands and knees, Helen
Davis at last realized that her caller was the sanme individual who had
made a scene in the auditoriumduring Dr.

Jones' s speech

"You're Eric Herman's girlfriend," Hel en decl ared.
"That's who you are!™

"Hardly a girl." Betsy |aughed.

"Yes, hardly. Far too old to be taken in by him"

"Ch, really?" Betsy stood, quarter in hand. Perhaps people were right
about how nasty Helen Davis was. It was said she graded on a negative
curve, deliberately failing as nmany students as possible, and that she
had never once changed a grade, not even when self-nutilation or
nervous breakdowns were threatened. The |ast house parent to share
duties with her at St. Anne's had quit mdtermto go to | aw school
reporting back that torts and constitutional |aw were a breeze after
dealing with Hel en Davis.

"Eric Herman is the nost dishonest man | know. Just take a |look at his
ears. A man with small ears is always dishonorable and stingy. Al

the great men had large ears. Lincoln was said to nove his at will,
much like a rabbit."

"Well, | like a man with small ears."” Regardless, Betsy made a nent al
note to take a closer | ook at Eric's physiognony.

"He's after ny job," Helen Davis informed Betsy "You might as well know
right now, he's a whiner and a conplainer. A man like that will never
be satisfied."



"Ch, he's satisfied, all right," Betsy said, although she had al ready
been privy to Eric's nany conpl aints about the history departnment.

Hel en Davis, he liked to joke, ought to be fired first, then
guillotined, with her head displayed on one of the posts of those iron
fences on Main Street. At least then the old woman woul d finally serve
a purpose as she scared away crows rather than students.

"He's happy as a clam" Betsy reported.
M ss Davis chortled at that.
"Look at his ears, my dear, they tell the whole story."

Bet sy peered down the hallway, again there'd been a noise on the
stairs.

"What is that awful thuddi ng sound?"

"It's nothing." Helen's tone, which had been warm ng as she critiqued
Eric, now turned sharp

"The hour's a little late for these shenanigans, | night add."

When M ss Davis closed her door, Betsy heard the lock click shut. At

| east Hel en Davis had bestowed a quarter, no one el se at Haddan had

of fered Betsy so nmuch as a hel ping hand since she'd arrived. Even Eric
had been so busy preparing for his classes that he'd been, it was true,
stingy with his tinme. Still, he was a good nman, and Betsy could hardly
fault himfor being as focused as he was dependable. Toni ght was
hardly the tine to reassess her own opinions in |ight of Mss Davis's
observations, which were surely self-serving at best. It was npst
likely the enptiness of the dormitory that now set Betsy's doubts to
wor k, but there'd soon be a cure for that. By tomorrow, the hallways
woul d be filled with girls and it would be Betsy's job to soothe the
honesi ck and shore up the neek and manage the wild as best she coul d.

It would be her responsibility to make certain each and every one sl ept
tight beneath this roof.

As Betsy returned to her apartnent, she becanme aware of the scent of
roses drifting dowmn the stairway, richly fragrant in the overheated
corridor. She found the odor in her own rooms, fainter yes, but

di sturbi ng enough so that she hurried to bleed the radiators, scalding
her hands in the process. Wen she went back to bed she expected to
toss and turn, but for once she slept deeply.

In fact, she overslept, and needed to gulp down a quick cup of coffee

in order to be ready for the first arrivals. It was then Betsy noticed
the green vine outside her window A few of Annie Howe's prized white
roses were still bloom ng, they were as big as cabbages, as white as
snow. In the early norning sunlight, their innernost petals appeared

to be a pale, pearly green. Betsy |laughed at herself then, what a foo
she'd been to be nervous |ast night.

For every odd occurrence there was a rational explanation, or so she
had al ways believed. She tidied up, then went to get dressed,
conforted by the sight of the roses. But if she'd only paused |ong
enough to open her w ndow she woul d have di scovered that Polar roses
have no scent whatsoever. Even the bees avoid these creany buds,
preferring thistles and gol denrod instead. Take a scissors to the



stens of these roses and they'll fall apart at the touch. Try to pick
one barehanded, and every thorn w |l draw bl ood.

THE TRAIN TO HAD DAN WAS ALWAYS LATE, AND

this day was no exception. It was a spectacul ar afternoon, the fields
rife with | ate-bloom ng asters and nil kweed, the sky as wi de and as
clear as heaven. 1In the pine trees along the railroad tracks, hawks

perched in the tallest branches, red-w nged bl ackbirds swooped across
the distance. Stands of oak and hawt horn made for pockets of dark
woods where there were still plenty of deer, as well as an occasiona
nmoose that had wandered down from New Hanpshire or Maine. As the train
passed slowy through the neighboring town of Ham |ton, several boys
ran al ongside the cars, sone waved cheerfully to the passengers on
board, while others rudely stuck out their tongues and pulled their
faces into freckled smrks, the grimces of wild angels unafraid of the
gravel and dust that was always stirred up as the train rolled by.

Today, there were nore than a dozen Haddan students on board, ready for
the start of the term Grls with long, shiny hair and boys in freshly
pressed clothes that would soon be torn and stained in soccer ganes
congregated in the club car. Their goodnatured rowdi ness drifted

t hrough the train when the conductor opened the doors, but the racket
didn't reach as far as the last car. There, in the farthest seat, a
girl naned Carlin Leander, who had never before left hone, gazed out at
t he countryside, appreciating every haystack and fence that cane
briefly into sight as the train rolled on. Carlin had been planning to
get out of Florida all her life. It had made no difference that she
was the nost beautiful girl in the county where she'd been born, wth
pal e ashy hair and the same green eyes that had gotten her nother into
trouble at the age of seventeen, pregnant and stranded in a town where
a traveling carnival was considered a cultural event and any girl wth
a mnd of her own was thought to be an aberration of nature's plan

Carlin Leander was nothing |ike her nmother, and for that she was
grateful. Not that Sue Leander wasn't pleasant and warm she certainly
was. But to be agreeable and ki ndhearted was not Garlin's goal

Wher eas her nmother was pliant and sweet, Carlin was obstinate and

opi nionated, the sort of girl who went barefoot in spite of al
war ni ngs to watch out for snakes. She never paid the least bit of
attention to the boys who foll owed her honme from school, many of them
so noony and stupefied by her beauty that they rode their bikes into
ditches and trees. Carlin was not about to get trapped, not in a
locality where the heat continued to rise after m dnight and the
nosqui t oes were a year-round annoyance and nost fol ks chose to
celebrate a girl's weakness and i gnore her strengths.

Sone people were sinply born in the wong place. The first thing such
i ndi vidual s searched for was a map and the second was a ticket out.
Garlin Leander had been ready to | eave Florida since she could walk,
and she'd finally managed her escape with a swi nming scholarship to the
Haddan School. Al though her nother had been reluctant to let her go
all the way to Massachusetts, where people were bound to be di shonest
and depraved, in the end Garlin won the battle, using a plan of attack
that included equal amounts of pleading, prom ses, and tears.

On this beautiful blue day, Carlin had a single battered suitcase

t hrown beneath the seat and a backpack cramred wi th sneakers and
bat hi ng suits. She had very few other belongings |left at hone, only
sone threadbare stuffed aninmals on her bed and an awful coat her nother



had bought as a goi ng-away present at Lucille's Fine Fashions, a fuzzy
acrylic nmonstrosity Carlin had hidden in the utility shed, behind sone
retreaded tires. Garlin planned to keep her plane ticket as a
souvenir, forever and ever, if it didn't dissolve first. She'd handled
the ticket so nmany tinmes that the print had worn off on her skin, she'd
washed and she'd scrubbed, but there remained little gray flecks on her
fingertips even now, the marks of her own ambition

Al the while she was on the jet traveling north, and then again as the
train sped through Boston's endl ess construction sites, Carlin had felt
little knobs of doubt rising beneath her skin. Wo was she to think
she could forge such a conpletely different life for herself?. Here
she was, dressed in a cheap pair of jeans and a T-shirt she'd purchased
at a seconthand store, her blond hair pinned up haphazardly with mnetal
clips that were rusty fromthe Florida humidi~. Anyone could see she
didn't fit in with the other well-dressed passengers. She didn't own a
decent pair of boots, and had never had her hair cut by a professional
al ways sni pping the ends hersel f when too nuch chlorine took its toll
She had swanp dust on her feet and nicotine stains on her fingers, and
cane froma universe of hash and eggs and broken prom ses, a place
where a worman qui ckly | earned there was no point crying over spilled
mlk or bruises left by sone nan who clainmed to love a little too hard
or too nuch.

But in spite of her history, and all she believed she was | acking,
Carlin felt hopeful once they were out of the city. They passed acres
of gol denrod and fields where cows were grazing. It was the season of
the warbl er nigrations and huge gatherings ski med over the neadows,
wheel i ng back and forth as if of one body and mind. Carlin struggled
to open the sooty wi ndow in order to savor the Septenber air, and was
caught off guard when a tall kid toting a huge duffel bag approached to
hel p rai se the jamed wi ndow. The boy was far too skinny, with a shock
of unruly hair that nmade hi m seem el ongated, even storldike. He wore a
| ong, black coat that hung |ike a sackcloth on his spindly frame and
his work boots were unlaced, |leaving his feet to slop around as if they
were fish. An unlighted cigarette dangled fromhis w de nouth. Even
with the fresh air streaming in through the open wi ndow there was no
way to disguise the fact that he stank

"Mnd if I sit down?" Not bothering to wait for an answer, the boy
took the seat directly across fromCarlin, setting his duffel bag in
the aisle, unconcerned that it might cause a navigational problem for
anyone wi shing to pass by. He had the sort of |um nous skin that can
only be achieved by spending hours in a dark roomwhile recovering from
a mgraine or a hangover

"God, those idiots in the next car fromthe Haddan School were driving
me crazy. | had to escape.”

Carlin noticed that he was nervous in her presence, she could tell from
the flutter of a pul se beneath his eye. A very good sign, for a boy's
apprehensi on always set Carlin at ease. She repinned a stray |ock of

| oose hair with one of the silver clips.

"That's where |'mgoing,"” she informed her fellow travel er

"The Haddan School . "

"But you're not an idiot. That's the difference." The ungainly boy
searched through his gear until he found a Zippo lighter. Wen Carlin



poi nted to a no-snoking sign, he shrugged his bony shoulders and lit up
anyway. Carlin smled, entertained for the first time since she'd set
of f fromhome. She |eaned back in her seat, waiting for this oddity to
try to inpress her again.

He introduced hinself as August Pierce from New York City, sent to
Haddan by his overburdened father who hadn't had a nonment's peace since
the day Gus was born, shoul dering the burden of raising his son after
the death of his wife. The old man was a professor of biology with
hi gh expectations for his one and only boy, there were those who

i nsi sted upon rooting for |loved ones |long after they' d been thoroughly
di sappoi nted, and such was the case with GQus Pierce's father. Having
fail ed again and again, Gus believed he owed his father one last try.
Not that he hinself anticipated the | east bit of success. Wy should
Haddan be any different fromthe other schools he'd attended? Wy
shoul d anyt hi ng good ever happen to hin? He had been born on the
seventh day of the seventh nmonth and he'd al ways had bad |uck. He
could cross his fingers, he could knock on wood, and he'd still hit his
head upon every | adder, he'd take every wong turn possible. Wile
everyone el se progressed on the flat, straight road toward the future,
Gus fell into manhol es and gutters face first, with no visible neans of
escape.

He viewed his own life as a prison sentence and experienced his

exi stence much as a condemed man ni ght have. |If anything, the beauty
of the world confounded hi mand made hi m nore despondent. It therefore
cane as a pleasant surprise that a sinple encounter could fill himwth

such optimism He'd thrown hinself into the seat across fromCarlin in
afit of jitters, half expecting her to call for the conductor and have
hi m bodi |y renoved, and now here she was, talking to him A sparrow
flying out of his mouth woul d have been nore anticipated than a
beautiful girl such as this offering hima piece of gum Grls like
Carlin usually | ooked right through him he existed in a sub universe a
worl d of losers, a world of pain, located in the baserment of reality,
several levels beneath the realmof pretty faces and possibilities. |If
Carlin was leaning forward, listening to his falsified life story

wi t hout | aughing in his face, anything m ght happen, Bl ackbirds m ght
turn into ginger cakes. WIlow trees mght burst into flane.

"Choose a nunber between one and twenty," August Pierce now suggested
to his newfound conpani on.

"Don't tell ne what it is." He had picked up several tricks w th which
to amaze, and this seened as good a tine as any to put his talents to
use.

Carlin did as she was told, although her expression had hardened into a
di sbeliever's stare.

Qus cl osed his eyes and made a show of his prestidigitation, at |ast
pl ucki ng a nunber fromthe air.

"Seven," he said, triunmphantly, or at |east he hoped for triunph as he
was attenpting a ruse any begi nning conjurer who knew the first thing
about | ogic could neatly manage.

Yet for all, the trick's success, Carlin was not pleased. She hated to
be transparent and she certainly didn't wish to be revealed in any way.
Even now, she was in the process of perfecting a story that would alter
her background and create a new identity.



She intended to tell people that her parents worked for the governnent,
and al though they had never settled down they had al ways encouraged her
swi mmi ng, transporting her to races and events no matter where they

m ght be living. A far better tale to tell than one that included a
not her who worked the cash register at the Value Mart, a father she'd
never seen, and the dozens of times she'd had to hitchhike to swim
nmeets. Wth deception as her plan, a boy who could read her mnd was a
definite liability, for seven was indeed her chosen numnber.

"It's sinple probability,"
appreciated the trick.

Gus expl ai ned when he realized Carlin hadn't

"Most people will choose either three or seven."
Carlin glared at him scornful. Her eyes were a shade of green that
could turn gray in an instant, |like shallow water that mrrored any

change in the weat her.
"I'"'mnot nost people,” she told him

"No," Qus Pierce agreed. Even a nitwit such as hinself could nmake that
di stinction.

"You're definitely not."

The train had begun to lurch into Haddan Station, the whistle blewlong
and low, rattling windows in houses closest to the train tracks,
frightening crows fromtreetops and tel ephone lines. Carlin grabbed
for her backpack. She had a hundred and fifty dollars in her wallet,
whi ch she planned to use toward a return ticket home in June, and no
assurances of anything in between. She probably woul d have deserted
@Qus even if he hadn't pulled his stupid mnd-reading stunt, and it cane
as no surprise to himwhen she hurried to get to the door before the
train came to a standstill, dragging her suitcase out from beneath the
seat. Wen Qus offered to help, Carlin appraised himcarefully.

Experi ence had taught her it was best to inform someone when she knew
she' d never be attracted to him It saved so nuch bother and confusion
in the end.

"W mght as well get this over with," she said.
"I"'mnot interested."

GQus nodded his agreenent.

"Why woul d you be?"

He was so baffled by the notion that he m ght ever stand a chance with
her, and so sincere, Carlin couldn't help but grin before she headed
for the exit. Watching her wal k away, Qus realized that her hair was
the color of stars, those pale distant gal axies that are too far away
ever to be charted or named. He fell in love with her in the very
instant he was disclainmng his interest. Wen he and Carlin net next
she woul d probably wal k right past him as though he were a piece of
litter or trash. But perhaps not, strange things had been happening
ever since Gus had set off for Haddan. On the shuttle from New York
for instance, the flight attendant had given hima conplinentary

m ni -bottle of Chivas, no questions asked. |In the club car, he'd
requested a bag of potato chips only to have the cashier throwin a



tuna sandwi ch on the house. Mbdst unexpectedly and nost wonderfully, a
beautiful girl had not only spoken to him she'd smiled at him 1In al
honesty, this was the best run of |uck August Pierce had ever
possessed.

As he stepped off the train, his good fortune appeared to continue. Two
seni ors from Haddan--Seth Hardi ng and Robbi e Shaw, good-| ooki ng,
serious boys of the sort who woul d never associate with Gus under any
ci rcumst ances--were holding up a / sign with his name. Wen he
approached, they grabbed his duffel bag and cl apped himon his back as
t hough he were a | ongl ost brot her

Qut in the sweet country air, with all that blue sky above him and the
war bl ers chattering in every bush, Gus felt dizzy with confusion and
wi th somet hing that, had he been anyone el se, woul d have been easily
recogni zabl e as joy.

"Are you sure you've got the right guy?" Qus asked as his cohorts
| oaded his gear into a BWVidling at the curb.

"Perfect score on your aptitude tests? Editor of the school newspaper
in eighth grade at the Henley School in New York? You' re the one,"
Set h and Robbi e i nsi st ed.

Qus squeezed his long legs into the back of Seth's car even though the
i nformation they'd gathered was clearly sketchy at best, stray pieces
of his autobi ography garnered from his Haddan application, a portrait
that carefully omitted his tendency toward depressi on and rebellion and
the fact that he'd been suspended fromthe Henley School for |aziness
and insubordination. But what the hell, at worst he had a free lift to
school, and when they passed Carlin hauling her heavy suitcase down a
bri ck-paved sidewal k, he turned to gaze at her mournfully, w shing
she'd see hi macconpani ed by his unlikely conrades.

On the short ride to the school, Gus was informed that he'd been
granted the honor of residing at Chal k House, although for his part, he
could not figure out why he'd been chosen for this distinction nor
coul d he understand what was so desirabl e about the dil apidated old
house at which they arrived. On the outside, Chalk was no different
than any other dorm on canpus. A squat, boxy place, it was covered
with white clapboards, there was a wide front porch, littered with

Rol | er bl ades and hockey sticks, and around back, a latticework

ent ranceway where garbage cans were stored al ongsi de expensive nountain
bi kes. On the first floor were several gracious rooms that boasted
mahogany woodwor k and wor ki ng fireplaces, but these were al ways
bequeat he to uppercl assnmen, who had already paid their dues, freshnen
were relegated up to the attic. At the rear of the house, two private
apartments had been tacked on. 1In one lived the coach, Duck Johnson
whose snoring had been known to rattle wi ndowpanes, in the other |ived
Eric Herman, who spent nore tine in his office at the humanities

buil ding than he did in his own quarters.

Because of its proximty to the river, Chalk House was by far the
danpest building on campus. A filmof nold coated any itemleft in the
showers overnight, and in the evenings, snails left slippery trails

al ong hallways and walls. Each term brought boys who couldn't resist
clinmbing onto the roof, where they ainmed their piss directly into the
Haddan River fromatop their perilous roost. None of these boys had
ever been successful and, thankfully, none had fallen in such an
attenpt, but even the alumi association, never the chanpion of change,



had agreed that the building was structurally unsound. Last spring a
railing had finally been built along the roof. Still, the house was in
m serabl e condition, with a dreadful electrical systemthat blinked on
and off during stornms and anci ent plunbing that grunbled and cl ogged.
In the rafters, on the far side of the danp piaster walls, there lived
generation after generation of ill-tenpered raccoons who squabbl ed and
paced at night, so that bickering and snarling drifted into the dreans
of the freshnen in the attic, and not a single one of these boys ever
had a good night's sleep until their first termwas over and done.

Yet no one would dare to suggest that this venerabl e house be torn
down, and nost people envied its residents. There were runors that
students could buy their way in, and suggestions that the odds of being
chosen for Chalk were greatly increased if one's father or cousin had
been a hoarder. |ndeed, there were distinct advantages for Chal k House
residents. At all other houses, students had to vacuum fl oors and

cl ean bat hrooms, but at Chalk a maid was enpl oyed by a group of alumi,
she cane in every Wednesday to sort laundry and on Thursdays she made
up the beds with fresh linens. Chalk boys were the first to register
for courses and because the house had its own parking area, seniors
were allowed to have cars on canpus.

Such entitlenent had clearly paid off. For nore than a hundred years,
boys at Chal k had graduated at the top of the class, guided into a
worl d of privilege with the help of those who had gone before them
There were Chal k alumi on nost coll ege admi ssion conmittees and out in
the world nmore alumi were eager to hire a brother who'd lived in the
ol d house beside the river, that falling-down pile of wood and bricks
where the wind rattled down the chimhey and the swans al ways put up a
good fight when chased off the porch.

The students who had not been chosen for Chal k, those boys who lived in
Oto House or Sharpe Hail, felt a sort of bitterness fromtheir very
first day on campus, as if already, before anyone had seen their faces
or knew their names, they had been judged | acking, fated to belong to a
| ower echel on where they woul d al ways be second best, chosen |ast for
teans, never dating the prettiest girls fromSt. Anne's or daring to
hope for a kiss under the weepi ng beeches. But these petty jeal ousies
arose later on in the term during the first weeks of school there was
a sense of good fellowship as everyone settled in. The trees were

still green and evenings were warm the last of the crickets called in
t he neadows, a constant song nost people found conforting, for it

rem nded themthat there was still a world beyond the confines of
Haddan.

Sone people fit in easily at the school, but each year there were bound
to be those unable to accommodate or conform whether they were sullen
or frightened or shy. In a place where teamwork and good cheer were
highly regarded, loners were easily identified, and Carlin Leander was
clearly anong them Al though she was pretty and had qui ckly proven
herself a worthy nmenber of the swimteam she was noody and spent too
much tinme on her own to be one of the crowmd. As soon as practice
ended, she took off by herself, |ike one of those bobcats people said
roamed the woods, a breed too high-strung and suspicious to be anong
its own Kkind.

Such was the case with npst unhappy students, they avoi ded even one
another, so intent on their own unhappiness they failed to notice the
other lost souls around them These students often found their way to
the pharmacy on Main Street. They cut classes and sat at the counter



in the afternoons, ordering cups of coffee, trying to work up the nerve
to buy cigarettes. They clearly had no idea that Pete Byers, the
pharmaci st, had never sold tobacco to a minor in his life. Anyone

| ooking for that sort of thing would have far better luck at the
mni-mart, where Teddy Hunphrey woul d sell just about anything to a kid
from Haddan, damm them but not their nmoney as far as he was concer ned.
Have a good fake ID in hand and it was not Teddy's job to wonder why,
but sinmply to sell a six-pack of Sanmuel Adans beer or Pete's Wcked Al e
to any custoner who waited in |line.

Most people in town paid no attention to the Haddan students.

There were new ones each year, and although every freshman cl ass
brought an aura of high hopes and even higher energy, they' d be gone in
four years, the blink of an eye really, when sorted into the history of
a town |like Haddan. 1In this village nost people stayed put, the
farthest a resident night nove was to a house around the corner when
they married or, eventually and sadly, perhaps down to the rest hone
over on Riverview Avenue.

Every Septenber, when the new students settled in, they canme to buy
boots at Hi ngram s Shoe Shop, then went about setting up a bank account
at 5&10 Cent Bank where pretty Kelly Avon, who was al ways so hel pf ul
had' |earned to keep a straight face whenever sone fourteen-year-old
wanted to deposit a check for several thousand dollars. Nikki
Hurmphrey, who'd stayed married to Teddy fromthe nmini-mart for far too
| ong, never took it personally when groups of Haddan girls cone
sashaying into Selena's, ordering |attes and bl ueberry scones,
expecting quick service, as if N kki were nothing nore than an

aut omat on or a household servant. Before long these girls would be
gone and

Ni kki would still be in Haddan, putting all the noney spent on lattes
and scones to good use by renodeling the kitchen of the cute little
house she'd bought on Bridal Weath Lane after her divorce.

Sone | ocal people actually | ooked forward to Septenber, they enjoyed
witnessing all that youth spilling onto their sidewal ks and into their
stores. Lois Jereny, fromthe garden club, often sat out on her gabl ed
porch facing Main Street on Friday afternoons just to watch for those
Haddan School boys and girls. It brought tears to her eyes to think of
t he expectations she'd had for her own son, AJ, and for a nmonent or two
she ignored her perennial border, which she always covered with marsh
grass rather than store-bought nulch to protect the bulbs fromearly
frosts.

"Aren't they adorable?" Lois would call to her best friend, Charlotte
Evans, who lived right next door and who'd had quite a year herself,
what with Japanese beetl es destroying half her garden and her youngest
daught er goi ng through that nasty divorce fromthat nice psychol ogi st,
Phi|l Endicott, who no one woul d have ever expected to be the sort of

i ndividual to have a girlfriend on the side.

"They couldn't be cuter."” Charlotte had been deacheading her lilies
and pulling danp | eaves from between the twi sted canes. She | eaned on
her rake to take a closer |ook at the Haddan boys in their khaki pants
as they headed into town, and all those lovely, young girls trailing
after them The girls rem nded her of her own daughter Melissa, the
one who was crying all the time and taking Prozac and every ot her

ant i depressant she coul d get her hands on



"I"d guess they're having the time of their lives." Lois Jereny's |lips
trenbl ed as she watched. Two girls had begun to skip, showing off for
the boys, their long hair swung out behind them and they giggled, but
their childish gait could hardly belie their womanly | egs.

"Ch, 1'd say so," Charlotte agreed, feeling slightly dizzy herself,
perhaps fromall the raking she'd done or fromthinking too much about
Melissa's divorce

"Isn't it lovely to see people who are happy?"

O course Ms. Jereny and Ms. Evans could not be expected to guess
how many girls at St. Anne's cried thenselves to sleep

Unhappi ness seened to doubl e when trapped beneath one roof. Mbod

swi ngs were conmon, behavior marked by hal f-truths and secrets. One
tall, dark girl named Peggy Anthony refused all solid food, choosing
instead to drink only mlk, supplenented by the candy bars she hid in a
sui tcase stored under her bed. There was a senior named Heidi Lansing
who was so nervous about coll ege applications she had pulled out half
the hair on her head before she'd even begun to wite her essays, and a
sophonore naned Maureen Brown who it black candl es on her w ndowsi l
before bed and so al arnmed her roonmmates with the wi cked conversations
she held in her sleep that these anxious girls had taken to spendi ng
nights in the bathroom unrolling sleeping bags on the tile floor, so

t hat anyone wanting to take a shower or use the toilet was forced to
step over their slunbering fornmns.

Carlin Leander did not cry herself to sleep or starve herself, yet
unhappi ness coursed through her, even when she plunged into the cold
water of the pool. |In fact, she hadn't nuch to conpl ain about, she'd
been granted a large airy roomon the third fl oor and roonmat es who
were perfectly pleasant. It was not these girls' fault that they had
nmore than Carlin, nore noney,
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nore cl othes, nore experience. Both Army Elliot and Pie Hobson had
filled their closets with boots and wool jackets and dresses so
expensi ve a single one cost nore than Carlin had spent on her yearly
war dr obe, nmost of it bought at seconthand stores and at the Sunshine
Fl ea Market, where it was possible to buy five T-shirts for a dollar
never mnd the fraying seans or the noth holes.

Lest her roommates take her up as a charity case, Carlin el aborated on
the story she'd come up with on the train, the only offspring of a
father and nother who traveled the world, she'd far nore inportant
things to worry about than clothes. Unlike her roommates, she hadn't
the chance to covet or hoard. She and her famly weren't the sort of
peopl e who'd had tinme to gather personal effects or put down roots.
They were better than that, her story inplied, superior in some deep
and noral way. So far, no one had chall enged her story, and why shoul d
they doubt her? Truth had very little to do with a girl's inage at St
Anne's, here, an individual was whoever she clainmed to be. Those who
had never been kissed professed to be sexually wild, and those who'd
been t hrough nore boys than they cared to renenber insisted they would
remain virgins until their wedding day. Ildentity was a nutabl e thing,



a cloak taken on and off, depending on circumstance or phases of the
noon.

Carlin's only bad nonents had come with the swmteam and that was
because she'd been foolish enough to | et down her guard. |[|f she'd been
t hi nki ng strai ght she woul d never have trusted Christine Percy, the
seni or who had informed her that all girls on the teamwere required to
shave their private parts. Afterward, they had all teased Carlin,
along with Ivy Cooper, the other new girl, for being so gullible. There
wer e jokes about how chilly Carlin and Ivy would now be. Everyone had
been t hrough the same hazing, losing a little hair and a little pride
was believed to strengthen team bonds. After this initiation, a girl
was wel coned as a true teammate, at a celebration with some contraband
wi ne, bought at the mini-mart with Christine's fake ID. Car]in,
however, becane even nore withdrawn, it didn't take | ong before the
other girls learned to | eave her al one.

Each night, Carlin waited for the hour when she could flee from St.
Anne's. After curfew, she lay unnmoving in her bed, until at last her
roommat es' breathing shifted into deep, even rhythms, only then was she
ready to make her escape out her window, in spite of the thorny vines
that coiled up the fire ladder and left traces of blood on her fingers
as she clinbed to the ground. In an instant she felt free, let |oose
into the sweet, inky Massachusetts night, away fromthe steam heat and
close quarters of St. Anne's. At first, she only stayed out |ong
enough to have a quick cigarette beside the old rosebushes, daming the
spi ked vines as she pricked herself accidentally, then sucked the bl ood
fromher fingers. But after a while she dared to go farther, walking
down to the river.

One night, when there was no nmoon and the sky was perfectly black, the
need to stray took hold. A ribbon of mst had settled onto the

hori zon, then flattened out to wind through the shrubbery. 1In the
snooth still air, the edges of things nelted, disappearing into the
deep night, so that an elmtree m ght suddenly appear in the path, a
wood duck m ght unexpectedly arise fromthe awn. Although Carlin's
shoes sank into the nud, she was careful to stay in the shadows to
ensure that no one would catch her out after curfew

The air was surprisingly chilly, at least to soneone with thin Florida
bl ood, and al though Carlin was wearing a fleecy jacket,

on permanent | oan from her roommate Pie, she still shivered. 1In the
dark, she couldn't tell east fromwest, and once she reached the edge
of campus, she thought it best to follow the river. The evening had
been | eaden, with gray skies and the threat of rain, but now, as Carlin
crossed a playing field and found her way into a meadow, the clouds
began to clear, allowing a few pale stars to shine in the sky. She
passed beneath an ol d orchard, where deer often congregated at this
time of year. Burrs hidden in the tall grass clung to her clothes,
field mce, always so bold in the hallways of St. Anne's after

m dni ght, scurried away at her approach. For nore than a hundred
years, Haddan students had been followi ng this sane route, venturing
beyond the riverbanks and the meadows in search of a place where rules
could be broken. A passageway |eading to the old cenmetery had been cut
t hrough the branmbles and witch hazel. Rabbits had often used this
trail as well, and the inpression of their tracks--two small paw prints
cl ose together, then the |l arger back feet swng out to land in
front--had beaten down a clear path in the grass.



The first citizens to be buried in the Haddan School cenetery were four
boys who gave their lives in the Cvil War, and every war since has
added to their nunber. Faculty menbers who preferred this spot to the
churchyard in town could also be interred within these gates, although
no one had asked for this privilege for nore than twenty years, not
since Dr. Howe had passed on at the age of ninety-seven, too stubborn
to give in to death until he'd neared the century mark. This
cloistered location offered the sort of privacy Carlin had been
searching for, if given a choice, she preferred keeping conpany wth
the dead rather than having to put up with the gifts of St. Anne's. At
| east those who'd passed on did not gossip and judge, nor did they w sh
to exclude anyone fromtheir ranks.

Carlin unhooked the | ock on the wought-iron gate and slipped inside.
She didn't realize she wasn't alone until the flare of a match
illumnated not only the enornobus elmin the center of the cenetery,
but the figure beneath it as well. For a monment, Carlin felt her heart
heave agai nst her chest, then she saw it was only August Pierce, that
silly boy fromthe train, sprawl ed out upon a flat, black slab of
mar bl e.

"Well, well. Look who's here." Qus was delighted to see her

Al t hough he'd been coming to the cenetery since his first night at
Haddan, he was nervous in the dark. There was sone dreadful bird in
the big elmtree that snickered and called and every tine there was a
rustling in the bushes Gus felt the urge to run. He had been ever
alert, fearing he might have to defend hinsel f against a rabid opossum
or a starving raccoon willing to do battle for the Snickers candy bar
@Qus had stored in his inner coat pocket. Wth his luck, it was npst
likely a skunk lying in wait, ready to douse himin a vile cloud of
scent. Expecting all of these dreadful things and finding Carlin
Leander instead was nore than a relief. It was bliss.

"Automati c suspension if we're caught snoking,"
i nhal ed on their cigarettes.

he i nforned her as they

"I don't get caught.” Carlin had cone to perch on the marker of

Host eous Moore, the second headmaster of the Haddan School, who had
insisted on swmring in the river every single norning, despite rain,
sleet, or snow, only to die of pneunonia in his forty-fourth year. He
had been a snoker, too, preferring a pipe, which he took daily, right
before his swm

Qus grinned, inpressed by Carlin's bravado. He hadn't the |least bit of
courage, but it was a trait he greatly admired in others. He stubbed
his cigarette out in the dirt beneath a hedge of Celestial roses.

| mredi ately, he lit another

" Chai n- snpoker," he confessed.

"Bad habit."

Carlin pulled her pale hair away fromher face as she studied him In
the starlight, she | ooked silvery and so beautiful, Gus had to force
hinsel f to | ook away.

"I"lIl bet it's not the only bad habit you've got," Carlin guessed.

Gus | aughed and stretched out on the black marble slab. Eternus Lux



was engraved beneath Dr. Howe's nane. FEternal light.
"How right you are." He paused to blow a perfect snoke ring.
"But unlike you, | always get caught."

Carlin would have suspected as nuch. He was so vulnerable, with his
wi de, foolish smle, the sort of boy who would chop off his foot in
order to escape froma steel trap, too intent on his own agony to
notice that the key had been there beside himall along.

He was doi ng his best to appear casual about their chance neeting, but
Carlin could practically see his heart beating beneath his heavy bl ack
coat. He was such a nervous weck it was actually quite sweet. Dear
Qus Pierce, ever cursed and denied, would make a true and faithful
friend, that nmuch was evident, and Carlin could use an ally However
strange, however unlikely, Gus was the first person she'd truly felt
confortable with since her arrival in Massachusetts. For his part, by
the tine they wal ked back along the river, August Pierce would have
died for Carlin had he been asked to do so. Indeed, she had read him
correctly, in return for a single act of kindness, he would remain
forever | oyal

Carlin's roommates and the rest of the girls in St. Anne's could not
fathomthe friendship, nor understand why Carlin soon spent so nuch
time in GQus's room at Chal k House, where she | ounged on his bed, head
resting in the crook of his back, as she read from her Ancient
Cvilizations text for her class with M. Herman or nade sketches for
Begi nning Drawing with Mss Vining. The other girls shook their heads
and wondered if Carlin had any sense at all. The boys they wanted were
the ones they couldn't have, the seniors at Chal k, for instance, such
as Harry MKenna, who was so good-| ooki ng and snooth he coul d cause
someone to grow weak in the knees by bestow ng one of his fanbus sniles
on a sweet, unsuspecting girl, or Robbie Shaw, who'd gone through so
many coeds during his first year at Haddan he was ni cknaned

Robo- Robbi e, for his inhuman stanmi na and | ack of enotion

That the girls at St. Anne's had no understandi ng of what shoul d be
val ued and what was best cast away did not surprise Carlin in the

| east. She could well inmagine what they might do if they ever got hold
of the true details of her |ife before Haddan

Wul dn't they love to know that her supper often consisted of

sandwi ches made of white bread and butter? Wuldn't they be anused to
di scover she used liquid detergent to wash her hair because it was
cheaper than shanmpoo, and that her lipsticks had all been sw ped from
t he makeup counter at Kmart? The girls at St. Anne's would have

gl eeful l y gossi ped for days had they known, so why should Carlin be

i nfluenced by their remarks? She chose to ignore Any's nasty conments
when Gus left notes in their shared | ocker or sent e-mails, she did not
flinch when the house phone rang and Peggy Anthony or Chris Percy
shouted up to tell her that her devoted slave was calling, yet again,
and could she please tell himnot to tie up the phone.

Carlin particularly | ooked forward to the nessages Gus nanaged to sneak
to her during swmpractice. How he got past the matron was sinply a
nmystery, but sonehow he achi eved what npost boys at Haddan only dreaned
about, total access to the girls' gym He knew any nunber of
worthwhile tricks and had inscribed a nasty nessage w th rubbing

al cohol on Any's mirror that appeared one day when the air was



especially danmp. He could unlock the door to the cafeteria after

m dni ght with a skel eton key and, once inside, manage to pry open the
freezer and treat hinself and Carlin to free Popsicles and ice cream
bars. He could pay Teddy Hunphrey at the mni-mart for a pack of
cigarettes, yet walk out the door with the coins still in the pal mof
his hand. But the npst amazing and astounding feat of all was that Cus
Pierce could make Carlin |augh

"I don't get it," Any Elliot had said when GQus's rude remarks surfaced
on her mrror.

"Does he think this is the way to get people to Iike hinP"
"My roonmates don't get you," Carlin told Gus as they wal ked al ong the
river on their way to the cemetery, wondering if he'd have a reaction
and not surprised to find he didn't care.

"Few do," Qus admtted

This was especially true in regard to the residents of Chal k House.
Chal k was said to be a brotherhood, but as is the case in sone bl ood
famlies, GQus's brothers did not appreciate him After a week they
were eager to be rid of him Ten days nore and they downri ght despised
him As often happens in such close quarters, CGus's peers did not hold
back their distaste, before long, the attic began to stink with their
sentiments as they left gifts that announced their disdain, old egg

sal ad sandw ches, decaying fruit, piles of unwashed socks.

This year there were three freshnmen in the attic, David Linden, whose
great - grandf at her had been governor of the Commonweal t h, Nat hani el G bb
fromChio, the winner of a tri state science fair, and Cus, m stake of
m st akes, whose presence testified to the fact that although an
individual's statistics mght |ook fine on paper, in the flesh they
could spell disaster. As for CGus, he had cone to Haddan with no
appreci ation for the human race and no expectations of his fellow nan.
He was fully ready to confront contenpt, he'd been bel eaguered and

i nsulted often enough to have learned to ignore anything with a

heart beat .

Still, every once in a while he made an exception, as he did with
Carlin Leander. He appreciated everything about Carlin and lived for
t he hour when they left their books and sneaked off to the graveyard.
Not even the crow nesting in the elmtree could dissuade himfromhis
m ssion, for when he was beside Carlin, Gus acquired a strange
optimsm in the light of her radiance the rest of the world began to
shine. For a brief tinme, bad faith and human weakness coul d be
forgotten or, at the very least, tenporarily ignored. Wen it cane
time to go back to their roons, Gus followed on the path, holding on to
each monent, trying his best to stretch out time. Standing in the
shadows of the rose arbor in order to watch Carlin clinmb back up the
fire escape at St. Anne's, his heart ached. He could tell he was
going to be devastated, and yet he was already powerless. Carlin

al ways turned and waved before she stepped through her w ndow and Gus
Pi erce al ways waved back, like a conmon fool, an idiot of a boy who
woul d have done anything to please her.

Fromthe day he'd arrived in the attic, unpacking at breakneck speed,

if that's what anyone could call tossing bel ongi ngs haphazardly into a
pile in the closet, Gus had known his arrival at Haddan was a m st ake.
One afternoon, Harry McKenna had knocked on his door to announce there



was to be a house neeting that evening, coolly suggesting that Gus had
better be there on tine. GGus, who didn't appreciate the superior tone
of the ol der boy any nore than he was inspired to take orders,
instantly resolved to dodge what was bound to be a boring evening, one
he'd just as soon avoid.

Instead, he had net Carlin in the cemetery and together they watched
Oion rise into the eastern sky, high above a line of poplars and
maples. It was a beautiful night, and poor Gus sensed something that
felt like hope rise within him not that the euphoria had l|asted |ong.
@us hadn't understood that what he'd been offered by Harry McKenna was
not an invitation, but a mandate. This he realized only upon his
return to his room He'd gotten through the front door of Chal k House
unnoticed, nearly two hours past curfew, and had safely nade his way up
the stairs, but as soon as he reached the attic he knew sonet hi ng was
am ss. The door to his roomwas ajar, and even if he hadn't renenbered
closing it when he left, the house was nuch too quiet, even for such a
| ate hour.

Soneone wanted to ensure that he learn his | esson and the | esson was
extremely sinple, Certain invitations best not be ignored.

In his room bedding and cl othes had been heaped together, then
urinated upon. Lightbul bs had been renmoved fromhis |anp to be broken
and sprinkled on his wi ndow | edge, where the glass glittered prettily,
i ke a handful of dianonds displayed on the peeling wod sash. GCus
stretched hinself out on his mattress with a bitter taste rising in his
throat and lit a cigarette in spite of the no-snoking ordi nance, and
wat ched the snoke spiral upward, toward the cracks in the ceiling. In
hi s experience, this was what happened, an individual paid dearly for
all that was sweet.

Spend the evening with a beautiful girl, walk through the woods on a
cool, pleasant night, lie peacefully on another man's grave to watch
the three brilliant stars of Oion, and soon enough a nmessage woul d
arrive to rem nd you of what you were up agai nst.

Gus rolled onto his stonmach and stubbed his cigarette out on the floor
beneath his bed. Red sparks rose up in a streamthat made his eyes
tear, but he didn't care, fire was the | east of his problems. He was
so thin that his bones pressed into the springs of his mattress.

Al t hough he was tired, he knew he woul dn't be able to sleep, not

toni ght and probably not on any other night. |[|f someone were to weigh
t he beauty of noonlight against the depth of human cruelty, which would
wi n? Moonlight could not be held in the pal mof one's hand, but
cruelty could cut deep. Who could begin to describe the col or of
nmoonl i ght once it had been replaced by the clear light of day? Who
could say it had even existed, if it had ever been anything nore than a
dr ean?

After @Qus had swept up the broken gl ass and washed his laundry in the
bat ht ub, he went to check hinmself into the infirmary H s headache and
nausea were real, as was his el evated tenperature.

Frankly, there weren't many at Haddan who missed him H's teachers
were relieved by his absence, he was a difficult student, disruptive
and chal | engi ng one nonment, bored and withdrawn the next. Carlin was
the only one who worried about him and she | ooked for himin vain,
searching the cenetery and the dining hall. Wen she finally tracked
hi m down, the school nurse, Dorothy Jackson, informed her there were no



visiting hours at the infirmary. And so, Carlin did not see CGus for

ei ght days, not until he was up in his own bed, his coat wapped around
himlike a blanket. In the dimlight he stared at the ceiling. He had
just punched a hole through the old horsehair plaster, the act of
someone with no recourse other than shortsighted destruction. There
were bits of plaster dusting the floor and the mattress. Wen she
found him Carlin threw herself down beside himon the bed to exani ne
the results of his anger. It was possible to view the clouds through
the hole in the eaves, a square of blue sky peeked at them from between
the rotted shingles.

"You're insane," Carlin told CGus.

But in fact, his actions had just cause. Upon his return, he'd
stunbl ed over the gift his brothers had left for himwhile he'd been in
the infirmary. A bloody rabbit's foot, so fresh it was warmto the
touch, had been deposited on his desk. (@us had picked it up gingerly,
wrapped it in tissue, and placed this dreadful talisman into the
garbage. And that was how he'd becone a desperate individual, a boy
who punched hol es through plaster, brought |ow by injustice and

shane.

"Did you think I was normal ?" he asked Carlin. During his stay at the
infirmary, he hadn't once changed his clothes. H's T-shirt was filthy

and his hair was unconbed. He'd often |ocked hinmself in the infirmary

bat hroom where he snoked so nmany cigarettes there was still a film of

ni cotine on his skin and the whites of his eyes had a yell ow cast.

"I didn't nean insane in a negative way," Carlin recanted.

"I see." @us's nmouth curled into a smle despite his despair.

Carlin could do that to him cheer himeven in the depths of his
m sery.

"You meant insane in a positive way."

Carlin propped her feet up against the wall, her |ong body stretched
out against Gus's even |onger one. She held her hand up to the
sunshine stream ng in through the ceiling, conpletely unaware that her
conpl exi on had turned golden in the light.

"What will you do when it snows?" she asked.
Qus turned his head to the wall. |npossible, inpossible, he was about
to cry.

Carlin | eaned up on one el bow to study him She gave off the scent of
chlorine and jasni ne soap

"Did | say sonething wong?"

@Qus shook his head, there was a catch in his throat and the sound he
emtted resenbled the call of that dreadful crowin the cenetery, a
wail so dispirited and broken it could barely begin to rise. Carlin
lay flat on the bed, the beat of her heart quickening as she waited for
himto stop crying.

"I"ll be gone by the tine it snows," CGus said.



"No you won't be. Don't be ridiculous, you big baby." Carlin wapped
her arms around hi mand rocked himback and forth, then tickled him
knowi ng it woul d make hi m | augh

"What would | do w thout you?"

This was exactly why Carlin had never wanted to be close to anyone.
When she was younger, she'd never even asked for a dog, and was
temperamental ly unfit to own a pet. It was so easy to be drawn in, to
care and to confort, before you knewit, you' d find yourself
responsi bl e for sone defensel ess creature.

"Was sonebody nmean to you ?" Carlin threw herself on top of Cus.
"Tell me everything and 1'll nmake thempay. 1'Il defend you."

Gus rolled over to hide his face. There was a limt to how nuch
hum liation even he coul d take.

Carlin sat up, her back shoved against the wall, her shoul der bl ades in
t he shape of an angel's w ngs.

"I"'mright. Sonebody is being nean to you."

Down in the cellar, where tadpoles hatched in the trickle of
groundwat er that always seeped through the concrete no matter how often
repairs were nade, Harry MKenna and Robbi e Shaw had drawn two orange
crates close to the air vent. Both boys were good-I|ooking, fair and
rawboned, but Harry MKenna possessed a truly extraordinary face. H s
straw col ored hair had been clipped close to his skull, a style that
showed of f his outstanding features. G rls swooned when they saw him
and it was said that no one could deny himonce he turned on the charm
Sitting in the basenment of Chal k House, however, he was not at al

pl eased, and his irritation showed. Hi s beautiful muth was tw sted
into a scow and he snapped his fingers repeatedly, as if that sinple
action could erase what he heard through the vent, a flattened piece of
netal that ran fromthe rear of the closets in the attic roons down to
this cellar. Through the vent it was possible to hear nearly every
word that was said up above. Even whispers resonated through the tube,
a cough or a kiss could be caught and sliced apart for purposes of

exam nation or entertainment. The ol der Chal k boys always listened in
on the new residents, and for this practice they made no apol ogi es. How
better to know exactly who was to be relied upon and who needed to be
taught a lesson still?

Pierce was proving hinmself to be a washout at this very nmoment, pouring
out his heart to sonme girl, bellyaching like a loser. Harry and Robbie
had been eavesdropping for quite sone tine, hunched over until Harry's
long legs were riddled with cranps. Now he stood to stretch his back
Usual ly, he liked the benefits of his height, both with girls and on
the playing field. He liked any advantage he could get and this was to
be the year of his advantage. He was the senior in charge of Chal k
House, and as such retai ned the honor of residing in what was once Dr.
Howe's of fice, before the new adm nistration building was built. The
room s focal point was its handsonme oak fireplace, tiny serrations had
been carved into the side of the mantel, marks that were said to
represent every wonan Dr. Howe had slept with, and if the fireplace
notches were to be believed, there had been quite a crowd.

Harry appreciated Dr. Howe's room just as he valued all his nmany



privileges. He was a boy who was grateful and greedy in equal neasure.
Certainly, he wasn't about to have some nitwit |ike August Pierce cone
inand ruin things. It was a cruel, cold world, wasn't it? A universe
spi nni ng through the dark, w thout any pl edges or guarantees. A person
had to take what he wanted or be left behind, flattened by
circunmstance. Nowhere was this nore true than in the gentle
Massachusetts countryside, where the weather continually proved that
nost circunstances couldn't be controlled. Chalk boys were certainly
wel | aware of the weckage that could be nmade of a life, an unfortunate
observation made in the very first year, for these were the boys who

had suffered the worst loss in the flood so many years ago. In the
mayhem of the rising waters, the grades of every boy from Chal k House
had evaporated fromthe dean's marking book. It was a thoughtfu

fell ow from Canbri dge who di scovered this calanmty while nopping up the
dean's waterl ogged office, and he ran back to tell the others what he
had | earned before any teachers found out.

Al of their hard-earned is in biology, their B's in Latin and G eek
were gone, the letters washed away in blue pools of ink that had
stained the floorboards a terrible cobalt that refused to cone cl ean no
matter how often the nop was applied. The Chal k wondered if the river
had sin themout for tornent. Wy had this happened to themrather
than the others? Wy should their lives and careers be sacrificed? In
the face of this disaster, a suggestion was proposed, a possibility

voi ced so hunmbly no one was ever quite sure whose idea it had been
Twi st fate, that was the notion, one that was taken up i medi ately, by
each and every boy. Turn calamty into conpensation. Take what has
been deni ed you.

It was a spring night, the thirteenth of May, when the boys at Chal k
House changed their grades. The peepers were calling in a rush of danp
musi ¢ fromevery fl ooded corner of the canpus, the noon floated above
the library in a soot-black sky. The boys let thenmselves into the
dean's office, where they substituted their names for those of the
students from Gto House and Sharpe Hall, claimng grades they hadn't
earned. The task was easily done, an elenmentary act of delinquency
handi | y acconplished with a pick fromthe |ocksmth and sone India ink
a sinple bit of conjuring, but one so effective they decided to cal

t hensel ves magi ci ans, even though they had no true skills but one.

At the close of the term the boys fromthe other houses who had once
been assured an acceptance to Harvard or Yal e roamed the canpus, as
despondent as they were confused. These students wondered what had
happened to all their hours of study, for their grades had di sappeared
entirely, and fromthat day forward the termfair play was erased from
their vocabul aries. For those boys at Chal k who had thrown their | ot
inwith the Magicians' Cub, all that was demanded was full loyalty. If
any among them did not have the tenperanent for cheating, no tine was
wast ed. The ot hers dragged boys who might be the least bit unreliable
out to the meadow where the rabbits nmade their homes and they beat such
i ndi vidual s senseless. In protecting thenselves and their brothers,

t he boys | earned an inportant |esson about unity. Rules bound people

cl ose, true enough, but breaking rules bound them closer still.

Thi s phil osophy had been expl ained to Dave Linden and Nat haniel G bb
and then to Gus when he grudgingly attended the first official neeting
of the term A circle was formed in a clearing beyond the river,
although it was true that the weather had al ways been nore foe than
friend to the nenbers of the Magicians' d ub.



The thirteenth of any nonth could be depended upon to be foul, wth
hi gh snows or thunder or drenching rains. On this Septenber neeting
date, the fields were danmp and the sky had turned the shade of
gunnmetal, with fog blanketing the fields. There were only bits of
color, sone green holly in the woods, a few strands of nul berry on the
vine, a startled wild turkey that raced out fromthe underbrush in a
flash of gold and red when disturbed by the intrusion. There was a
chill in the air and the purple bloons of the flowering joe-we weed had
begun to turn indigo, always a sign of a cold and mi serable winter to
cone. The boys sat around in a junble of a ring, sone |ounging on the
grass, others sitting on an old log that was often used to concea
contraband whi skey and beer. Those who knew what was to conme and had
been through it thensel ves were goodhunored, even boisterous. But of
course they' d already conpleted their hazing, they' d experienced the
anxi ety that Dave Linden and Nathaniel G bb and even that idiot Gus

Pi erce, who was |ying prone on his back, surely must be feeling as
their induction approached.

To join, the rule was sinple. An act of mayhem nust be conmitted. Be
it lawmess or illicit, inmoral or illegal, there was to be one hateful
exploit, the single red thread that cross-stitched an individual's
fate, binding himto his brothers. Wen told what they nust now
acconpl i sh, Nathaniel G bb and Dave Linden averted their faces and
stared at the ground. Everyone knew they were hiding their tears, not
that this show of enotion would be held against them |f anything,
this meant they took the initiation seriously.

What was far nore disturbing was the |lazy manner in which Qus Pierce
bl ew smoke rings and gazed through the dark, |eafy branches overhead.

There was only one way to avoid initiation and still retain nenbership
with full privileges, and that was to perfect the trick Dr. Howe
insisted his wife execute in exchange for her freedom \Wo could bl ane
Anni e Howe for wanting to dissolve their union, considering those
notches on the fireplace and the cruel way she'd been cut off from
famly and friends? But Dr. Howe was no fool, the only way he woul d
agree to her denmands was to set forth a single inpossible task. She
could | eave anytine she wi shed to, all she need do was take one of her
favorite flowers, those icy white roses that grew beside the girls'
dormitory, and there before her husband' s eyes, she nust turn the bl oom
red.

"She killed herself instead,” the ol der boys told whoever was not
already inforned of Annie's fate.

"So we don't advise you to try it."

Instead, it was suggested to the new boys that they | ook for one of the
rabbits found in the neadows and the woods. These small, shy creatures
were easily caught with some patience and fishing net. Al that was
needed was a strong piece of wire to wap around the front foot, and a
bl oody little souvenir would allow adm ttance to the club. The best

i nduct ees, however, were considerably nore creative than this,
forsaking rabbit hunts and playing a game of one-upmanship of who coul d
execute the nost original or nost illegal act. Wo would go down in
Chal k history as the npbst daring was still atitle ready to be clained
One year a joker fromBaltinore had used a handsaw on the dean's chair
in the dining room so that when Bob Thomas sat down to his dinner, he
collapsed in a heap of splinters and beef. The previ ous autumn,

Jonat han Walters, a quiet boy from Buffal o, had dipped into the



school 's conputer files, searching out any coll ege recommendati ons t hat
weren't positive and altering critical passages to ensure that each
letter afforded a whol ehearted endorsenent. There had been a wide
range of induction activities, fromthievery to high jinks, all that
was necessary was that the deed perforned would get a fellow in serious
hot water if it was ever found out. That was the thread that bound
them together, they were all guilty of sonething.

Sone boys, it was true, used the initiation to serve their own tw sted
purposes. Three years ago Robbie Shaw clinbed up the fire escape that
led to the roomwhere Carlin now slept, it was a holiday weekend and
many of the students were gone, a situation Robbie was well aware of,
since he'd planned his mission carefully.

He told the fourteen-year-old girl he had targeted if she ever said a
word about what he'd done, he'd come back and slit her throat.

But as it turned out, there was no need for further coercion, the girl
in question transferred to a school in Rhode Island the very next week.
Robbi e was criticized for going too far with his initiation, but
privately his daring and his ability to choose his victimso well were
appl auded, for although the girl in question knew who her attacker was,
she never did tell a soul

Unfortunately, the decision to select August Pierce had not been as
wi se. Throughout the neeting, Gus kept quiet, it was inpossible to
gauge what he was feeling as he |lay spraw ed upon the danp grass.
Afterward, he wal ked away without a word, and the other boys watched
himcarefully There were those who woul d not have been surprised had
Qus Pierce gone directly to the dean to report them and still others
who woul d have predicted that he'd hightail it to the police station in
town, or nmaybe he'd sinply phone honme and beg his daddy to come and
retrieve him But in fact, Gus did none of these things. Perhaps
anot her person with his convictions would have | eft that very night,
si mply packed his bags and hitchhi ked down Route 17, but Gus was
obstinate and he always had been. And perhaps he was prideful, too,
because he thought he might just win at this gane.

GQus had lied to Carlin about his father, the elder Pierce was not a
prof essor, but rather a high school teacher, who on weekends perforned
at children's birthday parties. In spite of hinself, Gus had | earned
quite a lot on those Sunday afternoons when he sullenly ate cake in
honor of some stranger's birthday He knew that a coin digested one
nmonent cannot reappear in the pal mof your hand seconds later. A bird
pierced with an arrow cannot shake itself and then fly away. And yet,
he was well aware that certain knots could be slipped open with a
single touch and that doves fit quite nicely into jars with fal se
bottoms. He had sat at the kitchen table with his father for hours,
wat ching the sanme trick repeated, time and again, until what had once
been a clunsy attenpt was transmuted into seam ess ability. Throughout
his life, Gus had been taught that for every illusion there was a
practical explanation, and such an educati on can prove worthwhile.
After an upbringing such as this, Gus was aware of possibilities
someone el se might have overl ooked, or taken for granted, or sinply
ignored. This nmuch he knew for certain, for every |ocked trunk, there
was sure to be a key.

NEEDLES AND THREAD

IN THE MONTH OF OCTOBER



when the elns lost their | eaves and the oaks becane yellow all at once,
the mice in the tall grass beyond the river came searching for shelter
Grls at St. Anne's would often find themcurled up in dresser
drawers, or nesting in shoes left beneath the bed. Wsps, too, went

| ooking for warm h, and passersby woul d hear them buzzing in tree
stunps and fence posts. The woods were |laced with an under grow h of
brambl es that had previously been hidden by green | eaves, rain, when it
cane, fell in buckets. It was the tinme of year when people found

t hensel ves in foul noods, plagued by headaches and bad fortune. On

cl anmp nornings, electrical appliances tended to mutiny. Cars wouldn't
start, vacuum cleaners spit up dirt, coffeepots sputtered and then shut
down. In the very first week of the nmonth, there were so nmany people
lined up at Selena's for coffees-to-go in the early, chilly a.M" and
nerves were so frayed, it wasn't unusual for a fight to break out

bet ween sone ordinary resident waiting on |line and sone obnoxi ous

hot head, |ike Teddy Humphrey, whose own wi fe, N kki, had been smart
enough never to talk to himbefore he'd had his norning coffee back
when they were still married, especially in the dark days of Cctober.

One col d evening, when the swans on the river were paddling quickly to
prevent ice fromformng beneath them Betsy went to dinner with Eric
at the Haddan Inn. The evening was neant to be a special occasion, at
last, sone tine alone. They'd ordered |anb and nashed potatoes, but
hal fway t hrough the nmeal Betsy found she sinply couldn't eat, she
excused herself and stepped outside for a bit of fresh air. Al one on
the porch of the inn, she gazed at Main Street, the white houses
turning lavender in the fading light. The evening was perfect, a
nocki ngbi rd perched on a fence post and sang the nost beautiful song,
invented or stolen, it really didn't matter, the mel ody was exquisite.
Standi ng there, Betsy couldn't help but wonder if that |ong-ago
lightning stormthat had chased people over nmeadows and field had
managed to strike her even though she'd been safe at honme. Certain
enoti ons had been burned right out of her and she'd never even nm ssed
them Surely she had all the ingredients for happi ness. Wat nore
could she want than a man she coul d depend on, a steady job, a future
that was assured? Wiy was it she felt so reluctant, as though she'd
been backed into this life she'd begun to | ead by fear, not desire?

Thankfully, by the time Betsy returned to the table to order a
raspberry trifle and cappucci no, her head had cleared. This inn was
t he place where she would marry next June, these were the dishes on
whi ch her weddi ng di nner woul d be served, the glasses wi th which they
woul d toast their happiness.

"I"'mglad we're having the reception here," she told Eric as they were
| eavi ng, but she didn't sound as convinced as she m ght have.

"Not too stuffy?"

"It's very Haddan," Betsy had said, and they'd both had a | augh over
that, for the very word exuded a sense of order and predictability.
Despite its traditional style, the inn was the nicest place in town.
Roons had al ready been booked for out-of-town guests, and Eric's

nmot her, a finicky woman prey to a bad back, had asked for an extrenely
firmmattress. Betsy had visited the inn only days earlier to test the
beds, finding the perfect nodel in a second-floor room a mattress so
hard that an egg dropped upon it would surely break in two.

"I wish we could stay here tonight," Eric told Betsy as they began the



wal k back to the school

"Then let's. W can sneak out at nidnight and check in. No one will
know." Betsy ran a stick along the netal railings of Ms.

Jereny's fence until the porch Iight suddenly swi tched on. She threw
the stick away when Ms. Jereny peeked out her bay w ndow, an annoyed
expression on her thin face.

"The kids sneak out all the time. Wy shouldn't we?" By now, Betsy
had come to understand why roonms at St. Anne's with fire escapes were
so coveted, that pale girl, Carlin, was particularly adept at

navi gating the netal rungs after curfew wi thout the slightest bit of
noi se.

"We're supposed to set an exanple," Eric rem nded Betsy.

Bet sy | ooked closely to see if he was nocking her, but no, his
handsome, serious face showed only concern. He was not a man who took
his responsibilities lightly, and in fact it was a good thing that
Betsy returned that night. She came in fromdinner to find twenty
girls huddled in the dark parlor, uncertain what to do next. At St
Anne's, fuses continually blew, and no one, save for Maureen Brown with
her supply of candl es, had known what to do.

Upon her arrival, Betsy marched over to Helen Davis's quarters, where
she di scovered that rather than com ng to anyone's aid, the senior
house parent was sipping tea in a roomilluni nated by a heavy-duty
flashlight, as if the well-being of their girls was the farthest thing
from her mnd.

A few days | ater there was another incident Helen Davis chose to
ignore. Carlin Leander's roonmmate Any Elliot was bitten by a wen that
had managed to get into the house, flying above the girls' beds,
crashing into ceilings and walls. Terrible luck "was said to afflict
anyone who suffered such a bite, with worse luck to cone if the
stricken party should kill the offending bird, which was exactly what
Ay did. She smashed her Ancient History text atop the wen, instantly
crushing its skull and spine. Wthin mnutes, Ary's leg swelled up and
turned black. Her parents in New Jersey had to be phoned, painkillers
wer e di spensed, ice packs procured.

And where had Hel en Davis been while Betsy ran around |like a lunatic,
chauf feuring Amy over to the emergency roomin Hamilton and ferrying
her back ever so carefully over the rutted Haddan roads.") Hel en had
gone back to her reading, and if she heard the wen's nmate tapping
agai nst her wi ndow, she ignored it, and the sound di sappeared
conpletely as soon as she let her cat out for the night.

"Aren't we supposed to be in charge? Aren't we supposed to hel p thenP"
Bet sy conplained to Helen that very night.

"I'sn't that our job?"

It had been a trial to care for Amny, who had how ed all the way to the
hospital, terrified that the bird bite m ght cause her to | ose her |eg,
although in the end all that was needed was antibiotics and bed rest.
The eveni ng had taken the worst toll on Betsy, for upon her return to
St. Anne's she'd had to dig a grave for the battered little wen, now
buri ed beneath some juni pers.



When she cane to knock on Helen's door, her hands were nuddy and her
conpl exi on had turned blue with the cold. Perhaps Hel en Davis took
pity on the younger woman because of her wetched appearance.

"They're big girls, dear. Time for themto learn a thing or two,

woul dn't you say? Qur job is to help them grow up, not baby them

You' ve been subjected to teenagers for too long." 1In spite of Helen's
determ nati on never to be agreeable, she found she had taken a |iKking
to Betsy "Schools |ike Haddan will drain you dry if you let them and
teenagers will do the very same thing."

There did appear to be sonething in the air at Haddan that caused good
judgrment to dissolve. Betsy had noticed that several of the girls in
her care had been growi ng progressively wilder. More girls clinbed out
their wi ndows at night than stayed in their beds, and sonme were so
blatant in their disregard for rules that Betsy had insisted they clean
t he conmmon roons as a punishnent for their late hours and carel ess
ways. |In fact, there was a reason for such bad behavior, girls at St
Anne's nost often fell in love in October. Every year there was a rush
of romance fromthe first day of the nonth to the last, a tunbling
falling in love at first sight that occurred with such intensity anyone
woul d have guessed no one on earth had ever fallen in | ove before. Love
like this was contagious, it spread in the manner of neasles or flu.
Coupl es stayed out until morning, only to be discovered at the canoe
shed, wound in each other's arns, Grls stopped eating and sl eepi ng,

t hey kissed their boyfriends until their |lips were bruised, then dozed
t hrough their classes, daydream ng as they failed quizzes and exans.

Grls in love often had odd appetites, for cucunber pickles or punpkin
pi e, and some of these girls were convinced that any rash acts were
acceptable, if done in the name of |ove. Maureen Brown, for instance,
did not seem enbarrassed in the | east when Betsy found a boy from Chal k
House hidi ng beneath her unnade bed. There would al ways be girls with
such unstoppabl e cravings they turned their backs on all reason and
good intentions, forsaking everything but romance. Wy, even Helen
Davi s herself had once been easy prey for |ove. Nowadays, people at
school insisted that Mss Davis was so cold a single touch from her
hand could freeze water in a glass, but this wasn't al ways the case.
During her first year at Haddan, when she was twenty-four and the nonth
of COctober was especially fine, Helen paced the hallways every night,
until a path in the carpet had been worn fromher tread. She fell in
love with Dr. Howe in a single afternoon, |ong before he'd ever called
her by nane.

That Cct ober the nbon was orange, it shimered with |ight, and perhaps
its shine was blinding, for Hel en chose to ignore the fact that Dr.
Howe was already married. She should have known better, she should
have hel d back, but before the nmonth was done, she had agreed to neet
himin his office late at night, wthout the wisdomto guess she was
neither the first nor the last woman to do so.

Shy Hel en, who had al ways been so serious and reserved, was now
consunmed by her own |longings. Wthin this grid of passion, Dr.

Howe's wi fe was nothing nore than a wonan with red hair who worked in
the gardens, only a stunbling block in the path of Helen's own resolve
to win the man she loved. All through the winter, Helen ignored Annie
Howe, she did not raise her eyes when they passed each other on the

paths, and this was the reason Hel en was anong the last to know Annie



was expecting a child in the spring, not that such a situation could
stop Dr. Howe from straying.

Hel en paid Annie no mind at all until the day in March when the roses
were all cut down. She happened to be coning fromthe library that
afternoon, carrying half a dozen books, when she noticed Ms.

Howe crouched on the ground, a pair of shears fromthe groundskeeper's
shed in her hands. Annie had al ready been through nost of the campus,
vi nes and branches were everywhere, as though a storm had passed

t hrough, leaving only thorns and tw sted bl ack bark. Annie was a tal
worman and in pregnancy she was even nore beautiful. Her hair was the
color of fire, her skin like satin, lumnous and pale. But with the
shears in hand, she appeared dangerous, Helen stopped, frozen in place,
as Annie tore through the bare canes of the cinnanon ranblers that grew
al ongside the library Hel en was only a young and foolish girl,

wi t nessi ng sonet hing she had neither the capability nor the experience
to understand, but even she could tell that she had cone face-to-face
with real sorrow. Standing beside the weepi ng beeches, frightened for
her life, Helen gleaned, for the very first tinme, that she m ght
actually be the guilty party.

But for her part, Annie had no interest in Helen. Far too intent on

her m ssion, she saw no one at all. There was no wi nd that day, and
the aroma of cloves was powerful when Annie noved on to the scented
snowbird roses that grew beside the dining hall, destroying each vine

so thoroughly it would never flower again. She didn't seemto notice
that her hands were lacerated and torn as she noved across the quad, in
the direction of the girls' dormitory. There was the arbor Annie had
conmi ssi oned the grounds crew to build, and the Pol ar roses she had
nurtured for ten years, with no success until now. For on this raw
March day a dozen white roses had bl ooned nont hs ahead of schedul e,
each one shivering with cool silver light. Annie began to chop at the
vines, but she was careless, and before she realized what she'd done,
she had clipped off the top of her ring finger. Imrediately, blood
began to flow. Although Helen startled, Annie herself did not even cry
out, instead, she reached for one of the cut roses. Despite the thorns
she held it close, letting her blood fall onto the petals.

If Helen wasn't nistaken, Annie smled as she held the one bl oomthat
had begun to turn red.

When the swans spied their mistress there on the | awn, they cane
rushing to her, clucking with distress, pulling out their feathers.
Their racket seenmed to wake Annie from her reverie, and she gazed at
t he danage she'd done as though she were a sl eepwal ker with no idea of
how she'd nmanaged to wander so far. Her finger still bled, the bl ood
coursing nore and nore thickly. Already the rose was so saturated it
had begun to dissolve in her hands and she carefully put it back

t oget her again, petal by crinson petal. By then, Annie's ranpage was
common know edge in Haddan. The authorities were called in by one of
the faculty wves, who had run all the way to the police station, in
fear for her life. Two of the three nmen on the Haddan force were
nearing retirement, and so it fell to Wight Gey, the young
lieutenant, to hurry on down to the school

Anni e had known Wight all her life. As children they'd been to schoo
t oget her, wal ki ng the distance to Hamilton, they'd gone sw mming at
Si xth Commandnment Pond on hot, hazy days. Now when Wight politely
asked her to acconpany himto the hospital in Hamlton, Annie did as he



asked. Al these years later, Helen Davis can still renenber how
carefully Wight hel ped Annie fromthe grass, she noticed his blue eyes
and his | ook of concern as Annie insisted he wap his handkerchi ef not
around her wounded hand, as he clearly would have |iked to, but around
the stained white rose.

In less than a week's tine, Annie returned fromthe hospital, but she
didn't | ook the sane. Now she wore her hair in a single braid, the way
worren i n mourning often do. She was heavier and she noved nore slowy,
i f spoken to, she appeared puzzled, as if she had lost the ability to
under stand even the sinplest command.

Per haps this was because she had truly believed her husband woul d | et
her go if she turned a single rose red, but he'd | aughed when she

unw apped the linen handkerchi ef she'd borrowed from her old schoo
friend. In tine what was crinmson turns black, and the petals of dried
roses fade to ashes. Annie Howe m ght as well have given her husband a
handful of soot as deliver the rose she had stained with her bl ood.

As for Helen, she could no |onger pretend that Dr. Howe was hers, nor
ignore the fact that he was a father-to-be. Now when he kissed her, it
was Annie's red hair Helen thought of. When he unbuttoned her dress,
she heard the swans' cry. She went out of her way to avoid himunti
one norning, when the sky was still dark and the girls in the dormtory
were safely asleep in their beds. It was then Helen heard a tread upon
the stairs. She pulled on her robe and went to the door, guessing that
one of her charges needed hel p, but instead, she found Dr. Howe in the
hal I .

"Go back to sleep,” he told Hel en.

Hel en blinked as she stood on the threshold. Was it possible for him
to be standing there? Perhaps she had conjured himout of thin air and
m ght just as easily conjure himaway. But no, Dr.

Howe was flesh and bl ood, Hel en knew this because of the weight of his
hand on her arm

"Cl ose your door," Dr. Howe said, and because of the seriousness of
his tone and the | ateness of the hour, Helen did exactly that, |eaving
herself to wonder, forever after, what woul d have happened if she'd
di sobeyed him At the very |least, she m ght have | earned the truth.

Several hours later, two fourteen-year-old girls found Annie Howe in
the attic. Their screans woke everyone in the house and so frightened
the rabbits in the thickets that they were overtaken by an instinct to
fl ee, dashing nmadly across the green in broad daylight, only to be
scooped up by the red-tail ed hawks that perched in the beech trees in
anticipation of exactly such nonents of panic. Annie had hanged
herself with the sash fromHelen's coat, left on a hook in the corridor
near her back door. The coat, recently bought at Lord & Taylor, had
been considerably nore expensive than Helen could afford, but that
didn't dissuade her fromdepositing it in a trash barrel behind the
library that very afternoon

Because Anni e Howe had taken her own life, there was no service and no
burial in either the Haddan School cenetery or the churchyard behind
town hall. For weeks afterward, the house where she'd died snelled of
roses, even though the weather was dismal and no flowers bl ooned. The
scent was in the stairwells and in the cellar and in the corners of



every room Sone girls began to have migrai nes brought on by this
odor, some becane sick to their stomachs, still others burst into tears
at the slightest provocation, whether it be an insult or a dashed hope.
Even when the wi ndows were closed and the doors were shut, the scent
remai ned, as if roses had grown through the floorboards of the
overheated hallways. Up in the attic, the fragrance was especially
over poweri ng, and when several girls crept up to see the scene of the
crime, they fainted dead away, then had to be carried downstairs and
put to bed for a week before they regained their senses.

Only Helen Davis was resistant to the scent. When she wal ked t hrough
the dorm there was only the tang of soap, the sharpness of shoe
polish, the cloying fragrance of violet cologne. Helen buried her face
in curtains and carpets, she went to the attic and breathe in deeply,
desperate for the scent of roses, but she never did find it, not in

t hat house and not anywhere el se. Even now, when Hel en approached an
ordi nary rosebush in the village, say a Vel vet Fragrance, whose dark
crinmson buds emitted such a powerful perfune every bee in the county
had been called forth, Helen couldn't snmell a thing. She could strol
past Lois Jereny's faned da masks known for their |enony fragrance, and
breathe in nothing but cut grass and clean country air.

In nmenory of the Howes' unborn child, alittle stone |anmb was erected
in the Haddan School cenetery, and there were sone wonen in town who
still draped garlands around the statue's neck, hoping to ward off
illnesses and protect their own daughters and sons. And why shoul dn't
such charns be possible? To this day, the scent of roses in seasons
when no flowers grew continued to occur at St

Anne's, affecting only the girls who were the nost sensitive and

hi gh-strung. Any Elliot, for one, who was allergic to roses, had to be
sent to a specialist in Hamlton after nmoving into St. Anne's and was
prescribed an inhaler along with shots of cortisone. Several girls in
the attic, including Maureen Brown and Peggy Anthony, went searching
for the cause of the red rose-hive bunps that marked their arnms. They
cl eaned out bureaus and rooted through closets, but in the end they
found nothing but stray bits of twi ne and crunbs of toast |eft behind
by the m ce.

A d houses al ways have their flaws--radiators that bang, unexplai nable
odors--but they have their pluses as well. St

Anne's, for instance, was surprisingly private, the thick horsehair

pl aster walls serving to keep sound to a mininum Students could throw
a party on the first floor and the girls in the attic wouldn't hear a
thing, thanks to the insulation and the heavy oak doors. Only a few
peopl e knew that Carlin Leander often sneaked out at night, with fewer
still having any idea that Peggy Anthony rooted around in her suitcase
for chocol ate bars to gorge upon, and even fewer aware that Maureen
Brown had a series of boyfriends who secretly spent the night. It was
this level of privacy that had enabl ed Hel en Davis to keep her illness
to herself for the past two years. She suffered from congestive heart
failure, and although her doctors in Boston had done their best with
surgery schedul ed over sunmer vacation and then with the prescribed
course of nedication, Helen's condition had grown progressively worse.
Her heart, weakened by a bout of rheumatic fever in chil dhood, was not
punpi ng enough bl ood, already, her lungs were overworked, and she
coughed t hrough the night.

At last, Helen's doctors had adnmitted there was nothing nore to be



done. In light of the finality of this diagnosis, her life had
unwound, as if she herself were nothing nore than a spool of thread,
body and spirit conbined. 1In all of Haddan, the only one who knew of
her situation was Pete Byers, the pharmaci st, and they had never once
di scussed the status of her health. Pete sinmply filled Helen's
prescriptions and tal ked about the weather, all the time wearing the

t hought ful expression he always had, no matter if a custoner's ail nment
was cancer or a sinple sunburn. Al though he never said a word, Pete
had taken notice of how frail Helen had become. The last tinme she'd
cone to pick up her nedication, she'd been so exhausted Pete had cl osed
up shop and driven her back to school

Lately it had become an effort for Helen to slip on shoes or button a
bl ouse, it was too nmuch work to fill the bird feeder or set down a bow
of creamfor the cat. Last week the nost humiliating situation yet had
occurred, Hel en discovered she could not lift her book bag after class,
she sinply could not manage its weight. She'd remained at her desk,

wat chi ng mournfully as the room began to clear, cursing the weckage of
her weak heart. She watched with envy as boys and girls haul ed heavy
backpacks over their shoul ders, as though toting nothing nore than
feathers or straw

How coul d they ever imagine what it might be like to have every object
suddenly turn to stone? Put a stone in the palmof a boy's hand and
he'd nerely toss it across the river. Gve a girl a stone and she'd
crush it beneath the heel of her shoe, then string the shards to wear
around her neck, as though she possessed dianonds or pearls. But to
Hel en stone was that and nothing nore, every book on her desk, every
pencil and pen, the clouds, the sky, her very own bones, all of it
turned to stone.

Bet sy Chase mi ght have been anong those who had never guessed anyt hi ng
was wong if Helen hadn't invited her in for a cup of tea.

It was an invitation offered on inpulse, a msguided attenpt at
civility that was bound to backfire, as it soon was to do. Witing in
the Iiving room Betsy heard the kettle whistling unattended and, when
M ss Davis failed to respond, she grew concerned. She went to the

ki tchen, where she discovered Helen at the table, unable to rise from
her chair. The roomitself was a disaster, with stacks of newspapers
on the fl oor and unwashed dishes in the sink. In spite of the daily
presence of Mss Davis's cat, the mice had all but taken over, they ran
t hrough cupboards and pantries alike, as fearless as wolves. The
refrigerator was all but enpty, for quite sonme time Mss Davis had been

eating nothing nore than bread and butter. In point of fact, after
she'd invited Betsy in and put up the water, she had realized she was
out of tea as well. It served her right for being so foolish as to

t hi nk she m ght have a guest, conpany, as anyone wi th sense could tel
you, always caused trouble.

"There's nothing wong," Helen said when she saw the worry on Betsy's
face. It was pity that showed there, absolutely the | ast thing Helen
needed.

Betsy went to turn off the kettle, and as she did she thought of Carlin
Leander, the pretty scholarship girl who wore the same cl othes nearly
every day and never went out on weekends with the rest of the crowd.

"I think you need sone hel p around here and | know soneone who'd be
perfect. She needs the nbney, you need a strong pair of hands."



"There's nothing | want less than help."” Helen felt dizzy, but with
effort she managed to sound alnost as ill-tenmpered as usual

This time around, however, she certainly wasn't scaring Betsy, who had
begun to search the cupboards, at last finding something worthwhile, a
jar of freeze-dried coffee.

Al t hough the coffee Betsy fixed was awful, Helen did feel sonmewhat
revitalized after a taste. |If asked, she could probably walk to the
hi story department and back right now. She could lift her dammed book
bag right over her head, couldn't she? In fact, she was feeling so
much better she didn't notice Betsy sniffing around the pantry.

"Where are the roses?" Betsy asked.
"They're definitely here sonewhere.”

"There are no roses."” As usual, the scent had el uded her. Helen no
| onger imagi ned she woul d ever he able to experience that which had
al ways passed her by, any nore than she expected to be granted
forgiveness for her youthful m stakes.

"I't's nothing. Sone air freshener. An old sachet."

As she spoke, Hel en renenbered that Annie Howe had been known for a
particul ar reci pe, rose angel cake, baked only on special occasions,
Easter, for instance, or to celebrate a student's birthday Fresh
vanill a beans and rose petals were added just he fore the tins went
into the oven, and maybe that was why students all over canpus were
drawn to Annie's kitchen, with the nore forward anmong them knocki ng at
her back door to beg for a taste. These days, nobody baked anynore,

| et al one added roses and vanilla to the batter. People were perfectly
satisfied with store-bought desserts and quick divorces and watery
instant coffee. Perhaps Helen had lived too long, certainly there were
days when it felt that way. So much had changed, she wasn't the sane
person anynore as the girl who'd cone to Haddan, that foolish child who
t hought she knew so nmuch. She used to work all night |long, she used to
wait up for the sunrise. Now she was lucky if she was able to wal k
fromher kitchen to her bedroom wi thout her legs giving out. She was
too weak to go to the nmarket, and could no |onger carry her groceries
hone. Lately there had been ni ghts when she found herself w shing for
conpany or a hand to hold.

"Fine, if you insist," Helen Davis said.
"Send the girl."
HARRY MCKENNA DECI DED HE WANTED CARLI N

as soon as he spied her in the doorway to the library one rainy
afternoon. In the | ow branches of a weepi ng beech, there sat a pair of
phoebes, birds who mate for life and sing an uncomonly tender song.
Most birds hide in the rain, but not these phoebes, and the girl wth
the green eyes was pointing themout to Gus Pierce, who had sonehow
managed to be lucky enough to be there beside her at the nonment when
Harry first saw her.

Carlin was |aughi ng, unaware of the rain, her hair was danp and
silvery. Harry knew right then that he had to have her, never doubting



for a noment that |ike everything el se he had ever wanted, she'd be his
before long. He began to attend swimneets, watching fromthe

bl eachers, appl auding her efforts with such vigor that before I ong
everyone on the team was whi spering about Carlin's not-so-secret
admrer. 1In the dining hall, he watched froma nearby table, his

i nterest so apparent and scorching that girls all around himwilted
fromthe heat.

"You'd better watch out," GQus Pierce said to Carlin when he observed

Harry MKenna.
"He's a nonster."

But of course, as soon as she heard that remark, Carlin did what any
sensible girl mght have done and | ooked for herself. She expected to
find some leering creature, but instead she caught sight of the npst
beautiful boy she'd ever seen. Yes, she'd been aware that soneone had
been rooting for her at swimneets, and she'd known that sonmeone had
been foll owi ng her, and she'd surely heard Anmy and Pi e gossi pi ng about
her Harry, how gorgeous he was, how unattainable. But Carlin had had
her share of admirers and she hadn't paid the slightest bit of
attention to this one, until now She smiled at Harry MKenna for an
instant, but that one | ook was enough to assure himthat with the right
amount of patience and fortitude he would get what he want ed.

Harry had al ways been well versed in seduction, he had a gift for such
t hi ngs, as though he'd been born with conplinents tunbling fromhis
mout h. Already, he'd been through the prettiest of the senior and
junior girls. There were girls whose lives he had nmined, and those who
persisted in calling himlong after his disinterest was evident, and
still others who waited steadfastly for himto return and be true. He
was bored by such girls and primed for a challenge, and it amused him
to wait for Carlin outside the gym

Wien she came out with her teamuates, there he'd be, so obvious in his
intentions that the other girls would el bow one anot her and trade
jealous remarks. Before long, Carlin had begun to wal k back to St
Anne's with him They hel d hands before they | ooked into each other's
eyes, they kissed before they spoke. It should not have brought Carlin
pl easure to know how the other girls at St

Anne's envied her, and yet it did exactly that. Her skin flushed
prettily whenever she felt their resentful eyes upon her. [1f anything,
she had becone even nore beautiful. |In the dark she was |um nous, as

t hough she'd been ignited by the other girls' spite and | ust.

O course, she told Harry nothing of her real background, he had no

i dea that she hadn't the noney for a cup of coffee at Selena's, had
barely enough for books, and that her wardrobe was sorely |acking. She
had no decent socks, no winter clothes, no boots. She'd been forced to
take M ss Chase's suggestion and had begun to work for Mss Hel en
Davis, twenty hours a week of shopping, cleaning, and running errands.
As for Mss Davis, she found that having Carlin around was not as
dreadful as she'd inmagined it mght be. This particular girl was quiet
and qui ck.

Unl i ke nost of the spoiled students at Haddan, she knew how to use a
mop and a broom Carlin had begun to fix Mss Davis's supper, nothing
fancy, a broiled chicken breast perhaps, prepared with | enon and

parsl ey, served with a baked potato. There was a cache of old



cookbooks in the cabinets, never used, and she began to experinment wth
desserts, preparing grape-nut puddi ng one ni ght, cranberry-prune
conpote the next, graham cracker chocol ate cheesecake on Fri days.

These supper were by far the nost delicious neals that had been set
upon Mss Davis's table for some tinme. She'd spent the past fifteen
years eating canned soup and crackers in the evenings rather than face
t he ruckus in the dining hall

"I hope you don't think I'll raise your grade because of this," she
said every time she sat down to her supper

Carlin no | onger bothered to rem nd her enpl oyer that she was not in

M ss Davis's freshman cl ass, having had the bad fortune to be schedul ed
into M. Herman's Ancient Civilizations sem nar, which she found a
conplete bore. Still, she never replied to Mss Davis's remarks.
Instead, Carlin renmained at the sink washing dishes, her posture
straight, her hair ashen in the dimlight. She rarely spoke. She only
stirred the pot of soup on the rear burner of the stove, nearly ready
for the next day's lunch, and dreamed of a pair of boots she'd noticed
in the wi ndow of H ngram s Shoe Shop, black |leather with silver

buckl es. She thought about the way she'd lied to Harry MKenna, not
only about her famly's background, but about her own experience in
matters of love. In truth, she had never even been ki ssed before.
She' d been running fromlove, exactly as her nother had raced straight
toward it, headl ong and w thout any doubts. Now, her involvenment wth
Harry had knocked the wi nd out of her. She had set out on a path she
nei t her understood nor recogni zed, and because she was accustoned to
being in control, the whole world seened to be spinning past her

"What's the matter with you anyway?" Hel en asked one eveni ng.

Carlin had worked for her for several weeks and hadn't said nbre than a
nmout hful of words.

"Cat got your tongue?"

Hel en' s own cant ankerous cat, M dnight, was sitting on her lap, waiting
for bits of chicken. The cat was ancient, and although wounded in many
battles, it insisted upon going out every evening.

It | eapt down and scratched at the door until Carlin went to let it
out. Twilight was comng earlier, and the | ow clouds turned scarlet at
dusk.

"I"ll bet you're in love." Helen was quite smug about her ability to
tell which girls had been stricken each Cctober.

"Did you want custard?" Carlin returned to the stove.
"It's butterscotch.”

Rat her than adnit she was desperate for noney, Carlin told people she
was helping Mss Davis in return for a conmunity service credit. She
had planned to tell this to Gus also, if she ever got the chance to
talk to him for it seemed he had begun to avoid her

If he noticed her heading toward him he'd nanage to di sappear behind a
hedge or a tree, skittering down a path or a | ane before Garlin could
catch up. He disapproved of Harry, that was the problem and lately it



seened as if he disapproved of Garlin as well. |In fact, it was a
single imge that kept himat bay. One afternoon, Carlin had | eaned
over the gate outside AA CEHOFFIVi AN ,h., St. Anne's to kiss
Harry good- bye, even though she shoul d have known better than to share
a kiss over a gate, an action that it is said to cause a rift between a
girl and her bel oved before the day is through. When she | ooked up
Carlin saw that Gus was wat chi ng.

Bef ore she could call out to him he had vani shed, |ike those fool hardy
assistants in magi c shows who crawl into trunks to be disnmenbered and
put back together again. Unlike those individuals, however, Gus had
not reappeared.

Peopl e said he was taking his neals in his room and that he no | onger
changed his clothes, and there were those who reported he woul d not
respond even when called by name. Indeed, he had been cutting cl asses,
preferring to spend his tine wandering through towmn. He had gotten to
know Haddan's topography, particularly the deserted areas beside the
river, where the marbled sal ananders lay eggs in the green waters of

Si xth Commandment Pond. He wal ked the | anes, watching as |arge
congregations of blackbirds flew overhead.

Plenty of Haddan residents were enjoying the outdoors at this time of
year. It was the height of the fall colors, and neadows and woods
of fered di zzyi ng displays of yell ow and danson and scarl et.

The fields were thick with bloonming redtop and ripe wild grapes, on
porches and in backyards all over town there were pots of
chrysant hemuns and asters in shades of crinson and gol d.

In spite of his ranbles, August Pierce was not especially drawn to the
| andscape, rather, his nature wal ks served only to help himavoid the
Haddan School. By the time other students were in norning classes, Qus
was already at his regular seat at the pharmacy |unch counter, ordering
bl ack coffee. He hunched over the counter as he worked on a crossword,
often staying right on through noon

Odinarily, Pete Byers didn't care for students hangi ng around during
class time, but he had cone to appreciate GQus and he synpathized with
the boy's trials at school. Pete had been privy to nore persona
matters than anyone else in town, he knew people's appetites and their
downfalls far better than their own husbands and w ves ever did, and he
was quite famliar with the private lives of Haddan students as well.

Peopl e who were well acquainted with Pete knew he didn't gossip and he
didn't judge. He was as pleasant to Carlin when she cane | ooking for
earplugs to prevent swinmer's ear as he was to old Rex Hailey, who'd
been frequenting the drugstore all his life and who liked to chat for
an hour or so whenever he cane to pick up the Courmadi n that woul d
hopeful | y prevent another stroke. Wen Mary Beth Tosh's father was
goi ng through col on cancer and the insurance nobney wasn't on tine, Pete
gave Mary Beth what ever medici ne was needed wi t hout any charge, happy
to wait for the correct payments.

In his long career, Pete Byers had seen too many people sick and dying,
far nore, he woul d wager, than those young doctors over at the health
center in Ham lton ever had. These days, people never seened to have
appoi ntnents with the same doctor twice, with HVMOs shuffling their
patients around as if they had no nore wei ght and inportance than

pl aying cards. Dr. Stephens, who had kept an office on Main Street



for forty-five years, was a great old man, but he'd closed up his
practice and noved to Florida, and even before the doctor had retired,
it was Pete people cane to when they wanted to talk, and as a matter of
fact, they still do.

Pet e had never discussed any of the information he'd been told, not
even with his wife, Eileen. He wouldn't think of telling her which
menber of the garden club had bunions or who was trying out Zoloft for
her nervous condition. Once, years ago, Pete hired a clerk from
Ham I ton, a fellow named Ji mmy Quinn, but as soon as Pete discovered
that his new assistant had taken to perusing customers' nedica
histories while eating his lunch, Quinn was fired, let go that very
same day. Ever since, Pete has kept his | edgers under |ock and key.
Not even his nephew, Scan, sent up from Boston in the hopes he'd
finally fly right and manage to finish out his senior year at Hamilton
H gh, had access to the files. Not that Scan Byers was the type to be
trusted. He was a dark, handsone kid of seventeen who had managed to
mess up his life fairly well, at |least well enough to convince his

not her, Pete's favorite sister, Jeannette, to step in and take action
when Jeannette had al ways been the easygoing type, preferring to | eave
wel | enough al one.

Scan had stolen two cars and been caught with one of them Because of
this, he had been placed under his uncle's watchful eye, away fromthe
evil influence of the city, stuck in the mddle of nowhere. Wen Sean
reported to work after a day in Hamlton H gh School he was al ways
grateful for Qus's conmpany. At |east there was one other individual in
Haddan who hated the town as nuch as he did.

"Maybe we shoul d trade places," Sean suggested to Gus one day.

It was |late afternoon and Scan had his eye on a table of girls fromthe
Haddan School, none of whom woul d have given himthe time of day,
despite his good looks. His job in the drugstore spelled instant
invisibility to girls like these.

"You go to the public high school and conme here to wash di shes, and
"Il sit in your classes and stare at all the pretty girls.”

@Qus' s hands were shaking fromhis high | evel of caffeine and nicotine
consunption. Since his arrival at Haddan, he had | ost ten pounds from
his al ready scrawny frane.

"Trust ne," he assured Sean Byers. Td get the better part of the deal
The Haddan School would do you in. You'd be junping out a wi ndow in no
time. You'd be begging for nercy."

"Why should I trust you?" Sean |aughed. He was a boy who al ways
needed proof, particularly when it cane to issues of faith. He had
lived the sort of life that had soon reveal ed that any man who asks for
undying loyalty is the man nost likely to get you killed.

Qus decided to take Sean's chal |l enge and prove his worthiness.

He had ordered one of the hot rolls that had just cone out of the oven,
exactly what he needed for his next trick.

"G ve me your watch,"” he demanded, and al though Sean wasn't so quick to
hand it over, he was interested. Sean had been through a lot, yet in
some ways he was an innocent, which nade himthe perfect mark.



"Don't you want to find out if you can trust ne?" Qus asked. The

wat ch had been a gift from Sean's nother on the day he left for Haddan
It was the one thing of any worth that he owned, but he unhooked the
band and deposited the watch on the counter. Gus made the prerequisite
novenents to distract his reluctant audi ence, and before Sean coul d
tell what had been done, the watch was gone. Even the Haddan Schoo
girls had begun to pay attention

"Il bet he swallowed it," one of the girls declared.
"I'f you put an ear to his belly button you can probably hear him
ticking," another girl added.

Gus ignored them and concentrated on his trick
"Do you think | |ost your watch?" he goaded Sean
"Maybe | stole it. Maybe you nmade a big mi stake trusting ne."

Sean was now as interested in the nmanner of the watch's reappearance as
he was in the watch itself. Al his life he'd thought he knew the
score. GCet the other guy before he gets you, live fast and fierce But
now he realized he'd never thought of any other possibilities. Maybe
the world was not as sinple as he'd always believed. He placed both
hands on the cool countertop and he didn't care which custoner called
for a check or who demanded a coffee-to-go. H's attention was

riveted.

"Come on," he said to CGus
"Make your nove."

Gus took a knife fromthe counter and cut open the roll on his plate.
There, am dst the dough, lay the watch, steam ng hot.

"Man." Sean was i npressed.
"You're amazing. How d you do that?"

But Gus nerely shrugged and went to pick up a prescription Pete had
filled for him CGus wasn't about to tell Sean the details of the
trick. You had to be careful what you divul ged, but now and then even
the nbst wary had to take the |l eap and put his trust in soneone. Like
so many before him the person GQus had chosen to confide in was Pete.

"\What about ny other problenP" he asked the pharmaci st as he signed
the insurance formfor his nedication. It was the thirteenth of the
nmont h and Gus had been hoping Pete nmight help with his problemat Chalk
House

"I"'mworking on it," Pete assured him Tve got a few ideas. You know
if you went to school instead of sitting here all day you' d show the
other fellows how smart you are, and you'd win out. That's what |'ve
been telling Sean."

"Have you been telling himabout the tooth fairy, too? About truth and
justice and how t he nmeek shall inherit the earth?"

GQus was al ready convinced that the nmeek were not about to inherit



anyt hi ng i n Haddan, which is why he packed a bag that evening and went
down to the train station. He had no intention of participating in the
barbarous rituals of the Magicians' Cub. At the hour when Nat hani el

G bb was unw appi ng a bl oody rabfoot fromthe cotton handkerchief his
grandmot her had himat Christmas, Gus was keeping an eye out for the

eight-fifteen into Boston. It was a chilly evening, with frost soon to
cone. Wiiting for the train, Gus thought about his father and the high
hopes the el der Pierce still had. He thought about how nmany hours it

took to get to New York and how many tines he'd transferred to new
school s, and what a di sappoi ntnent he nust be. And then, before he
could stop himself, he thought about Carlin Leander's silver hair and
the way she snelled |ike soap and swinmming pools. At a little before
ei ght a police car drove by, and one of the cops |eaned his head out
the wi ndow to ask Gus what he was waiting for. Gus hadn't the
slightest idea, and so he took his suitcase and wal ked back to the
school, the Iong way, through the village. He went past Lois Jereny's
perenni al garden, with its muns the size of pie plates, past Selena's,
where Ni kki Hunphrey was closing up for the night.

At last, he turned onto the path that would | ead hi m past the weeping
beeches Anni e Howe had planted | ong ago. He did so grudgingly,
returning to the place he feared nost, his own room for on this dark
bl ue ni ght when the weat her was about to turn, August Pierce had
nowhere el se to go

IN THE M DDLE OF THE AFTERNOON, MAUREEN

Brown noticed a patch of bloodied grass in the far neadow. Intent upon
searching for specinmens for her biology |ab, nost especially the shy

| eopard frog, she went farther, making her way past birches and pines,
at last inching along beneath thistles and thorns to the place where
she found the carcass of a rabbit with one foot cut off. It was the
time of year when the | eaves on the wild bl ueberry bushes had becone
flame red and woody stal ks of gol denrod could be found everywhere, in
the fields and gardens and | anes. Deeply shaken, Maureen took to her
bed after her dreadful discovery. She had to be carried up to her room
on the third floor of St. Anne's, and afterward she refused to return
to classes until she was allowed to drop biology. Mhough it was

hal fway t hrough the term Mureen was allowed to enroll in Photography
I, bringing with her a hurt expression and absolutely no talent. Due
to the circunstances, however, Betsy hadn't the heart to turn her

down.

Eric couldn't understand her pity.

"I'magi ne finding sonmething like that," Betsy said to Eric as they
wal ked down to the pharmacy for a | ate breakfast on Sunday norning.

"What a shock."
"It was only a rabbit,"” Eric told her

"When you think about it, they have rabbit on the nenu over at the inn
They boil them and saute them every afternoon and no one says boo, but
find one in the wods and it's a huge event."

"You're probably right,”
convi nced.

Bet sy said, even though she was far from

"OfF course I'mright," he assured her



"The death of a rabbit, however sad, is hardly a federal case.™

In the past few weeks, Eric and Betsy had been so overwhel med by their

duties they'd hardly seen each other. |In all honesty, they both had
been too busy for intimacy and it didn't seem possible to find any
privacy at the school. |If they were in Eric's roonms, there was al ways

the fear that a student mght knock at the door and interrupt. The few
times they'd managed to get the least bit romantic, they' d been awkward
wi th each other, like strangers who'd gone too far on a blind date.

Per haps their estrangenent was unavoi dable, what little energy they had
was given over to students, such as Maureen, whose traumatic experience
in the woods had taken up nost of Betsy's week

"Did it ever occur to you," Eric said now, "that girl of yours m ght be
a spoiled brat?"

For a man with a doctorate in ancient history to be enbroiled in the
social lives of adol escents who couldn't handle the slightest m shap on
their own was ridicul ous, Betsy had to agree.

Oh, how Eric wished he were teaching at a university, where students
took care of their own petty problenms and the quest for know edge was
the issue at hand. This year the nost bothersone nenber of Eric's

cl ass was that boy August Pierce, who was clearly no student. Gus had
been hangi ng around Eric's door for several days, obviously wanting
something. At last Eric asked if there was a problem know ng ful

well that with students such as Gus, there was al ways a problem and
that nost of these difficulties were best left alone.

When Cus skipped the neeting on the thirteenth of October, there'd been
quite a price to pay. Wen they got hold of him they dragged himinto
the I ounge and | ocked the door. Harry MKenna had held a lit cigarette
to his arm a brand to remind himthat rules were rules. For days
afterward, GQus couldn't get the odor of his own singed flesh out of his
head, he felt as though he were still on fire, even now, beneath his
sweat er, beneath his coat. He had been shoring up the courage to speak
to a house parent for days.

"Could | come in for a mnute?" he asked M. Herman
"Can | talk to you privately?"

O course the answer was no. Inviting students into one's hone bred
both fam liarity and contenpt, not at all in keeping with Haddan's code
of etiquette. QGus Pierce, therefore, had been forced to trot al ongside
as Eric hurried to the library. The boy coughed and sputtered and
began to spin sone far-fetched story about his mstreatment. He hated
to come to Eric like a tattletale on a playground, and Eric had no
choice but to listen as the details spilled out. The sunlight was
weak, yet Eric had felt a line of sweat on his forehead. No one on the
faculty liked talk such as this, it was anti-Hadrian, the sort of

i nfl anmat ory nonsense that fueled | awsuits and rui ned careers.

In point of fact, the kid claimng to be victim zed was over six feet
tall, not exactly the size and shape of a victim Wen Gus pulled up
his shirt Eric did note bruises on his back and ribs and a fresh burn
Qus cl ai med had been recently inflicted, but what did any of this
prove? Soccer could easily be the cause of such injuries, as could a
wild game of football. Mre likely, such wounds were self-inflicted



the actions of a student whom many at school had al ready judged to be
unst abl e. August Pierce was failing several of his classes, only |ast
week there'd been a neeting wherein his teachers and the dean had

di scussed his wetched performance in class. Frankly, the odds were
not in his favor, and several of his teachers did not believe Gus would
survive the senester.

"Maybe you need to take responsibility for your own actions," Eric

sai d.

"If someone's bothering you, stand up for yourself, man."
Eric could tell the boy wasn't |istening.

"I"'mtrying to help you here, Gus," Eric said.

"Great." The boy nodded.

"Thanks a mllion."

Wat ching Gus lurch away, Eric felt satisfied that his responsibility
toward the boy had been met. Certainly, he did not wish to take up
Qus's case, even if the other fellows were giving hima hard tine. In
all probability, he deserved whatever bitter ration was di shed out to
him He was annoyi ng and exasperating. Wat had he expected? That
his roommates would admire him that they'd be delighted to have him
anong then? Eric knew a hierarchy existed a~ Chal k House, exactly as
it had when he hinself was in high school, and again when he'd joined a
fraternity at college

Wl |, boys would be boys, wasn't that the saying? Some were bound to
be evil and others bound to be good and the rest would fall somewhere
i n between, bending one way or another given certain circunstances or
friends who | ed the way.

Pressure, too, was bound to affect people differently. Dave Linden,
for instance, never conplai ned about cleaning the seniors' roons or
cheating on their behalf, but he'd begun to stutter

Nat hani el G bb, on the other hand, found hinself suffering from

ni ght mares, one night, he'd awakened to find hinmself standing at his

wi ndow, facing the darkened quad below, as if someone with his promn se
m ght actually consider leaping fromthe | edge. Qus's mnethod of
dealing with the Chal k boys' offensive was to of fer passive resistance.
Whet her they burned himor berated him he thought only of enpty space,
how it went on forever and ever, how every hunman bei ng was nothi ng nore
than a speck of dust. He was not in the |east surprised to find that
Eric Herman wouldn't help him rather, he was ashamed of hinself to
have | ooked for help in the first place.

And so he let hinself be beaten without a struggle, frankly, he did not
bel i eve a struggle woul d succeed. He began to avoid the Haddan canpus
even nmore than he had before, spending nearly all his tinme in town,
going so far as to unroll a sleeping bag for the night in the alley
behi nd t he pharmacy and the Lucky Day Florist.

Sean Byers often net himthere in the evenings, for the boys had forned
an alliance based on their mutual disdain for their surroundings. They
snoked marijuana in the alleyway, breathing in the rank stench of the
Dunmpster along with the sweet aronma of henp.



@Qus was so relieved to be away from Chal k House he didn't even mnd the
rats that lived in the alley, silent shadowy creatures that searched

t he garbage for scraps. Fromthis vantage point, he could see Orion
rise out of the east at nidnight, making everything in town deliriously
bright. The great square of Pegasus hung in the sky, a |antern above
himas he huddled in the alley. Wenever Gus snoked pot beneath that
awesomne horizon, he felt shimrery and free, but this was only an
illusion, and he knew it. He had grown convinced that his only nethod
of escape was to perfect the trick no one had ever managed before. |If
he tried, it mght be possible to succeed where Annie Howe had fail ed
and at last turn the roses red.

I T WAS CUSTOVARY FOR THOSE WHO LI VED I N

the big white houses to place lighted jack-o'-lanterns on their front
porches on Hall oween night as an invitation to children who m ght

ot herwi se not be allowed past the front gate. The youngest
trick-or-treaters set out in the late afternoon, dressed as pirates and
princesses, demandi ng sweets at one house before rushing on through
piles of crumbly |leaves to the next. The stores in town had bins of
free candy inside their doorways, and Selena's was known to give out
free nocha lattes. At the inn, complinentary punpkin pie was served at
di nner, and over at the MII|stone, those custonmers who dressed in

pl astic masks and cl own noses to celebrate the holiday were al ways the
ones who drank so nuch they needed to be escorted honme at the end of

t he eveni ng.

In the village of Haddan, Hall oween was a night that often spelled
trouble. Extra police were on duty, with the usual force of eight

of ficers supplenented by a few local nen hired for the evening at an
hourly rate. Oten the sight of a patrol car parked on the corner of
Lovewel | and Main was enough of a threat to minimze high jinks and

m sdeneanors. Still some people were .... bound to go wild on this

ni ght of the year, no matter what the consequences. There were always
t hose who wrapped toilet paper around trees, particularly upsetting to
Loi s Jereny, whose Chinese cherry trees were exceedingly fragile, and
ot hers who insisted upon egging front doors and passing cars. One
year, the front wi ndow of Selena's was smashed in and anot her year the
back door to the florist's was chopped down with an ax. Pranks such as
t hese coul d cause nore trouble than intended, A shop owner might turn
out to have a gun behind his counter, even in Haddan. A car full of

t eenagers m ght speed away, taking the turn onto Forest or Pine too
quickly, with its occupants winding up in the hospital and the cartons
of eggs they'd brought al ong forgotten and broken to bits.

There are those who will use any excuse to throw caution to the w nd,
especi ally on dark nights when goblins roaned Main Street, their hands
sticky with chocol ate and sugar. This year there was an east wi nd,

al ways a bad onen, the fishermen say, and it went to work shaking the
last of the leaves fromthe trees. The night was nmurky, with a

t hreat eni ng mackerel sky, but that didn't deter the boys from Chal k
House, who had a party in the woods every Halloween. It was an
invitation-only affair, with two kegs of beer Teddy Hunphrey had agreed
to supply for a surcharge of a hundred bucks, with another fifty thrown
in for carting the heavy kegs into the woods.

Carlin Leander had of course been invited. She had become the girl of
the nonent, the beautiful girl everyone wanted to be near



True, she was nmintaining an A average and was thought to be the nost
talented swi nmer on her team but the nost inportant factor in her
sudden rise at the Haddan School was based upon a single fact, She had
Harry McKenna. She'd cone out of nowhere and won himwi thout trying,
infuriating several girls who had been after himfor years. Any Elliot
was so envious that she sat at the foot of Carlin's bed, begging for
bits of information. Did Harry close his eyes when he kissed her? D d
he whi sper at such nonents? Did he sigh?

Amy wasn't the only girl at St. Anne's who wi shed she were in Carlin's
pl ace, and there were those who had taken to copying Carlin, buying the
same boots at Hingramis that she had purchased, quick to forsake their
own cal fskin boots purchased for three tinmes the price. Mureen Brown
had begun swi nmi ng | aps on weekends and Peggy Ant hony now pi nned up her
hair with silver clips. Only days earlier, Carlin noticed Amy wearing
a black T-shirt exactly |like one of her own. When the shirt in
guestion was tossed in the |laundry basket, Carlin realized it was

i ndeed her own, and that Any had stolen it from her bureau drawer, a
turnabout that gave Carlin the greatest of pleasure, for the coveted
item had cost exactly two dollars and ni nety-nine cents and was
probably the cheapest bit of cloth Army had ever worn.

And yet there were times when Carlin wondered if she'd outsmarted
herself. Harry was her very first love, but, every now and then, she
didn't recognize him She would spy himacross the quad and blink. He
m ght have been any one of the senior boys, waving and calling her

nane. Carlin was rem nded of how | onely her nother often seened, in
spite of a series of boyfriends.

Mich to her chagrin, Carlin understood that brand of |oneliness now,
for it was Gus Pierce she mssed. Hi s absence pained her, she felt it
t he way someone might feel a laceration or a broken bone.

But what was she to do? Harry had persuaded her it was inpossible to
befriend GQus. Pierce was doing hinself in with his bad attitude.

Not a single student would sit next to Gus on those rare instances when
he came to class, he stank and nuttered to hinself, his behavior
growi ng nore bizarre by the day. He was best avoi ded, for who knew
where his odd ways would | ead hin?

On Harry's advice, Carlin hadn't nmentioned the Hall oween party to CGus,
but being at this festive occasion without himfelt wong.

She was all dressed up in an outfit she'd borrowed from M ss Davi s,
having a horrible time, as bored as she was guilt ridden A fifth of
rum had been added to the punch and one of the kegs had al ready run
dry. Maureen Brown, plastered after two cups of beer, was show ng off
her orange silk Hall oween panties to anyone who wi shed to partake of
the view As far as Carlin was concerned, the whole | ot were nothing
nore than tiresone drunks, many of themin costune, with plastic
vanmpire teeth and bl ack wi gs and white pancake makeup, itens that were
al ways on sale at the pharnmacy at this time of year

A bonfire had been lit, and the sound of crackling wood echoed through
the glen. Every shadow bel onged to soneone Carlin w shed to

avoi d--that awful Christine Percy fromthe swimteam for one, and that
horri bl e Robbi e Shaw, who coul dn't keep his hands |,o0 hinself.

From where Carlin stood, on the dark edges of the party, she could spy



Harry, preoccupied with keeping the bonfire alight, hooting with his
friends each tinme a spray of cinders shot into the sky.

Harry, too, was drunk and Carlin guessed he wouldn't miss her if she
slipped off for a while. She rid herself of her plastic cup of beer,
whi ch was warm anyway, and before anyone noticed, she took off in the
direction of the graveyard and what she was sure would be far better

conpany.

The vintage black dress Carlin had borrowed from M ss Davis was nmade of
ol d-fashi oned chiffon, and the skirt collected burrs that tore into the
fabric as she nade her way across the neadow. Even here, she could
hear the raucous party behind her, the bonfire threw thousands of
sparks into the sky. By their foul, snoky light, Carlin could see that
GQus was exactly where she expected to find him stretched out on Dr.
Howe's marker. He gazed up as she approached.

"Have fun at the orgy?" he called. Aside fromthe sparks lighting up
the sky, the night was pitch dark and Carlin couldn't make out either
his expression or his intent.

"It's not exactly an orgy, just a keg of beer and sone idiots dancing
around a fire." The air had a bitter scent, |ike woodbine or danp
weeds. It was late, carloads of |ocal teenagers had al ready cruised
down Lovewel | Lane, spraying shaving creamon poplar trees and boxwood
hedges.

"Are you sure you're supposed to be talking to neT" Honesty was

pai nful, and Gus wasn't nuch in favor of it, but he'd been seriously
hurt. True enough, Carlin had told himfromthe start that she'd never
be his, but the fact she'd chosen Harry cut himdeeply. It was as

t hough he were bl eedi ng anew each tine he saw t hem t oget her

"Maybe you'd better run along and play."

Carlin went to sit on Hosteous Mbore's grave.

"What is wong with you."? | came here to see you and you're attacking
ne."

"Aren't you afraid your boyfriend will see us together?" Qus rubbed
out his cigarette and enbers skittered across Dr. Howe's headstone
into the tall grass, where a hedge of ballerina roses still bl ooned
weakl y.

"Bad girl," QGus chided.
"I"msure you'll be punished for not doing as you were told."

In was then, in the mdst of this argunent, that Betsy happened to cone
up the path. She had left the faculty party for a bit of air. It had
been a silly event, even the costumes had been di sappointing. Dr.
Jones's toga had been fashioned froma bath towel worn over his suit,
and Bob Thomas and his wife had cone as bride and groom decked out in
their ol d wedding clothes, outfits that had caused everyone to point to
Betsy, calling out You're next, as if it were the guillotine that

awai ted her in June rather than a lovely reception in the WI | ow Boom
Bet sy had stepped outside on the porch for only a nonment, but as soon
as she had, the wind seemed to be pushing her forward. She wal ked
briskly, the sound of her breathing filling her head, she was doing her



best not to be disappointed in Eric. True, he had made certain she was
i ntroduced to everyone, and he'd fetched her a drink, but when it cane
down to it, he'd seened a good deal nore interested in talking to Dr.
Jones than to her. It was the bonfire Betsy spied first, and she

t hought that perhaps the woods had been set alight. Soon enough, the
musi ¢ and | aughter assured her that it was only a party. Probably she
shoul d have gone over to break up the fun, but instead she went through
t he neadow and al ong the path, not realizing that anyone was there in
the cenetery until she was al nost upon them Betsy recognized the boy
as a tall, gawky freshman she'd occasionally noticed wandering through
town during school hours. The angry girl who was snoking a cigarette
was Carlin Leander. So many rules were being broken tonight, Betsy
woul d have had just cause to order that both of these students be
suspended i medi ately, had she been so inclined.

"I thought you were smarter, Carlin," she heard the boy say.
"But now | see you're just like all the rest.”

H s words rmust have stung, for there were tears in Carlin's eyes.
You' re just jeal ous because no one wants you at their parties," Carlin
fired back.

"No one even wants to talk to you, Gus.

They won't sit next to you because you're so disgusting. ""Is that how
you feel, too?" QCus said.

"Friend."
'"~Yes, that's how !l feel! | wish I'd never met you!" Carlin cried.

"I wish1'd told you to | eave nme al one when you first started bothering
me on the train!"

@Qus stood up, his long arms drooping by his sides. He seened tipsy, as
t hough he'd been struck with a fist or an arrow. Watching him Betsy
felt a wave of sorrow, so that's what |ove was |ike, she thought,
that's what it did to you

"I didn't nmean that," Carlin quickly recanted. Her words had conme in
the white heat of pain, twisting thenselves into sharp little barbs
before she'd had tinme to be neasured or true.

"Qus, really, | didn't mean it."

"Ch, yes you did." Fromthe Iook on his face it was clear he could not
be convi nced ot herwi se.

"You neant every word."

The wind fromthe east was getting stronger, frightening deer mice and
meadow vol es into hiding, causing sparks fromthe bonfire to rise even
hi gher into the black sky. Already, the trout in the river had found
their way to the col dest pools in Sixth Commandnent Pond, and had
settled there for the night, in pockets so deep the wi nd passed right
over them

Carlin was shivering in her borrowed black dress, she felt frozen
i nside and out. (@us expected too rmuch, from her and from everyone.



"Maybe it would be better if we didn't talk to each other anynore," she
told him They had both been wounded now, hurt in the way only people
who care can be

"For both our sakes. Maybe we should just take a break."
"Right," Qus said.
"I deeply appreciate your concern."

He turned then and fled. Even though the gate had been | eft open, he
went over the fence, in too much of a hurry to head for the path.
Luckily for Betsy he went through the trees. There was nothing for
anyone to do but watch himrun, like a scarecrow fleeing his field,
crisscrossing in and out of the shadows, his black coat flapping behind
him He carried so nmuch suffering that it radiated out in waves.
Sorrow is |like that, whenever a person runs, it cones after him it

| eaves an endless trail of pain. The night was dark and the woods
thick with branbles, but Gus paid no mnd. Some people were fated to
win and some were nmeant to | ose, and he knew exactly who he was. He
was the boy who stunbled over his own big feet, the one whose heart

sl amed against his rib cage as he ran away into the woods, the one she
woul d never | ove.

A mserable night, but it. wasn't over yet, and even a | oser such as
hinsel f might still win a fewrounds. Gus walked with the wind at his
back, destroyed and invigorated at the very same tine.

So Carlin no | onger wished to associate with him-in a way, that
decision freed him Now he had not hi ng what soever to | ose. The hour
was late, and the village had enptied, with nmobst trick-or-treaters

al ready hone in bed, dreamng of wi cked tricks and of sweets. The
bands of unruly teenagers had finished their holiday handi work, hanging
ol d sneakers on the branches of the elnms along Main Street, threading
ri bbons of toilet paper through the spikes of Ms.

Jereny's fence. Candy corn had spilled onto the sidewal ks, and

what ever the wind didn't bl ow away woul d be greedily devoured by
squirrels and wens before long. Shutters slamed and garbage cans
rolled into the gutters. In front of town hall, the statue of the
eagl e | ooked nore form dabl e than usual, having been painted black by a
gang of | ocal boys who'd then been forced to wash their telltale
clothes in the frigid waters of Sixth Conmmandnent Pond as they tried
their best to get rid of the evidence, discovering for thenselves that
some things can never be washed away.

In the woods, danp piles of |eaves whirled up with every cold gust,
frightening rabbits and foxes alike. GGus Pierce whistled as he went
al ong, a sparse nelody that soon disappeared in the wi nd.

He t hought about snoking a little weed, just to take the edge off, then
deci ded against it. He could see the bonfire through the trees, he
could hear his fellow students enjoying thensel ves.

Because of this, he avoided the clearing as he made his way al ong the
riverbank. He could hear wood rats nearby, a scurrying and then a
spl ashing as they paddled in the shallows, fleeing his footsteps.

Those rats were snmart enough to make a trek through Lois Jereny's



garden, then cross Main Street to search the Dunpsters for food, they
were far too wary ever to be trapped by the boys from Chal k House the
way those |uckless rabbits were every year

@us thought about Carlin in her black dress and how he'd made her craw
He t hought about all the tines he'd failed. He paid no attention to
the sinking feeling he had that this mght be his |ast chance, nor did
he consider the rattle of his own destiny. He was ready to prove

hi nsel f, on this night above all other nights.

Thr oughout his life, August Pierce had been on the run, but now, at
this cold and brutal hour, he began to slow down, ready to stand his
ground. For the secret he'd recently discovered was that he had far
nore courage than he'd ever inagined, and for that unexpected gift, he
t hanked his lucky stars.

THE RI NG
AND THE DOVE
THEY FOUND H M ON THE FI RST

nor ni ng of Novenber, half a mile downriver, caught in a tangle of
rushes and reeds on a clear blue day when there wasn't a cloud in the
sky. Everything but his black coat was submerged, so that at first it
appeared as if something with wings had fallen from above, an
enornously large bat or a crow wi thout feathers, or perhaps an ange
who had faltered, then drowned, in the tears of this poor tired

wor | d.

Two | ocal boys playi ng hooky di scovered the body, and they never again
cut school after that day. Al these boys had wanted was to catch a
trout or two, when they'd cone upon sonething drifting in the shall ow
water at the bend where there was an old stand of willows. One of the
boys guessed what they spied was only a large plastic bag drifting
downstream but the second boy noticed an object so white it was easily
m staken for a water lily. Only after being prodded with a stick did
this flower reveal itself to be a human hand.

When the boys realized what they' d discovered, they ran all the way
hone and pounded on their front doors, screanming for their nothers and
vowi ng that fromthis day forward they' d al ways behave.

Twenty mnutes later, two nmenbers of the town police clanbered through
t he chokeberry and the holly, down to the banks of the Haddan, where
they waited uneasily for the forensics teamfromHanmlton to arrive.
Both officers wi shed they hadn't gotten out of bed that norning, not
that either one would ever adnmit that sentinent out [oud. These were
men of duty who kept their feelings in check, not an easy task on this
day. In spite of the height of the body, it was, only a boy who'd been
mred in a blanket of duckweed, just a boy who shoul d have been
starting his life, walking under the clear blue sky on such a rare and
beauti ful Novenber day as this.

The detectives who'd been called in nade up exactly one fourth of the
Haddan police force and had been best friends since second grade. Abe
Grey and Joey Tosh had fished fromthis exact spot when they were eight
years old, frankly, they'd cut school plenty in their day. They could
easily find the best places to dig for blood wornms and it would be hard
to total the hours they'd spent waiting for a bite fromone of the



granddaddy trout that haunted the deep, green center of Sixth
Commandnent Pond. They knew this river better than nost men know their
own backyards, but today both Abe and Joey w shed they were far from
Haddan, they would have |liked to be back in Canada, where they'd spent
time this past July when Joey's wife, Mary Beth, let himtake off for
two weeks with Abe. On the very last day of their trip, loons had |ed
themto some of their best fishing.

There, on a silvery slip of a |ake in eastern Ganada, a man could
forget all his troubles. But some things are not so easily put aside,
the heavy pull of the water, for instance, as they reached with two
long sticks to turn the body over. The color of the drowned boy's
cold, pale skin. The gasping sound as they haul ed himcl oser to shore,
as if it were possible for the dead to draw one | ast breath.

The norning had felt all wong fromthe start, these two detectives
shoul dn't have been assigned the case, but they'd traded shifts so that
Drew Nel son could go to an out-of-town weddi ng and that act of

fell owshi p had made them the guardi ans of this dead boy. The notion
that snapping turtles or catfish m ght soon set to work on the renains
forced themto act quickly. Both men also knew that eels had a
particular taste for human flesh, and it was a relief that none had

al ready begun to feast on the softer areas on the body, the nose and
fingertips being favorite places, along with the smooth base of the

t hr oat .

When they couldn't bring himin with sticks, Joey Tosh ran to the car
to get atireiron fromthe trunk, and they used it to dislodge the |eg
t hat had beconme wedged fast beneath a rock. The sun was strong this
nmorni ng, but the water was frigid. By the tine the body had been
brought to shore, both officers were chilled to the bone, their clothes
had been drenched, their shoes filled with silt. Abe had gashed his
finger on a sharp rock and' Joey had pulled out his shoul der, and now
all they had to show for such backbreaking work was a tall, skinny boy
whose ni |l ky eyes were so unnerving that Abe went back to the car for
his rain slicker, which he placed over the corpse's face.

"What a way to start the day." Joey w ped sone of the nud fromhis
hands. He was thirty-eight and he had a great wife, three kids, with
anot her one on the way, and a nice little house over on the west side
of Haddan, on Bel vedere Street, a bl ock away from where he and Abe grew
up. He also had a lot of bills coming in. Recently, he'd taken a
weekend job as a security guard at the mall in Mddletown for the extra
cash. One thing he certainly didn't need was a dead body and all the
paperwork it would generate. But as soon as he started to yamer about
how much he had waiting for himon his desk, Abe cut in, he knew
exactly where Joey was headed.

"You're not weaseling out of doing the report,” Abe told him
"I"mkeeping track. It's definitely your turn."

Abe had the habit of second-guessing his friend and getting to nost

pl aces first, and today was no exception. Back when they were in high
school over in Hanmilton, Abe had been the one all the girls had wanted.
He was tall, with dark hair and pal e blue eyes and a silent deneanor
that could easily convince a woman he was listening to her, when he
wasn't really hearing a word she said. He was even better-|ooki ng now
than he had been in school, so nuch so that several wonen in town,
grown worren wi th good marriages, had the habit of sitting in their



parked cars to watch when Abe took over traffic duty fromone of the
uni formed officers during lunch hour at the elenmentary school. Sone
worren in town tended to call the station at the slightest
provocation--a raccoon on the front porch that was grow ing and acting
peculiar, or keys accidentally locked in a car--all in the hope that
Abe woul d be sent over and they could present himwith a cup of coffee
to show their gratitude after he'd chased off the raccoon or unl ocked
the car. |If, after all he'd done for them he happened to want nore
than coffee, that would be all right, too.

That woul d be just dandy, as a matter of fact, although the truth was,
it was extrenely difficult to get Abel Gey's attention. A woman could
stand there hal f naked, and Abe would sinply go about his business,
aski ng whi ch wi ndow had been broken into or where the suspicious

f oot steps had | ast been heard.

In spite of Abel Gey's good | ooks and the way wonen threw t hensel ves
at him Joey had wound up married and Abe was still alone. In Haddan
it was common know edge that any woman | ooking for a relationship was
bound to be disappointed in Abe. He was too unsettled to |lose his
heart to anyone, he was detached at worst and di stant at best, even he
admtted that. He'd never once di sagreed when a woman accused hi m of
being cut off fromhis feelings and unwilling to conmit. But here, on
t he banks of the Haddan, keeping watch over the drowned boy, Abe felt a
wave of emotion, and that wasn't like him Certainly, he' d seen dead
bodi es before, not nore than a nmonth had passed since he'd had to
extricate two men froma crash over on Main Street, only to find
nei t her one had survived.

In a small town such as Haddan, police officers were often called upon
to check on ol der residents when a ringing phone or doorbell went
unanswered. On nore than one occasi on Abe had been the one to di scover
an el derly nei ghbor spraw ed out on the kitchen floor, the victimof a
stroke or an aneurysm

Up until now, the worst death Abe had seen in his duties as a police
of ficer was the one he'd witnessed |ast spring, when he and Joey were
called in to assist over in Hanmilton. A fellow there had beaten his
wife to death, then barricaded hinself in his two car garage, where he
shot himself in the head before they could jimy open the door
Afterward, there was so nuch blood they had to wash down the driveway
with a fire hose. One of the forensics guys, Matt Farris, who' d grown
up down the street fromthe nurdered woman, went out in the field
behi nd the house to vomt, while the rest of the nen did their best to
pretend to ignore him along with all that blood and the snell of death
inthe mld April air.

That incident in Hamilton had particularly affected Abe. He'd gone out
and gotten drunk and di sappeared for three days, until Joey finally
found himout at his grandfather's abandoned farm sleeping on the
floor in a pile of hay. Considering how peopl e say nothing ever
happens in small towns, Abe had seen plenty, but the only other corpse
of a teenaged boy he'd seen before today was that of his own brother
Frank. They wouldn't et himl ook, but he saw Frank anyway, there on
the floor of his bedroom and then, forever after, he w shed he hadn't.
He wi shed that for once he'd listened to his father and waited outside,
out in the yard where the cicadas were calling and the | eaves of the
hawt horns were folding in on thenselves, in anticipation of rain.

This boy on the riverbank was only a few years younger than Abe's



brother was in that horrible year, the one Abe and Joey still didn't

di scuss. People in the village renenbered it as the tine there were no
trout, a man could fish for hours, all day, if he Iiked, and not catch
sight of a single one. Several environnentalists cane out from Boston
to investigate, but no one ever determ ned the cause. That wonderful
species of silver trout seemed destined to becone extinct, and people
in town were sinply going to have to learn to accept the |oss, but the
follow ng spring, the trout reappeared, just like that. Pete Byers
fromover at the pharmacy was the first to notice. Although he hinself
was too gentle a soul to go fishing, and was known to faint at the
sight of a bloodwormcut in two, Pete |loved the river and wal ked its
banks every norning, two nmiles out of town and two mles back. One
fine day, as he headed for home, the river |ooked silver, and sure
enough, when he knelt down, there were so many trout he woul d have been
able to catch one in his bare hands, had he been so inclined.

"I hate waiting around like this," Joey Tosh said now as the two
of ficers stood guard. He was tossing pebbles into the river,
frightening the mnnows that darted beneath the reeds.

"Em |y has a dance recital this afternoon and if | don't pick up ny
nmot her-in-law by three and bring her over to the ballet school 1'll
never hear the end of it fromMary Beth."

This particular bend in the river was nuddy, with the depth of a wading

pool, it wasn't a place for drowning. Abe knelt to get a better | ook
knees in the nuck. Even with the boy's face covered, Abe knew the
deceased was a stranger. |If there was one thing to be thankful for, it

was that he and Joey wouldn't have to drive up to sone friend s or
nei ghbor's house, nmaybe one of the guys they'd fished with for years,
and break the news about the loss of a son

"He's not from around here."

Abe and Joey knew nearly everyone born and raised in Haddan, although
with so nuch new construction on the outskirts of town and so nany
famlies relocating fromBoston, it was definitely getting nore
difficult to place faces and nanes. Not |ong ago, every resident in
the village was well acquainted with every famly's history, which
could easily work against an individual who'd been in trouble. Abe and
Joey, for instance, had been wild boys. As teenagers, they'd driven
too fast, snoked as nuch narijuana as they could get ahold of, used
fake I Ds to buy liquor over in Ham |ton, where nobody knew t hem by
nane. Perhaps because they were the sons of police officers, they
seened fated to get into as nuch trouble as possible. Certainly, no
one had to talk theminto bad behavior, they nore than willingly
obliged. Ernest Gey, Abe's father, was the police chief until eight
years ago, when he retired to Florida, following in the footsteps of
his own father, Wight, who had been the chief before himfor thirty
years, and sonething of a local hero besides. Not only was Wight the
best fisherman in town, he was renowned for his rescue of three foolish
kids fromthe Haddan School who'd skated onto thin ice one unseasonably
war m January day, boys who woul d have surely died had Wight not
arrived with a rope and his own obstinate refusal to | et them drown.

Pel | Tosh, Joey's dad, was a good man as well, he was killed by a drunk
driver while parked in his cruiser on Christmas Day in that sane
horri bl e year, the one they still didn't discuss, even though they were

now grown nen, older than Pell had been when he died.



They lost Frank Grey in August, Pell in Decenber, and after that the
boys were conpletely out of control. Wo knows how long it might have
gone on if they hadn't at |ast been caught robbing old Dr. Howe's
house at the Haddan School? When their life of crime was reveal ed,
people fromthe west side felt they'd been betrayed and those on the
east side felt validated. They'd never |iked those boys anyway, they
hadn't trusted them past the front door.

There had been a big to-do about the robbery, with resentnents between
townspeopl e and students at an all-time high. Before long, there were
fights in the parking |l ot behind the inn, serious, bloody altercations
bet ween boys fromtown and Haddan boys. One night, in the nmdst of a
particul arly heated confrontation, the granite eagl e outside town hal
was tipped over, its left wing permanently chi pped. Every tinme Abe
drove past that eagle he was rem nded of that year, and this was the
reason he usually took the long way into town, down Station Avenue and
right onto ElmDrive, thereby managing to avoid both the statue and his
nmenori es.

O her boys might have been sent to a juvenile detention facility, but
Wight G ey spoke to Judge Aubrey, his fishing buddy, to ask for

| eni ency. To make anends for their wongdoi ngs, Abe and Joey were
forced to conmit to a year of comunity service, sweeping floors at
town hall and enptying trash cans at the library, which may well be

anot her reason Abe stays away from both places. |In spite of their
puni shment, Abe and Joey continued to rob houses the whole tine they
were conpleting their community service. It was |ike an addiction for
them an illegal balmthat soothe their souls and kept their anger in

check. Because neither one could deal with his grief, they did what
seened not only reasonable, but necessary at the time, they ignored
their bereavenment. They didn't say a word, and they kept on breaking
the law. Abe in particular couldn't seemto stop. He wecked cars and
was suspended fromHami lton High three tines in a single senester, a
record that remmins unmatched to this day. He and his father could not
be in the same room wi thout an argunent breaking out, although both of
t hem knew t hat every di sagreement was based on a single shared
perception that the wong son had died.

In the end, Abe noved out to live with his grandfather, and he stayed
at Wight's farmfor nearly two years. Wight's house was tilted, with
small twisting steps |leading up to the second floor, built for a tine
when nen were shorter and their needs | ess conplicated. The place was
far nore rustic than the houses in town,
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with a toilet that had only recently been tacked onto the back hall,
and a kitchen sink made out of soapstone that was wi de enough to
confortably gut a trout or bathe a hound dog. Every spring, flocks of
bl ackbi rds roosted on the property, gorging on wild blueberries.

"How can you stand living out here?" Joey would say whenever he cane
to visit. He'd spend the |longest tine adjusting the TV antenna to try
to pick up sonme reception on Wight's old set, never with any

success.

Abe only shrugged when questioned, for the truth was he didn't |ike
everyt hing about his grandfather's house. He didn't like the mle and



a half he had to walk to the school bus, or the canned food they ate
six nights out of the week. What he did |like, however, was the way
dusk fell across the fields, in slats of shadow and light. He |liked

t he sound of the blackbirds taking flight as he slamed through the
back door, startling whole flocks into the sky. On mld evenings, Abe
went to the meadow where a fence had been put up around a grassy area,
unador ned except for some stones streaked with river mca. There was
an unmarked grave inside the fence, the final resting place of sonmeone
hi s grandfather had known | ong ago, a wonan who had al ways been

searching for peace. It was peace that could be found here, both by
the Iiving and the dead, and Abe wi shed his brother had been buried out
in the meadow as well. Their father, of course, would have never

allowed that, for it would have been an adm ssion that Frank had taken
his own life. Abe's parents had insisted Frank's death was an
acci dent .

If there were people in town who thought otherw se, then they knew well
enough to keep their mouths shut. There was one bad nonent at the
funeral parlor when Charlie Hale, whose fam |y had been preparing
residents of the village for the journey beyond for nore than a hundred
years, inplied that burial in hall owed ground night be denied due to
the circunstances of death.

It didn't take long for Ernest Grey to set Charlie straight. Ernest

t ook himoutside, out of earshot of the boys' nother, and he told
Charlie precisely what he would do to any sel f-righteous fool who
interfered with his son's final resting place. After that, the funera
went ahead as scheduled, with half the town paying their respects. All
the sane, it would have brought Abe nore confort to have Frank laid to
rest in the meadow where the tall grass snelled sweet and cl ean and

wild dog roses clinbed along the fence. It was |onesone out in the
grass, but one afternoon Abe | ooked up to see his grandfather by the
back door, watching. It was a windy day and the laundry on the |ine

was wavi ng back and forth with a snapping sound, as though sonet hing
had broken apart in the sweet blue air.

Al during this time, Joey never questioned Abe if he put his fist

t hrough a pl ate-gl ass wi ndow or started a fight down at the parking | ot
of the MIIstone. He didn't need to ask why. And although twenty-two
years had passed since that horrible year, Abe and Joey continued to
run their lives in the same guarded manner, with Abe especially firmin
his belief that it was always best to | eave well enough al one. Don't
get involved was not just his notto, it was his creed, or at least it
had been until now. \Wo knows why sorrow strikes on one day rather
than another. Wo can tell why certain circunstances rend a man's
heart. There was no reason for Abe to unbutton the dead boy's bl ack
coat, and yet he did exactly that. He knew the body should be |eft

unt ouched until the forensics teamarrived, but he fol ded back the
heavy wat erl ogged fabric of the coat, and then he uncovered the boy's
face, in spite of those w de-open eyes. As he did so, a breeze began
to rise, not that there was anything unusual about cold weather at this
time of year, anyone who'd grown up in Haddan knew that a chill on the
first of Novenber meant that bad weat her would surely last unti

spring.
"What's your guess?' Joey knelt down besi de Abe.
"Haddan School ki d?"

Joey tended to Il et Abe do the thinking. Wth all the pressure he had



at home, he had enough on his mnd without cluttering it up with
suppositions and theories.

"I'd say so." dCose up, the boy's skin | ooked blue. There was a
purpl e bruise on the forehead, so dark it was al nost black. Most
probably, the skull had smashed into rocks as the current carried the
body downstream

"Poor kid."

"Poor kid, nmy ass." The forensics guys were taking their tine and when
Joey gl anced at his watch he knew he was going to mss Enmly's dance
recital, his nmother-in-law would bitch and nmoan about how he never

t hought about anyone but hinmself and Mary Beth would try her best not
to accuse himof not being there for the children, which would only
make him feel worse

"No one at the Haddan School is poor."

Kneeling there on the riverbank, Abe felt the cold seep through his
clothes. His dark hair was too |long, and now it was danp, and perhaps
that was why he was shivering. He had always prided hinself on being
har dheaded, but this situation had sonehow undone him The dead boy
was al nost Abe's height, but so thin his white shirt stuck to his ribs,
as if he were already a skeleton. He couldn't have wei ghed nore than a

hundred and twenty pounds. Abe guessed that he was smart, too, I|ike
Frank, who'd been the val edictorian at Hanmilton Hi gh and was schedul ed
to go off to Colunbia in the fall. H s whole life was ahead of him

that was the thing, it made no sense for a boy of seventeen to take his
grandfather's shotgun and turn it on hinself.

Joey stood up and pl aced one hand over his eyes, he strained to see the
road through a grove of wild olive. Still no team from Hamilton

"I wish they'd take all those Haddan ki ds and | aunch themin a rocket
back to Connecticut, or New York, or wherever the hell it is they cone
from™

Abe couldn't help but observe that in spite of Joey's resolute fanily
val ues and the advice he di spensed on how rmuch happi er Abe would be if
he settled down, the sane old belligerent punk endured within. Joey
was a scrapper and he always had been. One hot spring afternoon when
they were kids, Joey had dived into Sixth Conmandnent Pond, naked as

t he day he was born, unaware that a band of Haddan School ki ds had

hi dden nearby, waiting for the opportunity to steal his clothes. Joey
was shaking with cold by the time Abe found him but he quickly heated
things up that sane night. They brought al ong Teddy Hunphrey, who
woul d fight anyone, anytinme, anyplace. Before |long they had anbushed a
group of Haddan students on their way to the train station, they caught
t hem unawares and beat the crap out of them and it wasn't until nuch

| ater that Abe wondered why he and Joey hadn't really cared whether or
not this was the sanme troop that had been responsible for the theft at
t he pond.

"You're still wasting your time hating Haddan ki ds?" Abe was anazed by
how si ngl e-ni nded his friend could be.

"Each and every one. Alittle less so if they're dead," Joey
admi tted.



Both nmen recalled the way old Dr. Howe had | ooked at them When their
robbery case cane to trial, as though they were insects, nothing nore
than specks in his universe. Dr. Howe was ancient by then, so weak he
had to be carried into the courthouse, but he'd had the energy to stand
up and call themthugs, and why shouldn't he? Wasn't that what they'd
been? Yet sonehow they were the ones who felt violated each tine a
Haddan student recognized themin town and crossed over to the other
side of the street.

Maybe this dead boy woul d have done the sanme had he been their
cont enmporary, maybe they woul d have been nere specks to himas well.

"What's your best guess?" Joey was thinking suicide, but he surely
wasn't about to say the word aloud in Abe's presence.

Al t hough such incidents were runored to happen at Haddan--a first-year
student breaki ng under the academic rigors or collapsing fromthe
soci al pressure--these matters were kept quiet, as had been the case
with Francis Grey, the son of the chief of police and the grandson of a
| ocal hero as well. There hadn't been an autopsy or a nedica

exam ner's investigation, only a closed casket. No questions asked.

"I'd say accidental drowning." Wy shouldn't that be Abe's first

guess? Accidents happened, after all, they happened all the tine. Look
away and a person night trip, he could fall down the stairs, crack his
skul | upon a stone, pick up a gun he thought was unloaded. It was

possible to aimand fire before there was time to think. Death by
m sadventure, it was called. Death by m stake.

"Yeah." Joey nodded, relieved.
"You're probably right."

Abe and Joey woul d both nmuch prefer a sinple accident, rather than a

conplicated ness, like the death of Francis Greg People in town who
were a mle away at the time swore they could hear the shot. They
still remenber exactly where they at that nonent out ~icking beans In
their or in the bathroom drawing a cool bath. It was the burning,

white center of August, always an unmerciful month in Haddan, and the
beech trees and raspberry bushes were dusty with heat. A storm had
been predicted, and it was possible to snell rain in the air, neighbors
st opped what they were doing, drawn to their wi ndows and front porches.
Many thought what they heard that afternoon was thunder

The echo rose above the village for a full mnute, which to sone people
seened an eternity, a reverberation they continue to hear whenever they
cl ose their eyes.

Long ago, in the villages of Massachusetts, stones were set atop the
graves of those responsible for their own deaths, such desperate
spirits were said to wal k, unable to give up the world of the living,
the very world they'd denied thenmselves. |In the tows of Canbridge and
Bedf ord, Brewster and Hull, a stake was driven through the heart of any
man who had taken his own life, and burials were hastily acconplished
in a piece of farm and that was sure to be barren fromthat day on
There are those who believe that an individual who truly neans to go
through with a plan to take his own |ife can never be stopped. Those
who live beside rivers and | akes insist it's unlucky to save a drowning
stranger, convinced that in the end such a man will surely turn on his
rescuer. But sonme nmen can't abide standing idly by when a body lies



prone on the shore, and Abe couldn't | eave well enough al one and wait
for forensics. He drew up the boy's sopping white shirt and found a
series of thin bloody lines along the stomach and chest.

Rocks in the Haddan were sharp, and currents fast, so it nmade sense
that a body would be battered fromtraveling downstream The odd thing
was, the blood still appeared to be flowing, with trickles issuing from
t he boy's wounds.

"What's going on?" Joey fervently w shed he was somepl ace el se.

He'd much prefer to have stayed in bed with Mary Beth, but if he
couldn't have that, he'd rather be out directing traffic on Route 17
than standing here with Abe. "He's not done bl eedi ng," Abe said.

There was a splash in the water and both nmen turned as if shot.

The noisy culprit turned out to be nothing nmore than a water shrew,
searching for a nmeal, but the little beast had done a fair job of
spooking them The shrew wasn't the only thing that had rattled them
Both men knew that a corpse didn't bl eed.

"I"1l bet water got under the scrapes and cuts and mixed with bl ood and
nowit's all kind of |eaking out. He's waterlogged,"” Joey said
hopeful | y.

Abe had heard that the blood of a nmurdered nman will always |iquefy
rather than dry, and when he | ooked nore closely he saw that severa
dark, oily pools had already collected on the ground.

It was the scent of blood that had nost probably drawn the shrew

"Tell me I'mright," Joey said.

There was silence except for the flow of the river and the call of a
wood thrush. The hawt horns and oaks were al nost bare, and al t hough
there were still a few stands of flowering witch hazel, the buds were
so dry they disintegrated when the wind blew. The marshy riverbanks
had al ready turned brown, and past the tangles of mul berry and
bittersweet, the fields were browner still. It was possible to taste
death out here, and the taste was not unlike swallow ng stones.

"Ckay," Joey said, "here's another possibility. W probably shook him
up when we took himout of the water. That's why it seens like he's
still bleeding." Joey was always nervous around a corpse, he had a
sensitive stomach and a tendency toward queasi ness. Once, when they'd
been sent to retrieve the body of a newborn baby, neatly swaddled in a
towel and deposited in a trash container behind the Haddan School, Joey
had fainted. An autopsy concluded the infant was dead before birth,
but the idea that sonmeone would get rid of a newborn in such a callous
way | eft the whole town disturbed. They never did find out who was
responsi bl e, and although Dr. Jones over at the school insisted that
anyone in town could have had access to the Dunpster, the Haddan Schoo
Al ummi Associ ati on bequeathe a recreation center to the village that
sanme year.

Such donations always followed a delicate situation at the school. The
addition to the town library had been built after some Haddan ki ds out
joyriding rammed their car into Sam Arthur's stati on wagon when he was
driving honme froma town council meeting and Sam wound up in the



hospital with two fractured ribs and a leg that had to be put back
toget her again with netal pins. The new public tennis courts were the
result of a drug bust that involved the son of a congressman. These
gifts that had been presented to the town neant very little to Abe. He
didn't use the library and one evening of Ping-Pong with Joey and his
kids at the rec center was enough to give hima headache. No, Abe was
far nore interested in this purple bruise on the boy's forehead. He
was interested in a wound that would not close.

By now, there was an odd sensation in the back of Abe's throat, as

t hough sonet hing sharp had | odged there. It was a shard of soneone's
death, and it didn't belong to himbut was there all the same. Al ready,
Abe's pal e eyes had taken on a vacant | ook, always the telltale sign
that he was about to weck another part of his l[ife. He'd alienate the
chief, Aen Tiles, by refusing to let old Judge Aubrey off with a
war ni ng when the judge was stopped on his way home fromthe MII stone,
driving with an el evated bl ood al cohol level, or he'd issue a citation
to the mayor for speeding when every cop in Haddan knew to let himgo
wi th nothing nore than a cheerful warning. These fool hardy actions
applied to Abe's personal life as well. He'd break up with sonme woman
who was crazy about him Ilike that pretty Kelly Avon, who worked at the
5810 Cent Bank, or he'd forget to pay his bills and not even notice
that his electricity had been turned off until the mlk in the
refrigerator turned sour. |If Joey hadn't covered for Abe occasionally,
he woul d surely have been fired by now, in spite of his father's and
grandfather's reputations. Today, as he had so many tines before, Joey
tried his best to cheer Abe out of one of his black nbods. On to the
next subject, and nore hopeful matters.

"\What happened | ast night?" Joey asked, knowi ng that Abe had taken out
a new woman, soneone he'd net at the scene of a traffic accident on
Route 17. By now, Abe had been through nost of the single wonmen in
Haddan and Hamilton alike, and they all knew he'd never commit. He had
to look farther afield for women still willing to give hima chance

"It didn't work out. W wanted different things. She wanted to
talk."

"Maybe no one's told you, Abe, but talking to a wonan doesn't mean

you' re asking her to set a wedding date. How can | live vicariously
through you at this rate? |'mnot getting any excitement out of your
love life. Too nmuch conplaining, not enough sex. You mght as well be
married."”

"What can | say? 1'll try to have nore neani ngl ess one-ni ght stands so
| can report back to you."

They coul d hear sirens now, so Joey headed up toward the road in order
to flag down their backup from Ham |ton

"You do that," Joey called cheerfully as he clinbed the hillock. Abe
stayed besi de the boy, even though he knew it was risky. His

gr andf at her had warned hi mthat anyone who renmained with a dead body
for too long ran the risk of taking on its burden. |In fact, Abe did
feel weighted down, as though the air was too heavy, and in spite of
his old | eather jacket, he continued to shiver with cold. On this
first day of Novenber, he realized just how nuch he wanted to be
alive.

He wanted to listen to the river and hear bird songs and feel the pain



in his bad knee, which always acted up in danp weather. He wanted to
get drunk and kiss sonme wonan he truly desired. This boy he stood
guard over woul d never do any~ of these things. H s chances had been
washed away, into the deepest pools of the river, those places where
t he biggest trout hid, huge fish, or so people said, with brilliant
fins that reflected the sunlight upward, blinding fishermen and

all owi ng for a clean getaway each and every tine.

Later in the norning, after the Haddan School had verified that one of
their students was indeed m ssing, the drowned boy was wapped in bl ack
pl astic, then packed in ice to prepare himfor the trip to Hamlton
since there weren't facilities to do a proper autopsy in Haddan. Abe
left work early, he went out behind the station to watch as the

anbul ance was made ready. Wight's old police cruiser was parked

besi de the | oadi ng dock, kept mpostly for sentinmental reasons, although
every so often Abe took it out for a spin. Hi s grandfather liked to
ride al ong the bunpy river road, and when Abe was grow ng up Wi ght
often took his grandson along, although it wasn't always trout Abe's
grandf at her was searching for. He would | eave Abe in the car and cone
back wi th bunches of blue flag, the native iris that grew along the
banks.

Those fl owers had | ooked so small when held in Wight's huge hands, as
if they were little purple stars plucked fromthe sky. It was al npost
possible for a child to believe that if these flowers were tossed

al oft, as high as a man could throw, they night never come down

agai n.

Sone other big man pulling up wildflowers night have appeared to be a
fool, but Wight G ey seened |like anything but. Riding back to the
farm Abe was always instructed to hold the flowers carefully and not
to crush them Every once in a while, on a hot spring day, a bee would
acconpany the irises into the car and they'd have to open all the

wi ndows. On several occasions the bee would stay along with them al

t he way home, buzzing like mad and flinging itself at the bouquet,
that's how sweet those wild irises were. Wight never brought the
flowers into the kitchen where Abe's grandnother, Florence, was fixing
supper. Instead, he wal ked out behind the house, to the fields where
the tall grass grew and that woman he'd known | ong ago had found peace.
Maybe that's when Abe's suspicious nature got ahold of him Even back
then, there seemed to be a truth he couldn't quite get to, and now he
wonder ed why he hadn't fought harder to find it out and ask the
simplest and nost difficult question of all, Wy?

For the longest tinme, he had wi shed there was a way for himto speak to
the dead. Not knowi ng was the thing that could haunt a man, it could
foll ow hi maround for decades, year after year, until the accidental
and the intentional had twi sted into a single hanging rope of doubt.
Al Abe wanted was ten minutes with any boy who m ght have chosen to
end his own life. Didyou nmean to do it? That's all he wanted to ask.
Did you cry out |oud, your voice echoing upward through the treetops
and clouds? Was it the blue sky you saw at the end or only a bl ack
curtain, falling dowmn fast? Did your eyes stay open w de because you
weren't yet done with your |life and you knew how much nore there. was
to see, years of it, decades of it, a thousand nights and days you
woul d no | onger have? ~.

As the drowned boy was taken to Hamilton, he would surely turn bl ue
al ong the way, just as silver trout did after they'd been hooked and
stowed in a tackle bag, along with enpty beer bottles and unused bait.



In all probability, there were no facts to go after and nothing to
prove, but the boy's wounds nagged at him Abe got into his
grandfather's car, deciding to follow the anbul ance, at |east for a
while. He did this even though he was absolutely certain his life
woul d be a whole Iot less complicated if he'd only turn back.

"Are we getting an escort?" the anbul ance driver called through his
open wi ndow when they stopped at the town line. Abe recognized the
driver from back in high school, Chris Wreck, who had pl ayed basebal
and wecked his armsenior year. It wasn't yet happy hour, but the
dirt lot of the MIIstone was already half full. If the truth be told,
Abe's car was often parked among the Chevy vans and pickup trucks, a
fact Joey Tosh tried to keep fromGden Tiles, as if it were possible to
keep any secret in this town for long. But on this Novenber afternoon
Abe didn't have the slightest urge to take his regul ar seat at the bar
Truth was funny that way, once a nan decided to go after it, he had to
keep right on going no matter where the facts night |ead.

"You bet," Abe called to Chris.
"I"'mwith you all the way."

As he drove, Abe recalled that his grandfather always told himthat any
man who took the time to listen would be amazed at all he could

di scover without even trying. A truly observant individual could lie
down beside the river and hear where the fish were swi mm ng, why, the
trout would practically give directions to any nan who was willing to
study them And because his grandfather was the best fisherman in
town, and had al ways gi ven out good advice, Abe started listening then
and there. He thought about that dark mark on the boy's forehead, a
bruise the color of wild iris, and he decided that for once in his life
he'd pay attention. He'd take note of what this drowned boy had to
say.

NEWS TRAVELED QUI CKLY AT HAD DAN AND BY NOON

nost peopl e knew there had been a death. After the initial course of
hear say and gossi p, people overloaded on runors and sinply shut down.
Al'l across canpus there was silence in unexpected places. In the

ki tchen, pots and pans didn't bang, in the conmon roons, there were no
conversations. Teachers cancel ed cl asses, soccer practice was called
off for the first tine in years. There were those who wanted not hi ng
nore than to go about their business, but nmost people could not so
easily ignore this death. M Whad encountered Gus at the school, and
nost had not been kind. Those who had been cruel knew who they were,
and there were |l egions of them Those who would not sit at his table
in the cafeteria, those who would not I end himnotes for the classes he
m ssed, who tal ked behind his back, who | aughed in his face, who

despi sed himor ignored himor never bothered to learn his nane. Grls
who had thought thenselves too superior to speak to himnow took to
their beds wi th headaches.

Boys who had thrown volleyballs at himduring phys ed class paced their
roonms gloomly. Students who'd delighted in taking potshots at an easy
target now feared that their past iniquities had al ready been charted
in sone heavenly book with a brand of black ink that could never be

er ased.

Qus's peers were not the only ones to feel the sting of renorse,
several faculty menbers were so sickened when they heard of Pierce's



death they couldn't bring thenmselves to eat |unch, although chocol ate
bread pudding, always a big favorite, was served for dessert. These
teachers, who' d dispensed D's, and decried the sloppy script and coffee
stai ns that acconpanied the papers Gus had witten, now found that
beneat h the slipshod penmanship there had been a bright and origina

m nd. Lynn Vining, who' d been | ooking forward to failing Gus in
retribution for the series of black paintings he'd executed, renoved
the canvases froma utility closet and was startled to see |uni nous
threads of color she hadn't noticed before.

An all-school neeting had been called and in the | ate afternoon the
entire community gathered in the auditoriumto hear Bob Thomas refer to
Qus's death as an unfortunate m shap, but word had al ready spread and
everyone said it was suicide. Bereavenent specialists were stationed
at tables outside the library and Dorothy Jackson, the school nurse,
di spensed tranquilizers along with ice packs and extra-strength

Tyl enol. There was particular concern for the residents of Chal k
House, who had been closest to the deceased, and Charlotte Evans's
ex-son-in-law, the psychol ogist, Phil Endicott, was brought in for an
extra counsel i ng session before supper. The neeting was held in the
common room at Chal k House, and clearly such an acti on was needed.

The freshnen who had shared the attic with Gus | ooked especially
shaken, and Nat haniel G bb, who was nore softhearted than nost, |eft

hal fway t hrough the session when Phil Endicott had reviewed only two of
the five stages of grief. At the end of the nmeeting, Duck Johnson

advi sed his charges to go out and nake every day count, but no one was
listening to him Because of the thin walls and anci ent plunbing, they
could all hear Nathaniel vomiting in a nearby bathroom they could hear
the toilet flush, again and again.

On the other side of the green, girls at St. Anne's who had never
spoken to Gus now sobbed into their pillows and wi shed they could have
altered the chain of events. Any boy who died in a nysterious fashion
could easily becone the stuff of dreams, a girl was free to wonder what
m ght have happened if only she had been wal ki ng al ong the river on
that last night in Cctober. She m ght have called to himand saved
him or perhaps she herself m ght have drowned, pulled down in the

m dst of her selfless act.

Carlin Leander was disgusted by this sudden outpouring of false
synmpat hy, She herself was boiling, a stew of fury and regret. She
refused to attend the dean's assenbly, instead, she |ocked herself in

t he bathroom where she tore out her pale hair and raked at her skin
with ragged, bitten-down nails. Let others think what they wanted, she
knew quite well who was to blame for Gus's death. Her wetched actions
on Hal |l omeen ni ght had destroyed both Gus and their friendship and gone
on to formsomething cold and mean in the place where Carlin's heart
ought to be. To let out all that was vile within, she took a razor
froma shelf in the medicine chest.

A single strike and drops of blood began to form another, and a
crimson stream coursed down her arm

Al inall, Carlin cut herself six times. Her own flesh was a | edger
upon whi ch she nmeasured all she'd done wong. The first cut was for
avarice, the second for greed, the next was for the petty delight she
had taken in other girls' jealousies, then one for vanity, and for
cowardi ce, and the |last and deepest cut was for the betrayal of a
friend.



On the night GQus died, Carlin had dreaned of broken eggs, always a
portent of disaster. Rising fromher bed in the early norning, she had
gone to her wi ndow and the very first thing she saw was a dozen ruined
eggs on the path below. It was only a silly prank, some |ocal boys had
egged St. Anne's, as they did every Hall oween. But |ooking down on
that path, Carlin had known that there were some things she could never
put back together again, no matter how she might try. And yet once the
announcement had been made she could not believe that Gus was really
gone. She ran to Chal k House, half expecting to crash into himin the
hal | even though the place was deserted when Carlin arrived, w th many
of the boys wanting to avoid the confines of the house. No one stopped
Carlin when she went up to the attic, or noticed when she entered CGus's
room She curled up on his neatly nmade bed. By then the fury and the
heat had been drai ned away, leaving Carlin's tears icy and blue. Her
cries were so pitiful they chased the sparrows fromthe willow trees,
rabbits in the branble bushes shuddered and dug down deeper in the
cold, hard earth.

It was nearly the dinner hour when the two officers arrived.

Nei t her man had ever been confortable on canpus and both flinched when
their car doors slamed. Abe had already driven to Hamilton and back
Joey had filed their report. Now they were here to neet with Matt
Farris fromforensics and give the deceased' s | odgi ngs a quick
once-over. Abel Gey noticed, as he had before, that tragedy tended to
create an echo. Coming upon an accident on an icy road, for instance,
he'd heard sounds he'd never been aware of before, |eaves falling, the
crunch of pebbles beneath his tires, the hiss of blood as it nelted

t hrough snow. At Haddan, it was possible to hear the air nmoving in
waves. There was the call of birds, the rustle of the branches of the
beech trees, and just beyond that, soneone was crying, a thin ribbon of
angui sh rising above rooftops and trees. "Did you hear that?" Abe
asked.

Joey nodded toward a boy racing by on a nountain bike that nost |ikely
cost a nonth of a workingman's sal ary.

"The sound of noney?
Yeah, | hear it."

Abe | aughed, but he had an uneasy feeling in his gut, the sort of

appr ehensi on he experienced | ate at ni ght when he found hinsel f | ooking
out his window, waiting for his cat to return. He hadn't wanted the
cat in the first place, it had sinply arrived one night and made itself
at home, and now Abe worried when it wasn't there on the porch when he
got home fromwork. On several occasions he'd stayed up past m dnight,
until the damed cat had seen fit to appear at the door

"Hey," Abe called to sone kid wal king by. |Inmrediately, the boy froze
Boys of this age could always identify a cop, even the good kids with
not hi ng to hide.

"Whi ch one is Chal k House?"

The kid directed themto a building so close to the river the branches
of weeping willows trailed across the roof. Wen they reached the
house, Abe stonmped sone of the rmud off his boots, but Joey didn't
bother. There were several nore of those expensive bikes tossed down



carel essly. Haddan wasn't the sort of town where bi kes needed to be
| ocked, nor front doors latched for that matter, except back when Abe
and Joey were on the | oose and people fromthe village went clown to
the hardware store in droves, asking for Yale | ocks and dead bolts.

Once the nen had stepped inside the dimhallway of Chal k House, Abe's
first thought was exactly the one he'd had all those years ago when
they were breaking into houses, Nobody's stopping us.

That's what had al ways surprised him Nobody's in charge.

Matt Farris was waiting in the student |ounge snmoking a cigarette and
using a paper cup as an ashtray.

"What took you?" he asked, sonmething of a joke since he and his
partner, Kenny Cook, were usually the ones to be late. He stubbed out
his cigarette and threw the whole nmess into the garbage.

"You're just on tinme because Kenny's not with you," Joey joked.
"Trying to start a fire?" Abe asked of the snol dering wastebasket.

"Burn the place down? Not a bad idea." WMatt was a local boy, with the
| ocal prejudice against the school, and it amused himto see bits of
trash simer before he doused it all with a cup of water

"No phot ographs?" Abe asked now. Matt's partner, Kenny, was the nan
with the canera, but he had a second job, over at the Fotomat in
M ddl et own, and wasn't readily avail able for energencies.

"The word from d en was don't bother," Matt said
"Don't take up too much tine with any of this."

Abe managed a | ook at sone of the rooms on their way past the second
floor, all were predictably sloppy, ripe with the stink of unwashed
clothes. The men went on, stooping as they made their way up the | ast
flight of stairs, trying their best not to hit their heads on the | ow
ceiling. There was even nore need to crouch when they reached the
rabbit warren of an attic, with paper-thin walls and eaves so pitched a
man of Abel's height had to slouch at all tinmes. Even Joey, who was
barely five-eight, quickly began to feel claustrophobic. In all those
years of imagining how the other half lived, they had never i magi ned
this.

"What a frigging dunp," Joey said.

"Who woul d have thunk it."

They' d al ways bel i eved Haddan students lived in luxury, wth feather
beds and fireplaces. Now it seened what they'd envied had turned out
to be nothing nore than a cranped attic, with floorboards that shifted
with every step and pipes that jutted out fromthe ceiling.

As they neared Qus's room Abe heard the crying again. This tinme, Joey
and Matt heard it, too.

"Just what we need. Sone spoiled brat in hysterics.” Joey had | ess
than twenty minutes to get home, eat dinner, placate Mary Beth for al
t he househol d tasks he'd forgotten or would forget soon, and get to his



job at the mall

"W could | eave," he suggested.

"Cone back tonorrow "

"Yeah, right." Abe took some Rol aids out of his pocket and tossed a
few into his nouth.

"Let's get this over with."

The naggi ng feeling Abe had been having was turning sour. He never
could stand to hear anyone cry, although by now he should be used to
it. He'd witnessed grown nen sobbing as they pl eaded for another
chance after he'd pulled themover for a DU. He'd had wonen | ean on
hi s shoul der and weep over minor traffic accidents or lost dogs. In
spite of his experience, Abe was never prepared for displays of
enotion, and it only nmade matters worse when he opened Gus's door to
di scover that the person in question was only a girl, one not mnuch

ol der than Joey's daughter Emly.

For her part, Carlin Leander hadn't heard anyone approach, and when she
saw Abe, she was imedi ately ready to run. Wo could blane her? Abe
was a big man, and he seemed especially huge in the tiny attic room

But in fact, Abe wasn't paying nmuch attention to Carlin. He was far
nmore concerned with a bit of visual information that surprised himfar
nore than a crying girl, the roomwas spotless.

Carlin had risen to her feet, she judged Abe to be a police of _ fleer
even before he'd introduced hinsel f as such, and for one stupefying

i nstant, she thought she was about to be arrested, perhaps even charged
with nmuMer. Instead, Abe went to the closet, where he found the shirts
neatly placed on hangers, the shoes all in a row.

"Was this the way Gus usually kept his roonP"

"No. His clothes were usual]y spread all over the floor."

Joey was out in the hall along with Matt Farris. Wen he peered into
the room he didn't |ike what he saw. Another rich Haddan student,
that was his estimation, a panmpered girl likely to burst into tears
every time she couldn't get what she wanted.

"Maybe we should bring her down to the station. Question her there."
Joey had a way of saying the wong thing at the right time, and this
was no exception. Before Abe could assure Carlin they'd do nothing of
the sort, she darted fromthe room Down the hallway she went, clown
the stairs two at a tine.

"Brilliant nove." Abe turned to Joey.

"She m ght have known sonet hing and you had to go and scare her off."

Joey came to look in the closet, he reached along the top shelf.

"Bingo." He withdrew a plastic bag of marijuana, which he tossed to
Abe.

"If it's there, 1'll find it," he said proudly Abe slipped the
marijuana into his pocket, he mght or mght not turn it in. Either



way, he couldn't quite figure howin a roomso neat and tidy, a bag of
weed coul d be carelessly |eft behind.

While Matt Farris dusted for fingerprints, Abe went to the w ndowto
see the drowned boy's view, they were so high up it was possible to spy
birds' nests in the willows, blackbirds soaring above the church
steeple in town. Fromthis vantage point, the woods on the far side of
the river seenmed endl ess, acres of hawthorn and holly, wild apple and
pine. No dust on the w ndow | edge, Abe noticed, and the panes of gl ass
weren't snudged either.

"Two scenarios." Joey had approached to stand besi de Abe.

"Either the kid killed hinmself, or he got good and stoned and
accidental ly drowned."

"But you're not voting for the accident theory," Abe said.

"Fromwhat |'ve heard, the guy was a loser." Having realized what this
i mplied, Joey quickly backtracked, in honor of Frank's nenory.

"Not that only losers kill thenselves. That's not what | neant."

"I wish they'd sent Kenny along." Abe was not about to discuss Frank
Not here. Not now.

"I'"d still like sone pictures of this room and | know how to get
them™

He had caught sight of the woman with the canmera on the path bel ow, and
he nodded for Joey to take a | ook. "Not bad," Joey said.

"Great ass."
"It was the camera | wanted you to see, you noron."
"Yeah, I"'msure it was the canera that attracted you."

As she wal ked across the quad, Betsy Chase was wondering if she'd been
anong the last to see Gus Pierce alive. She could not get past the
nmonent when he'd scaled the cemetery fence, devastated by his argument
with Carlin. Was there anything Betsy herself mght have done to save
hin? Wat if she had called out as he disappeared into the woods, or
if she'd gone forward into the cemetery? M ght she have changed what
was about to happen? Could a single word have redirected that pitiful
boy's fate, nmuch the way a single star can guide a traveler through a
st ornf

Bet sy's camera banged against her ribs in its usual, conforting way,

but she felt spacy and light-headed, perhaps the effect of crossing
fromthe dim shaded path into the last of the day's sunlight. 1In the
shadows a recent death cast, even the thinnest rays could be dizzying.
Bet sy | eaned up agai nst one of the weepi ng beeches to regain her

bal ance. Unfortunately, the swans were nesting nearby. They were such
territorial creatures that anybody with sense woul d have known to wal k
on, but Betsy brought her canera up to her eye and began to focus. She
much preferred to |l ook at the world through gl ass, but before she could
continue, soneone called out to her. Betsy placed one hand over her
eyes. There was a man on the front porch of Chal k House and his gaze
had settled onto her.



"Is that a canera?" he call ed.

Well, that much was obvious, but no nore obvious than the fact that his
eyes were a pale, transparent blue and that he had the sort of stare
that could hold a person in place, unable or unwilling to nove. Betsy
felt akin to those rabbits she cane upon when she went wal ki ng at dusk,
although it was clear they should run, they stayed where they were,
frozen, even when it was clear they were in the direct path of

troubl e.

Abe had begun wal king toward her, and so it would be ridiculous to
bolt. When he took out his ID, Betsy glanced at the picture.

Such snapshots were usually | aughable, a portrait fromthe gulag or the
prison farm but this man was good-|ooking even in his |ID photo. Best
not look for too long if Betsy knew what was good for her. He was the
handsonmest man she had seen in Haddan, and a handsome nman coul d never
be trusted to appreciate anything as nuch as the reflection he saw in
his own mirror. Still, Betsy couldn't help but notice a few basic
facts as she scanned his ID, his date of birth, along with his nane,
and the color of his eyes, which she already knew to be astoundi ngly

bl ue.

Abe expl ai ned what he needed and | ed her toward Chal k House. As Betsy
wal ked beside him she kept a watch on the swans, expecting themto
charge, hissing and snapping at coats and at shoes, but that didn't
happen. One nerely peered out fromthe nest, while the other followed
al ong on the path, which encouraged Betsy to quicken her pace.

"I saw Gus Pierce last night,"
detective.

Bet sy found herself telling the

"It was probably right before he wound up in the river."

Abe had often noted that people gave you nore information than they
were asked for, without the |least bit of prodding, they'd answer the
exact question that shoul d have been posed, the inmportant detail that
hadn't yet come to m nd.

"He was with another student." Betsy tossed sone of the crusts in her
pockets onto the path, but the swan ignored her offerings and hurried
after them feet slapping the concrete.

Thankful Iy, though, they had reached the dormitory. "A blond girl?"
Abe asked.

Bet sy nodded, surprised he woul d know.

"They were arguing in the old cenetery."

"Bad enough for himto kill hinmself over?"

"That all depends." Wat was wong with her? She couldn't seemto
shut up, as if silence mght be even nore dangerous in the presence of

this man than speech

"It's hard to tell how people in love will react."



"Are you speaking from personal experience?"

Color rose at her throat and cheeks, and Abe felt oddly noved by her
di sconfort. He stepped closer, drawmn by a nost delicious scent,
rem ni scent of honermade cookies. Abe, a man who never cared nuch for
desserts, now found he was ravenous. He had the urge to kiss this
worman, right there on the path.

"Don't answer that question," he said.
"I didn't intend to," Betsy assured him

In fact, she had absolutely no i dea what people in |love mght do, other
than make fools of thenselves. "You're a teacher here?"

Abe asked.
"First year. What about you? D d you go to school here?"

"No one fromtown goes to the Haddan School. W don't even like to
cone onto the property."

They' d reached the door, which had | ocked behi nd Abe, he pressed his
wei ght agai nst the wood, then ran his gas credit card under the bolt,
bypassi ng the coded entry | ock.

"Pretty good," Betsy said.
"Practice," Abe told her

Betsy felt such a ridiculously strong pull toward him it was as if
gravity were playing a nasty little trick. It was nonsense, really,
the way she couldn't catch her breath. The attraction was on the sane
| evel as wondering what the postman's kisses mght be Iike, or what the
groundskeeper who tended the roses would | ook like without his shirt.
She and Eric would surely | augh about it later, how she'd been roped
into police work by a man with blue eyes. It was her civic duty" after
all. To keep matters businesslike, she'd nake certain to charge the
police departnent for film and processing.

"I see you caught yourself a photographer.” Matt Farris introduced
both hinsel f and Joey when Betsy was brought up to the attic. Wth so
many peopl e standi ng around, Gus's room seened tinier still. Matt

suggested they step into the hall and | et Betsy work away.
"Not bad," he comrented to Abe once they had.

Joey craned his neck to get a good | ook while Betsy set up in Qus's
room

"Far too smart and pretty for you," he told Abe, "so |I'mnot giving out
any odds."

Local people liked to joke that ninety percent of the wonmen in
Massachusetts were attractive and the other ten percent taught at the
Haddan School, but these people had never net Betsy Chase. She was
nore arresting than pretty, with her dark hair and the sharp arc of her
cheekbones, her eyebrows had a peculiar rise, as though she'd been
surprised in the past and was only now begi nning to recover her
equilibrium The fading light through the attic wi ndow illum nated her



in a way that made Abe wonder why he'd never noticed her in town.

Per haps that was just as well, there was no point in getting worked up
over Betsy, who wasn't even close to his type, not that Abe had ever
found his type before. A wonan with zero expectations, that's what
he'd al ways wanted in the past.

Soneone |ike Betsy would only make himmi serable and reject himin the
end. Besides, it was too late for himto start any enotiona
attachments now, he probably couldn't if he tried. There were nights
he sat alone in his own kitchen, listening to the sound of the train
headed toward Boston, when he'd stuck pins into the pal mof his hand,
just to get a reaction. He swore he didn't feel a thing.

"Maybe | can get her nunber for you," Joey said.
"l don't know, Joe," Abe ribbed hi mback
"You're the one who seens interested in her."

"I"'minterested in everyone," Joey admtted.

"But in a purely theoretical way."

They were all having a good | augh over that one when Betsy finished and
cane to join themin the hall. Abe suggested he take the roll of film
of f her hands, which suddenly rmade her feel cautious. Perhaps it was
all that male laughter, which she rightly inmagined mght be at her own
expense.

"I develop my own film" Betsy told Abe.

"A perfectionist.” Abe shook his head. Definitely not his type.
"Fine." Betsy knew when she'd been insulted.

"I'f you want to take the film take it. That's fine."

"No, it's okay. Go ahead and devel op the photos."

"Lovers' quarrel?" Joey asked sweetly as they cleared out of Chalk
House

"No," they both answered at the very sane time. They stared at each
other, nore confused then either one woul d have cared to adm t.

Joey gri nned.

"Aren't you two peas in a pod."

But in fact it was nowtinme for themto go their separate ways.

Matt Farris headed over to the lab in Hamilton, Joey went out to the
porch to use his cell phone and check in with his wife, Betsy started
back on the path she'd been on when Abe had first called to her

"You can send the prints to the station." Abe hoped his tone was one
of disinterest. He didn't have to go after every wonman he net, as if

he were sone undisciplined hound. He waved cheerfully, the good
pol i ceman who want ed not hi ng but justice and truth.



"Don't forget to include the bill."

After she'd gone, he stood there moodily, not noticing the swan's
approach until it was nearly upon him

"Scat," Abe said, to no effect.
"Go on," Abe told the creature

But if anything, the swan came closer. The Haddan swans were known for
t heir odd behavi or, perhaps because they were trapped in Massachusetts
all winter, searching for crunbs outside the dining hall door |ike
beggars or thieves. Huge flocks of Canada geese passed over the

vill age, pausing only to graze on the lawns, but the swans were forced
to stay on, nesting in the roots of the willows or huddl ed beneath
hedges of laurel, spitting at the ice or snow.

"Stop |l ooking at me," Abe told the swan.

Fromthe way the bird was eyeing him Abe thought it meant to attack
but instead it veered off behind Chal k House. Abe watched for a while
before he, too, went around to the rear of the dormitory. He didn't
want to think about wormen and | oneliness, far better to concentrate on
the trail that led from Chal k House's back door to the river.

When Joey was through arguing with Mary Beth about whether or not he
had to be in attendance when her parents cane for dinner on Sunday, Abe
si gnal ed hi m over.

"Somet hing's not right here.”

It was watery and dank in this hollow, and although it hadn't rained
for days, puddles had collected in the grass.

"Yep," Joey agreed as he slipped his cell phone into his pocket.

"It stinks."

"You don't see anythi ng?"

That they could perceive things so differently always amazed Abe.
Whereas Joey's attention focused on the clouds over Ham | ton, Abe was
only aware of the rain in Haddan. Joey spied a car crash, and all Abe
noti ced was a single drop of blood on the road.

"I see that dammed swan watching us."

The swan had settled on the back porch, its feathers fanned out for
warnth. It had black eyes the color of stones and the ability not to
bl i nk, not even when a jet broke the silence of the darkening sky up
above.

"Anyt hi ng el se?" Abe asked.

Joey studied the porch, if only to appease his friend.

"A

broom 1s that supposed to nmean sonething to ne?"



Abe led himto the dirt path heading to the riverbank. It was neatly
cared for, in fact, it appeared to have been swept. Wen they returned
to the porch, Abe held the broom upside down, a line of nmud edged the
straw.

"So they're neatness freaks," Joey said.

"They sweep the back porch. |'ve seen stranger."”
"And the path? Because it |ooks |ike soneone swept that, tOO "

Abe sat on the back steps and gazed through the trees. The river was
wi de here, and fast. There were no cattails, no duckweed or reeds,
nothing to stop an object traveling downstream

"Anybody ever tell you you've got a suspicious nature?" Joey said.

Peopl e had been telling Abe that all his Iife, and why shouldn't he? In
hi s opi nion, any man who wasn't cautious was a fool, and that was why
he planned to think this situation through

He, who had al ways nade certain not to get involved in anyone else's
busi ness, was already in way too deep. After he dropped Joey off at
hone he found hi nsel f thinking about boys who had died too soon and
worren who wanted too much, and before | ong he had grown confused on the
streets he'd known all his life. He took a wong turn on Miin and
anot her on Forest, m stakes any man who'd been distracted by a

beauti ful woman ni ght make, and before he knew it he was driving down
by the bridge where his grandfather used to park, the place where the
wildiris grew After so many years Abe could still find the spot, he
could still pinpoint the exact |ocation where the river ran slowy and
deeply into Sixth Commandment Pond.

IT FELL TO ERI C HERVAN AND DUCK JOHNSON

to neet the boy's father at the airport that evening, a duty no one
woul d have chosen, |east of all Duck, to whomtalking itself seemed an
unnatural act. They set out after supper and drove to Boston in
silence. Walter Pierce was waiting for them outside the US A rways
term nal, and al though he | ooked nothing like his son, Eric and Duck
knew hi mimredi ately, they could feel his sorrow before they approached
to shake his hand.

They carried his suitcase back to Eric's car, an old Volvo that had
seen far too many nmiles. As they drove, the nmen tal ked briefly about

t he i nconstancy of the weather, perfect as they left Logan, but grow ng
gray and wi ndy as they progressed on 193, they then discussed the
brevity of the flight from New York. It was the tail end of rush hour
when they left the city, and by the tine they turned onto Route 17, the
road was enpty and the sky was mdnight blue. M. Pierce asked that
they stop in HamIton, at the | ab where the autopsy had taken place, so
that he m ght view the body.

Al t hough Gus woul d be returned to Haddan in the norning, where he'd be
cremated at Hal e Brothers Funeral Parlor, his remains readied to be

t aken back to New York, and although Eric and Duck were both exhausted
and sick of the whole affair, of course they agreed to stop. Wo could
deny a grieving father one |last |ook? But for his part, Eric w shed
that Betsy had cone along. She'd had a bit of disaster in her own
life, losing her parents at such a young age. She nost |ikely would



have gone along into the lab with the elder Pierce and woul d have

of fered sone consoling words, the sort survivors yearn to hear. As it
was, Walter Pierce went in alone to a building that was dimy lit and
understaffed and where it took several tries before the body was

| ocat ed.

Waiting in the parking lot, Eric and Duck grumbled and ate the tinned
peanuts Eric discovered in the glove conpartnent, then went on to share
one of the energy bars Duck always kept hand}< Proximty to bad fortune
made certain people hungry, as if the act of filling their stomachs
could protect themfromharm Both nen were relieved that M. Pierce
didn't hold them accountable, considering they'd been the adults
responsi ble for his son

Al t hough Eric and Duck had shared duties as house parents at Chal k
House for five years, they' d never been inspired to conmuni cate nmuch
with each other. Now, there was absolutely nothing to say, especially
when M. Pierce returned to the car. They could hear himcrying as
they travel ed the road | eading to Haddan, a band of asphalt that on
this dark night seened endl ess. Fromout of nowhere, M. Pierce
suddenly asked why this had happened to his son. Hi s voice was ragged
and barely intelligible. Wy now, when the boy's |ife was only just
begi nni ng? Wiy GQus and not some other man's son? But as neither Duck
nor Eric knew the answer, they didn't say a word, and M. Pierce went
on crying all the way to town.

They took himto the Haddan Inn, relieved to at last retrieve his
suitcase fromthe trunk and say their good nights. After they'd safely
deposited M. Pierce, Eric and Duck Johnson went directly to the

M1 Istone. Most people fromthe school opted to frequent the inn

where a martini was expensive and the sherry was forty percent tap
water. So be it, people born and bred in town always said, if top

dol  ar and bad service was what the Haddan School fol ks wanted, but now
it was whi skey and beer Eric and Duck were after and a qui et space
where no one would bother them They needed a tonic after an encounter
such as the one they'd just experienced, but their usual haunt at the
inn was definitely off-limts, as the elder Pierce night decide that

he, too, needed a drink, so they found their way to the MIIstone, an
establ i shnment they'd al ways | ooked down upon, although they quickly
made t hensel ves confortable at the bar

Haddan School people rarely were custoners at the MIlstone, with a few
exceptions, such as Dorothy Jackson, the school nurse, who was thrifty
and |iked the happy hour when all drinks served were two for one. Sone
| ocal people took fleeting notice of the newcomers, but no one

appr oached t hem

"Too bad Gus Pierce wasn't assigned to Gtto House," Eric said to no one
in particular. He neither cared about nor val ued Duck Johnson's
opinion and therefore felt free to say whatever he pleased in the other
man's presence, particularly after he'd consuned his first drink
Johnni e Wal ker, neat, no water, no ice.

"Then he woul d have been Dennis Hardy's problem" he said of the
geonetry instructor and Oto house parent a man no one particularly
l'i ked.

"Maybe we shoul d have spent nore tinme with Gus. W shoul d have tal ked
to him" Duck signaled for the bartender and ordered another round.
The coach was experiencing the unconfortable feeling he sonetimes had



when he took a canoe out on the river early in the norning before the
sun rose, a tine when the birds were calling as if they owned the
world. It was so peaceful at that hour Duck could feel his al oneness,
a huge dark burden that wouldn't |eave himbe. A man by hinmself on the
river mght begin to entertain thoughts he didn't want, he night go so
far as to exanine his life. Wenever this happened to Duck, he'd nade
sure to turn around and start back to shore.

"I did talk to him" FEric had to laugh in recalling that the boy had
been as nonconmuni cative outside of class as he'd been in Eric's
freshman hi story sem nar, although whether or not Gus was truly in

att endance depended upon one's point of view The kid kept his

sungl asses on, and several times he'd had the nerve to turn the vol une
of his Wal kman up so high the entire class had been subjected to the
driving bass line resonating fromthe headphones.

Eric had been | ooking forward to failing Gus Pierce, and to sone extent
he now felt cheated out of doing so.

But Eric's biggest concern was the faculty commttee. He worried that
this Gus Pierce fiasco would leave its nmark. Facts were facts, Eric
was the senior house parent and a boy in his care was dead. Not that
there was anything to say that Eric, or anyone else, for that matter,
had been negligent. Al freshmen had a tough tine, didn't they? They
wer e homesi ck or overwhel med by the workl oad, and of course they were
i naugurated into dormlife, low nen on the totempole until they had
proven thensel ves wort hy.

Hadn't Eric told the boy exactly that? Hadn't he suggested GQus take
some responsibility and pull his life together?

"The father's the one | really feel sorry for." Duck Johnson was as
norose as he'd ever been in his life.

"The guy sends his kid away to school, and before he turns around, the
kid commits suicide."

That was what everyone was saying, and even Dorothy Jackson admitted
that in retrospect there'd been warning signs during his stay in the
infirmary, the depression, the headaches, the refusal to eat.

"Who woul dn't feel sorry for hinP" FEric agreed, in part to appease
Duck, for it seened entirely possible that after one nore drink, the
coach would be in tears. FEric called for a last round, even though it
meant he and Duck would be | ate for evening curfew check-in. Still
they mght as well relax. Chalk House had already had its tragedy,
hadn't it? Surely statistics would keep the place safe tonight wthout
the nen's presence.

Had Duck and Eric chosen to take their drinks at the inn on this night,
they m ght have run into Carlin Leander and been forced to report her
curfew violation to the dean. But fortunately for Carlin, they were on
the other side of town. The village seenmed especially quiet when she
set out for the inn at a little after nine. The pharmacy and Sel ena's
were already closed and there was very little traffic, only an

occasi onal car passing by, headlights cutting through the dark before
fading to black. The branches of the oak trees on Main Street shifted
in the wind, |eaves fell, then gathered in unruly piles beside fences
and parked cars. The streetlanps, fashioned to resenble the old gas
variety that preceded them cast |ong shadows that angled across the



streets in yellow bars of light. It was the sort of night when anyone
out wal ki ng al one woul d naturally quicken her pace and arrive at her
destination a bit shaken, even if her visit hadn't been fuel ed by
torment and guilt.

The | obby of the inn was deserted, except for a woman posted at the
desk who was so out of sorts that when Carlin asked if she m ght

contact a guest, the clerk nmerely pointed to the courtesy phone. Carlin
was wearing her one good dress, a stiff blue sateen her nother had
bought on sale at Lucille's. The dress was ill fitting and so sumery
that even if Carlin had worn a coat rather than the |ight black
cardigan dotted with little pearl beads she had on, she would have been
shi veri ng.

As soon as she'd overheard M ssy G een, the dean's secretary, nention
that CGus's father had come to town, Carlin knew she had to see him

Now, her hands were sweating as she dialed the nunber to his room

Fl eetingly, she considered hangi ng up, but before she could, M. Pierce
answered and Carlin rushed headl ong into asking if he would consi der
nmeeting her in the bar. The place was enpty, aside fromthe bartender
who served Carlin a Diet Coke with | enmon and |l et her perch on a stool
even though she clearly wasn't of |egal age. At the inn, top-notch
behavi or was presuned, a person with other intentions would surely be
better served at the MIIstone, which had lost its liquor license tw ce
in the past several years. Darts weren't played here at the inn, as
they were at the MIIstone, there were no noisy feats of strength, no
fried fish and chips, no ex-w ves chasing a nman down for alinony past
due. Admittedly, the dark booths at the rear of the bar were sonetinmes
frequented by people married to sonmeone other than their evening's
date, but tonight even these booths were enpty, any affairs that were
currently transpiring in Haddan were taking place el sewhere.

M. Pierce had been in bed when Carlin phoned, and it was fifteen
m nutes or nmore before he came downstairs. His face had the crunpl ed
count enance of a man who'd been crying.

"I appreciate your neeting with me, since you don't know nme or
anything." Carlin knew she sounded |ike sonme chatterbox idiot, but she
was too nervous to stop until she |ooked into his eyes and saw t he
grief staring back at her

"You nust be tired.

"No, I'mglad you contacted ne." M. Pierce ordered a scotch and
wat er .

"I"mhappy to neet a friend of Gus's. He always acted as if he didn't
have any."

Carlin had finished her soda and was enbarrassed to see there was a
ring on the wooden bar. She guessed the managenment of the inn was used
to dealing with such things, there was probably a polish that got rid
of the circle so that no one woul d ever guess there'd been a water

mar k.

"I think you should know what happened was ny fault," Carlin said, for
it was this admi ssion of guilt she had come to announce. |In spite of
her shivers, her face burned with shane.



see." Walter Pierce gave Carlin his full attention

"We had a fight and | was horrible to him The whol e thing was stupid.
W call ed each other nanmes and | was so mad | let himwal k away after
we fought. | didn't even go after him™

"You can't possibly have been the cause of whatever happened that
night." M. Pierce finished his scotch in a gulp.

"It was all ny fault. | should never have sent himhere. | thought I
knew best, and | ook what happened.” Walter Pierce signaled to the
bartender, and when he had his second drink in hand, he turned back to
Carlin.

"People are saying that it wasn't an accident."

"No." Carlin sounded sure of herself.
"He left ne notes all the tinme for no reason. |f he'd neant to do it,
he woul d have witten to me." By now, Carlin was crying.

"I think he nust have fallen. He was running away from nme, and he
fell."

"Not fromyou," M. Pierce said

"He was running away from sonething. Maybe it was hinself."

Because she couldn't seemto stop crying, Walter Pierce reached and
took a silver dollar frombehind Carlin's ear, an act that so surprised
her she nearly fell off her stool. Still, the trick had the required
effect, the tears were confounded from her eyes.

"It's an illusion. The coinis in the palmof ny hand all the tinme."
Qus's father | ooked particularly worn down in the dimtavern |ighting.

He woul d not sleep that night, and he probably wouldn't for severa
nor e.

"It's nmy second profession,” he told Carlin.
"Real | y?"

"He didn't tell you? | teach high school during the week, but on the
weekends | entertain at children's parties."

"I'n New York Gty?"

"Smithtown. Long Island."

How absolutely like Gus to have concocted a fal se history, exactly as
Carlin herself had. They' d been lying to each other all along, and
this realization nade Carlin mss Qs even nore, as if every untruth

they had told had tied them cl oser together with invisible tw ne.

M. Pierce suggested that Carlin take sonething that had bel onged to
Gus, a small keepsake by which to remenber him

Al t hough she hadn't planned to ask for anything, Carlin didn't
hesitate. She wanted Gus's bl ack coat.



"That horrible thing? He got it at a seconthand store and we had a big
fight over it. Naturally, he won."

The Haddan Police Department had returned the clothes Gus had been
weari ng when he was found, and these itens were stored in M. Pierce's
room Carlin waited in the hallway for M. Pierce to bring out the
coat, which had been fol ded and bound wi th rope.

"Are you sure you wouldn't rather have sonmething else? A booD H s
wristwatch? This coat is still danmp. It's junk. Wat do you need it
for? It will probably fall apart.”

Carlin assured himthe coat was all she wanted. When they said their
good- byes, M. Pierce hugged Carlin, which made her cry all over
again. She cried all the way downstairs and through the | obby, making
certain to avert her face as she passed the nasty woman at the front
desk. It was a relief to tunble down the stairs of the overheated inn
and be in the chilly air once nore. Carlin walked the vacant streets
in the village, her steps clattering on the concrete. She passed the
shuttered stores, then cut behind one of the big white houses on Miin
Street, traipsing through Lois Jereny's prize-w nning perennial garden
before she entered the woods.

The weat her had turned, the way it often did in Haddan, the tenperature
falling a full ten degrees. By norning, the first frost would | eave an
icy veneer on front |awns and meadows, and Carlin found herself
shivering in her thin clothes. It made sense to stop and slip on Qus's
coat, even though M. Pierce had been right, the wool was still danp.
It was al so bul ky and nuch too large, but Carlin pushed up the sl eeves
and pulled the fabric in close, so that it bunched around her wai st.
Instantly, she felt conforted.

She nade | ess noi se as she stepped farther into the woods, as though
she had donned a cl oak of silence that allowed her to drift between
hedges and trees.

It was past eleven, and should Carlin be discovered mssing r'L, from
St. Anne's she would be marked late for curfew. Her penance woul d
consi st of cleaning tables in the cafeteria all weekend, nothing to

| ook forward to, yet Carlin didn't bother to hurry. It felt good to be
out al one, and she had never been particularly afraid of the dark

These woods ni ght be dense, but they held none of the dangers of the
swanpy acres she was accustoned to in Florida. There were no
alligators in Haddan, no snakes, no possibility of panthers. The nost
dangerous creature a person mght neet up with was one of the

porcupi nes that lived in the hollow |l ogs. Coyotes were so shy of human
contact they turned and ran at the scent, and those few bobcats who
hadn't been hunted down were even nore tinmd, hiding under |edges and
in caves, rightfully terrified of guns and dogs and nen.

Toni ght, the only animal Carlin came upon was a little brown rabbit, a
jittery thing so terrified by her presence it dared not nove. Carlin
got down on her knees and tried to shoo the rabbit away, and at last it
ran off, fleeing with such speed anyone woul d have guessed it had
narrow y escaped being skinned and thrown in a pot. As Carlin went on
she neasured her steps, she would need to get used to the way the coat
whirled around her |egs, otherwise she'd trip and fall on her face. The
sodden fabric nust have floated out like a lily pad while GQus was in
the water, heavy and still. As a swimer, Carlin was well acquainted



with the properties of water--a person noved through it quite
differently than she did through the air. |If she'd been the one who
nmeant to drown herself, she would have taken off the coat first, she
woul d have folded it neatly and left it behind.

She had al ready passed the wooden sign that announced Haddan Schoo
property and could hear the river nearby and snmell the acrid scent of
its muddy banks. She could hear a splashing in the water, sone silver
trout perhaps, disturbed by the sudden drop in the tenperature. Qut on
the river, wood ducks huddl ed together for warmh and Garlin could hear
them chattering in the chilly air. Mst rose, especially fromthose
deep pockets where the largest of the fish could be found. The silver
trout were so numerous that if every one had turned into a star, the
river would have been shining with light, a man out on a skiff would
then be able to find his way past Hanmilton, all the way into Boston

gui ded by a shimreri ng band of water.

The Haddan River was surprisingly long. It did not stop until it
branched in half--one section mxing with the dark waters of the
Charles, to then flowinto the brackish tides of Boston Harbor, the
ot her end neandering through farm ands and meadows in a thousand
nanel ess rivulets and streanms. Even on wi ndy nights, it was possible
to hear the current al nost anywhere in the village, and perhaps that
was why nost people in Haddan slept so deeply Sone nen in town couldn't
be roused even when an alarmbell rang right beside their heads, and
babi es often didn't wake until nine or ten in the nmorning. At the

el ementary school, attendance records were littered with tar dies and
teachers were well aware that local children were a sleepy |ot.

O course there were bound to be insomiacs, even in Haddan, and Carlin
had turned out to be one of these. Now that Gus was gone, the nost she
could hope for was to doze fitfully, waking at two and at three-fifteen
and at four. How she envied her roommates, girls who managed to sl eep
so deeply, without a care in the world.

As for Carlin, she preferred to be out in these woods at night,

al t hough the overgrowth made for difficult going, there were nearly

i npenetrabl e thickets of woody nmountain |aurel and bl ack ash, and
fallen trees blocking the way. Before Carlin could catch herself, she
tri pped over the hemof the black coat, a misstep that pitched her over
the twisted roots of a willow Although she quickly regained her

bal ance, her ankl e ached.

Surely she would pay for this foray into the woods at swi m practice the
foll owi ng day, her tinme would be thrown off and she'd probably have to
visit the infirmary, where Dorothy Jackson was bound to recommend ice
packs and Ace bandages.

Carlin bent to rub at the pain and | oosen her rnmuscles. It was then
crouchi ng down, still cursing the spiral roots of the willow, that she
happened to see the boys gathered in the woods. Peering through the
dark, Carlin lost count after seven. |In fact, there were nore than a
dozen boys seated in the grass or on fallen |ogs.

There was a | eaden quality to the sky now, as though a done had been

cl anped down hard onto the face of the earth, and the cold was
surprisingly harsh. Carlin had a funny feeling in her throat, the sort
of sulfury taste that rises whenever a person conmes upon sonet hing that
is clearly meant to be hidden. Once, when she was only five, she'd
wandered into her nother's bedroomto find Sue and a man she didn't



recognize in a pile of heat and flesh. Carlin had backed out of the
room and fled down the hallway. Although she never nentioned what
she'd seen, for weeks afterward she didn't speak, she could have sworn
t hat she'd burned her tongue.

She had that sane feeling again, here in the woods. Her own breathing
echoed inside her head and she crouched down | ower, as though she were
t he one who needed to keep her actions shrouded.

She m ght have gone unnoticed if she had cautiously risen to her feet,
quietly and safely continuing on to the school before she saw any nore.
Instead, Carlin shifted her weight to ease the aching in her ankle and
as she did, a twi g broke beneath her heel

In the silence, the popping sound of cracking wood was thunderous,
reverberating as loudly as a shotgun's blast. The boys rose to their
feet in a group, faces pale in the darkness. The neadow they occupied
was particularly dismal, a spot where mayflies |laid pearly eggs every
spring and swanp cabbage grew i n abundance.

Sonet hi ng of this desolate place seened to have settled onto the boys
as well, for there was no expression in their eyes, no |ight

what soever. For her part, Carlin should have been relieved to
recogni ze them as boys from Chal k House, and even nore thankful to spy
Harry anong them for she might just as easily have cone upon a nasty
group of boys fromtown. But Carlin found little confort in the fact
that these were Haddan students, the way they were staring brought to
m nd the bands of wild dogs that roanmed the woods in Florida. At hone,
when Carlin went out at night, she always carried a stick just in case
she happened to neet up with one of these stray canines. She had the
very same thought about these boys she went to school with as she did
whenever she'd heard the dogs howing in the woods. They could hurt ne
if they wanted to.

To counter her fear, Carlin faced it, |eaping up and waving. A few of
t he younger boys, including Dave Linden, with whom Carlin shared
several classes, |ooked terrified. Even Harry appeared grim

He didn't seemto know Carlin, although he'd told her only nights
before that she was the love of his life.

"Harry, it's me." Carlin's voice sounded reedy and thin as she called
t hrough the danp air.

"It's only ne."

She didn't understand how truly unnerved she'd been by those staring
boys until at last Harry recogni zed her and waved back. He turned to
the others and said sonething that clearly set them at ease, then he
advanced t hrough the woods, taking the shortest path, not seenming to
care what he stepped on or what he might break. Bare wild blueberry
and the last of the flowering witch hazel were crushed beneath his boot
heel s, horsetails and poi son sumac were stonped upon. Harry's breath
rose up in cold, foggy clouds.

"What are you doing out here?" He took Carlin's arm and drew her
close. The jacket he wore was rough wool and his hand had cl anped down
tightly.

"You scared the crap out of us."



Carlin laughed. She wasn't the sort of girl to admit she'd been
equally frightened. Her pale hair curled in the danp, chilly air and
her skin stung. |In the underbrush, one of the frightened rabbits cane
nearer, drawn by the tenor of her sweet voice.

"Who did you think | was? A scary nonster?" Carlin escaped fromhis
grasp.

"Boo," she cried.

"I"mserious. Two guys thought you were a bear. |It's a good thing
they didn't have guns."

Carlin hoot ed.
"What brave hunters!"

"Don't laugh. There used to be bears in Haddan. Wen ny grandfat her

was at school here, one canme crashing into the dining hall. G andpop
swears it ate fifty-two apple pies and six gallons of vanilla ice cream
before it was shot. There's still sone blood on the floor where the

salad bar is now "

"None of that is true." Carlin couldn't help but smile, charned out of
her m sgivings about the gathering in the woods.

"Ckay. Maybe not the salad bar part," Harry admtted. He'd ringed his
arnms around her, pulling her back to him

"Now, you tell the truth. What are you thinking, running around in the
dar k?"

"You and your boys are out here, too.
"We're having a house neeting."

"Right, and you're all the way out here because you're going to cut off
puppy dogs' tails and eat snails or whatever it is you do."

"Actually, we're here to drink the case of beer Robbi e nanaged to snag.
| have to swear you to secrecy on this, you understand."

Carlin held a finger to her lips, an assurance that she never woul d
tell. They laughed then at all the rules they had broken and how nany
consecutive suspensions could be |evied against them They had spent
several nights in the boathouse, and such ronmantic evenings, although
fairly conmmonpl ace anong students, would | and themin serious trouble
if the house parents ever found out.

Harry insisted on wal king Carlin back to school. Although it was after
m dni ght by the tine they reached the canpus, they paused to kiss in

t he shadows of the headmaster's statue, a bit of bad behavi or they
liked to engage in whenever they passed it by.

"Dr. Howe woul d be shocked if he could see us." Carlin reached over
to pat the statue's foot, an act that sone people said brought good
fortune in matters of | ove.

"Dr. Howe shocked? You've obviously never heard the guy's his to~.



He'd likely try to score hinself and I'd have to fight himoff." Harry
ki ssed Carlin even nore deeply.

"1'"d have to break his neck."

The | eaves of the beech trees rattled |like paper and the scent of the
river was powerful, a rich mxture of wild celery and duckweed. Wen
Harry kissed her, Carlin felt as though she herself were drowning, but
when he stopped, she found herself thinking of Gus at the bottom of the
river, she imagined how cold it nust have been, there anong the reeds,
how the trout mnmust have created currents as they rushed by on the way
toward deeper water. As if he knew, Harry's expression turned sour. He
ran a hand through his hair, the way he always did when he was annoyed
but trying his best to keep his enmptions in check

"I's that Gus's coat you're wearing?"

They were standing on the hourglass path that Annie Howe had desi gned
with lovers in mnd, but now they no | onger enbraced. Red spots had
appeared on Carlin's cheeks. She could feel the cold thing inside her
chest that had formed when CGus died, it rattled and shook to remnind her
of the part she'd played in that loss. "Is there a problen?" Carlin
asked.

She had stepped away fromhim and the chill she felt had sifted into
her tone. Usually, the girls Harry went out with were so grateful to
be with himthey didn't talk back, and so Carlin's attitude was
unexpect ed.

"Look, you really can't go around wearing Gus Pierce's coat."

He spoke to her as he would to a child, tenderly, but with a degree of
stern right eousness.

"Are you telling me what | can and cannot do?" She was especially
beautiful, pale and colder than the night. Harry was nmore drawn to her
than ever, precisely because she wasn't giving in to him

"For one thing, the damed coat is wet," he told her
"Look for yourself."

Beads of water had forned on the heavy, black fabric and Harry's jacket
had grown danp sinply fromhol ding her near. No matter, Carlin already
held a fierce attachment to the coat and Harry could tell she wasn't
about to back down. He also knew that the nore sincere a fellow
sounded in his apol ogi es, the bigger the payoff.

"Look, I"'msorry. | have no right to tell you what to do." Carlin's
green eyes were still cloudy, inpossible to read.
"I mean it," Harry went on.

"I"'man idiot and | don't blanme you for being pissed off. You'd be
within your rights if you wanted to sue me for stupidity.”

Carlin could feel the cold thing inside her beginning to dissolve. They
enbraced once again, kissing until their |ips were bruised and
deliciously hot. Carlin wondered if perhaps they would wind up in the
boat house again, but Harry broke their enbrace.



"I'"d better go back and check on nmy boys. | wouldn't want anyone to
get suspended tonight. They're | ost w thout ne, you know "

Carlin watched Harry return the way they'd cone, pausing to turn and
grin before he stepped back into the woods. Harry had been right about
one thing, the coat was sopping. A puddle had forned at Carlin's feet,
there on the concrete path. The water that had collected was silvery,
as if made out of nercury or tears.

Sonet hi ng was nmoving within the puddl e, and when Carlin bent down she
was shocked to discover a pretty little mnnow, the sort often found
al ong the banks of the Haddan. Wen she reached for it, the fish
flipped hack and forth in the pal mof her hand, cool as rain, blue as
heaven, waiting to be saved. She really had no choice hut to run al
the way to the river, and even then, she had the sense that it was
probably too late. She could race into the shall ows wearing her good
shoes, ignoring the nmud and pickerelweed clinging to her dress, but the
m nnow m ght already be too far gone. One small silver fish brought
her to tears as she stood there, her best clothes ruined, the water
rushing around her. Try as she might, there would always be those it
was possible to rescue and those whose destiny it was to sink like a
st one.

VWALKI NG ON FI RE

| NDI AN SUMVER CAME TO HAD dan in the middle of the night when no one
was wat chi ng, when people were safely asleep in their beds. Before
dawn m st rose in the meadows as the soft, languid air drifted over
fields and riverbanks. The sudden heat, so unexpected and so wel cone
at this time of year, caused people to rise fromtheir beds and throw
open their wi ndows and doors. Some residents went into their own
backyards sonetinme after mdnight, they brought out pillows and

bl ankets and sl ept beneath the stars, as disoriented as they were
delighted by the sudden change in weather. By norning, the tenperature
had clinbed past eighty, and those few remaining crickets out in the
fields called hopefully, even though the grass was brown as sticks and
there were no | onger any | eaves on the trees.

It was a gorgeous Saturday and time stretched out as it did on sunmer
days. Unexpected weat her often caused people to let down their
defenses, and this was what had happened to Betsy Chase, who on this
morning felt as though she were suddenly waking froma |ong, confusing
dream As she passed the old ranmbling roses on canpus, sone of which
were still bloomng on this mld Novenber day, she thought of Abel Gey
and the way he had | ooked at her. She thought about himeven though
she knew she shouldn't. She knew where such entanglements led. Love
at first sight, perhaps, trouble, certainly. Betsy preferred the nore
sensible affinity she felt for Eric, she was not the kind of wonan who

fell hard and she planned to keep it that way. |In her opinion, |ove
that struck suddenly was too akin to tunmbling down a well. She would
surely hit her head if she took such a fall, she would regret it
dearly.

And yet, try as she might, Betsy couldn't shake the attraction. It was
as though he were still staring at her, even now, as if he had seen
right through her. She tried to think of ordinary things, tel ephone
nunbers, for instance, and grocery lists. She recited the nanes of the
girls at St. Anne's, a litany she always found difficult to recall

al ways confusing well-behaved Any Elliot with uncooperative Maureen



Brown, mxing up Ivy Cooper, who wept every tine her grade fell bel ow
an A mnus, with Christine Percy, who had yet to open a text. None of
these tactics did the least bit of good. Try as she might, desire
wasn't so easy to dodge, not on a day like this, when Novenber was so
very much |ike June anything seemed possi ble, even a notion as

fool hardy as true love. Work would help get rid of idle thoughts. It
always did the trick, managing to set Betsy back on track. Since her
arrival at Haddan, she had been so busy with students that she'd had
little time for her own photographs. The entire burden of St. Anne's
rested with Betsy, since Helen Davis was hopeless in that regard, and
Bet sy was especially worried about Carlin Leander, who had been cl osest
to the dead boy. Although there was sonme debate about whether or not
@Qus's death had been caused by his own hand, despair could be
cont agi ous, suicide had been known to spread through groups. There
were always individuals who, already |ooking for a way out, cane to
bel i eve they had found a door |eading through the darkness. Wen one
person wal ked t hrough, the gate swung open, beckoning others to foll ow
This was the reason Betsy made certain to check on Carlin, for she'd
heard the girl was refusing to eat and that she was ski ppi ng cl asses,
letting her grades fall dangerously low. Often, Betsy found Carlin's
bed enpty at curfew, and although this was agai nst Haddan rul es, Betsy
never reported these transgressions. She was well aware of the ways in
which grief could affect those |left behind. Wuld it be so surprising
if one of the girls in Betsy's care took it into her head to eat a
bottle of aspirin, or slit her wists, or clinb onto her w ndow | edge?
Wul d Betsy then be expected to follow al ong after such a student,

i nching her way along the roof, grabbing for any girl who m ght inmagine
she could fly away from her sorrows and all her earthly cares?

In all honesty, Betsy herself had had such notions after her parents'
deaths. She'd been sent to live with friends of the famly in Boston
and one evening, at dusk, she'd clinbed out to the roof as storm cl ouds
were gat hering. Lightning had been predicted and residents were warned
to stay inside, but there Betsy was, w thout benefit of either coat or
shoes, arns raised to the sky. The rain was torrential, with winds so
fierce that shingles were ripped fromthe rooftops, and before | ong
gutters were overflowi ng. Wen lightning did strike, only bl ocks away,
cleaving in two an old nagnolia tree on Conmonweal th Avenue that had

al ways been appreciated for its huge, saucerlike flowers, Betsy had
crawl ed back through the window. By then she was drenched and her
heart was poundi ng. Wat had she wanted out there in the storn? To
join her parents? To anesthetize her pain.") To feel, for a few brief
instants, the power of charting her own fate? And yet, in spite of how
weary she was of this world, the very first sheet of |ightning had sent
her scranbling back to the safety of her room so quick and so frantic
she broke two fingers in the process, a sure sign of her attachnent to
the glorious world of the living.

Once again, on this oddly warm day, Betsy experienced the sane charge
she'd felt during that |ong-ago storm as if she had not been
conpletely alive and was slowy being shocked back, atom by atom She
unl ocked the photo lab, glad to be rid of the burden of her girls if
only for a few hours, in need of tinme alone. She had only one roll of
filmto develop, the one she'd taken in Gus Pierce's room and even if
the prints had not been comm ssioned by Abel Gey, she would have done
her best. Betsy never rushed in the darkroom knowi ng full well that

i mges al ways profited when given extra care. Breath gave life to al
that was human, but light was the force that animated a phot ograph
Betsy particularly wanted to illumnate this set of prints, she wanted
each one to burn in Abel Gey's hand, the way his stare had burned



t hrough her. But sonewhere al ong the devel opi ng process, sonething
went wong. At first Betsy thought her vision was failing, surely, it
was only a matter of time until she saw straight. But soon enough she
under st ood that her eyesight wasn't the problem Betsy's vision was
still twenty-twenty, just as it always had been, her one true gift, and
perhaps this was the reason she'd always had the ability to see what
others ignored. Al the same, Betsy had never seen anything like this
before. She remained in the photo lab for quite some tine, but tine
woul dn't change anything. She could wait for hours or for days, but
the sane image would remain. There, seated on the edge of the bed,
hands folded neatly in his lap, was a boy in a black coat, his wet hair
streaming with water, his skin so pale it was possible to see through
him into thin air.

ABEL GREY, A MAN WHO USUALLY SLEPT LI KE

a rock, unnovable until dawn, could not get to sleep when the weather
changed. He felt as though he'd been set afire, and when at |ast he
fell into an uneasy slunber, he dreaned of the river, as if perhaps its
waters could cool himwhile he slept. H s house was closer to the
train tracks than it was to the Haddan, and the sound of the 5,45 A M
to Boston often filtered through his dreans, but it was the river he
heard on this night, when the weather was so warm mayflies swarmed the
banks, although such insects were not usually seen until the mld

green days of spring.

In his dream Abe was in a canoe with his grandfather, and all around
themthe water was silver. Wen Abe | ooked down, he saw his own inmage,
but his face was blue, the shade it m ght have been had he drowned. His
grandf at her set aside his fly rod and stood, the canoe rocked from side
to side, but that didn't bother Wight Gey. He was an old man, but he
was tall and straight and he had all his strength.

Here's the way to do it, he told Abe in the dream Junp in
headfirst.

Wight threw a rock as far as he could and the water before them
shattered. Now it was clear that this silver stuff wasn't water at
all, but a mrrorlike substance that stretched on and on

Wherever a man m ght | ook, he was bound to see hinself, there anong the
lilies and the reeds. Wen Abe woke, he had a serious headache, He
wasn't a man accustonmed to dreams, he was too | evel headed and
suspicious in nature to put nuch stock in wisWillusions or |ook for
nmeani ng where there was none. But today, his grandfather's resonant

voi ce stayed with him as if they'd recently been speaki ng and had been
interrupted in md conversation Abe went into the kitchen, started

some coffee, and gul ped down three Tylenol. It was early and the sky
was perfectly blue. The big toncat who had adopted Abe was paci ng back
and forth, demandi ng breakfast. Al in all, an extraordinary day, a

nmor ni ng when other men mght turn to thinking about fishing or |ove,
rather than the vagaries of an unexpl ai ned deat h.

"You don't have to get hysterical,"
cabi net .

Abe told the tomas he opened a

"You won't starve."

As a rule, Abe had never liked cats, but this one was different. It
didn't fawn over a person, arching its back and begging for scraps, and



was so independent it didn't even have a nane. Hey, you, Abe called
when he wanted to get the cat's attention. Over here, buddy, he'd say
when he reached for one of those cans of overpriced cat food he used to
say only an idiot wuld spend good nmoney on

Surely, this cat had a history, for one of its eyes was m ssing.

Whet her this was the result of surgery or a badge of honor from sone

| ong-ago battle was inpossible to tell. This injury was not the cat's
only unattractive feature, its black fur was matted and its shrill neow
brought to mind the call of a crow rather than the purr of its own
kind. The one renmining eye was yell ow and cl oudy and coul d be
extremely unsettling when it fixed upon soneone. |If the truth be told,
Abe wasn't unhappy that the tom had taken up residence. There was only
one troubl esome sign, Abe had started to talk to the thing. Wrse
still, he had begun to value its opinion

When Joey arrived to pick up Abe, as he had every day for the past
fourteen years, Abe was showered and dressed, but he was stil
westling with his dream

"What | ooks |ike water, but breaks like glass?" Abe asked his
friend.

"Is this a frigging riddle at seven-thirty in the norni ng?"

Joey poured hinself a cup of coffee. When he |ooked in the fridge
there was no nilk, as usual

"It's so hot out there the sidewal ks are steaning. | feel like Mary
Beth is going to get after ne to put the screens back in the
wi ndows. "

"Take a guess." Abe got sonme powdered nmilk fromthe cabinet where the
cat's food was stored and handed the box to Joey.

"It's driving me crazy."

"Sorry, bud. No idea." Though the silverware was unwashed and t he
sugar only bare scrapings at the bottomof the bow, Joey added a
spoonful to his coffee and poured in the clunpy powdered mlk. He

qui ckly drank the potent m xture of caffeine and sucrose, then went to
the sink to place his cup atop a pile of dirty dishes. Mary Beth would
faint if she saw the way Abe kept his place, but Joey envied his
friend' s ability to live in a dunp such as this. Wat he didn't
understand was the addition of the cat, which now leapt onto the
counter. Joey swi ped at the animal with his newspaper, but it only
stood its ground and nmewed, if mewi ng was what the croaking sounds it
emitted could be call ed.

"Do you feel sorry for this disgusting aninmal? 1s that why you have
it?"

"I don't have it," Abe said of his pet, as he poured sone powdered m |k
into a bow, added tap water, then set the dish on the counter for the
cat.

"It has me." |In spite of the tablets he'd taken, Abe's head was
pounding. In his dream he had known exactly what his grandfather
meant. Awake, nothing nmade sense.



"What's with you and the riddles today?" Joey asked as they went out
to the car, the back door slamm ng shut behind them

Joey had driven the black sedan through the car wash attached to the
mni-mart on his way over and now sunlight was striking the beads of
wat er on the roof, causing the black nmetal to resenble glass. Golden
light streamed down Station Avenue and a bee drifted lazily over Abe's
unkenpt | awn, which hadn't been nowed since July.

Up and down the street, people were out in their yards, narveling at
the weather. G own nen had decided to play hooky from work

Wmen who had al ways been proponents of washer-dryers decided to hang
their laundry out on the line.

"WIl you look at this," Abe said beneath the deep and brilliant sky.
"I't's summer."
"It won't last." Joey got into the car, and Abe had no choice but to

fol | ow.
"By tonight we'll all be shivering."

Joey started up the engine, and once they were on their way, he hung a
U-turn and drove into town, making a right at the intersection of Miin
and Deacon Road, where the Haddan | nn stood.

Ni kki Hunphrey's sister, Doreen Becker, who was the manager of the inn
had draped several carpets over the railing, taking advantage of the
beautiful weather to beat the dust out of the rugs. She waved as they
passed by, and Joey honked a greeting.

"\What about Doreen?" Joey kept his eye on the rearview nirror as
Doreen | eaned over the railing to turn one of the carpets.

"She mght be the girl for you. She's got a great behind."

"That's the part you always notice, isn't it."? | guess that's because
they' re al ways wal ki ng away from you."

"How did | get dragged into this? W were tal king about you and
Dor een. "

"W went steady in sixth grade," Abe rem nded him
"She broke up with nme because | couldn't make a conmitnent. It was
either her or Little League."

"You were a pretty good pitcher," Joey recall ed.

Abe never took this route through town, preferring to cut across the
west side on his way to work, thereby avoiding this part of the village
entirely. The inn nostly served out-of-towners, Haddan School parents
visiting for the weekend or tourists arriving to see the fall foliage.
For Abe, the inn brought to mind the occasion of his brief and heedl ess
i nvol venent with a Haddan School girl. He'd been sixteen, smack in the
m ddl e of his bad behavior, in the year when Frank died. He was crazy
back then, out at all hours, wandering through town in search of
trouble, and as it turned out trouble was exactly what this girl from



Haddan was after as well. She'd been the kind of student the schoo
had been known for in those days, pretty and indul ged, a girl who had
no qual ms about picking up a | ocal boy and charging a del uxe roomto
her father's credit card.

Though he'd prefer to forget the incident entirely, and had never
mentioned it to Joey, Abe renmenbered that the girl's name was M nna
He' d thought she'd said mnnow at first, and she'd had a good | augh
over that. Still, it had been quite sone tine since he thought about
how he'd waited in the parking lot while Mnna checked in. As they
drove past the inn, he recalled how she had signaled to himfromthe
wi ndow of the roomshe'd rented, confident that he'd foll ow her,
anyti me, anypl ace.

"I didn't have time for breakfast," Joey said as they drove on

He reached past Abe for the glove conmpartnent, where he kept a stash of
Oreo cookies. He told people they were for his kids, but his kids were
never in this car and Abe knew that Mary Beth didn't allow her children
sugar. People did that all the time, and what was the crinme? Mst
folks tossed out little white lies, as if truth were a sinple enough

di sh to cook, like eggs over easy or apple pie.

"Let's say it wasn't suicide and it wasn't an accident, that only

| eaves one thing." Perhaps it was seeing the boy's open eyes that

af fected Abe so, you had to wonder what the synapses in the brain m ght
have recorded, those last things the boy saw and felt and knew.

"Man, you are really into riddles this norning." 1t was early and the
streets were enpty, so Joey picked up speed, he still got a kick out of
ignoring the town limt of twenty-five mles per hour

"See if you can figure out this one fromEnily. What do you call a
police officer with an ear of corn on his head?"

Abe shook his head. He was serious, and Joey refused to hear his
concern. Hadn't that always been the way between then? Don't ask,
don't talk, don't feel anything.

"Corn on the cop." Joey popped another cookie into his nouth.
"You get it?"
"All I'msaying is that there is always the possibility of crimna

intent, even in Haddan. Things aren't always what they seem"”

A bee had managed to fly into the car through the open w ndows, it hit
repeat edl y agai nst the w ndshi el d.

"Yeah, and sonetimes they' re exactly what they seemto be. At best,
the kid had an accident, but | don't think that's what happened. |

went through his files fromschool. He was in and out of the infirmry
because of his migraines. He was taking Prozac and who knows what
illegal drugs. Face it, Abe, he wasn't sonme innocent little kid."

"Half the people in this town are probably taking Prozac, that doesn't
mean they junmp in the river, or fall in, or whatever we're supposed to
bel i eve. And what about the bruise on his forehead? Did he hit

hi nsel f on the head in order to drown hinmsel f?2."



"That's |ike asking why does it rain in Hanilton and not in Haddan. Why
does soneone slip in the mud and crack his skull open while another man
wal ks by untouched?" Joey grabbed the package of Oreos and smacked the
bee agai nst the gl ass.

"Let it go,"
"nmove on."

he told Abe as he tossed the crunpl ed bee out the w ndow.

When they arrived at the station, Abe continued to think about his
dream He usually did let things go, he was pleased to nmove on with no
regrets, a trait to which nost of the single wonen in Haddan coul d
surely attest. But every now and then he got stuck, and that had
happened now. Maybe it was the weather that was getting to him he
could hardly draw a breath.

The air-conditioning was officially turned off by town decree every
year on the fifteenth of Septenber, so the offices were sweltering.

Abe | oosened his tie and | ooked into the cup he'd gotten fromthe
cooler in the hallway. You can't see water, but you knowit's there
all the sane.

He was still mulling this over when Gen Tiles pulled up a chair to
apprai se next week's schedul e, spread out in a heap on Abe's desk. den
didn't like the | ook on Abe's face. There was trouble brewi ng, den

had seen it all before. |If G en had had his way, Abe woul d never have
been hired in the first place. For one, there was his past to
consi der, and second, he was clearly still unstable, in the good old

here and now. He'd work overtinme for weeks, then not show for the
hours assigned on the schedule until den called himto rem nd himthat
he was a town enpl oyee, not a duke, not a prince, and not unenpl oyed,
at least not yet. You never could tell with Abe. He'd let Charlotte
Evans off with a warni ng when she burned | eaves--even though as a
lifelong village resident she should have been well acquainted with the
town byl aws--then he'd slap sonme newconers out in one of those
expensi ve hones off Route 17 with a huge fine for doing the very sane
thing. |If Abe hadn't been Wight Gey' s grandson G en would al ready
have fired himfor his noody tenperanent alone. As it was, Gen stil
consi dered that option on a regul ar basis.

"I"'mnot so sure that boy fromthe Haddan School was a suicide," Abe
was telling @en, which was the last thing the chief wanted to hear on
a beautiful norning such as this. Qutside, those birds who hadn't

m grated, the sparrows and the nmourni ng doves and the wrens, were
singing as though it were sunmer. Tin just wondering if it isn't
possi bl e that soneone had a hand i n what happened?"

"Don't even think like that," Gen told him
"Don't start a probl emwhere none exists."

Abe hinself was a man who needed proof, and so he understood G eNs
hesitancy. As soon as he w apped up his paperwork, Abe went behind the
station for the beat-up cruiser his grandfather used to drive, and
headed to the river road. Wen he got out he could hear frogs calling
fromthe sun-warnmed | edges of rock. Trout splashed in the shall ows,
feeding on the last of the season's nosquitoes, wildly active in the
unexpect ed burst of heat.

Abe liked the idea of all this life renewed on the banks just at the



time when it usually faded away. Wens fluttered past him perching on
t he wavering branches of the Russian olives that grew here in
profusion. In the coldest part of winter, the river froze solid, and
it was possible to skate to Hamilton in under thirty mnutes, a really
good skater could nmake it to Boston in |less than two hours. O course,
there was al ways the possibility of a sudden thaw, especially during
the cold blue stretches of January and the fitful gl oony weeks of
February. Disaster could strike any skater, as it had for those
students from Haddan so many years ago. Abe had been only ei ght when
it happened, and Frank had been nine. The roads were slick that day,
but the air was oddly mld, as it was today, fog rose up from asphalt
and ivy and fromthe cold, brittle front lawns. People could sense the
worl d waiting beneath the ice, a taste of spring appeared in the form
of the soft, yellow ng branches of willows, in the scent of danp earth,
and in the clouds of stupefied insects called back to life by the
sunl i ght and war nt h.

It was a fluke that Wight chose to ride along the river that day when
the ice cracked. The old man kept his tackle box and several fly rods
in the trunk, always anticipating good fishing weather, and when it
cane, he was ready.

"Let's go looking for trout," he had told the boys, but instead what
they'd found were three students from Haddan scream ng for nmercy and
going down in the icy depths, the skates still strapped to their
feet.

Abe and Frank stayed in the cruiser and didn't nove a nuscle, precisely
as their grandfather had instructed. But after a while Abe coul dn't

sit still, he was the brother who could never behave, and so he clinbed
into the front seat to get a better look, pulling himself up to see
over the steering wheel. There was the river, covered with ice. There

were the boys who had fallen through, their arns waving |ike reeds.

He's going to be mad at you, Frank told Abe. Frank was such good boy,
he never had to be told anything twice. You' re not supposed to nove.

But in the front seat, Abe had a nmuch better view of the proceedi ngs.
He coul d see that his grandfather had gotten a | ength of rope he kept
beside the fishing rods in the trunk and was racing down the icy banks,
shouting for the drowning boys to hold fast.

Two Haddan students nanaged to drag thenselves to shore, but the third
was too panicked or too frozen to nove, and Wight had to go in after
him Abe's grandfather took off his wool coat and threw his gun on the
ground, he | ooked behi nd hi mbefore he dove in, thinking, perhaps, that
this was his last view of the beautiful world. He spied Abe watching,
and he nodded, in spite of Frank's warning, he didn't |look mad at all
He appeared perfectly calm as though he were about to go for a swimon
a sunmer day when all that was waiting for himwas a picnic |unch set
out on the grass.

As soon as Wight clove into the water everything seemed to stop, even
t hough the ice broke beneath him shattering into thousands of shards,
even though the drowning boy's friends shouted fromthe bank. Abe felt
as though he hinself were underwater, all he could hear was the sound
of ice popping and the silence of the dark, still water, and then, wth
a whoosh, his grandfather was back, up through the hole in the ice, the
boy right there in his arnms. After that, everything was hugely I oud,
and there was a ringing in Abe's ears as his grandfather called for



hel p.

Those Haddan School boys onshore were usel ess, too scared and cold to

t hi nk, but luckily, Abe was a bright boy, or so his grandfather had

al ways said. He had played in the cruiser often enough so that he knew
how to place a call to the station asking for an anmbul ance and sone
backup. Afterward, Wight insisted that he woul d have turned bl ue on
that riverbank with the foolish kid from Haddan dying in his arns, if
hi s youngest grandson hadn't been sharp enough to call for an

anmbul ance.

You didn't do anything so great, Frank whispered to his brother later
on and Abe had to agree. It was their grandfather who was the hero of
the day and for once the people at the school and the residents of the
vill age had sonet hing on which they coul d agree.

There was a big cerenpny at town hall at which Wight was presented
with an award fromthe trustees of the Haddan School. dd Dr. Howe
hi nsel f, the headmaster emeritus, near eighty by then, sat on the
podium The famly of the boy who' d fallen through the ice nade a
contribution to the town, funds used to build the new police station on
Route 17 later named in Wight's honor. There in the crowd, Abe had
appl auded with the rest of the town, but for nonths afterward, he
couldn't shake the inmage of his grandfather rising fromthe water with
ice in his hair. Didn't affect ne in the |east, Wight always assured
t he boy, but fromthat day on, Wight's toes were blue, as though cold
wat er flowed through his veins, and perhaps that was why he was the
best fisherman in town, and, in Abe's opinion, the best man as well.

Even now, if sonmeone wanted to conplinment Abe, all that needed to be
said was that he took after his grandfather, not that Abe woul d ever
accept such a statenment as truth. He had the same blue eyes, it was
true, and the height, and he chewed on his |lip the way Wi ght always
did when he listened to you, but never in his life could Abe be

convi nced he would be as good a man. Still, he wondered if he'd
finally been given a chance at sonething with this boy they had found,
a drowning of his own.

On this rare and beautiful day when nen were | eaving work early to go
hone and make love to their w ves, and dogs were straying far into the
fields, chasing after partridges and yapping with joy, Abe wal ked al ong
the river. He wished that his grandfather still lived out on Route 17
and that he had the old man to guide him He thought about the dream
he'd had, and the silver river made of glass. He went over all the
things it was possible to break, a lock, a window, a heart. He didn't
cone to it until he'd driven hone, later in the day, when the sky had
begun to darken in spite of the warmweather. He was parked in his own
driveway, too tired and hungry and aggravated to think about riddles
anynore when he finally understood his own dream It was the truth
that was always as clear as water until it had been broken, shatter it
and all that's left is alie.

PEOPLE I N THE VI LLAGE OF HAD DAN HAD LONG nenories, but they usually
forgave transgressions. Wo anong them hadn't made a m stake? Who had
never run aground of good sense and sinple reason? Rita Eanon, who ran
the ball et school and was a well-thought-of parishioner at St

Agat ha's, had been so drunk at the MIIlstone |ast New Year's Eve that
she'd danced on the bar and flung off her blouse, but no one held it
agai nst her. Teddy Hunphrey had been involved in a laundry list of

m shaps, from accidentally targeting the gymteacher during archery



practice back when he was in high school, to ramm ng his Jeep into his
nei ghbor Russell Carter's Honda Accord after he di scovered that Russel
was dating his ex-wfe.

Those who had cal |l ed Joey and Abe hoodl uns when they were young were

pl eased to note what upstanding citizens they'd beconme. Barely anyone
could remenber those tines when the boys had ordered sodas and fries at
the pharmacy with no noney in their pockets, then had run for the door
hal f expecting Pete Byers to race after themw th the hatchet he was
said to keep by the register, in case of fire.

Instead, Pete had nerely waited for themto see the error of their
ways. One norning, on the way to school, Abe had stopped by and paid
off their debt. Several years later, Joey admtted he'd done the very
same thing and the joke between them now was that Pete Byers was the
one who'd wound up owi ng them noney, with twenty or nore years of

i nterest tacked on.

On the second day of the heat wave, Abe was thinking about the grace
wi th which Pete had handl ed that situati on when he dropped by the
drugstore, as he often did, for old tinmes' sake and some |unch

There at a rear table, having tea and scones, were Lois Jereny and
Charlotte Evans fromthe garden club. Both wonmen waved when they saw
him These two usually wanted sonet hing or other done for their

preci ous club, which net every Friday at town hall, and Abe did his
best to assist them He felt particularly bad whenever he saw Ms.
Evans, from whose house he and Joey had once stol en three hundred
dollars they'd found in a tin stored beneath the kitchen sink. The
robbery had never been reported to the police or nmentioned in the

Tri bune, and Abe later realized the noney had been a secret kept from
Ms. Evans's husband, a well-known bully and bore. To this day, Abe

will not wite Charlotte Evans a parking ticket, not even on those
occasi ons when her car bl ocked a fire hydrant or when she parked in a
crosswal k. He'll go no farther than issuing a warning and telling Ms.

Evans to buckl e her seat belt and have a nice day.

"Something is wong with the safety precautions in this town," Lois

Jereny called from her table.

"I see no reason whatsoever why we cannot have an officer posted
outside the hall during our fund-raiser." She treated Abe as she did
all civil servants, as though they were her own personal hired help.

"Main Street will be a disaster if there's no one to direct
traffic.""1'll see what | can do," Abe assured her

As a boy, Abe would take offense at the mildest slight, but he was no

| onger insulted when people fromthe east side talked down to him For
one thing, his line of work had allowed himto see behind the facade on
Main Street. He knew, for instance, that Ms.

Jereny's son, AJ, had noved into the apartnment above her garage after
hi s divorce because the police had been. <called in several tines to
qui et AJ down when he'd had too much to drink and was on a rant,
scaring Ms. Jeremy out of her wts.

Pete Byers, whose own wife, Eileen, was well known for her perennial
garden, although she had yet to be invited to join the garden club
gave Abe a synpathe ic | ook when Ms. Jeremy was done with him



"These | adi es woul d be gardening if you set them down on the noon,"
Pete said as he placed a cup of mlky coffee before Abe.

"We'd | ook up at night and see daffodils instead of stars if they were
the ones in charge.™

Abe took note of the new boy working behind the counter, a dark
i ntense kid who had the hooded | ook of trouble Abe recognized.

"Do |I know hin?" he asked Pete Byers.
"Don't think so."

The boy was at the grill, but he nust have felt the weight of Abe's
gaze, he | ooked up quickly, then, even nore quickly, he | ooked away. On
his face was the pol ecat expression of a boy who knew his fate hung by
a thread. He had a scar under one eye, which he rubbed like a
talisman, as though to rem nd hinself of something he'd |ost |ong

ago.

"He's ny sister's boy from Boston," Pete said.

"Sean. He's been living with us since the sunmer and now he's
finishing up his senior year over at Hanmilton." The boy had begun to
scrape the grill, not a job anyone woul d envy.

"He'll be all right."

Pet e knew Abe was consi deri ng whet her he needed to keep his eye on the
boy should one of the ladies fromthe garden club have her car stol en
or one of the houses on Main Street be broken into | ate one night.
After he'd studied the specials board above the grill, which on this
day included tuna salad on rye and cl am chowder, the soup of the day
for the past eight years, Abe observed the boy as he drank his coffee.
The coffee tasted strange, so Abe signaled to Pete's nephew, here was
reason enough to see what this kid was made of. "What's this supposed
to be?"

"It's a careau hit," the boy told him

"Since when did the coffee here get so fancy?" Abe guessed Sean had
gotten into trouble in Boston and that his worried relations had dol ed
himout to his uncle in the country, where the air was fresh and the
felonies | ess nunerous.

"What's next? Sushi ?"

"l stole a car," Sean said.

"That's how | wound up here."” He had that edgy defiance Abe renenbered

so well. Anything said to himwould be defined as a chall enge, any
answer would be a variation of a single thought, | don't give a dam
what you say or what you think. 1'lIl live ny life as | please and if

ruinit, that's ny choice, too
"I's this an admi ssion?" Abe stirred his mlky coffee.

"I can tell fromthe way you' re watching nme, you want to know.



So now you know. Actually, | stole two, but | only got caught with
one."

"Ckay," Abe said, inpressed by the sudden integrity of such an
answer .

Peopl e could be truly surprising. Just when you thought you knew what
to expect from another individual, there'd be a conplete turnaround,
conpassi on woul d be offered when acri mony was expected, charity where
before there had been only indifference and avari ce.

Bet sy Chase had been equally surprised by the differing points of view
that were held when it cane to the subject of Abel Gey. Sone people
i ke Teddy Hunphrey over at the mni-mart where Betsy bought her yogurt
and iced tea mx, said he was the life of the party, and that down at
the M|l stone there was a barstool that practically had his nane carved
into the wood. Zeke Harris, who ran the dry cleaner's where Betsy
brought her sweaters and skirts, offered the opinion that Abe was a
real gentleman, but Kelly Avon over at the 5&10 Cent Bank disagreed. He
| ooks great and all, but trust me, Kelly had said, | know from
experience, he's enotionally dead.

Bet sy had not planned to refer to Abe as she ran errands in the

vill age, but his nane kept com ng up, perhaps because she had hi mon
her mi nd. She had been so disturbed by the photograph she'd devel oped,
that she'd gone ahead and | ooked up Abe's nunber in the Haddan phone
book. Twi ce she had dialed, then hung up before he could answer. After
that, she couldn't seemto stop tal king about him She di scussed him
at the florist's, where she'd stopped to buy a pot of ivy for her

wi ndowsi | I, and had thereby di scovered that Abe al ways bought a weath
at Christmastinme rather than a tree. She had found out from Ni kki
Hurmphrey that he liked his coffee with mlk but not sugar, and that as
a kid he'd been crazy for the chocolate crullers that he nowadays
eschewed in favor of a plain, buttered roll.

Al t hough Betsy had fully expected to discover nore details about him
when she wal ked into the pharmacy to buy the Tr/bune, she hadn't
expected to find the man hinself there at the counter, drinking his
second careau lait. It seemed to Betsy that she had sunmoned hi m by
stitching together the facts of his Iife. By now, she knew as nuch
about him as people who'd known himall his life did, she could even
nane the brand of socks he preferred, clued in by the clerk at

H ngram s.

"There's no point in hiding,"
behi nd t he newspaper racks.

Abe cal |l ed when he noticed her ducking

Betsy cane to the counter and ordered a coffee, black, though she
usual |y took sugar and cream she felt the undiluted caffeine mght help
her mai ntain sone degree of prudence. Luckily, she had her backpack
with her.

"I"ve got the photos for you." She handed Abe the packet of perfectly
ordinary prints she'd been carrying around.

Abe | eafed through the photos, biting down on his lip, exactly as
Wight used to whenever he was deliberating.

"I'"ve got one other photograph that |I took that day." Color had risen
in Betsy's face.



"You're going to probably think I'mcrazy."

She'd held the singular print back, afraid to present it, but now that
she'd seen how t houghtful he was, she had reconsi dered.

"Try me," Abe urged
"I know it sounds crazy, but | think |I've got a picture of Gus
Pierce."

Abe nodded, waiting for the rest.
"After he was dead."

"Ckay," Abe said reasonably.

" Show ne. "

Bet sy had studied the photograph, waiting for the image to di sappear,
but there he was still, all these days later, the boy in the black
coat. At the top edges of the print, flashes of |ight had been
recorded. These weren't errors in the devel opi ng process, which
usual |y showed up in blotches of white, but a distinct illum nation
hovering bel ow the ceiling of the room as though a field of energy had
been trapped inside. Betsy had always yearned to go beyond the obvi ous
and reveal what others nmght not see. Now she had done exactly that,
for what she believed she'd handed over was a portrait of a ghost.

"There was a mx-up with the film" Abe quickly deci ded.

"Some ol d photograph already on the filmwas overlaid on top of the one
you took in his room That would explain it, wouldn't it?"

"You nmean a doubl e exposure?"
"That's what it is." She had himgoing for a mnute there.

He'd actually felt the cold hand that people say reaches out when the
border between this world and the next splits apart.

"It's just a m stake."

"There's only one problemw th that theor~ The water. He's drenched.
How do you expl ain that?"

They both stared at the photograph. Streanms of water ran down Qus's
face, as if he'd risen fromthe river, as if he'd been held down too
| ong and had already turned blue. There were the weeds threaded

t hrough his hair, and his clothes were so sopping that a puddl e of
wat er had collected on the floorboards at his feet.

"Do you mind if | keep this for a while?"
When Bet sy agreed, Abe placed the photograph in his jacket pocket. It
was his imagination, of course, but it was al nost as though he could

feel the danp outline of the image against his ribs.

"That girl who was in Gus's room before you took the photographs,
thought | might talk to her."



"Carlin." Betsy nodded.

"She's usually at the pool. | think she was GQus's only friend."
"Sonetines one is enough."” Abe paid for their coffees.

"If it's the right person.”

They went out into the sunlight where a few bees runbl ed around the
white chrysanthenunms Pete's wife, Eileen, had set in an earthenware pot
in front of the store. Across the street was Rita Eanon's ball et
school, where Joey's daughter Emly took | essons, as well as Zeke
Harris's dry-cleaning shop, established nore than forty years earlier
Abe knew every shop owner and every street corner, just as he knew that
anyone born and raised in this village who was foolish enough to get

i nvol ved with soneone fromthe Haddan School deserved whatever
consequences he received.

"We coul d have di nner sometine," Abe suggested. |Inmediately, he
ret hought the invitation, which sounded too serious and too formal.

"No big deal," he anended

"Just some food on a plate.”

Bet sy | aughed, but her expression was cloudy.

"Actually, I don't think we should see each ot her again."
Wl |, he'd gone and done it, made a conplete idiot of hinself.

He noticed that one of those dammed swans fromthe school was traipsing
al ong the sidewal k across the street, hissing at N kki Hunphrey, who
had been on her way over to the 5&10 Cent Bank to make a deposit, but
had becone too al arned to proceed.

"I"'mgetting married," Betsy went on to explain. She was smart enough
to know that not everything a person m ght want was necessarily good
for her. Wat if she were to sit down with a dozen chocol ate bars and
devour each one.") Wat if she drank red wine until she swooned."?
"June seventeenth. The WIlow Roomat the inn."

Across the street, Ni kki Hunphrey was wavi ng her hands around, trying
her best to shoo away the swan. Abe should have gone over to hel p her
out, but he remained in the doorway of the pharmacy.

Pl enty of people arranged weddi ngs, but not every one went off exactly
as pl anned.

"I"'mnot asking to be invited to the reception,” he comented.

"Good." Betsy |aughed.

"You won't be."

She nust be insane to be standing out here with him she'd be better
of f anywhere el se. But even on a beautiful day, it was inpossible to

predi ct behavior, human or otherwi se. The swan across the street, for
i nstance, provoked by the crowds and the heat, was going wild. It had



scared N kki Hunmphrey off the sidewal k and into the Lucky Day fl ower
shop and was now crossing Main Street against the green light. Severa
cars screeched to a halt.

Peopl e who couldn't see the swan | eaned on their horns, w shing an
official was present to direct traffic. Abe should have sorted out the
nmess hinsel f---someone could get hurt with that swan flappi ng around in
the mddl e of the street--yet he stayed where he was.

"You could invite me to sonething else," he said, as if he were a nan
who asked for rejection on a regul ar basis.

"Anyt hi ng other than a wedding, and I'Il be there."

Bet sy was unabl e to gauge whether or not he truly meant this
declaration. She was staring at the swan, which had stopped in the
m ddl e of the road, plucking at its feathers and causing a tie up of
cars that reached all the way to Deacon Road.

“I'"ll think it over," she said, lightly, Tn let you know. "

"Do that, "Abe said when she wal ked away.
"Good to see you," he called, as if they were nerely two peopl e who had
cordi ally exchanged reci pes or household tips, suggesting vinegar for
sunburn, perhaps, or olive oil for damaged woodwor k.

M ke Randall, the president of the 5&10 Cent Bank, had cone out to the
street in his shirtsleeves, his suit jacket in hand. He went right up
to the swan and shook his coat as though it were a matador's cape unti

at last the stubborn bird took flight, hissing as it rose into the air,
and still sputtering angrily when it |anded on the wal kway in front of

Ms. Jeremy's house

"Hey," MKke called to Abe when he caught sight of him all moony and
distracted in front of the pharnmacy, standing in a square of sunlight
and blinking his eyes like a | ovesick boy.

"What were you waiting for? A head-on collision?"

It was nore like a train weck, actually, the kind Abe had seen back
when he was a kid and the train into Boston junped the rails.

For weeks afterward bits of clothing and shoes w thout soles could be
found al ong the tracks. Abe had acconpanied his grandfather to help
search for personal items, such as wallets and keys. The accident was
unavoi dabl e and unstoppable, it had taken peopl e unawares, so that they
were tying their shoes or catching a catnap, conpletely unprepared for
what was to cone.

Late in the day, when the sky was turning inky and the last of the
geese fl ew above Haddan traveling south, Abe drove over to the schoo
and parked in the ot closest to the river. By then, the weather had
begun to change, as everyone knew it would. Before long, all traces of
t he heat wave woul d be gone. Abe went around a nmud puddl e that woul d
freeze solid by norning. He knew his way to the gym |ocal kids had

al ways been envious of the basketball court and especially coveted the
i ndoor pool. One night, when they were seniors in high school, Abe and
Joey and Teddy Hunphrey, along with half a dozen ot her guys they hung
out with, spent an evening getting |oaded, thinking of new ways to stir



up trouble. Sonehow, they'd chosen the Haddan pool as their target.
They' d wal ked in during swimpractice as though they owned the place,
drunk on beer and fury, brimmng with the sort of courage nunbers can
bri ng.

They' d stripped off their clothes and dived right in, shouting and
cursing, having a grand old time, naked as the day they were born

The Haddan students who'd been swi mming | aps got out as fast as they
could. Abe still recalled the |look on one girl's face, the contenpt in
her glare. They were pigs to her, nothing nore, norons who were easily
anused by their own stupid stunts and woul d never anount to anything.
One guy, Abe could no |longer renenber who, got up on the |adder and
peed into the deep end, then was wildly applauded for his efforts. It
was then Abe found hinself agreeing with the girl who had consi dered

t hem so di sgusti ng.

He was the first to get out of the pool, he pulled his jeans and
T-shirt over his wet body, and it was lucky for themall that he did,
for soneone had phoned the police and Abe was the one who heard the
sirens. He alerted his friends and they hightailed it out of the gym
before Ernest could walk in and bl ame Abe for everything, the way he
al ways di d back then

Thi s evening, Abe was well within his rights as an officer to cone

| ooking for Carlin at the pool, yet he felt the sanme trepidation he had
all those years ago. He went along the tiled corridor until he reached
the glass partition through which it was possible to peer down at the
swimers. The girls on the teamall wore black bathing suits and caps,
but he could pick Carlin out right awmay. It was her attitude that

di stingui shed her fromthe others. She was a strong swimer, clearly
the best on the team she had talent, hut nost likely it was anbition
that drove her, for when other girls got out of the pool, Carlin kept
on, exerting herself in a way the others did not.

The rest of her teammates were already showered and dressed by the tine
Carlin dragged herself out of the pool. She sat on the | edge and
pul | ed of f her goggl es, her black bathing cap made her head | ook as
sleek as a seal's. She swung her |egs back and forth in the water and
cl osed her burning eyes, her heart was pounding from exertion, her arns
ached.

When she heard soneone rap on the glass, Carlin | ooked up, expecting to
see Harry, but instead, she spied Abel Geda Carlin should have been
upset to have a cop come | ooking for her, but actually she was
relieved. Being with Harry had been difficult lately, whenever they
were together, she had to hide a piece of herself, all her sorrow, al
her grief. She had stopped going to the dining hall at nealtines, in
part because she had no interest in food, but also as a way to avoid
Harry. Unfortunately, he still expected Carlin to be exactly as she
was when he first saw her on the library steps, but she wasn't that
girl anynmore. Now, she was the friend |eft behind, the one who
couldn't stop wondering what it mght be like to see light filtering
deep underwater, to breathe in water lilies and stones rather than
air.

"Harry was | ooking for you," Amy would inevitably say when Carlin cane
in at night fromwal king the paths GQus had taken, along the |anes and
t hrough the all eyways.



"I don't know why you treat himthe way you do."

O'ten, when Harry phoned or canme calling, Carlin would have Any tel
hi m she was asl eep or suffering froma mgraine.

"You're very peculiar," Amry marvel ed at such tines.

"Which is probably why he wants you. He grew up with girls like nme."
It was too nuch work to be with Harry, to pretend |life was made up of
fun and games, when it was sorrow and river water Carlin was thinking
of. At least she could be herself with this cop, as cold and as

di stant as she wi shed to be.

"What do you want?" she called to Abe, her voice echoing off the tiled
wal | s.

Abe made a talking notion with his hand as though he were throwi ng a
shadow puppet onto the tiles.

Carlin pointed to the door
"Meet nme out front."

She went to the | ocker room toweled dry, then dressed wi thout
bothering to shower. She found Abe outside, waiting beside Dr.

Howe's statue. It was four-thirty but the sky was al ready darkeni ng,
except for the farthest horizon where there was still one delirious
band of blue. The weather had returned to the usual chill of Novenber,
cold enough for ice crystals to formin Carlin's wet hair. It was

foolish, she knew, but in the very back of her m nd, she hoped this cop
had searched her out to informher that a m stake had been nade and
that Gus had been found. That's what Carlin wanted to hear, it was
some other ill-fated boy who had fallen in the river and drowned.

Abe patted Dr. Howe's statue on the foot. Luck in Iove, he'd heard,
cane from doing so, although he'd never put nuch stock in such tales.

"What a creep this guy was," Abe said of the illustrious headnaster
"A real fuddy-duddy."
"Supposedl y, he screwed everything he could get his hands on."

The cold center that had been growing inside Carlin ever since Qus's
death was rattling around in her chest.

"Didn't you know? He was a womani zer."

"Dr. Howe? | thought he was a bookworm "
"Bookwor ms have sex. It's just lousy." O at least this was true for
Harry, who had gotten nore and nmore selfish, until it seened he didn't

really care who he was with, as long as she was a |iving, breathing
girl who did as she was told.

Carlin took out her cigarettes, suggesting to Abe that they wal k behind
the gym so she could smoke. As he followed her, Abe recognized her
coat as the same one the dead boy had been wearing when they found



hi m

"Snmoking will slow down your swimring." |In spite of Carlin's bad
tenmper, Abe pitied her. She |ooked so |lost inside that big coat, you
couldn't even see her hands.

"Cee whiz." Carlin lit up, that cold kernel throbbing right beside her
heart.

"No one ever told ne that before.”

"Fine. [f that's the way you want it, go on. Don't give a shit.

You' ve got rmy perm ssion."

In spite of Gus's heavy black coat, Carlin was shivering.

"I's that what you wanted to talk to ne about? My snoking?"

She was shaky, either fromthe exertion of swi nmm ng or because she
hadn't eaten since breakfast. She sinply couldn't stop feeling bad no
matter how hard she tried. Every now and then she sneaked into the
bat hroom and took the straight razor to her arm This cold thing

i nsi de her had taken root and changed her into a foul little girl whose
hair was turning green at the edges and who wanted to hurt soneone,

nost of all herself.

"I came to talk to you because I'mtrying to figure out what happened
to your friend."

Carlin let out a short, harsh laugh, then quickly covered her nouth
wi th her hand.

"I's that funny? Did | mss sonmething)" Carlin blinked back tears.

"He's been contacting me. (@us or his spirit, or whatever. | know it
sounds stupid. | don't even believe in any of it. |It's crazy,
ri ght?"

She | ooked so desperate then, with her pale hair and her even paler
face, that Abe couldn't bring hinself to tell her about the photograph
in his pocket for fear she'd be even nore disturbed. He couldn't tel
her how many tinmes his own brother had spoken to him night after

ni ght, he had heard his brother's voice, and what's nore, he had wanted
to. Even now there were tines when he said Frank's nane aloud in the
dark, still hoping for an answer.

"He keeps leaving ne things." Carlin punctuated her words with puffs
of snoke.

"Stones. Water lilies. Sand. | find fish all the time, little silver
ones. And that's not all. | can hear himwhen it's quiet. It sounds

like water, but | knowit's him"

Abe waited politely as Carlin wi ped her eyes with the back of her
hands, then lit another cigarette fromthe one that had al ready burned
down to ash. Watching her, Abe was grateful he was no | onger young.

"Maybe he's | eaving you things and maybe he isn't, but what I'm
interested in is how he died," Abe told the girl when she'd composed



hersel .

"I just have this need to be convinced, and when it comes to GQus, |I'm
not convinced of anything. Too many questions, not enough answers. So
maybe you can answer something for ne. Did he tal k about suicide?"

"Never," Carlin said.

"I already told M. Pierce, Qs would have left me a note. Even if it
was just to make nme feel worse, he would have witten somnething
down. "

O course, Abe knew that not everyone discussed such plans. You could
live with someone in the very next room and have no i dea what he m ght
be capable of. As for Carlin, she appreciated the fact that Abe hadn't
tried to confort her the way nost people would have. He was honest,
and his doubts matched her own. He took a notepad from his pocket and
jotted down his phone nunber.

"Call me if you hear anything about your friend. |f he ate corned beef
hash on the night when he died, | want to know. Any detail, no matter
how uni nportant it seenms, |'d like to hear about it. These things can

add up when you put themall together. You'd be surprised.”

"Ckay" Car/in had discovered that she didn't feel quite as vicious
anynore. Her wet hair was freezing into disoMerly strands and the
bl ack coat coiled around her | egs as she wal ked with Abe across
canpus.

When St. Anne's cane into view, Abe could see what was surely Betsy
Chase's window. In all probability, Betsy had not thought to |ock her
wi ndows, not here in Haddan, where the nights were so safe. For an

i nstant, Abe thought he saw her, but it was only Mss Davis out on the
porch, trying to fill her bird feeder with seed.

"Td better go," Carlin said.
"I work for her."

In the settling darkness, the thicket of quince beside Mss Davis's
door trenmbled as the nesting finches fluttered with anticipation. Abe
could tell that Helen Davis was ill, it wasn't her age that gave her
away, but how carefully she lifted each handful of seed, as if such
things were too heavy for flesh and bl ood to manage.

"Sorry I"'mlate," Carlin called. She would hardly have tine to fix the
cheese pudding and fruit salad she'd intended to serve, M ss Davis
woul d have to nake do with sliced cantal oupe and cottage cheese.

Hel en peered through the darkness.

"OfF course you're late if you' re spending all your tine wandering
around with strange nen."

She may have been speaking to Carlin, but it was Abe she was staring
at .

"He's with the police," Carlin infornmed Hel en Davis as she went inside
to get supper on the table.



"I was safe the whole tine."

Ri ght away, Abe noticed there were no | ocks on M ss Davis's w ndows. He
went to appraise her door. Exactly as he thought, one of those usel ess
hook and eyes any six-year-old could get past.

"Your security is practically nonexistent."

"Are you always such a worrywart?" Helen Daxas was intrigued.

Ri di cul ous, but she was actually quite breathless in this man's
pr esence.

"No, ma'am" Abe said.
"I was the guy breaking in."

"Were you?" Helen tilted her head, the better to see himthrough the
shadows.

"You don't have to worry about ne. No one would dare bother nme. 1've
scared everyone off." Helen had finished with the bird feeder, she
shoul d have gone in and had her supper, but she could not renenber when
such a handsonme man had appeared on her back porch

Abe | aughed at M ss Davis's remarks. He liked to be surprised by
peopl e and Hel en Davis had surprised him He'd expected sone snooty
sourpuss, but clearly he'd been wong.

"If anyone broke in, they'd get nothing for their efforts,” Helen
assured Abe.

Beyond the thicket of quince, a notionless creature lay in wait bel ow
the bird feeder.

"What do you know." Abe whistled, then turned back to Hel en
"There's ny cat."

"That's M dnight," Helen corrected him

"My cat."

"It looks a hell of a lot like mne. Hey you," Abe called.

The cat turned to himdisdainfully and glared. A nasty disposition and
one yellow eye. No m stake about it. "Yep," Abe said

"That's ny cat."

"I can see how he recogni zes you. He's practically junmping for joy. He
is a he, for your information."

The cat had begun to wash its paws, exactly as it did every day upon
arriving hone.

"He lives with nme," Abe insisted.

"Sheds all over ny furniture."



"Highly doubtful. 1've had himfor twelve years. | think I know ny
own cat."

It had been a very long tinme since Helen had noticed how blue a man's
eyes were, but she noticed now. Talking to a stranger on her back
porch went agai nst her nature, but she had done all manner of strange
thi ngs since she'd | earned she was ill. Since that tine, she had

nmel ted somehow. Things she had hitherto i gnored she now felt hugely,
time and again, she was engulfed in waves of enotion. Wen she wal ked
onto her back porch, the scent of grass could make her weep. She could
see a handsone man |ike Abel Grey and be overwhel ned by |onging. The
sting of cold air was delicious.

The appearance of the first star in the eastern corner of the sky was
just cause for celebration. Tonight, for instance, she had observed
the three bright stars of Orion rising as daylight was fading. She'd
never in her life noticed such occurrences before.

The heat wave was through, the tenperature was dropping, and although
Hel en shoul d have been concerned about her own poor constitution, it
was M dni ght she worried about on nights Iike this. Abel Gey was al so
eyeing her pet with concern, as though he had equal rights to worry and
fuss.

"My cat," Helen rem nded him

"And 1've got the vet bills to prove it. Wen he |ost that eye the
doctor said he'd had a fight with another cat, but | think it was done
with malice. Wenever he sees a teenaged boy he runs, so what does
that tell you?"

"That he's highly intelligent?"

Hel en | aughed, deli ghted.

"Malice. Believe you ne."

"There is a lot of that in the world."

There was still a stretch of blue in the dark sky and the lights around
the quad had switched on to forma circle of yellow gl obes, Iike
fireflies in the dark.

"Thi nk what you'd like," Helen said, as they said good night, "but he's
not your cat."

"Fine," Abe conceded as he set out for his parked car. He waved as he
crossed the green

"You tell him"

VHEN FRI DAY CAME AROUND AND THE WEEKend stretched out ahead without

pl ans or responsibilities, Abe was not anong those who headed to the
MIIstone to get hanmered in order to forget that Monday was only two
days away. He wasn't fit conpany, that much was obvi ous, and even
Russel|l Carter, the mildest anmong their group of friends, had noted
Abe' s bad tenper when they'd gotten together to play basketball at the
el ementary school gymthe previous night.

"I don't know." Russell had shaken his head. Abe was cursing every



m ssed lay up

"You're not yourself tonight, Abe. ""Yeah well, who am|?"
"Maybe you' re Teddy Hunphrey, man of a thousand altercations.
No of fense," Russell had added.

Whoever he was, Abe had stopped off at the mini-mart attached to the
gas station after work on Friday, where he bought a six-pack of Sanuel
Adans beer. His plan was to study the autopsy report on the Pierce
kid, then go out and get sone dinner. He was alive and well, happy
enough to have a free evening with one beer started and five nore

wai ting, but the nore he | ooked over the report, the nore the details
troubled him The contusions on the boy's forehead and al ong his back
had been assessed as injuries incurred while traveling with the river's
current. His health had been excellent, although his toxicology report
had been positive for THC, noting that he had snmoked marijuana within
forty-eight hours of his death.

There was a sense of certainty to such official reports that irked Abe,
facts al ways gave hi m pause, as so rmuch depended on who the fact finder
was and what his point of view happened to be. One detail in
particul ar bothered himall the way through his second beer, so nuch so
that he took the rest of the six-pack into the kitchen and tel ephoned
his father down in Florida. Ernest Grey knew t he Haddan River as well
as anyone, he was the sort of man whose friends |iked to joke would one

day have to be surgically separated fromhis fly rod. In Florida he
had bought hinself a boat, much to Abe's nother's dismay, and had begun
fishing for marlin. Still, there was no substitute for trout and

Ernest continued to mss the Haddan River. One year, when he wasn't
much nore than a boy, Ernest had reeled in the biggest silver trout
ever recorded in the county, a catch that had been nounted and was
still displayed in town hall, right over the doorway that |eads into
traffic court.

Abe first spoke with his nother, Margaret, always the far easier task,
for when his father took the receiver there was inevitably an
unconfortabl e silence between them But the strained tenor of the
conversati on changed as soon as Abe nentioned that a boy fromthe
Haddan School had dr owned.

"That's a terrible situation,” Ernest said.

"What bothers me nost is that they found fecal matter in the lungs."
"Are you saying it's human waste?" FErnest was really interested now
"Human as can be."

Abe started in on his third beer. He felt he was entitled to that at
least, it was Friday and he was al one. Soon enough, the cat would
arrive at the back door, clawi ng at the screen, happy as hell to be

hone, in spite of what Hel en Davis believed.

"What that autopsy's telling you is inpossible," Ernest said with
conpl ete certainty.

"You won't find anything like that in the Haddan. W had an
envi ronnental study done back when the trout stopped running. That was



when the town passed the strictest sewage laws in the Comonweal th."
Nei t her man mentioned what el se had happened that year, how their lives
fell apart for reasons they still didn't understand, how the universe
had expl oded ri ght under their roof.

"A couple of folks over on Main Street had to install conpletely new
septic systens," Ernest went on

"Cost a fortune and they weren't too happy about it. Paul Jereny was
on his last legs then and he raised holy hell, but we went ahead with
it for the sake of the river and it's been running clean ever since. So
don't tell ne there's human shit in the Haddan, because there's not."

Abe thought this information over, then he called Joey, asking himto
nmeet him at the pharmacy, pronto

"This better be good," Joey said when he got there. He ordered coffee
and two jelly doughnuts w thout bothering to take off his coat. He
didn't have time to nake hinself confortable, he wasn't staying.

"Mary Beth and | were supposed to spend a little quality tinme together
once the kids were in bed. She's so pissed at ne for never being hone
that 1'mnot even allowed in the doghouse anynore."

The dog was a little terrier Joey hated, a present for Emly's |ast
birthday, and it lived, not in the yard or in a doghouse, but on Joey's
favorite chair.

"What if something was wong with the autopsy report?" Abe said, his
voi ce low. "Such as?"

"What if he hadn't drowned in the Haddan River?"

"You just need one thing to convince ne," Joey said.
"Proof . "

"l

don't quite have that, yet."

"What do you have, buddy? Not hi ng?"

Abe pl aced the photograph of Gus on the counter

"What's this supposed to be?" Joey asked.

"I don't know. A ghost?"

Joey | aughed so hard they could hear himover in the notions aisle.
"Yeah, right." He slid the photo back across the counter

"And I'mthe reincarnation of John F. Kennedy." He bit into ajelly
doughnut .

"Junior."

"Ckay. Wiat do you think it is?"



"I think it's a damm bad photograph. | think you' d better hope that
gal over at the school you've got your eye on is better in bed than she
is with a canera.”

"Maybe the inmage on that photograph is caused by a field of energy left
behi nd by the deceased.” Abe was refusing to let this go. He
renenbered ol d-tinmers down at the station insisting that nmurdered nen
could get stuck somewhere between this world and the next. They were
probably just trying to scare Abe when they told himthat whenever the
wind came up it was one of these dead nen, rattling at the doors,
stranded here anong the |iving.

"You're kidding, right?" Joey said.
"Tell me you don't believe in this crap.”
"You don't seemto have a better explanation.”

"That's because there is none, Abe. You want to believe that soneone

who dies lives on in some way, | understand that--hell, |'ve |ost
people, too. But if you want to convince nme of something, give ne
proof. Sonething | can see, touch, feel. Not ghosts."

Joey had had the very sane reaction back in the old days when Abe told
hi m he heard Frank's voice. As soon as he had seen the | ook on Joey's
face, Abe had known he'd better shut up. He was feeling that same way
NOW.

Joey still had tine to stop at the mini-mart, pick up a bottle of w ne,
and try to get back in Mary Beth's good graces, so he said his

good- byes, leaving Abe to get the tab. After he'd gone, Abe had

anot her cup of coffee, while Pete Byers | ooked in the back room for one
of the sterilized jars that customers used to bring urine sanples to
the health center in Hamilton. Abe had had too nuch to drink and now
his head was aching. That pounding in his skull, however, didn't stop
himfromsetting off once he had the glass jar fromPete. It was a
blustery night, with fast-noving clouds illumnated by nmoonlight. On
nights Like this Frank could never sit still. People said he was

restl ess, he had too nuch energy, but in recent years Abe had wondered
if it mght have been sonething nore, a fear of the dark, and of

hi nsel f, and whatever it was that was going on inside his head. Wen
they were kids playing hide-and-seek, Frank had al ways carried a
flashlight and he never ventured far into the woods. Once, Abe had
cone upon his brother in the backyard, |ooking up at the thousands of
stars in the sky as though he were already |ost anobng them w thout any
hope of finding his way back home. Never had Abe seen such |oneliness,
even though Frank was only steps fromtheir own back door

Thi nki ng about such matters al nost caused Abe to miss the first side
street that would lead himto the river road. He parked on a sandy
enbankment, then wal ked al ong until he passed onto Haddan Schoo
property, even though he knew G en and Joey never woul d have approved
He wanted a spot close to where Gus mght have first made contact with
the river, and therefore nade his way to the reedy area nearest Chal k

House. Abe didn't feel like a trespasser, no sweaty hands, no
butterflies in the gut. He had spent nore tine on this river than nost
men spent in their own living roonms, and could still recall a canoe

trip with his father and grandfather at a tinme when he hadn't been nore
than three or four. There had been bowers of green | eaves overhead and
t he sl apping sound of water as they noved downstream \Menever he had



tried to speak, the nen hushed him warning that he'd scare the fish
away. They were out on the river so long that day, Abe fell asleep in
the bottom of the boat and awoke with dozens of nosquito bites. No one
woul d believe himafterward when he swore he'd heard the fish sw nm ng
bel ow t hem as he sl ept.

Abe had come to the old flat rock he and Joey used for diving in
sumer s past, sneaki ng here whenever school wasn't in session and there
was no one who might catch themon private property and call their
parents to conplain. There were nore reeds than Abe recalled, and

t hi ckets of thorn bushes grabbed at his pant I egs.

Nonet hel ess, he went out onto the rock, his boots got wet and he knelt
down and before long his jeans were soaked. He scooped water into the
sterile jar, then closed it tightly, returning the jar to his jacket
pocket .

By now, the night was so chilly Abe could see his breath in the air.
Soon, a filmof ice would formin the shallows, a layer so thin it

m ght remain invisible unless stones were thrown. Since Abe had

al ready cone this far, he kept on, past the boathouse. Funny how
peopl e can keep things fromthensel ves, but he truly didn't know where
he was bound until he was standing outside St. Anne's.

The hedges were rustling in the wind, and the thin, noonlit clouds
raced by up above. He could see Betsy clearly through the wi ndow. She
wore a cotton robe and her hair was wet fromthe shower, she sat in a
frayed uphol stered chair, her bare legs curled up beneath her, as she

| ooked over her students' portfolios. A lanp inside the roomcast a
faint light so that [ooking inside was |ike peering into an Easter egg
in which a scene had been designed, there for anyone to hold in his
hand and vi ew whenever he pl eased.

Wat ching her this way, Abe felt completely reckless, exactly as he had
all those years ago when he was robbing houses. Once nore he was the
victimof desire and circunmstance. He could hear the sound of girls'
voi ces frominside the dorm he could snell the river, a pungent

m xture of mold and decay. He noved a vine that bl ocked his vision

The difference between now and then was that now he was a grown man who
made his own decisions, not a boy breaking into the headnaster's house.
No one forced himto remain outside Betsy's wi ndow, there was no | ock
and key. A rational man would have turned and run, but this night had
nothing to do with reason. Whenever Abe nmade an arrest he always tried
to figure out the offender's notives. Wat were you thinking, nman?
he'd said time and tine again as he waited for the anbul ance with sone
t eenaged boy who'd crashed his father's car, or as he drove to the jail
in Hamlton with nmen who had sl apped their w ves around once too often
or too hard. Mbst recently, he'd confronted a couple of kids who'd
been caught stealing cartons of cigarettes fromthe mni-mart. \Wat
were you thinking?" he'd asked as he peered into their backpacks. The
boys had been terrified and they hadn't answered, but here at |ast was
Abe's answer, they weren't thinking at all. One mnute they were
standing in the dark with no intention of doing anything out of the
ordinary, and the next they were acting on instinct, barreling ahead
with no thought in their heads other than | want or | need or |'ve got
to have it now

It was al ways possible to go back and consider the path not taken, in
retrospect, bad decisions and m stakes | eapt out so that even the nost
irrational individual would eventually see the failure of his ways.



Later, Abe would wonder if he'd have been so irresponsible if he hadn't
started in on that six-pack so early in the day, or if he hadn't
stopped at the pharmacy, or if he'd held off going to the river to
collect water. One alteration of his conduct m ght have prevented al
the rest, a road strewn with poor choices that had led himto her

wi ndow and kept himthere now.

He t hought about the boy who had died, gone so early he woul d never spy
on a wonan like this, all tied up in knots, caught up by his own
appetites. Gazing into the yellow light, searching Betsy's beautiful
tired face, Abe could feel his own hunger, it was bitter and he hated
hinself for it, but it couldn't be denied. |If he stayed any |onger he
m ght circle around to the rear of the building in order to watch her
get ready for bed, and then who would he be."? The sort of man he'd
dealt with a hundred tines before, whether it was at the scene of
traffic accidents or in the parking lot of the MIIstone, a nan who was
al ready out of control

As he forced hinself to turn away, Abe thought about all the times he
hadn't cared, the girls in school he had ki ssed so thoughtlessly, the
worren he'd gone swinming with in the river on hot sunmer nights.
There'd been far too many of them why, there'd even been sonething
with Mary Beth one New Year Eve when they'd both had too nuch to drink
a heated, overwought incident they both politely chose to forget. He
had not cared about a single one of these wonmen, an acconplishment for
a man as wary as Abe, sonething of which he'd been proud, as if he'd
won a point of honor by not |oving anyone. And so it came as a great
surprise to find he coul d want soneone as much as he wanted Betsy.

He had thought he could wal k through life w thout any pain, he'd

t hought solitude would confort himand keep himsafe all the rest of
his days, but he was wong. Hi s grandfather always told himthat |ove
never arrived politely, knocking on the front door |ike a kindhearted
nei ghbor, asking to be let in. Instead, it anbushed a man when he

| east expected it, when his defenses were down, and even the nost
obstinate individual, no matter how bull headed or faithless, had no
choice but to surrender when love like this canme to call.

THE VEI LED WOVAN
AT THE END OF THE MONTH, A

cold rain began to fall at a steady pace, hour after hour, until its
rhythmwas all anyone could hear. This was no ordinary rain, for the
rainfall was black, a rain of algae, an odd phenomenon sonme of the

ol der residents in town recalled fromthe tine when they were children
Ms. Evans and Ms. Jereny, for instance, had played out in a black
rain when they were girls and were rightfully punished by their nothers
when they flounced hone in wet, sooty dresses. Now, the two neighbors
stood beneath the shelter of their front porches and called to each
other, noting how lucky they were that it wasn't spring, when their
gardens woul d be ruined by this strange substance, the

THE RI VER K I NC

hol | yhocks and del phi niuns slick with black gunk, the |eaves turned
dark as coal

Peopl e donned raincoats and hats and ran fromtheir cars into houses or
stores. Rugs were set out by back doors, but despite any precautions,



bl ack footprints were tracked across fl oorboards and carpets, dozens of
unbrellas were ruined and had to be tossed out with the trash. At the
Haddan School, the features of Dr. Howe's statue turned noody and
dark, and those who approached hi mwal ked on quickly, their feet

sl ap-dashi ng through puddl es that seemed to be nade out of ink. Betsy
Chase may have been the only one in town who used the black rain to her
advant age, she decided to send her students out to photograph the
village in the mdst of these strange circunstances. Al though nost of
the prints that were |later devel oped were nothing nmore than nurky

spl otches, there were a few nenorabl e i mages, including Pete Byers
sweepi ng bl ack rain off the sidewal k, Duck Johnson shirtless and grim
as he hosed off canoes at the boathouse, and two bl ack swans, hiding
beneat h a wooden bench

When the rain finally stopped, the gutters flowed with al gae and the
town stank of mldew and fish. There was sone flooding in the usua

pl aces, the hollow around town hall, the backyards of those who |ived
closest to the railroad tracks, the dank cellar of Chal k House. A
hydraul i ¢ punp was brought in and while people fussed about how to best
si phon out the muck that had collected in the basenent at Chal k House
and worried about what the next serious storms effect would be on the
structural integrity of the building, Betsy took the opportunity to go
upstairs to the attic, to Gus Pierce's room enpty now, save for the
desk and the bed. The wi ndowpanes were splattered with black al gae and
only a faint, fish-colored |light streaked through. Rain had seeped
beneat h t he wi ndow, darkly staining the sash. |In spite of the dim
lighting, Betsy shot a roll of film recording every angle of the

room

Once in the darkroom Betsy was prepared for any oddities that m ght
surface, but the filmyielded only ceilings and doors, white walls and
the single bed, unmade and unremarkabl e. That eveni ng, when she mnet
Eric for supper, Betsy was still wondering what she had done
differently with that first roll of film She found herself

di sappoi nted that another inmage had not appeared.

"Do you ever think about what comes after?" she asked Eric at dinner
Because of the season, the kitchen was serving turkey soup and

potato-1eek pie. The dining hall had been decorated with pilgrins'
hats, which swng fromthe ceiling on strings.

"Chair of the departnment," Eric said without hesitation
"Eventually a university position."

"I meant after death." Betsy stirred her soup. Bits of carrot and
rice rose to the surface of the cloudy broth.

"Luckily, we can both be buried in the Haddan School cenetery."
Bet sy thought this over, then pushed her bow away.

"How did you know | was the right person for you?" she asked
suddenl y.

"What rmade you so sure?"

Before Eric could answer, Duck Johnson anbled over to join them his
tray | oaded down.



"Are you going to eat your fruitcake?"
he asked, always hungry for nore.

"Quess who was invited to Bob Thomas's for Thanksgi ving?" FEric
announced as he passed on his portion of dessert.

"Congratul ations." Duck nodded cheerfully.
"Atta boy."

Only the chair of each departnment was invited to the dean's dinner
this year, when Hel en Davis declined, Eric had stepped up to take her
pl ace. This arrangenent, however, was news to Betsy, who had been
planning a trip to Maine over the |ong holiday weekend. It would be
good to escape, not just fromthe school, but fromany possibility of
running into Abel G ey as she went about her errands in the village.

"W can go to Maine anytine," Eric assured her
Bet sy wi shed she wasn't rem nded of Hel en Davis's warning.

Nonet hel ess, who didn't have doubts every now and then? Every couple
needn't always agree or spend every noment in a delirium of happiness.
Look at Carlin Leander, who should have been pleased that Harry MKenna
was so enanored of her. The other girls at St

Anne's followed himacross campus like a flock of trained birds, but
Carlin had begun to avoid him She could feel Gus's disapproval
whenever she was with Harry and in tinme she began to notice the traits
@Qus had warned her about, the smile that could be turned on and of f at

will, the selfishness, the certainty that his own needs were at the
very center of the universe. She pulled farther and farther away from
Harry. |If he brought her chocol ates, she said she could not stomach
sweets. If he came to call, she sent one of her roommates to inform

hi m she was already in bed, far too tired or sick to see anyone at
all.

Harry, always so accustoned to getting whatever he wanted, only wanted
her nore when she withdrew.

"He's worried about you," Any Elliot told Carlin, for Harry had begun
to confide in Ary, a good |listener when it served her purposes. Any
had a little girl's voice that belied her determnation to get what she
want ed, which in this case was Harry.

Since Carlin already had him Any had begun to take on her roommte's
style, in the hopes that sonme of Carlin's luck would rub off. She wore
a silver clip in her hair, and her brand-new bl ack wool en coat echoed
the lines of Gus's old coat.

"What's wrong?" Any asked.

"Because if you don't want Harry anynore, believe ne, there are plenty
of us who do."

Grls like Any believed they'd be granted whatever they wanted, if they
only crossed their fingers or wi shed upon stars, but Carlin knew
better. She carried her grief with her, she couldn't let it go. Betsy
noti ced this phenonenon when she phot ographed the swimteamfor the



alumi newsletter. As she devel oped that particul ar phot ograph, Betsy
began to wi sh Abel G ey were beside her, so he mght see for hinself
what had begun to appear in the tray of developing fluid. |[If anything,
| ove was like light, illumnating what no one woul d have ever guessed
was there in the darkness.

Carlin Leander was at the far end of a line of smling girls, her grim
expression separating her fromthe group. Her arnms were crossed and a
frown tilted her nouth downward, but even though she stood apart from
the others, Carlin wasn't alone. He was right there beside her

| eani ng up agai nst the cold, blue tiles, made out of equal parts liquid
and air, a fish out of water, a boy with no earthly form drowned both
inthis life and the next.

VWHEN MATT FARRI S FAXED
OVER THE REPORT
fromthe lab the results were exactly as Abe's father had predicted.

The water was clean and clear, with only trace amounts of fish eggs and
al gae, nothing nore.

"Don't bother me," Joey said when Abe approached himw th the report.
"I"'mwiting up our nmonthly expenses.”

Abe stood there, shirttail out, with an expression that mght |lead a

person to believe he'd never heard of nonthly expenses before. Ever

since the night he'd | ooked t hrough Betsy Chase's w ndow, he had been
preoccupied and nore than a little confused.

He'd forgotten to take out the trash so often it was piling up in his
back hall, he hadn't once checked his mail, so that stray bills and
circul ars had begun to overflow fromthe delivery box beside his door
Thi s nmorning, he had m stakenly taken one of his grandfather's old
suits fromthe back of the closet. Once having settled the jacket onto
his lanky frane, he was surprised to find that it fit. He hadn't

t hought he was as tall as his grandfather, but it turned out that he
was, and because he was late, he'd worn the suit to work.

"Nice suit," Joey noted.
"It's just not you."

Abe placed the lab report atop the set of figures Joey was working on
Joey | ooked at the printout, then sat back in his chair.

" g2

"So there's human excrenent in the kid's lungs, but none in the Haddan
River."

"I repeat." Joey gul ped down some cold coffee and shivered at the
bitter taste.

" g2

"Does it make sense to you?"



"Not any nore than the fact that | have to work as a security guard al
weekend to bankroll a trip to Disney Wrld. Nothing makes sense to ne.
Why should this? It doesn't nean a thing."

"You asked for proof. Here it is. He didn't drown in the Haddan."

Joey was | ooking at his old friend as though he were a crazy man, and
maybe he was. Certainly, everything Abe had done in the past week
woul d back up that assessnent.

"You know why you think that? It's all because you haven't gotten laid
inareally long tinme and you have nothing else to do with your nind
other than come up with these preposterous scenarios based on nothing."
Joey tossed the report back to him

"Let it go."

Abe wi shed he could sinply file the lab report and stay out of affairs
that weren't his business, but that wasn't the sort of man he was. At
alittle before noon, he went in to speak to Aen Tiles.

It was bad timng on Abe's part. den had high bl ood pressure and his
wife was starving himwith his best interests at heart, set out on his
desk were a container of cottage cheese and a | one apple.

Abe shoul d have known that nealtime wasn't the best hour to approach
the chief, but he did so anyway. G en surveyed the |ab report, then
gazed at Abe.

"You want ne to read about shit while |I'm having | unch?"
"I want you to read about the lack of shit."

Abe sat across from @ en, watching himread. Wen he was done, den
handed the report back and i mediately started in on his cottage
cheese.

"l don't think the kid drowned in the Haddan Ri ver," Abe said.
Yeah, Abe, maybe he was an alien. D d you ever think of that?"
A en ate |like a fam shed man

"Or maybe this is all a dream Maybe it's my dream and you' re not
really here at all, you're just a participant in my dream \Which neans
| could nmake you do anything | want to. | could nake you stand on your
head right now and cluck like a chicken if that's what | wanted to

do."

"He coul d have been killed somewhere else, then thrown into the river,"
Abe persisted. Tve talked this over with Ernest. You know he'd be the
| ast person to agree with nme, but even he thinks sonething s not

right."

"That doesn't surprise ne. Your father has grasped at straws before."
There was an awkward silence, and in the end, den had no option but to
apol ogi ze.

"Sorry," he said



"That was out of line."

"This isn't about Frank, you know. This is GQus Pierce, dead with shit
in his lungs in a river that has been clean for nore than twenty years.
It's probably the cleanest water in the whol e dammed Commonweal th."

"You may not be satisfied, Abe, but the Haddan School is very happy
with our investigation. 1In fact, they sent a |letter comrendi ng us, and
what's nore, the alumi fund nmade a donation to the benevol ent
association. They think we did a good job and | agree. The kid
drowned in the river. End of story."

Abe folded the report in half, stowing it in his jacket pocket,
al ongsi de the photo of the dead boy.

"You're wong on this one.
You're wong all the way around.”

"I's that Wight's suit you' re wearing?' den called when Abe was
| eavi ng.

"Because, nman, it's way too big for you."

Abe went over to the mni-mart, where he picked up some |unch, then he
kept on driving. He didn't have to think when he rode around Haddan
he knew it so well he might as well have dreaned the town. He could
eat a sandwi ch, think about sex and nurder, and navigate the streets
all at the same tinme. He went out to Route 17 to consider his options,
heading to his grandfather's house on instinct. Along with Wight's
suit, he'd found a thin, black tie in the back of his closet, which he
realized was choking him he |oosened it and undid the top button of
his shirt, breathing a little easier at |ast.

This was the section of Haddan that had changed the npbst since Abe was
a boy. Nowadays there were houses where there had only been fields,
and a Stop & Shop market where Halley's farm stand once sold yell ow
beans and cabbages. The rutted dirt road where Abe used to catch the
bus to the high school had been paved, but at |east the fields outside
his grandfather's farmwere still the sane. The deed was in Abe's nane
and he couldn't bring hinmself to sell the place to any of the

devel opers who routinely put their feelers out, tracking himdown and
of fering continuously escal ating sums. Once he got to the property,
Abe pulled over to finish his lunch and watch the songbirds that flew
so | ow across the nmeadow their wings grazed the tall grass. On this
day, Abe felt he was alone in the world. He had lived in the village
all his life, had grown up with Joey and Mary Beth and Teddy Hunphrey
and all the rest, yet there wasn't a single one anong them whose
counsel he cared to seek. He wi shed he could talk to his grandfather
that was the problem A nman could confide in Wight Gey. Wat you
told himstayed put--he didn't |ike people who aired their persona
affairs in public or conplained about their fate--and he certainly knew
how to |isten.

Abe got out of the car and wal ked toward the field. The neadow grass,
al t hough brown, snelled sweet. The whole world seened |ike a nystery
to Abe at that nmonent, and he thought about all he hadn't yet done.

Wanting Betsy had unl eashed a hundred ot her possibilities, and now he
was a man at the mercy of his own longing. It was cold and Abe wasn't
wearing a coat, the wind blew right through his grandfather's suit and



Abe could feel it on his skin just as sure as if he'd been naked. There
was a fence separating the road fromthe field, but Abe clinbed to the
other side. The grass reached his waist here, still he lay dowmn in it,
flat on his back. He |ooked up at the clouds and the sky above him

He could hear the north wind here, but he couldn't feel it, it passed
right over him Abe felt |lucky sonehow, for the first time in a very
long while. Nobody in the world knew where he was, but he was here in
t he grass thinking about | ove and how he had bl undered into it, kind of
late in life, and how grateful he was, how conpletely and utterly
surpri sed.

It wasn't the season for love, the days were dark and nothi ng grew save
for a few renegade cabbages left fromthe days when Haddan was stil
nmostly farm and. Hi ngramis Shoe Shop already had a display of winter
boots in its front window, and all along Main Street the gardens were
bare, with burlap hoods covering the nost delicate plants, the
rhododendrons and pi nk azal eas that were so susceptible to frost. Wth
the I ong holiday weekend stretching out, the village grew quiet. Most
Haddan School students had gone home for Thanksgiving and only a few
remai ned, including Carlin Leander, who had deci ded agai nst going to
Connecticut with Harry in order to have dinner with Helen Davis. As
for Harry, he didn't like this choice one bit, he begged and he

pl eaded, but Carlin would not change her mnd, and in the end Harry
brought Any Elliot and Robbi e Shaw hone for the holiday.

By Thursday norning, there was no traffic on Main Street and the shops
had all closed down, except for the mni-mart, which stayed open unti

m dni ght. Ever since his divorce, Teddy Hunphrey no | onger cel ebrated
hol i days. Instead, he was a guardi an angel of sorts, ready and waiting
shoul d anyone run out of vanilla, or butter, or eggnog, all of which
were readily available at twi ce the usual price

Abe wore Wight's suit to Thanksgihg di nner at Joey and Mary Beth's, in
spite of the fact that he always got down on the floor to play with
five-year-old Jackson and three-year-old Lilly, and usually wound up
with clay or chalk in his hair. Mary Beth's whole famly was there

her parents and her two brothers and a cousin from New Jersey, a pretty
bl onde, recently divorced, who Mary Beth had thought would be a perfect
match for Abe

"I"'mnot interested,” Abe told MB as he hel ped her load platters with
turkey and the cranberry-apple stuffing that was her Thanksgi vi ng
speci alty.

"Come on. You're always interested,” Mary Beth joked as she finished
carving the turkey. Wen Abe didn't laugh or kid her back, she held
the knife in the air and studied him M was pregnant again, but she

| ooked the sane as she had when they were in high school, with her dark
hair pulled back into a ponytail and her face fresh, w thout any
makeup.

"You' ve al ready got soneone," she decl ared.

"You're wong about that, Mss Mnd Reader," Abe told her. \When dinner
was over, the finale of punpkin pie and vanilla ice creamwas perfectly
timed to coincide with the kickoff of the third tel evised football gane
of the day. Wile seconds of dessert were being served, Joey asked Abe
if he wanted to get sone fresh air.



Abe assuned they were going for a wal k and he hadn't expected Joey to
head for MB's old station wagon. He got in am ably, scooping stray
potato chips and raisins fromthe passenger seat. Joey put the car in
gear and turned onto Bel vedere Street.

"We're going to buy beer," Abe guessed, w shing he had thought to bring
some along to dinner, but they passed the minimart wthout pause, not
stopping until they reached the Haddan School. They parked in the |ot
bet ween the dean's house and the headnaster's house, now i nhabited by
old Dr. Jones, who had inherited the place fromDr. Howe in a long
line of illustrious educators reaching back to Hosteous More.

"Don't tell ne we're robbing the headmaster's house again."

"You could put it that way." Joey left the car running and got out,

| eaving Abe to think things over. Mary Beth's heater was on the fritz
and before long Abe's breath had fogged up the wi ndshield. He turned
off the ignition, then clinbed out to stretch his legs. The trees were
bare and there was a coating of ice on the path Joey had taken to the
dean's back door. This area was reserved for faculty housing, cottages
set out in arowfor married staff and their fanmlies. Bob Thonas's
was the first and the [argest of these, a two-story Victorian with a
doubl e chi mey and a wi de back porch where the dean and Joey stood

t al ki ng.

Bob Thomas was a big man who enjoyed his dinner, he'd come to the porch
wi t hout the benefit of a coat or a hat, while inside his house the
festivities went on without him Abe anbled closer, positioning

hi nsel f besi de a boxwood hedge where nut hatches were roosting, beating
their wings to keep fromfreezing. He could see through the dining
roomw ndow, quite a crowd had gathered. The neal had been cl eared
away, but guests were still enjoying the rum enhanced eggnog and mull ed
Wi ne.

Abe couldn't help but see Betsy, she and sone nan were there together
Abe figured this was the fiance, for certainly, Betsy's conpani on
| ooked as if he'd stepped out of an alummi bulletin.

Crouchi ng besi de the boxwood in his grandfather's old suit, in need of
both a haircut and a shave, Abe felt himself burn with shane.

What had he been thinking? I|1f he knocked on the kitchen door, they'd
surely slamit in his face. To be honest, he wi shed Betsy and her
perfect fiance a miserable holiday. He hoped they choked on the petit
fours Meg Thomas was now serving, sweet concoctions of chocol ate and
mar zi pan that could easily stick in a person's throat.

Abe waited in the fading light for Joey, his ill tenper rivaling the
di sposition of those mi serable Haddan swans. Just his luck, the pair
nesting close by seened interested in him one had al ready begun to
advance across the frozen grass.

"Don't cone near ne," Abe warned the swan.

"I"ll cook you," he threatened.
“IowillL"

At last, Joey finished speaking with the dean. When he returned, he
was as jolly as Abe had ever seen him Abe, on the other hand, felt



his evil nood taking a turn for the worse. The sun was setting and
crimson clouds fanned out across the hazy sky. That swan was stil
eyei ng himand Abe knew from experience that these birds weren't afraid
to attack. He had been on duty on one such occasion, when a big male
swan had wandered onto Ms. Jereny's property. Her son, AJ, had tried
to chase it off only to wind up with a dozen or nore stitches in his

f or ehead.

"None too soon," Abe said as Joey reached him

Joey's col or was good, he'd been invigorated by the cold air and the
busi ness he'd conpleted. He had an envel ope in hand that he smacked
agai nst his open palm

"This will cheer you up."

Al'l over Haddan, people were finished with dinner, as for Abe, he

woul dn't be able to eat another thing for twenty-four hours. It wasn't
only Mary Beth's nenu that had done himin, it was the queasi ness he'd
begun to feel when he spied the envel ope in Joey's grasp.

"The town's gotten plenty fromthe school, why shouldn't we get
somet hi ng back?" Joey said.

"Hell, they treat us like we're their personal security departnent,
they can dam well pay us for our services."

Abe truly did feel ill. He wasn't used to rich food and even richer
rewards. He liked things sinple and plain and within the linmts of the
I aw.

"Don't show ne what's in that envelope. Put it away, man, otherw se
I"mgoing to have to go to Gen on this."

"You think he doesn't know?" Joey |aughed when he saw the | ook on
Abe' s face.

"Wake up, friend. This has been going on for years.

Since before your father retired. These services went on right under
his nose, and he never knew the first thing about it."

"What exactly are our services?"

"We don't go digging around where we don't bel ong, and that neans when
sone Haddan kid kills hinmself, we let it be.”

Joey got into the car and started it up. The idling station wagon
sputtered and exhaust spiraled into the air. Wen Abe didn't nove,
Joey rolled down his w ndow.

"Come on. You're not going to be self-righteous |ike your old man
al ways was, are you? That's why den kept you out of this in the first
pl ace."

Abe decided he didn't need a ride, not now It was better to wal k off
a big nmeal, the exercise would do himgood. Wen he started off, Joey
shout ed out for him and honked the raspy horn, but Abe continued on
across the frozen grass. He left the canpus, then turned onto Main
Street. There were vines of woodbine and bittersweet tw sted al ong the



bl ack wrought-iron fences and a gl ossy hedge of holly that was over six
feet tall in Ms. Jereny's garden. |f today's circunstances had been
di fferent, Abe would have stopped by to make certain that AJ was safely
passed out in bed, but this was one holiday when Ms. Jereny would
have to take care of her own fam |y business.

It had been a I ong while since Abe had been through the east side on
foot, and he was as unconfortable as he'd been back when he was a boy.
The rattle of a trash can, the bark of a dog in someone's yard, the
slightest bit of noise and he was ready to run

There had al ways been divisions in Haddan, |ines drawn between the
haves and have-nots, and maybe sonme payment was | ong overdue.

Who was Abe to judge Joey, or anyone else for that matter? He hinself
hadn't al ways been on his best behavior, but even when he was the one
breaking the | aw he'd known the difference between right and wong. He
t hought of his grandfather, who'd truly believed a man's hi ghest
calling was to serve his fellow citizens.

Wight had plunged into the frozen river when nost nmen woul d have been
too concerned for their own welfare ever to have left the shore.

As Abe wal ked home, he felt he, too, was stranded on that shore, unable
to coomit to a leap, as if the black Haddan nud were qui cksand, pulling
hi m down. The queasi ness he'd begun to feel was grow ng worse, just as
it had back when Frank died. It was the sense that he hadn't really
known his brother and that they'd all been living a lie that had been
nost di sconcerting. Abe had always adnired his brother, but had he
ever understood hin? The smartest boy who'd ever attended Hanilton

H gh, who faithfully washed their father's car on Saturdays and stayed
up all night studying, was the same person who wal ked up the stairs and
shot himself on that hot August day when Sixth Commandrment Pond was
perfect for sw nmm ng.

How coul d he have given it all away, that dusty, torpid afternoon when
they coul d have been fishing in one of the secret places their

gr andf at her had shown them the rocky |edges that overhung the deep
cool pools where the biggest trout could be found.

It was Frank who cane down for breakfast every norning and Frank again
who kept the shotgun under his mattress in the hours before his death,
one and the same, just as Joey was not only the man who accepted a

bri be, but the boy who stood beside Abe at Frank's nenorial service. It
was Joey who'd wal ked all the way to Wight's farmon days when it was
so cold ice formed inside his gloves and he needed to stand in front of
the oven to defrost hinself. Once again, Abe had taken for granted
that he was privy to all there was to know about a person, just as he
knew the village itself, but as it turned out, he'd been wong yet
again. It was as if soneone had taken all the streets in town and
thrown them sky high, letting themfall wherever they might, in a
junbl e that was unrecogni zabl e.

Abe crossed the railroad tracks, taking Forest Street for a while
before turning onto Station as dusk began to fall, Iike a curtain of
soot. It was an especially dark sky on this holiday evening and people
cherished the pleasures and warnth of their honmes. Abe could see his
nei ghbors through their front wi ndows. He passed by Pete Byers's place
and M ke tlandall's neat cottage, far too small for his five children
but well kept up, with a new porch and fresh paint. He saw Billy and



Marie Bishop at their big oak table, surrounded by half a dozen
grandchil dren. Wen he reached his own house, there was the cat,
waiting, and he knelt to scratch its ears. Wy, even this creature had
a secret life, spending afternoons in the sunny wi ndow of the Lucky Day
Florist, sharing lunch with M ss Davis

"I hope you had your turkey somepl ace el se," Abe told the cat. Abe
knew how easy it was to break into a house, and that was why he never
bothered to |l ock his own door. He had nothing worth stealing, anyway,
his TV was on the blink and the last time his VCFI quit working he'd
brought it to the appliance shop in Hanmilton and never bothered to
return for it. Even his doorbell Al CEHOFF /v[ AN was busted
whi ch was why Betsy Chase had to pound on the door when she arrived.

It had been a day of surprises for Abe, but Betsy's appearance was the
only pleasant one. He had been ready to have a few drinks and craw

i nto bed, defeated and disgusted by the day's events, but here was
absol ute proof that whenever a man thought he knew what his future
woul d bring, something was bound to amaze him He stood there | ooking
at Betsy the way he had when they'd first net, causing the color to
rise in her face. Every tinme she saw hi m she becane flustered, as if
she had no nore sense than the girls fromSt. Anne's.

"I thought | saw you over at the school," Betsy said, but that was a
lie, in fact, she was certain of it. She'd seen himthrough the dean's
wi ndow, there beside the boxwood, wearing the same dark suit that stil
hung on his angul ar frane.

Abe swung the screen door open to allow Betsy into the hallway. She
had |l eft her coat in her car parked in his driveway, and was wearing an
outfit that had seened well suited to the occasion of a dinner at the
dean's house, a black dress and a good pair of heels. Now, however,
she felt awkward in these clothes, as if she were a stranger to
herself. The hallway was so cranped they were forced cl ose together

As if that weren't difficult enough, her shoes were killing her, she

t hought she might actually topple over. She was probably crazy to have
cone, subject to the green river light that always confused her at this
hour .

"I brought over sone photographs,” she told Abe in a businesslike tone.
She tapped on her canera bag, which was draped over one shoul der

When they went into the kitchen, Abe realized what a mess his place
was, with dishes stacked in the sink and newspapers on the floor. A
basket of |aundry had been left on a chair, unwashed and forgotten, Abe
renoved it so that Betsy could sit at the table.

As she did, she pointed to the countertop where the black cat was
par adi ng back and forth, mew ng at the cabi net where the canned food
was st or ed.

"That's Helen Davis's cat."

"Nope." After getting two beers fromthe refrigerator, Abe took the
chair across fromBetsy's.

"It's mne."

"I see it all the tine on canpus.” Betsy started in on her beer, not
that she wanted it, and she drank too fast, agitated in Abe's presence.



H s eyes were not unlike the ice that had recently forned in the
shal l ows of the river, fluid and pale. Looking into them Betsy had
the sense that she could fall right through and keep on falling. She
qui ckly took out her folder of prints.

"l
want ed to know what you thought of this."

Abe began to | ook themover, distracted at first, then nore interested.
After developing the prints of the swmteam Betsy had gone on to take
a series of photographs. 1In each there was a shadow behind Carlin, the
unm st akabl e shape of a tall boy.

"You're good." Abe fixed Betsy with those pale eyes of his.
"These | ook real."
"They are real. It only happens when | use high-speed film

And when Carlin is around. "In one of the prints the shadow s features
were particularly clear, a wide nouth, a broad forehead, the sorrowf ul
expression of the denied and the lovelorn. Even in the haziest of the
i mges, the shadowy figure appeared to be soaking wet, there were pools
of water in every picture, on furniture and floors alike. Abe returned
t he phot ographs to the fol der

"The girl told ne he's |eaving her things. Mybe he's got sone need to
conmuni cate, so he's hanging around. Sort of the way you're hangi ng
around ne," he added.

"Ch, don't you wish." Betsy |aughed and held up her hand, displaying
her engagenent ring to rem nd himof her situation

'~You keep showing ne that ring, but here you are." Abe noved his
chair closer to hers.

Instantly, Betsy stood and coll ected her photographs.

"You're kind of an egomani ac, aren't you? | thought you were
interested in Gus Pierce."

She had already started for the hallway and Abe foll owed al ong.
"I aminterested,” he told her. "In the photographs?"
"I"'mnore interested in you."

Bet sy shifted her camera bag, so that it was directly between them in
sel f-defense, in self-denial. Wat was her situation, exactly? It was
only days ago that she'd settled the dessert problemfor her weddi ng

wi th Doreen Becker at the inn. Doreen had been pushing the white

| adyfinger variety, insisting that chocol ate weddi ng cakes such as the
one Betsy preferred al ways brought bad luck. It was said that severa
divorce lawyers in Ham |lton ordered sinilar cakes delivered to churches
and halls to ensure their continuing brisk business.

"Do you tell every woman you bring back here that you're interested?"
she asked Abe now, realizing as she did that she didn't like the idea
of other women being here with him



"I don't bring anyone here," Abe said.

"Let's not forget, you canme here all by yourself. And I'mglad that
you did."

And because she knew this to be true, it was Betsy who kissed him
first, there in the dark hallway. She neant for it to be just that
once, but that's not what happened. Later, she would tell herself that
she got swept up, she didn't know what she was doing, it was the beer
she' d gul ped down or her unpredictable reaction to holidays. No matter
what the reason, she kissed himfor a very long tinme, too |long, even

t hough she knew she was making a nmajor nistake. She was remni nded of
lightning, the way it struck so suddenly a person never had tine to get
out of range until it was over and the damage had al ready been done.

Betsy told herself it would only be one night, just a few passionate
hours, erasable, forgettable, surely not nmeant to hurt anyone. She
didn't stop himwhen he pulled off the black dress she'd so carefully
chosen for the holiday. It was thoughtless, and heedl ess, but she
didn't care. What was desire anyway, when exanmined in the clear |ight
of day? Was it the way a wonman searched for her clothes in the

nmorni ng, or the manner in which a man might watch her sit before the
mrror and conb her hair? Was it a pal e Novenber dawn, when ice forned
on wi ndowpanes and crows called fromthe bare black trees? O was it
the way a person might yield to the night, setting forth on a path so
unexpect ed that daylight would never again be conpletely clear?

AT TH'S TIME OF YEAR, THE LUNCH COUNTER

at the pharmacy offered its famous Christmas nmuffins, an item added to
the specials board every year between Thanksgi ving and New Year's,
expertly baked by Pete Byers's wife, Eileen. This |local treat,
rem ni scent of ginger cake, only richer and nore dense, had becone so
desirabl e that several residents of the |argest houses on Main Street,
wel | -dressed wonmen who ordinarily wouldn't be caught at the | unch
counter, arrived early in the nornings to buy half a dozen or nore at a
tine.

Al t hough the lunch counter was crowded with Haddan School students in

t he afternoon, the nornings belonged to |local residents. People

di scussed both old news and current events over coffee for hours, and
by noon everything from weddi ng announcenents to nervous breakdowns had
been hashed over. It was here people began to wonder if sonething had
happened to Abel Grey. He was never at the MII|stone anynore, where
he'd been a regular ever since he'd reached | egal age, and severa

worren he occasionally dated--Kelly Avon, for instance, fromover at the
5&8 O Cent Bank---hadn't heard fromhimin weeks. Doug Lauder and Teddy
Hurmphrey, with whom he often played pool on Saturday nights over in

M ddl etown, had started to worry, and Russell Carter, who reported that
Abe had stopped showing up to play basketball, was so concerned he
phoned down to the station to make sure Abe was still alive.

As single men, these fell ows had al ways depended on Abe's availability
to play cards or agree to a fishing trip on short notice, now they
couldn't get ahold of himanynmore. They had no idea that Abe could be
found lying in the tall grass thinking about fate or that he'd been so
shaken up by love he had lost the ability to tell tine. He, who had

al ways prided hinmself on being punctual, was showi ng up not just at the
wrong hour, but on the wong day, arriving to direct traffic outside



town hall on Thursday norni ngs when everyone knew t he garden cl ub
didn't neet until Friday afternoon

Abe' s nei ghbors began to guess there was a woman invol ved when t hey
noticed himout on his porch |late at night, gazing at stars. They
figured they had his nunber when he canme into Selena's Sandw ch Shoppe
whi stling | ove songs and conpletely forgetting what he planned to
order, when he'd asked for a turkey on rye for the | ast nine years.
Sone of the ladies fromMiin Street, to whom Abe had al ways been so

hel pful , patted himon the back when they saw him pleased that at |ast
he'd found Iove. Certainly, it was high tinme. Because of the |lack of
singl e men i n Haddan--and no one counted Teddy Hunphrey as such, since
every time he got good and drunk, he begged his ex-w fe, N kki, to take
hi m back--there were several wormen who were di sappointed to hear that
Abe was no |l onger available. A few, like Kelly Avon and Mary Beth's
cousin, the one who'd been unsuccessfully set up with him at
Thanksgiving, tried to get the truth out of Joey Tosh, who insisted
that his lips were seal ed, although when it cane right down to it, even
Joey didn't know ruch

Since their disagreenent on Thanksgiving, Abe had avoided his old
friend. He drove hinmself to work in his grandfathers cruiser and asked
for assignments no one el se wanted, traffic, for instance, and donestic
di sputes, to ensure he'd be working al one.

When both men happened to be at the station at the same tinme, Joey

busi ed hinmself with paperwork or with the Haddan Tribune. He had a
shi el ded | ook that was inmpossible to read, the sane expression he'd had
when Mary Beth was first pregnant with Emly and they' d decided to get
married without telling anyone.

Now and then, Abe caught Joey staring and one norning Joey stopped at
Abe' s desk.

"Man, you're the early bird these days."

Funny t hat Abe had never even noticed that when Joey was upset he
pul led at the right side of his face.

"You keep it up, you're going to make the rest of us | ook bad."
Abe sat back in his chair.

"I's that what you're worried about, Joe? Looking bad?"

"That was ny mni stake on Thanksgiving. | shouldn't have brought you
with nme. | should have kept you out of it, |ike everyone said to."
"Yeah? | thought your m stake was taking the nmoney."

"You're just pissed because | disagreed with you about the Pierce kid.
You want ne to say he was nurdered? Fine, he was nurdered. And maybe
Frank was, too, while we're at it. Maybe sonmebody clinbed up through
hi s wi ndow and shot him |Is that what you want to hear?"

"I'f that's what you think | want, then you don't know ne."

"Maybe | don't." Joey was | ooking his age and he seened tired, even
t hough Abe had heard he'd quit his second job at the mall.



"Maybe | don't want to."

That was the way they left it, with the distance between them as if
they hadn't been best friends their whole lives |ong. Now when peopl e
asked Joey where his buddy was, and why Abe could no | onger be found at
the MIIstone on Saturday nights, Joey just shrugged.

"I"mnot his bodyguard," he'd say when asked.
"Abe goes his way and I go nine."

Joey woul d never have known that Abe was involved with soneone if Mary
Beth hadn't informed himof the situation. She and Kelly Avon had sat
down at Selena's with a list of every unmarried woman in the village,
thereby determining that the person in question wasn't anyone they
knew. People in town wouldn't have figured Abe to go and find hinself
someone fromthe Haddan School. That's the way things were in the
village still, after all these years, it was fine for the people of
Main Street to do as they pleased, and a few had gone so far as to send
their sons and daughters to the Haddan School, but expectations were
different for anyone fromthe west side. Though they owned the stores
and supplied the other residents with their shoes and chrysant hemuns
and cheese, people were expected to stay on their own side of town when
it cane to personal matters. And if Joey m ght have predicted Abe
woul d get involved with that teacher from Haddan, he woul d never have
guessed how often Abe went to see her, always late at night, after
curfew, when the girls at St. Anne's were asleep in their beds and the
hal | ways were silent and dark

Abe had become so familiar with this route that he no | onger stunbled
over the frayed carpet. He had |earned to expect stray unbrellas and
Rol | er bl ades i nside the doorway and was accustonmed to the rushing sound
of steam heat rising fromthe old netal radiators, as well as the scent
of bath oil and musk, fragrances that m ght have caused a | ess
experienced man to | ose his bearings.

Abe usual ly parked down by the river and wal ked the rest of the way, so
that no one would notice his grandfather's car, not that anyone
attended to who was going in and out of the dorm There was absolutely
no security in the building, all Abe had to do was jiggle the knob and
push his wei ght agai nst the door and he was in.

Each time they were together, Betsy promised it would be the last. But
this was a pledge she nade to herself after he'd gone, and it was a
rather flinsy pact. Wile Abe was beside her, she wanted himfar too
much to let himgo. It was Abe who usually realized he had to | eave,
qui ckly, before the bells rang and the girls at St. Anne's were
awakened to find himin the hallway, shirttails out, boots in hand. How
could Betsy let himgo? Every tinme the wind tapped at her w ndow

gl ass, she wished that it nmight be him She could hear himsonetines,
out by the roses, watching her before he let hinself in the front door
and the know edge that he was there in the garden nade her so

I i ght headed she was willing to take risks she could not have imgi ned
before. |In time, she found that what happened between them at ni ght
was spilling into her daylight hours. Wile she taught her classes,

whi | e she showered, while she made coffee or kissed the man she was to
marry, it was Abe she was thinking of.

It was nearly the end of Decenber when Betsy realized how dangerous a
gane she was playing. She knew then she would have to end it



i Mmediately. It was a cold norning and they'd stayed in bed too |ong,
sl eeping past the bells, by the time they awoke it was after nine. Snow
had begun to fall, and a silvery light coursed through the w ndow,
perhaps this pale sky was the reason they'd been so reckless, for the
girls in Betsy's care were already dressed and on their way to cl asses.
Bet sy coul d hear the front door open and close as she |lay there beside
him She recogni zed the sound of Maureen Brown giggling as the girl

| eaned over the porch railing to catch snowfl akes on her tongue, and

t hat awful Peggy Anthony's high-pitched wail as her | eather boots

ski dded on the icy steps. How easy it woul d have been for Abe and
Betsy to be caught on this norning. Say Peggy Anthony broke her |eg on
the icy stair.

Say Any Elliot had one of her allergic reactions and cane poundi ng on
the door. How long would it take for the news to drift to Chal k House?
Fifteen seconds.") Twenty? How |long exactly, before Betsy ruined her
life?

She had never told a lie in her |life before this. She had never
bel i eved herself capabl e of such subterfuge, naking up excuses not to
see Eric, her deceit formng with such ease she surprised herself. All
that she'd wanted, the security of her life here in Haddan, would be
undone by her own hand, unless she stopped now.

She called a locksmith that same afternoon. After the new electronic
| ock had been installed on the front door, Betsy insisted upon a house
meeting. Her girls were told in no uncertain ternms not to give the
code to either boyfriends or de |liverynen

Bet sy then had a dead bolt placed on the door to her own quarters as
wel |, one that the |ocksmth had assured her was inpenetrable, except
to the nmost experienced thieves, the sort who would stop at nothing to
get what they wanted.

Abe cane back the next night, an inky blue night, as deep and

i measurabl e as the farthest reaches of heaven. Betsy heard himin the
garden, but instead of going to the wi ndow to wave, she drew the
curtains. She imagi ned his confusion when he found that the old | ock
had been replaced, it was an act not only of self-preservation, but of
cruelty, as well. Betsy knew this, but she couldn't bring herself to
face him So she let himstand out there on the porch until, at |ast,
he went away. Afterward, she did her best to avoid him |[If a man even
rem nded her of Abel Gey, if he was tall or had blue eyes, Betsy went
t he ot her way, ducking behi nd hedges, fleeing the mni-nmart before her
purchases were rung up. She wouldn't even go to the pharmacy for fear
she might run into him She spent every night with Eric, as if he were
the renedy, the cure for a bothersone ailnent, no different than a
fever or a cold.

Abe, however, was not so easy to dismiss. He had never envisioned
hinmself as a man in |love, but that was what he had turned out to be. He
tried his best not to think about Betsy He spent his days imersed in
his job, gathering as much information about Gus Pierce as he coul d,

tel ephoni ng the boy's father in New York, going over his various schoo
records, searching for a key to GQus's intent. Wy people did the
things they did, whether it be on inpulse or a prenmeditated act, was

al ways a puzzle. The boy in the water, the shotgun hidden in his
brother's room the |ocked door at St. Anne's. |In the evenings Abe
left his files and drove past the school, far nore wounded than he'd
ever imagined he'd be. Wen Kelly Avon suggested they neet down at the



M1l stone, he declined, he remained in his parked car, there on schoo
property, where he didn't bel ong.

The hol i day season was approaching and | um nous silver stars had been
affixed to the stoplights to celebrate the season. At the Haddan
School, white lights decorated the porch balustrades. On the night
when Abe finally decided to confront Betsy, he knew it was a bad
decision. A light snow had begun to fall, it was just after supper and
t he canpus was bustling. Abe was bound to be seen, not that he cared.
He t hought about all the tines he'd been called in to settle
altercations he hadn't understood, the heated fights of divorcing
husbands and wi ves, the battles between brothers, the agony of thwarted
| overs who had slit their exes' tires in the parking |lot of the
MIlIstone. Al of them had been peopl e whose |ove for each other had
turned sour, deteriorating into a need for revenge or justice and a
desire to hurt whoever had w onged t hem

Now Abe knew what those people were after, it was sonebody's |ove they
want ed, and they went after it the only way they knew how, exactly as
he meant to do here tonight.

Two girls were sitting on the porch steps, letting the snow fall down
on them Abe had to lurch over themin order to get to the door

"The conbination is three, thirteen, thirty-three," one of the girls on
the porch told him forgetting Betsy's demand for security and
cauti on.

Abe punched in the code and let hinself in. It was the free hour

bet ween supper and study hall, when nost students had their radios
blaring and the TV in the | ounge was turned up. Abe bunped into one
girl who was toting a bag of laundry and al nost tripped over another
who sat squarely in the hallway, nattering away on the pay phone
unawar e of anyone who passed by. St. Anne's seemed a very different
pl ace fromthe dark, silent house Abe was used to when he arrived in
the mddl e of the night, not that the crowded corridors stopped him
fromgoing on to Betsy's quarters.

A dead bolt wasn't always as invincible as | ocksmths would have a
buyer believe, not if a thief cane prepared. Abe had brought along a
smal | screwdriver he nost often used to tighten the | oose rearview
mrror of his grandfather's cruiser, in no tine he had pried open the
dead bolt, hoping that Betsy hadn't paid rmuch, since it was fairly
wort hl ess in warding off any serious crimnal intent.

Going into her roonms uninvited, Abe had the sanme itchy feeling he used
to have as a kid. He was breathing hard, not quite believing what he'd
done, his hands were shaking, exactly as they had whenever he broke
into a house. What he needed was a cold beer and a friend to set him
straight, but as he had neither, he went on, into her bedroom He ran
hi s hand over the |ace runner on top of the bureau" then approached the
night table. Betsy had every right not to see himanynore. Hadn't he
done the exact sane thing dozens of times, not bothering to call sone
worman who'd made it clear she was interested, not even having the
decency to explain hinself~ He held the earrings left on the bureau
uncertain as to be wanted to understand her or punish her. Either way,
he was not really surprised when he heard the door open. Wth his run
of bad luck, he'd expected as nuch.

Betsy could tell Abe was there right away, she knew it the way people



say they know they are about to be hit by lightning, yet remain

powerl ess to run, unable to avoid their fate. She pani cked, as anyone
m ght have when di sparate parts of her life were about to crash into
each other, certain to | eave a path of anguish and debris. It was true
that devotion could be lost as quickly as it was found, which was why
some people insisted that |ove letters always be witten in ink. How
easy it was for even the sweetest words to evaporate, only to be
rewitten as inmpulse and infatuation mght dictate. How unfortunate
that | ove could not be taught or trained, Iike a seal or a dog.
Instead, it was a wolf on the prowl, with a mnd of its own, and it
made its own way, undeterred by the damage done. Love like this could
turn honest people into liars and cheats, as it nowdid to Betsy. She
told Eric she needed to change out of her clothes, but it wasn't the
bl ue wool outfit she had worn to the dean's for dinner that nade her
feel faint in these overheated roons.

"Can you open a few wi ndows, too?" Betsy called as she went on to the
bedroom nmeking sure to close the door behind her. She was burning hot
and overw ought, she should not have had that drink at the dean's house
after the dinner to which Eric had insisted they go. She was dressed
in unfamliar clothes, with the unfamliar taste of whiskey in her
mouth, so that it seened as though she were the stranger here and Abe,
there at the edge of her bed, was the one who bel onged.

By now the snow outside was falling harder, but that didn't stop Betsy
fromgoing to rai se her bedroomw ndow. The falling snow began to
drift onto the carpet, but Betsy didn't care. She had a prickly
sensation up and down her spine. How well did she know this man in her
roon? How coul d she know what he m ght be capabl e of ?.

"I'f you don't change your clothes he'll wonder why you lied to him™"
Abe sai d.

The only illum nation came from beyond the w ndow, due to the
streetlanp and the brilliance of the snow. In such |ight everything
appeared distant, it was as if Abe and Betsy and whatever had been
bet ween t hem had al ready noved into the past.

"He'l | wonder what else you lied to him about."

"I haven't lied to him" Betsy was grateful for the cold air comng in
t hrough the wi ndow. She was burning with shanme, the penance of her own
deception. Al though she had been the one to refuse him she stil
renenbered what it was like to kiss him how such a sinmple act could
turn her inside out.

"I see. You just didn't tell himthe truth.” Abe would have | aughed
then, if he found such matters amusing.

"I's that what you did when you were with me? You si destepped the
truth? |Is that what happened between us?"

They could hear Eric in the kitchen, putting up the kettle, opening
cabi nets as he searched for sugar and cups.

"Not hi ng happened." Betsy's nouth burned.
"There was not hi ng between us."

It was the one answer that could drive himaway, and this was Betsy's



intent. Abe went out through the wi ndow, he banged his bad knee

agai nst the wi ndow frame, collecting a bruise that would ache for days.
The canpus was already covered with two or three inches of new snow,
and the falling flakes were large and swirly, the mark of a stormthat
would last. By norning, traffic would be a nmess, a heavy snowfall in
Haddan never went by without at |east one bad accident, usually up by
the interstate, and one local boy injuring hinmself on a makeshift sled
or a borrowed snownobil e.

The snow was blinding as Abe wal ked anay fromSt. Anne's, all the
sane, he was reninded of the hot afternoon when his brother died. He'd
recogni zed the sanme thing then, how quickly the future could becone the
past, monents melting into each other before anyone could reach out and
change them He'd gone over how it all mght have happened differently
if he'd run up the stairs. |If he'd knocked on the door, if he'd barged
right in, howit mght have changed had he denied his brother's request
that nmorning and refused to go along to their grandfather's farm It
had been the sort of sumer day that shone and glittered in the dusty
sunlight like a miracle, all blue heat and endl ess white cl ouds,
stifling hot, so quiet Abe could hear hinself breathing when Frank

hoi sted himup so Abe could clinmb through the wi ndow to get the gun

Afterward he'd had to do it again and again, compelled to repeat his
thievery. At |east these acts had stopped him fromthinking, but now

he was done with breaking into other people's houses. |t had never
done any good anyway, he'd carried his pain around inside him it was
still here on this snow night. Mybe that was why he decided to | eave

his car where it was, parked by the river, and wal k hone. Once he
started, he just kept going, past his house and halfway to Hamilton

not returning until sometine near dawn when he hitched a ride back with
a plow Kelly Avon's little brother, Josh, was driving.

The next day he went wal ki ng agai n, even though he was supposed to show
up for work, and Doug Lauder, a patrol man who grunbl ed under the best
circunmstances, was forced to take his shift, stuck directing traffic
outside town hall until his toes turned blue. Before long, people in
town noticed that Abe had quit stargazing. Wy, he didn't even | ook up
anynore as he wal ked through the village. He no |onger whistled and
his face was grimand he'd taken to being out at hours when decent
people were all at hone in bed. Several old-timers in town, Zeke
Harris at the dry cleaner's, and George Nichols over at the MII stone,
renenbered that Wight Gey had done the very sane thing for a while,
wal ki ng so many mles he'd worn down his boots and then had to take
theminto Hamlton to be resol ed.

Now it seemed that Abe had inherited this trait. Even when the weather
took a turn for the worse, with ragged sleet and cold, blue ice, Abe
kept at it. People would glance out their windows and there he'd be,
on Main Street or on Elm or over by Lovewell Lane, wi thout even a dog
as an excuse to slog through the slush. He had deci ded he would go on
wal ki ng until he could figure things out.

How was it, he wanted to know, that things could turn so quickly from

| ove to | ocked doors? This was why he had resisted commitnents for so
I ong, he wasn't constitutionally fit for love. He had fallen into it
headfirst, just like those fools he'd always nade fun of, Teddy
Hurmphrey, for instance, who was so driven he didn't care if he | ooked
like an idiot, he'd park outside N kki's house and blast his car radio,
hopi ng all the songs of heartbreak he played would rem nd her that |ove
that had been | ost could al so be found.



Abe pitied Teddy Hunphrey, and now he pitied hinmself as well.

Sone days, he had a terrible feeling in the center of his chest that
sinmply woul dn't go away. He'd even gone over to the clinic in Hamlton
to have it checked out, knowing that Ms. Jereny's son, AJ, had been
wal  oped with a heart attack two years earlier at the age of
thirty-seven, but the nurses insisted nothing was wong. Get yourself
an antacid, they told him Stop drinking so nmuch coffee. Stop wal ki ng
in such bad weat her, and make sure to wear gloves and a scarf.

Abe went directly fromthe clinic to the pharmacy "Wat's the
di fference between | ove and heartburn?' he asked Pete Byers, who was
the one person in town who surely knew about such matters.

"Gve me a mnute." Pete, always a thoughtful nman, assumed he'd need
time to think it over. It seened like a difficult riddle, but as it
turned out, the answer didn't take |ong.

"I've got it," he decl ared.
" Not hi ng. "

On that advice, Abe bought some Rol ai ds, which he swallowed right down,
along with nost of his pride. No wonder he hadn't trusted anyone
before, you never could tell what people would do, one mnute they' d be
smling at you and the next they'd be gone, w thout so nuch as an

expl anation or a civil good-bye. There wasn't a grown nman on this

pl anet who wound up with everything he wanted, so who was Abe to
conplain? He was still here, wasn't he? He woke every nmorning to see
the sky, he drank his coffee, scraped the ice fromhis front steps,
waved to his neighbors. He wasn't a boy who'd been cheated, who never
got the chance to grow up and make his own decisions, right or wong.
The difference between tragedy and sinple bad |uck, after all, could be
easily defined, it was possible to wal k away from one, and that Abe
woul d do, no matter how nany mles it took or how many pairs of boots
he wore through.

THE WATCH AND THE LOAF

SNOW FELL ALL THROUGH DEcenber, covering the Christmas tree in front of
town hall with a blanket of white that would not melt until the tree
was taken down, as it was every year, on the Saturday after New Year's.
This was the season when the north wi nd sl ammed around town, tossing
garbage cans into the street, shaking store awnings. The days were so
short they were finished by four, at which point the sky turned bl ack
and eveni ngs were cold enough to freeze a person's breath in the
crystal-clear air. There seened to be handfuls of stars tossed right
above the rooftops in Haddan, keeping the town still alight at

m dni ght. Sone people joked that it would nake sense to wear

sungl asses after sundown, that's how bright the snow was, it had spent
a good deal of tine in the boathouse with Harry, but by the end of the
semester, all of that had changed. Now whenever she was with Harry,
she woul d di scover a stone in the pocket of Qus's coat, some were bl ack
and some were white and others were a crystalline blue-gray, the color
of the ice that forned in the shallows of the river. The floor of
Garlin's closet was now covered by a collection of such stones, they
rattl ed every time she reached for her boots, and soon she noticed the
stones turned clearer as the hour grew later, so that by m dni ght they
were transparent, nearly invisible to the naked eye.



When it came time for winter vacation, a group had arranged a week-|ong
trip to Harry's famly's place in Vermont. It was assuned that Carlin
woul d be going with them and she didn't let on that she was staying
behi nd until the day before they were to | eave.

"You're not serious." Harry was deeply annoyed.
"W nmade all the plans and now you're not going."?"

They were his plans actually, still Carlin did her best to explain how
difficult it would be for her to | eave Haddan. M ss Davis could no

| onger rise fromher chair and was often too tired for dinner, falling
asleep at the table, her untouched plate before her. M ss Davis had
been so grateful at Thanksgiving that Carlin didn't feel she could

| eave her enpl oyer alone for the holidays.

"I don't care," Harry said.
"I"'mselfish and | want you there with ne."

But Carlin could not be convinced. At five the next norning she was in
bed when she heard Any | eave. The van Harry had hired was idling in
the parking lot, headlights cutting through the dark, and when Garlin
listened carefully, she recognized the voices of the |lucky few Harry
had invited along on the ski trip. She kept her eyes closed until the
van pulled out of the lot, the rattle of the engine drew farther and
farther away as it turned onto Main Street, passing the fences
decorated with white lights, and the brilliant tree outside town hall
and the graveyard behind St. Agatha's, where so many had al ready
deposited weaths to mark the season

On the first day of vacation, St. Anne's was deserted, save for the
mce. Al of the girls had gone off with famly or friends, and in the
enptiness left behind there was a nonent when Carlin felt lost. She
went to the pay phone and called her nother, Sue, who cried and said it
just wasn't Christmas without Carlin home to celebrate. As nmuch as she
| oved her nother, by the tinme they were through talking, Carlin was
gl ad enough to be in Haddan. Sue Leander had sent Carlin a present of
whi t e musk col ogne, which Carlin rew apped and presented to M ss

Davi s.

"You must think I'mtrying to catch nyself a man," M ss Davis said when
she saw her gift, but she was persuaded to try out a dab or two on her
Wi sts.

"There," she procl ai nmed.
"I'"ma knockout."
Carlin | aughed and set to work on the dressing for the goose,

whi ch she'd had delivered fromthe butcher in Hamlton. As it turned
out, Carlin was a good cook. She, who'd been raised on frozen dinners
and macaroni and cheese, could now julienne peppers and carrots in
seconds flat, one afternoon she made a vegetabl e soup so delicious that
when the aroma drifted through the dornitory several girls came down
with a bad case of homesi ckness and they cried thenmselves to sl eep
dream ng of their chil dhood hones.



"Pecans in the stuffing?" Mss Davis sniffed, as she peered over
Carlin's shoul der.

"Raisins.)" Her voice was grave with m strust.

Carlin held the goose up by the neck and asked if perhaps M ss Davis
would I'ike to take over. The goose | ooked rather naked and strange to
M ss Davis's eyes and, truthfully, the notion that she might fix
anyt hi ng nore conplicated than a cheese sandwi ch was far-fetched at
best, while the idea of her taking a dead goose in hand was not hi ng
short of ludicrous. Quickly, she reconsidered.

When all was said and done, pecan dressing would be fine.

Hel en hadn't wanted to like this girl who worked for her, it was
foolish to begin attachments now, when it was far too late for such
things. She would never have admitted how gl ad she was that Carlin had
stayed for the holiday. The girl was good company and had an
exceptional talent for solving problens that seemed i nsurmountable to
Hel en, arranging, for instance, for a cab so that Helen could attend
mass at St. Agatha's instead of going to the services led by Dr. Jones
in the school chapel. Having been raised Catholic, Helen had al ways

wi shed to go to St. Agatha's but she'd feared | ocal parishioners would
be unfriendly to an outsider, particularly a |lost soul such as herself,
who hadn't been to a proper mass for so long. As it turned out, the
congregati on had wel comed her warmy. Pete Byers hel ped her to her
seat, and afterward sone ni ce young man named Teddy had driven her back
to St. Anne's. Wien she arrived honme, she found that Carlin had set
out a real Christmas dinner, which brought to mind the holiday neals
Hel en's own not her used to serve, with dishes of candied yams and
brussel s sprouts, and of course the goose with its lovely stuffing.

Hal f way through di nner, Helen Davis gazed out the w ndow and saw t hat
handsome man again. Abel G ey was standing by the rosebushes, even
though it was snowi ng. He was just about the best-Iooking man Hel en
had ever seen, and she thought now that she should have found herself a
man |i ke that back when she was young, rather than noping around after
that worthless Dr. Howe.

"Look who's here," she said to Carlin, and she quickly sent the girl to
fetch him Carlin ran through the falling snow, the black coat flaring
out over a white apron and her good bl ue dress.

"Hey," she called to Abe, who didn't seem happy to have been
di scover ed.

"M ss Davis wants you to have dinner with us. You might as well, since
you' re lurking around here anyway."

Carlin junped up and down to keep warm but at |east the boots she'd
bought at H ngram s were doing the job, and Gus's coat was a bl essing
i n weat her such as this. Those big snowflakes were still falling, and
Abe's hair had turned white. He | ooked sheepish under all that snow,
the way any man woul d be who'd just been caught peering through

wi ndows.

"I"'mjust out for a walk," he insisted.

"“I'"'mnot |urking."



"M ss Chase went to a hotel in Maine with M. Herman. So you m ght as
wel | have your dinner with us."

Abe had already had his Christmas lunch at the MIIlstone-two drafts, a
burger, and a |l arge order of fries.

"Come on," Carlin urged

"I"ll pretend | never saw you sneaking out St. Anne's at three in the
nmorni ng and you can pretend you're polite."

"What are you having for dinner?" Abe asked grudgingly.

"Goose with pecan stuffing and candi ed yans."

Abe was surprised

"You cooked all that?" Wen Carlin nodded, he threw up his hands.

"I guess you talked me into it."

By now, the light had already begun to fade. Abe hadn't really
expected Betsy to be hone, nor had he planned what he m ght say should
she be there. Wuld he have begged for her to reconsider?

Was he that far gone?

As they approached St. Anne's, Helen Davis opened the back door, when
she saw Abe she waved.

"I think she's got a crush on you," Carlin confided.

"I"'msure she'll dunp me before dinner's over." Abe waved back
"Hey there, Helen," he called.

"Merry Christmas!" The black cat slipped out onto the frosty porch

"There's ny buddy." Abe clucked as if calling chickens, but the cat
i gnored himand went instead to rub against Carlin's |egs.

"Pretty boy." Carlin |leaned down to pat the cat's ears.

"Again your cat has failed to recognize you," Helen noted as they al
trai psed into the kitchen, cat included. Helen had placed a cover over
the yans and she'd shoved a plate atop the bow of vegetables to keep
themwarm A few small exertions and those brief nobnents on the porch
had | eft her exhausted. Standing there at her own di nner table,

hol ding on to the back of a chair, Helen seened likely to topple over,
exactly like MIlie Adans over on Forest Street, who had been ill for
years before she passed on, so weak that Abe often stopped by on his
way honme fromwork to nake certain that MIlie had made it through the
day. Now, Abe hel ped Mss Davis to her chair.

"How ni ce that you happened to be passing by," she said.
"Just in tinme for dinner."

Still wearing the black coat, Carlin hurried to the cupboard for an
extra plate.



"He was lurking."

"Lurking," Mss Davis said, pleased.
"I was wal king." Now that he saw the food before him Abe rubbed his
hands together like a starving man.

Carlin was searching through the cutlery drawer for silverware with
which to set another place when she felt sonething nove in her
pocket .

"Take off that coat and sit down," Hel en Davis instructed.
"We can't very well eat w thout you."

Carlin put down the silverware. She had a funny | ook on her face. She
had forgotten the cranberry relish, but she didn't nove to rectify that
m stake. M dnight |eapt onto Helen's |l ap and began to purr, |ow down
in the back of its throat. "Wat is it?" Helen said to the silent

girl.

The worst part of caring about soneone was that sooner or later you

were bound to worry, and to take notice of details that woul dn't

ot herwi se be apparent. Helen, for instance, now saw that Carlin had
grown pale, a wisp of a thing wapped up in that old black coat she

i nsisted on wearing. "What's wong?" Helen demanded.

Carlin reached into her pocket and brought forth a small fish, which
she placed upon the table. Helen |leaned forward for a better look. It
was one of those silver minnows found in the Haddan River, small and
shi mreri ng and gasping for breath. Helen Davis m ght have dropped the
little fish in a tunbler of water had M dni ght not pounced on it and
eaten it whol e.

In spite of herself, Carlin | aughed.

"Did you see that."a He ate it."

"You bad, bad boy," Hel en scol ded.

"You rascal ."

"I told you Gus left ne things," Carlin said to Abe.
"But you didn't believe ne."

Abe | eaned back in his chair, baffled, but Helen Davis was far |ess
surprised. She had always believed that grief could manifest itself in
a physical form Right after Annie Howe's death, for instance, she had
been covered by red bunps, which itched and burned into the night. The
doctor in town told her that she was allergic to roses and must never
again eat rose water preserves or bathe in rose oil, but Helen knew
better. She'd had nothing to do with roses. It was grief she was
carrying around with her, grief that was rising up through the skin.

Recal ling these tinmes caused Hel en i measurabl e pain, or naybe it was
her illness that was affecting her so. It was so awful that she
doubl ed over and Carlin ran to get the tablets of norphine hidden in
t he spi ce cabi net.



"There's nothing wong with ne," Mss Davis insisted, but she gave them
no further argument when they hel ped her to her room

Afterward, Carlin put up a plate for Mss Davis for tonorrow s |unch
then she ate her own di nner between bouts of cleaning up

Abe bolted his food, then checked to ensure that M ss Davis was
sl eeping. Thankfully, she was, but Abe was di sturbed by how |lifel ess
she appeared, pale as the deepest winter's ice.

Wien Carlin and Abe left Mss Davis's, the air was so cold it hurt a
person's throat and lungs just to breathe, the sky was alight with
constellations swirling through the dark. It was possible to see the
Pl ei ades, those daughters of Atlas placed into the MIky Way for their
own protection. How lovely it was with no people in sight and only the
stars for conpany.

"How cone you're so rarely lurking around anynore? Doesn't M ss Chase
mss you?"

"She's got a fiance." Abe had |earned the constellations fromhis
grandfather and as a child he'd gone to sleep counting not sheep but
all the brilliant dogs and bears and fish that shone through the

wi ndow.

""That didn't stop you before,"” Carlin rem nded him

"I guess the better man won." Abe tried to smle, but his face hurt in
the col d.

"I'min M. Herman's history semnar. Believe me, he's not even the
second- best nman."

The snow had stopped, it was the brilliant sort that made every step
squeak.
"Christmas." Abe watched his own breath formlittle crystals.

"What do you think Gus would have been doing right now )" "He'd be in
New York," Carlin said without hesitation

"And |'d be with him W'd eat too nuch and see three nobvies in a row.
And maybe we woul dn't come back."

"Qus couldn't have put that fish in your pocket. You know that, don't
you?"

"Tell that to your friend." Carlin nodded to the cat, which had
followed themfrom M ss Davis's.

"He has fish breath."

Later that night, Carlin was still thinking of Gus as she went into the
gym using the key every nmenber of the swimteamwas granted. She

swi tched on the energency lights in the entranceway, then went to the

| ocker room and changed into her suit, grabbing for her cap and
goggles. Abel Gay didn't want to believe the fish at Mss Davis's

di nner had come from Gus, but Carlin knew that some things never

di sappeared conpletely, they stayed with you for better and for



WOr se.

Down at the pool, light reflected fromthe gl assed wal kway, and that
was bright enough. The water |ooked bottle green, and when Carlin sat
on the edge and swung her |egs over, she was shocked by how chilly it
was. Clearly, the heater had been turned off for the holidays. Carlin
eased into the water, gasping at the cold. Her skin rose in goose
bunps, her goggl es steamed up the nonment she slipped themon. She set
about doing | aps, using her strongest stroke, the butterfly, falling
into her rhythmnaturally. It brought relief to swim Carlin felt as

t hough she were out in the ocean, mles fromland and all the petty
concerns of humanki nd. She thought about the stars she had seen in the
sky, and the snowfl akes that had dusted the stone wal kways, and the New
Engl and cold that could cut right through a person. By the tine she
was done, the action of her stroke had created a current, little waves
sl apped against the tiles. Wth her el bows resting on the edge of the
pool, Carlin renoved her goggles, then pulled off her bathing cap and
shook out her hair. It was then she saw that she wasn't al one.

There was a greenish mist of chlorine rising fromthe surface, and for
a nonent Carlin thought she'd only imagined a figure approaching, but
then the figure took a step closer. She pushed herself away fromthe
edge, as long as she stayed in the center of the pool there was no way
anyone could catch her, if catching her was what this individual was
after. Woever it was, he'd never be as fast as Carlin was in the

wat er .

She narrowed her eyes, already burning with chlorine, and tried to make
out his face.

"Don't cone any closer!" she commanded, and then was sonewhat
surprised when he did as he was told.

He crouched down on his haunches and grinned, and that was when she saw
who it was. Sean Byers fromthe pharmacy Carlin could feel her

heart beat sl ow down, but the funny thing was, her pulse was still going
crazy.

"What do you think you're doing here?"

"I could say the sanme to you." Scan took off his watch and carefully
placed it into the front pocket of his jeans.

"I"'mhere two or three tinmes a week, after closing. 1'ma regular
Which is nore than | can say of you. ""Ch really? You sw nP"

"Usually in Boston Harbor, but this does fine. No shopping carts or
hal f - sunk boats to dodge."

Carlin continued to tread water, she watched as Sean took off his
jacket and tossed it on the tiles. He pulled off his sweater and his
T-shirt, then gave Carlin a | ook

"You don't mind, do you?" he asked, one hand poised by his fly "I
woul dn't want to enbarrass you or anything like that."

"Ch, no." Carlin tilted her head back, challenging him

"CGo on.



Be ny guest."
Scan pulled off his jeans. Carlin couldn't help herself, she | ooked to
make sure he was actually wearing a bathing suit and was anused to see

that he was. Scan let out a holler as he junped into the far end of
t he pool .

"You're a trespasser with no legal rights,” Carlin said when he swam

over.

"I hope you know that." In the deep end, the water was so black it
appear ed bottonl ess.

Sean's face was pale in the dimlight.

"There's nothing to do in this town. | had to find some way to occupy
nmysel f. Especially with Gus gone. You're a good sw nmmrer," he noted.

"I"mgood at everything,"” Carlin told him

Sean | aughed.

"And so nodest."

"Well.") Do you think you can keep up with ne?"
"Definitely," he said.

"I'f you sl ow down."

They swam | aps together and Carlin didn't change her pace to suit him

To his credit, Sean managed to do fairly well, he hadn't been |lying, he
really was a swi mmer, and al though his stroke was awkward and wild, he
was fast and conpetitive. It was lovely to be in the dark, alone, yet

not alone. Carlin could have gone on this way forever, had she not
noticed flashes of reflected light glittering before her. She stopped
to tread water, thinking her vision would clear, but they were there, a
stream of tiny m nnows.

Sean cane up beside her. His wet hair |ooked black and his eyes were
black as well. He had a scar beneath his right eye, an unfortunate
rem nder of the car he'd stolen, the one that had wound up crashed on a
side road in Chel sea and had |landed himin juvenile court and then in
Haddan. In spite of his injury, he had a beautiful face, the sort that
had al ways brought himnore fortune than he deserved. I|n Boston, he
was known for his daring, but tonight, he felt uneasy. The pool was
much col der than usual, but that wasn't the reason he'd begun to
shiver. There was sonme novenent grazing his skin, fin and gill, quick
as a breath. A line of silver went past him then circled and cane
back toward him

"What are those?"

Sean had been wanting to get Carlin alone since the first time he saw
her, but now he was far less sure of himself than he'd thought he'd be.
Here in the water, nothing | ooked the sane anynore. He would have
sworn he saw fish darting through the pool, as ridiculous a notion as
if stars had fallen fromthe sky to shine beneath them giving off icy
white |ight.



"They're only minnows." Carlin took Sean's hand in her own. His skin
was col d, but underneath he was blistering. Carlin made hi mreach out
along with her, so that the fish floated right through their fingers.

"Don't worry," she said
"They won't hurt us."
PETE BYERS COULDN T
BEG N TO COUNT THE

times he'd hurried to his store during snowstorns, called there by
frantic nothers whose babies were dehydrated and burning up with fever,
or by old-tiners who'd forgotten to pick up a much-needed nedication

wi t hout which they m ght not make it through the night.

He opened when necessary and cl osed down when appropriate, |locking his
doors, for instance, to honor Abe Gey's grandfather when Wight was
laid to rest. On that day, there was a funeral procession that reached
fromMiin Street to the library, people stood on the sidewal ks and
wept, as if one of their own had passed on. Pete also cane in after
hours on the day Frank Grey shot hinself, to fill a prescription for
tranquilizers to ensure that Frank's nother, Margaret, would finally
get sone sl eep.

Pete had told Ernest Gey it would be no bother for himto drop the
prescription by the house, but Ernest must have needed to get out, as
he insisted on comng down hinself. It was |late, and Ernest had
forgotten his wallet, he went through his pockets, pulling out change,
as if Pete wouldn't have trusted himto make good on whatever he owed.
Then Ernest sat down at the counter and cried, and for the first ting,
Pete was grateful he and Eil een had never had children. Perhaps what
peopl e said was true, that any man who lived | ong enough woul d
eventual ly realize that the way in which he was cursed was al so the

bl essing he'd received.

Since the town had changed so much in recent years, with so many new
people nmoving in, it was difficult for Pete to know everyone by nane,
whi ch meant service wasn't what it once was. But towns don't remain
the sane, they go forward, like it or not, there had even been talk
about building a town high school, out near Wight's old farm for
there woul d soon be too many students to send to the Hanmilton schoo
district. |t wasn't the way it used to be, that much was certain, back
when a person would neet the same people at the MII|stone on a Saturday
ni ght as he'd see at St

Agat ha' s on Sunday norni ng, knowing full well what there was to confess
and what there was to be thankful for

Lately, Pete had been puzzling over the issue of confidentiality, and
it was this topic he was contenpl ati ng when Abe cane in for lunch on
the Saturday after Christnmas. The few regul ar custoners-Lois Jereny
and her cronies fromthe garden club, and Sam Arthur, a menber of the
town council for ten years running-all cried out a greeting to Abe.

"Happy holidays," he call ed back.

"Don't forget to vote yes on the traffic light by the library. You'l
save a life."



Anyone | ooking closely would be able to tell that Abe hadn't been
sleeping well. Over this holiday break, he'd gone so far as to phone
hal f a dozen hotels in Miine, |like a common fool, searching for Betsy.
At one hotel, a party naned Herrman had been regi stered, and although it
turned out to be a couple from Maryl and, Abe had been distressed ever
since. Sean Byers, on the other hand, |ooked just fine. He was
whistling as he filled Abe's order, which, |like everyone else in town,
he now knew by heart--turkey on rye, nustard, no mayo.

"What are you so happy about?" Abe asked Sean, who was practically
radi ati ng good cheer. It didn't take long for Abe to figure it out,
for when Carlin Leander came into the pharmacy Sean lit up like the
Christmas tree outside town hall

Carlin, on the other hand, was cold and bedraggl ed, she had just been
at the pool and the ends of her hair were a faint, watery green

"You went sw mming wthout me?" Sean said when she approached the
counter.

"I'"ll go again,” Carlin assured him

When Scan went to get Sam Arthur's bow of chowder, Carlin sat beside
Abe. It was because of a call fromCarlin that Abe was here today, and
al t hough she hadn't said what the reason was, Abe grinned as he nodded
toward Sean. Love was often the explanati on behi nd nost energencies.
"Who woul d have guessed.”

"I't's not what you think. W just go swming. | know it would never
work out--you don't have to tell ne not to get my hopes up

I"mnot that stupid.”

'~That's not what | was going to say." Abe pushed his plate away and
finished his coffee.

"I was going to say good |uck."

"I don't believe in luck." Carlin checked out the vinyl-covered nmenu.
For the first tine in days the idea of food didn't make her queasy. She
was actually considering a m nt chocolate chip i ce cream soda. Beneath
Qus's old coat, she was wearing jeans and a ratty bl ack sweater, but as
far as Sean was concerned, she could not have | ooked nore beautiful

He stared at her while he fixed a raspberry line rickey for Sam Arthur
who was there to pick up his insulin and woul d have been better served
had he ordered a sugar-free col a.

"What's the other guy in your life going to think if you get involved
wi th Sean Byers?" Abe asked

"Harry?" Carlin had refused to think past vacation. Every night when
she net Sean at the pool, it seemed as if they would have the school to
t hensel ves forever. Sonme other girl mght have been frightened of
stayi ng on the deserted campus, but not Carlin. She |liked the way her
f oot st eps echoed, she liked the silence that greeted her in the
hal | ways and on the stairs. Al of the windows at St. Anne's were
coated with blue ice and when the wind blew, icicles were shaken down
fromthe roof with a sound that brought to m nd broken bones, but
Carlin didn't care. She was happy, but happi ness can often be figured



in mnutes. First there were seven days before school began anew, then
six, then five, then Carlin stopped counting.

"I can handle Harry," she said to Abe now.
"No, " Abe said.
"I meant the other guy. Qus."

Lois Jereny stopped by on her way to pay her check, she wagged her
finger at Abe.

"You weren't posted outside town hall when we had our |ast neeting."
She treated Abe, along with all the nenbers of the Haddan police force,
as though they were her own personal enployees, but at |east she was
polite to the hired help.

"No, ma'am But |'mhoping to be there next tine."

"I can't believe her." Carlin was |ivid.

"She treated you like a servant."

"That's because |'mat their service." Abe saluted as Ms.

Jereny and Charlotte Evans left, and the two wonen chuckl ed as they
waved good- bye.

Carlin shook her head, amazed.
"You' ve lived here so long you don't notice when someone's a snob."

"I notice, but if you care about what other people think, you're a

goner. That's the lesson you learn in Haddan." Abe reached for his
coat .
"Thanks for calling ne down here. |'massuming you're paying ny tab

especially now that you have this relationship with Sean. He'l
probably give you a discount."

"I called you because | found something." Carlin opened the black coat
to reveal an inside breast pocket, one she hadn't known existed before
that nmorning. She took out a plastic bag of white powder.

Once again, Abe felt that his drowned boy wasn't at all |ike the Haddan
student his grandfather had pulled fromthe river. This one kept on
drowni ng, and any man foolish enough to get too close mght be pulled
down along with him

"I wasn't going to show it to you, but then |I realized Gus can't get
into trouble. | don't even think it's his because |I would have known
if he was involved with this sort of drugs."

But Abe wasn't so sure. It was astoundi ng how t horoughly soneone you
cared for could deceive you and just how wong you could be. Back when
Abe was a boy, he was the one who had |iked gunplay a little too well.
Whenever Wight had taken themto Miullstein's field for target

practice, Frank sat on a bale of hay with his hands over his ears while
Abe fired away, he'd shoot anything, even Wight's big, old

t wel ve- gauge, the one they stole, a gun so powerful that after he



pull ed the trigger, Abe was often left flat on his back | ooking up at
the clouds in the sky.

Abe opened the bag, but as he was about to test for the bitter edge of
cocai ne, Pete Byers stopped him

"I wouldn't eat that stuff, son," Pete said

"I't will burn right through your trachea."

Abe thought of all the things the powder night be, baking powder,
arseni c, chal k dust, angel dust, cake mix, heroin. Sam Arthur was
getting ready to | eave, chatting with Sean about the | ack of team
spirit on the Celtics, mourning the days when Larry Bird coul d al ways
be depended upon to pull a win out of a hat. The sky had been

t hreateni ng snow all norning, but only a few flakes fell, just enough
to cover the icy roads and make driving treacherous.

"I'f you know what this is, Pete, | need for you to tell me," Abe
sai d.

Peopl e had a right to their own business, didn't they? O so Pete had
al ways believed. Take the case of Abe's own grandfather, who stopped
taking his nmedications at the end of his life, sinply refusing to cone
into town to pick up what the doctor ordered. One night Pete drove out
to the farm he knocked on the door with the nitroglycerin tablets that
had been sitting on the counter in the pharmacy for days, but Wi ght
hadn't invited Pete in with his usual hospitality. He'd merely |ooked
t hrough the screen door and said, |'ve got a right to do this, and Pete
found he had to agree. Once a man began drawi ng the line, judging
right and wong, he'd need the stam na of an angel on earth, dispensing
the sort of wi sdom Pete Byers knew he didn't possess.

It had been difficult all these years, never divulging a confidence,
lying beside Eileen in bed with a headful of information he could never
di scuss. Wen they went to the inn for the New Year's dance at the end
of the week, he'd know which waitresses were using birth control pills,
he'd be aware of how Doreen Becker had tried nearly everything for that
rash she had, just as he knew that Ms. Jereny's son, AJ, who al ways
went to the inn to pick up platters of cheese and shrinp for his
mother's yearly party, had begun to take Antabuse in yet another
attenpt to curb his drinking.

Al this know edge had turned Pete into a man who didn't conment on
much of anything. Frankly, if he heard that aliens had | anded in
Haddan and were eating the cabbages out of the fields and getting ready
for battle, he would sinply have told his custoners they had better
stay at home, doors |ocked, and take care to spend as nuch tinme as they
could with those they loved best. Al Pete knew was that people
deserved privacy, they had a right to neet death as they saw fit and
they had a right to live their lives that way, too. He had never

di scussed a customer or a friend s personal life, at |east not unti

now. He pulled up a chair and sat down, he had a right to be tired.
He' d been standing for the best part of forty-five years, and he'd been
keeping quiet that |long, as well.

He sighed and shined his glasses on the white apron he wore.

Sonetimes a man did the wong thing for the right reasons, a decision
often made on the spot, much like diving into a cold pond on a broiling



August day.

"Qus used to cone in here every afternoon. He told me the boys he
lived with were making his life nmiserable. One tine | suggested sone
nmedi cati on, because he couldn't sleep. The worst thing was some ki nd
of initiation he had to go through to be part of the house where he
lived. He said they gave hima task they thought no one could
conplete. They wanted himto turn white roses red."

"That was the initiation?" Abe was confused.

"No drinking until he dropped? No blindfolds and nights of terror?"
"They chose an inpossible task," Carlin said.

"That way he would fail and they could be rid of him"

"But it wasn't inpossible." Pete held up the packet of powder.

"Aniline crystals. It's an old trick. You sprinkle themon white
roses, turn around for a mnute, use a mster to add sonme water, and
there you have it. The inpossible's done."

Later, as Carlin wal ked back to school, she stopped at the Lucky Day
flower shop. The bell over the door rang as she entered.

All the while Ettie Nelson, who lived half a block down from Abe on
Station Avenue, waited on her, Carlin thought about the many forns
cruelty could take. She had a list too long to renenber by the tine
she had chosen half a dozen white roses, gorgeous, pale bloons, the
stal ks of which were crisscrossed by black thorns. An expensive choice
for a student, which was why Ettie had asked if the bouquet signified a
speci al occasi on

"Ch, no," Carlin told her
"Just a gift for a friend."

Carlin paid and went outside to find that the sky seened to be falling.
The snow was com ng down hard, the sky was mi sty and gray, with endl ess
banks of dense clouds. The roses Carlin had chosen were as white as
the drifts that were already piling up on the street corners, but so
fragrant that people all over town, even those who fervently hoped for
the return of good weather as they shovel ed out doorways and cars,

st opped what they were doing in order to watch her pass by, a beautiful
girl in tears who carried roses through the snow.

ON THE FI RST DAY OF THE NEW YEAR, VWHEN

m dni ght was near, the van Harry had rented pulled into the parking | ot
at Chal k House. Carlin mght not have been aware of anything, for both
the engine and the lights were cut before the van glided into the icy

| ot, but her sleep was disrupted when Any turned the doorknob with a
click and a clatter, then stole into their roomw th what she surely
bel i eved was caution. Pie had returned earlier in the day, but she was
such a deep sl eeper she woul d never have noticed that Any carried the
scent of deception with her, or that as she stripped off her clothes
and hurried to bed it was possible to see |love bites on her shoul ders
and throat.



"Have fun?" Carlin called, in a hoarse, chilly whisper

She could see Any startle, then pull the blanket up to her neck
"Sure. Tons."

"I didn't know you could ski. And | thought you hated cold weather."

Carlin had sat up, |eaning against the headboard for a better | ook
Any's dark eyes shone, w de awake and anxious. She forced a | oud yawn,
as though she couldn't keep fromfalling asleep

"There's a lot you don't know about ne."

Ay turned her face to the wall, assuming Carlin couldn't perceive
betrayal fromthe back, but such things are infinitely easy to read
Carlin supposed she should be grateful to Anmy for making it easier to
break up with Harry, but as it turned out she was out of sorts in the
norni ng, the way anyone duped into giving her |ove away m ght have
been. Harry, on the other hand, acted as if nothi ng between them had
changed. When they net crossing the quad, he grabbed Carlin and hugged
her, not noticing her hesitancy.

"You should have conme with us." Harry's breath billowed out in the
cold. He seened revitalized and nore sure of hinself than ever.

"The snow was great. W had a blast."

Per haps Harry planned to have themboth. It wouldn't be difficult to
go behind Carlin's back and assure Any he was trying his best to end it
with Carlin, then drag their breakup out for nmonths. He could tell Any
he was a gentleman, and as such, never did |ike to break anyone's heart
unless it was absol utely necessary.

"I"ve got sonething for you,” Carlin told himas she ducked his
enbr ace.

"Come to ny roomlater. You'll be surprised.”

She left himthere, curious and nore interested than he was in nost
things. That's what had intrigued himin the first place, wasn't it.")
How di fferent she was fromthe other girls. Howdifficult to
second-guess. He'd have to do sone sweet-talking to explain to Any why
he was seeing Carlin, but Carlin had faith that he'd manage to spin a
believable tale. A good liar always found excuses, and it seened cl ear
that for Harry such things canme far easier than the truth.

He arrived before supper, throwi ng hinself onto Any's bed, where,
unbeknownst to Carlin, he'd spent quite a lot of tinme, making sure to
keep track of the hours Carlin spent at swimpractice while he seduced
her roommate, not that the assignment had been a chore. Harry fancied
the idea of having had two girls in the same bed and he pulled Carlin
toward him Again, she drew away.

"Ch, no. | told you, |I've got sonething to show you."
Harry groaned.

"This better be good," he warned.



He hadn't even noticed the white roses, there on the bureau in a vase
borrowed from M ss Davis. He |eaned up on his el bows when he spied the
fl owners.

"Who sent those?"

By now, the roses were linp and inperfect, with the edges of the |eaves
turning brown, still, in Mss Davis's lovely cut-glass vase the bouquet
was i npressive, the gift of a rival perhaps.

"I bought them for nyself. But now I've changed ny m nd. You know how
it is when you decide you want something new. " She took the black coat
froma hook in the closet and slipped it on

"l

realize | want red roses."

There was a flicker of distrust behind Harry's eyes. He uncoil ed

hi nsel f now, the better to watch Carlin's display. He didn't I|ike
being tricked, still he'd been well brought up and the snile he
bestowed on Carlin was not w thout appeal

"I'f you want red roses, 1'll get themfor you."

"CGet themfor Any," Carlin suggested.

Harry ran a hand through his hair.

"Look, if this is about Any, | admt it, | nmade a nmistake. | figured
she was your friend, | didn't expect anything to happen, but she was
all over ne, and | didn't say no. |If you had gone to Vernont, none of

it woul d have happened. Any is nothing to ne," Harry assured her
"Come on over here and let's forget all about her."

"What about the roses?" Carlin kept her distance. She had been
spending so nmuch tinme in the water that the white moons of her cuticles
had turned faintly blue, her conplexion was so pal e she | ooked as

t hough she'd never seen sunlight. She turned her back and took the
packet of aniline fromthe inner coat pocket. There was a lunp in her
throat, but she forced herself to face Harry. There were only enough
crystals to cover one flower, but even before she could add water, as
Pete Byers had instructed, the single rose began to turn color, one
vivid bl oom scarlet anongst the rest.

Harry appl auded, slowy. His snmile had broadened, although Carlin knew
it was not an expression that necessarily reveal ed what he felt
i nsi de.

"Congratul ations," Harry said, inpressed.

"Who woul d have thought a little bitch like you woul d have so many
tricks up her sleeve?"

Harry had left Any's bed and was already pulling on his jacket.

He' d al ways known when it was tine to | eave and when he'd gotten as
much as he could out of a situation



"I learned the trick fromGus," Carlin said
"But of course, you've seen it before.™

Harry cane cl ose enough for Carlin to feel him his body heat, his warm
br eat h.

"I'f you're inplying I had sonething to do with what happened to Cus,
you're wong. | wouldn't have wasted ny tine on him | just don't
think it was that great a | oss, and you obviously do, and that's the
di fference between us."

When he'd gone, Carlin took the roses, wapped themin newspaper, and
threw themin the trash. She felt disgusted with herself for having
been with Harry, as though she'd been contani nated sonehow. She went
up to the bathroom and | ocked the door, then sat on the rimof the tub
letting the hot water run until the roomwas steamy. She felt filthy
and stupid, all those hours she'd wasted with Harry, tinme that would
have been nuch better spent with Gus. She couldn't bear it, truly she
couldn't, and that was why she reached for one of the razors kept on

t he bat hroom shelf. But how many tines would she have to cut herself
to feel better? Wuld twelve strikes be enough, would fourteen, or a
hundred? Wbuld she only be happy when the bathroomtiles ran red with
bl ood?

The razor should have been cold in her hands, but it was burning,
leaving little hot marks in her skin. She thought about Annie Howe's
roses and how hopeless it was to nmake a strike against yourself. In
the end, she did the next best thing. She chopped off her hair w thout
even bothering to ook in the mrror, hacking away until the sink was
filled with pale hair and the razor was dull.

This act was nmeant to be a punishnent, she'd thought she'd be ugly

wi t hout her hair, to match the way she felt inside, but instead she
felt astonishingly light. That night, she clinbed out to her w ndow

| edge, and as she perched there, she imagi ned she mght be able to fly.
One step off the rooftop, one foot past the gutter, that's all she need
do to take off with the north wind that blew down from New Hanpshire
and Maine, bringing with it the scent of pine trees and new snow.

From then on, she sat out on the | edge every time Harry cane calling
for Amy Poor Any, Carlin pitied her. Amy thought she had won an
exceptional prize, but each day she would have to worry that someone
prettier and fresher would catch Harry's eye, and she'd bend herself
around him like the willows beside the river nmust in order to survive
al ong the banks.

"He's mine now," Any gloated, and when Carlin replied that she was
wel cone to him Amy refused to believe that Carlin hadn't been torn
apart by their breakup

"You're just jealous,"” Amy insisted, "so | refuse to feel sorry for
you. You never appreciated himin the first place."

"Did you do that to your hair because of Harry?" Pie asked one night
as she watched Carlin run a conb through her chopped-up hair.

"I didit on inmpulse.” Carlin shrugged. She did it because she
t hought she deserved to be torn apart.



"Don't worry," Pie said to Carlin, her voice sweet with concern
"I't will grow back."

But sonme things weren't so easily repaired, at night Carlin lay in bed
and listened to the wind and to the sound of her roommates' quiet
breathing. She wi shed that she was still the person she was before she
cane to Haddan, and that she, too, could sleep through the night.
Whenever she did fall asleep, during the gray and freezing dawn, it was
Qus Carlin dreaned of. In her dreans, he was asl eep underwater, his
eyes wi de open. \When he arose fromthe water to wal k through the
grass, he was barefoot and perfectly at ease.

He was dead in her dream and he carried with himthe know edge of the
dead, that all that matters is |ove, here and beyond.

Everything else will sinply fall away. Carlin could tell he was trying
to get hone, in order to do so he needed to clinb a trellis covered
with vines, not that this obstacle deterred him Though the vines were
replete with thorns, he did not bleed. Though the night was dark, he
found his way. He clinbed into his attic roomand sat on the edge of
hi s unmade bed, and the vines cane in after him w nding al ong both the
ceiling and the floor until there was a hedge of thorns, each one
resenbling a human thunmb, each with a fingerprint of its own.

Was it possible for the soul of a person to linger if it so desired,
right at the edge of our commonpl ace world, substantial enough to nove
pots of ivy on a windowsill or enpty a sugar bow or catch nminnows in
the river? Lie clown beside nme, Carlin said in her dreamto whatever
there was left of him Stay here with ne, she begged, calling to him
i n what ever way she knew how. She could hear the wi nd outside,
rattling against the trellis, she could feel himbeside her, his skin
cool as water. The hens of her bedsheets grew nuddy and danp, but
Carlin didn't care. She should have foll owed hi mover the black fence,
into the woods and al ong the path. Because she had not, he was with
her still, where he would rermain until the day she let go.

VERY FEW PEOPLE | N TOAMN REMEMBERED ANni e Howe anynore. Her famly's
acreage had been sold off in parcels and her brothers had all noved
west, to California and New Mexico and Utah. Some of the ol der
residents in the village, George Nichols at the MIIstone, or Zeke
Harris fromthe dry cleaner's, or even Charlotte Evans, who hadn't been
much nore than a child when Annie died, recalled spying her on Min
Street, certain that they would never again see a worman as beautiful as
Annie, not inthis lifetime or in the next.

Only Hel en Davis thought about Annie. She thought of her daily, much
the way a devout person might utter a prayer, words sumoned forth

wi t hout design. Therefore, she was not in the |least surprised to snell
roses one cold nmorning at the very end of January, a day when ice
coated every growing thing, lilacs and lilies and pine trees alike.
Carlin Leander also noticed the scent, for it overpowered the caranel
aroma of the bread pudding she had in the oven, in the hopes that
dessert might tempt Mss Davis's appetite.

M ss Davis had gone to bed the previous Sunday and sinply hadn't gotten
up again. She had m ssed so nmany classes a substitute had been hired,
and the menbers of the history departnment grunmbl ed about the extra work
they were forced to take on in Mss Davis's absence. Not one of them
i ncluding Eric Herman, knew that the woman they' d feared and disliked



for so many years now had to be carried to the bathroom a task that
all but defeated Carlin and Betsy Chase working together.

"This is so enmbarrassing,” Mss Davis would say each tine they hel ped
her to the bathroom which was the reason Betsy had not told Eric how
dire the situation was. Some things were neant to be kept conceal ed
frompublic view, and that was why every time Betsy and Carlin stood
out si de the open bat hroom door, they kept their eyes averted, trying
their best to offer Helen a bit of privacy. The time for privacy,
however, was over and with it the pretense that Mss Davis's health

m ght inprove. Yet when Betsy suggested a trip to the hospital or a
call to the Visiting Nurses' Association, Mss Davis was outraged. She
insisted it was only the flu that had her down, but Carlin knew the
real reason she denurred was that Mss Davis would never tolerate being
prodded and poked and kept alive past her tinme. Helen knew what was
com ng for her, and she was ready, except for one |ast act of
contrition. In hoping for forgiveness, even those who are failing may
hold on to the material world, they cling to the edges until their
bones are as brittle as wafers and their tears have turned to bl ood.

But at |ast what M ss Davis had been waiting for had arrived on this
cold January afternoon, for it was then that she breathe in the scent
of the roses, and the fragrance was so strong it was as if the vines
had grown up through her bedroom floor to bl oom and of fer her

absol ution for all she had done and all she had failed to do.

Hel en | ooked at the wi ndow to see the garden exactly as it had been
when she first came to Haddan. She, herself, had al ways preferred red
roses to white, especially those gorgeous Lincolns, which turned a
deeper shade with each passing day. She did not panic the way she had
feared she m ght when her tine cane. Although she was grateful for her
life, she had been waiting to be forgiven for such a long tinme she'd

t hought she ni ght never experience what she wanted nost of all, and now
here it was, all in a rush, as if grace and nmercy were flow ng through
her .

Things of this world fell into their proper place and appeared to be

very far away, her hand on the pillow, the girl coming to sit beside
her, the black cat at the foot of her bed, curled up and sl eeping,
breathing in, breathing out.

Helen felt a sweetness rising within her and a vision so bright she

m ght have been gazi ng upon a thousand stars. How quickly her life had
gone by, one monent she had been a girl taking the train to Haddan and
now here she was in her bed watching dusk fall through the w ndow,
spreadi ng out across the white walls in pools of shadow If only she'd
known how short her time on earth would be, she would have enjoyed it
nmore. She wi shed she could let the girl beside her know as much, she
wanted to shout, but Carlin had already gone to dial 911. Helen could
hear her asking for an anbul ance to be brought around to St. Anne's,
but she paid little attention to Carlin's distress, for Helen was now
wal ki ng to school fromthe train station, suitcase in hand, on a day
when all the horse chestnut trees were in blossomand the sky was as

bl ue as the china cups her mother used to set the table for tea. She
had come for the job at the age of twenty-four, and all things

consi dered, she had done welt. The girl fussing about seened silly and
Hel en wi shed she could say so. The panic in the girl's voice, the
sirens outside, the cold January night, the thousands of stars in the
sky, the train from Boston, how her heart had felt that day when her
whole life was about to begin. Helen signaled to Carlin, who at | ast
cane to sit beside the bed.



"You're going to be fine," Carlin whispered. This was not at all true
and M ss Davis knewit, still she was touched to see that the girl had
turned pale, the way people did when they worried, when they truly

car ed

Don't forget to turn off the oven, Helen wanted to tell the girl, but
she was wat ching the roses outside her w ndow, the gorgeous red ones,
the Lincolns. There was the |lovely sound of drowsy bees, the way there
had been every June. Each year at that tine, the canpus had expl oded
into bands of red and white, ribbons of peach and pink and gold, al
because of Annie Howe. Sone people said bees cane fromall over the
Commonweal t h, beckoned by the roses at Haddan, and it was well known
that | ocal honey was unconmonly sweet. Don't forget to enjoy this life
you' re wal ki ng through, Helen wanted to say, but instead she held on to
the girl's hand and they waited together for the paramedi Gs to

arrive.

This was a volunteer crew, nmen and wonen called away fromtheir

di nners, and as soon as they wal ked into the room they all knew no
lives would be saved tonight. Carlin recognized sonme menbers of the
team there was the woman who ran the dance studio, and the nman who
worked at the mini-mart, along with two janitors that Carlin had passed
many tinmes but had never paid much attention to. The wonman fromthe
dance studio, Rita Eanpon, took Helen's pulse and listened to her heart
whil e a cani ster of oxygen was wheel ed in.

"I't's pul nonary edenm, "
Hel en

Rita Eanon told the others before turning to

"Want some oxygen, honey?" she asked Hel en

Hel en waved the offer away. There was bl ue sky above her and all those
many roses, the ones that gave off the scent of cloves in the rain and
the ones that left a trace of |enon on your fingers, the ones that were
the color of blood, and those that were as white as clouds. Cut one
rose, and two will growin its place, gardeners say, and so it had
happened. Each one was sweeter than the next and as red as genstones.
Hel en Davis tried to say, Look at these, but the only sound she could
force out led themto believe she was choki ng.

"She's passing on," said one of the volunteers, a nman who' d been doi ng
this job | ong enough so that he did not flinch when Carlin began to
cry. He was one of the janitors, Marie and Billy Bishop's son, Brian
who had worked at Haddan for quite a while and who had in fact fixed
M ss Davis's refrigerator sone tine ago.

Peopl e said M ss Davis was nhasty, but Brian never saw any evi dence of
that, she'd had himsit at her table when he was through working, which
was nore than anyone el se at the school had ever done. She'd given him
a glass of |emonade on that hot day, and now Brian Bi shop returned the
favor. He took Mss Davis's free hand and sat across fromCarlin as if
his own di nner wasn't cooling on his table at hone, as if he had al

the tine in the world.

"She's going easy,"” he told Carlin.
Soneone fromthe rescue crew nust have turned the oven off when they

went into the kitchen to phone the police station and report a death on
canpus, because hours later, when Carlin remenbered the bread pudding



and hurried to retrieve the pan, the pudding was perfectly done, the
syrupy topping bubbling and warm At the president's house they knew
somet hi ng was w ong when the anbul ance pulled up. Dr. Jones called
Bob Thomas, who went out to the anmbul ance to ask what was goi ng on and
was surprised to find he recogni zed the fellow at the wheel from
somewher e, although Bob Thomas couldn't quite place him the driver, Ed

Canpbel |, was a menber of the grounds crew and had been now ng the
| awns and salting the paths at the Haddan School for nore than ten
years. It was a gloony evening, and bad news hung in the air.

Bob Thomas waited until the hospital in Hamilton called to notify the
school that the death certificate had been signed, then he asked the
janitor on duty to ring the chapel bells. Wen the comrunity gathered
in the dining hall, Helen Davis's passing was announced. She had been
at school for so long no one could quite inmagine it wthout her, except
for Eric Herman, who had been waiting for nore years than he'd like to
count to take her place as the chair of the departnent.

"If she was that ill, it's better this way," Eric said when he saw how
upset Betsy had becone.

But his words weren't any confort. Betsy felt as if something had been
tossed down a well, sonething precious and irretrievable, the world
seenmed much smaller without Mss Davis as a part of it.

Bet sy excused herself and wal ked back to St. Anne's, the sky was bl ack
and starry, as cold as it was deep. A north wind was shaking the
trees, but in the arbor behind St. Anne's a pair of cardinals slept in
the thicket, one gray as the bark, the other red as the deepest rose.

Carlin was still in the kitchen, cleaning up. She'd tied one of Helen
Davis's white aprons around her wai st and was armdeep in soapy water,
crying as she scrubbed the pots. She had al ready consuned three

gl asses of the Madeira stored in the cabinet under the sink and was
extremely tipsy, with a pink cast to her skin and her eyes rinmmed red.
For the first tine the black cat hadn't begged to be let out at dark
rather it perched on the counter and newed uncertainly. Wen Betsy
cane in, she draped her coat over a kitchen chair and exam ned the

hal f-enpty bottle of Madeira

"You can turn nme in if you like." Carlin dried her hands and sat
across fromM ss Chase at the table.

"Of course, | never turned you in for having nen in your room"

They stared at each other, dizzy fromthe scent of roses, their nouths
dry with grief. Betsy poured "herself a glass of wine and refilled
Carlin's enpty glass as well.

"It was just one man," Betsy said.

"Not that | need to explain nyself to you."

"M ss Davis had a crush on him She invited himto Christmas dinner.
It's none of ny business, but in nmy opinion, he's definitely the better
man. "

The Madeira had a heavy, bitter aftertaste, perfectly suitable,
considering the circunstances. A few nights earlier, Betsy had gone to
t he phone booth at the pharmacy and call ed Abe, but as soon as he'd



answer ed, she hung up, conpletely undone by the sound of his voice.
"It's all over now, and |I'd just as soon nobody knew about it."
Carlin shrugged.

"It's your loss."

"What is that | snmell?" Betsy asked, for the scent of roses was
everywhere now. Surely, the fragrance was too floral to be wafting
over fromthe bread pudding set out on the table. Betsy was surprised
to discover that Carlin was such a good cook, she didn't think anyone
made desserts from scratch anynore, not when there were instants for
just about everything other than | ove and nmarriage. She gazed out the
wi ndow, and seeing the cardinals perched there she grew confused, for a
nonment she believed themto be roses.

They let the cat out when it mewed at the door, then | ocked up, even

t hough there was nothing to steal. In only a few days the mai ntenance
crew woul d have the place down to bare wood and walls, carting the
furniture down to the thrift shop at St. Agatha's and toting boxes of
books to the seconthand store in Mddletown. By now the odor in the
apartment was so strong that Carlin had begun to sneeze and Betsy felt
bunps rising on the nost tender areas of her skin, the base of her
throat, the backs of her knees, her fingers, her thighs, her toes. The
scent of roses was seeping into the hallways, w nding up the
staircases, streanm ng beneath closed doors. That night, any girl who
had something to regret tossed and turned, burning up while she slept.
Ary Elliot, with her terrible allergies, broke out in hives and Maureen
Brown, who could not abide rose pollen, awke w th bl ack spots on her
tongue that the school nurse di agnosed as bee stings, although surely
such an affliction was inpossible at this tine of year

A funeral mass was said at St. Agatha's early Saturday, the last cold
nmorni ng of the nonth, with several townspeople in attendance, including
M ke Randall from the bank, and Pete Byers, who'd ordered the flowers
fromthe Lucky Day and who sat in the first pew al ongsi de his nephew
and Carlin Leander. Abe cane in toward the end of the service, wearing
his grandfather's old overcoat, for lack of something of his own that

m ght be appropriate for such an occasion. He stayed in the back row,
where he was nost confortable, nodding a greeting to Rita Eanmon, who
had come to pay her respects, as she did with every 911 patient the
rescue teamwas unfortunate enough to lose. He waved to Carlin
Leander, who | ooked like a pixie fromhell with her hair all chopped
of f and the worn bl ack coat, which was com ng apart at the seans.

After the service, Abe waited outside in the raw January air, watching
as parishioners left the church. Carlin had wapped a green wool en
scarf around her head, but when she cane down the steps, she | ooked
chal ky and chilled to the bone. Sean Byers was cl ose besi de her
anyone coul d judge his attachnment fromthe | ook on his face. To see a
wi | d boy so concerned nade peopl e passing by pity himand envy him at
the very sanme tinme. Pete had to drag the boy back toward the pharnacy
to get himaway fromCarlin, and when at |ast he had, Carlin went over
to Abe. Together, they watched six strong men fromthe funeral parlor
carry out the coffin.

"You're not going to break Sean Byers's heart, are you?" For Abe could
still see the |ove-struck boy | ooking over his shoulder as he foll owed
his uncle down Main Street.



"Peopl e break their own hearts, if you ask me. Not that it's your
busi ness. "

It was a good day for a funeral, brutal and cold. The burial was at
the school cenetery and Carlin and Abe set off in that direction

Carlin didn't mind being with Abe, it was alnost |ike being alone. She
didn't have to be polite to him and he clearly felt the same way. Wen
the scarf on her head slipped back he nodded toward what she'd done
with the razor.

"Walk into a | awmn nmower ?"
"Something like that. | mutilated myself."
"Good job." Abe couldn't help but |augh.

"If Scan Byers wants you when you |look like this, he'll take you any
way. "

"He didn't even notice," Carlin admtted.
"I guess he thinks my hair was always this way."

They passed the Evanses' house, and Abe waved to Charlotte, who was
peeki ng out her front w ndow, curious to see who was wal ki ng al ong Main
Street on such a dreadful day.

"V~rhy did you wave to her.")" Carlin shook her head.
"l

woul dn't bot her. "

"She's not as bad as she seens.”

"Some people are worse than they seem Harry MKenna, for instance. |
think he's guilty of something. |If nothing nore, he knows what
happened to Gus. It's disgusting how he gets to go on with his life as
t hough not hi ng happened. "

"Maybe." They had cut through Ms. Jereny's yard in order to take the
fastest route to the far meadow.

"Maybe not."

Now t hey made their way through the tall, brown grass, taking the path
where the thorn bushes grew. The grave diggers had been at work
earlier, for the earth was frozen and it had taken three men quite sone
time to break ground. A small nunber of nourners had gathered at the
graveside, faculty nmenbers who felt it was only civil to pay their
respects. A pile of dirt had been deposited outside the fence and icy
clods littered the path.

"Tve been thinking about |eaving Haddan," Carlin told Abe. GCetting out
of Haddan seemed like a fine idea to Abe, especially as he was forced
to watch Betsy, who was standi ng between Erie Herman and Bob Thonas.
She had on the black dress she'd worn when she'd conme to his house and
stayed the night, but today she wore sungl asses and her hair was conmbed
back and she | ooked entirely different than she had on that night. The



priest fromSt. Agatha's, Father Mnk, a |large nan who was known to
cry at funerals and weddi ngs alike, had arrived to consecrate the
ground, and the circle of nourners stepped back to acconmpdate his
girth.

Abe wat ched as those in attendance bowed their heads in the pale w nter
light.

"Maybe | shoul d be the one thinking about |eaving."
"You?" Carlin shook her head.

"You'll never |eave here. Born and bred. | wouldn't be surprised if
you got special permission to be buried right in this cemetery, just to
stick it to the Haddan School . "

There was no way Abe was going into that cenetery, not today and not
when he was ready for his final resting place. He preferred to neet
his maker out in the open, as the worman buried out at Wight's farm
had, and he'd pay his respects right out here in the neadow as well.

"I bet I'm gone before you are.”
"I don't have to make bets," Carlin said.

"M ss Davis | eft me noney, enough to cover all of ny schoo
expenses. "

The instructions in Mss Davis's will were absolutely clear

Her savings, wisely invested by that nice Mke Randall over at the LO
Gent Bank, were to be used in a fellowship programfor students in
need, providing funds each senester that ensured the recipient would
not have to work and would also be free to travel during vacations.

M ss Davis had stipulated that Carlin Leander was to be the first
beneficiary of this award, all of her expenses would be seen to unti
the I ast day of her senior year. |If she wanted clothing, or books, or
a senester in Spain all she nust do was wite up a request and present
it to Mke Randall, who woul d process the check and forward any cash
that she needed.

"I have nothing to worry about financially." Carlin secured the green
scarf around her throat.

"I'f I stay."

Last week Carlin had turned fifteen, not that she'd told anyone, or
felt she had anything to celebrate. Today, however, she didn't | ook
nore than twelve. She had the bl ank expression of disbelief that often

acconpani es the first shock of bereavenent.

"You'll stay." Abe was |looking at the little stone |anb, which had
been festooned with a garland of jasnine

"Mss Davis told me that people bring flowers here for luck," Carlin
sai d when she noticed his gaze.

"It's a nenorial for Dr.

Howe' s baby, the one that was never born because his w fe died.



Every tine a child in town is sick, the nother presents one of those
garlands to ask for protection."

"I never heard that one, and | thought I'd heard themall."
"Maybe you never had anyone to protect."

When Carlin went on to the cemetery for the service, Abe stayed where
he was for a while, then turned and retraced their path through the
nmeadow. Father M nk's voice was harsh and nmournful and Abe had deci ded
he woul d prefer to hear bird songs in nmenory of Mss Davis, who, no
matter howill, had always nade certain to set out suet and seed.

H's ears were ringing with the cold and he still had to get back to the
church, where he'd parked his car, but he found hinself heading in the
opposite direction. It made no sense, he should have stayed away from
the school, and yet he kept on through the meadow. It was a |ong, slow
trek and he was freezing when he finally reached the quad. There were
starlings perched in the trees, and because of the thin sunlight, the
rose trellis outside St. Anne's was filled with birds. Abe couldn't
see them but he could hear them singing as if it were spring. He
recogni zed the chirrup of cardinals as well, and the black cat al so
heard the call. It was poised beside the trellis, head tilted,

nmesneri zed by the pair of birds nesting there.

There m ght be another black cat with one eye in Haddan, but it

woul dn't be wearing the reflective collar Abe had sprung for at
Petcetera in Mddletown Mall |ast week. Helen Davis's cat and his were
definitely one and the same. |If it hadn't shown up at his door, Abe
woul d have been happy to be alone, but now things were different. He'd
gotten invol ved, buying collars, worrying. Now, for instance, he found
he was actually pleased to see the wetched creature, and he called to
it, whistling as he would for a dog. The birds flew away, startled by
the tinkling of the bell on the new collar, but the cat didn't glance
over at Abe.

Instead, it walked in the direction of Chalk House, navigating over ice
and cement, not stopping until it crossed the path of a boy on his way
to the river where a free-for-all gane of ice hockey woul d soon begin.
It was Harry MKenna who gazed down at the cat.

"Move," he said roughly.

Harry had always felt the need to excel. It made perfect sense that
he'd surpassed those fools who'd thought thensel ves so brave, trapping
hel pl ess rabbits on the night of their initiation. He had chosen the
bl ack cat instead, and therefore had in his possession a souvenir far
nmore original than a rabbit's foot, a menento he kept in a glass tube
taken fromthe biology |ab. By now, the yellow eye had turned as mlky
as the marbles Harry used to play with, when he shook the tube, it
rattled |like a stone.

On his way to play hockey, Harry knew he was finished with Haddan, he
was as sure of it as he was certain whatever team he played on woul d
win. The future was all he was interested in. He'd been granted early
admi ssion to Dartnouth, yet he sonmetinmes had nightmares in which his
final grades rearranged thensel ves. On such occasions, Harry awoke
sweat i ng and nauseated, and not even bl ack coffee could separate him
fromhis dreans. On these nornings, he grew nervous in ways that



surprised him The slightest thing could set himoff. The black cat,
for instance, which he cane upon every once in a while. Al though

i npossi ble, the cat seemed to recognize him It would stop in front of
him as it did on this January afternoon, and sinply refuse to nove.

Harry woul d then have to shoo it away, and when that wasn't effective,
he'd threaten it with a well-ainmed book or a soccer ball. It was a

di sgusting animal and Harry felt he really hadn't done it nuch harm
Its owner, that nasty old Helen Davis, had spoiled it nore than ever
after the incident. The way Harry saw it, the cat should probably be
grateful to himfor ensuring it be granted a soft life of pity and
cream Now that Mss Davis was gone, the cat would probably foll ow her
| ead and good riddance to both of them in Harry's opinion. The world
woul d be a better place without either one.

The black cat did seemto have a surprisingly long nmenory, it peered up
at the boy through its one narrowed eye, as though it knew himwell.
From where he stood, Abe could see Harry chase off the cat with a
hockey stick, shouting for it to stay the hell away, but the cat didn't
go far. Cruelty always gets found out in the end, there's sinply no
way to run fromall that you do. Frail and inadequate although this
evi dence mght be, it was all the proof Abe needed. On this cold

aft ernoon when the starlings had all flown away, he had found the

guilty party.

THE

DI SAPPEARI NG BOY

WHAT THEY HAD PLANNED WAS

very different, but plans often go awmy. Look at any house recently

built and it will always be possible to spy dozens of errors, in spite
of the architect” s care. Something is bound to be off kilter, a sink
installed on the wong wall, a floorboard that squeaks, walls judged to

be plumb that sinply do not neet at the proper angle. Harry MKenna
was the architect of their plan, which, when it began, consisted of
nothing nore than intimdation and fear. Wasn't that the root of al
control, really? Wasn't it the force that obliged even the nost unruly
to adhere to rules and regulations and join in the ranks?

August Pierce had been a mstake fromthe start. they'd seen it
hof"~r,~ D ....... k_ liked to play by their own rules, who'd never
been nenbers of any club, individuals who took some convincing before
they |l earned there was not just strength in nunbers, but |asting power
as well.

That was what pl edging was all about, learning a | esson and learning it
wel . Unfortunately, Qus never cared about such matters, when forced
to attend meetings, he wore both his black coat and an expression of

di sdain. There were those who clai med he kept a set of headphones on
hi dden by the collar of his coat, and that he spent his tine |istening
to nusic instead of jotting down the rules the way other freshnmen did.
And so they set out to teach himhis place. Each day they piled on
both work and huniliation, forcing himto clean toilets and sweep the
basement floor. This hazing, nmeant to initiate himinto a code of

| oyalty, backfired, Gus dug in. |f an upperclassman demanded he return
trays in the dining roomor collect dishes, he sinply refused, which
even the freshmen at Sharpe Hall and Oto House knew wasn't done. He
woul d not share homework or notes, and when he was told his persona



hygi ene did not live up to Chal k standards, he decided to show t hem
what filth really meant. Fromthen on, he would not change his
cl othes, or wash his face, or send his |laundry out on Wednesdays.

H s hygi ene suffered further when several boys thought it would be a
good lesson to turn off the water while he was in the shower. The
uppercl assnen waited for himto tear into the hallway, shanpoo burning
his eyes, they had their towels twisted for strategic hits on his bare
flesh. But Gus never canme out of the bathroom He stood in the shower
for a good half hour, freezing, waiting themout, and when they finally
gave up, he finished washing at the sink and refused to shower from
then on.

Despite this harassnent, Gus had di scovered sonethi ng about hinself
that he hadn't known before, he could take punishnent. To think that
he of all people had strength was | augh out-1oud funny, although when
it cane down to it, he mght just be the strongest man in town, for al
he'd survived. The other freshmen at Chal k woul dn't consider saying no
to their elders and betters. Nathaniel G bb, who had never had
anything to do with al cohol before, had so nmuch beer poured down his
throat through a tube that farners on Route 17 used to force-feed geese
and ducks, that he'd never in his life be able to snell beer without
vom ti ng.

Dave Linden also refused to conplain. He swept out Harry MKenna's
fireplace every norning, even though soot made hi m sneeze, he ran two
m | es each day as the seniors insisted, no matter how dreadful or danp
t he weat her, which was why he'd devel oped a runbling cough that kept
himup far into the night, leaving himto sleep through his classes, so
that his grades fell dramatically.

It was odd that no one had figured out what was going on at Chal k
House. The nurse, Dorothy Jackson, never suspected anything, in spite
of the al cohol poisoning she'd seen over the years, and all the
freshmen pl agued by i nsomia and hives. Duck Johnson seened easy
enough to fool, but Eric Herman was usually such a stickler, how was it
that he hadn't noticed sonething am ss? Was he only concerned if his
own work was interrupted? Ws silence all he asked for, damm what el se
happened on the fl oors above hinf?

Gus had expected sonme nmeasure of assistance fromthose in charge, and
when M. Herman refused to listen he went to speak to the dean of
students, but soon enough he understood he wouldn't get far. He'd been
made to sit waiting in the outer office for close to an hour, and by
the tine the dean's secretary, Mssy Green, had ushered himin to see
Thomas, Qus's hands were sweati ng.

Bob Thomas was a big man, and he sat inpassively in his |leather chair
as CGus told himabout the nasty traditions at Chal k House.

@Qus sounded pitiful and wheedling even to hinself. He found he
couldn't bring himself to | ook Thomas in the eye.

"Are you trying to tell me that soneone has assaul ted you?" Bob Thomas
asked.

"Because, the truth is, you look fine to ne."

"I't's not like being beat up on the street. 1t's not an all-out
attack. It's the little things."



"Little things," Bob Thomas had nused.

"But they're repeated, and they're threatening." To hinself he sounded
like a spineless tattletale fromthe playground. They threw sand in ny
face. They didn't play fair.

"It's nore serious than it sounds."

"Serious enough for ne to call a house neeting and have all your fellow
students hear your conplaints? |s that what you're telling ne?"

"I thought this charge would be anonynmous." @Qus realized that he stank
of nicotine and that he had half a joint hidden in his inside coat
pocket, in stepping forth to nake this accusation, he mght be the one
who was expelled. Definitely not what his father had in mnd when
sendi ng hi mto Haddan

""Anonymity nost often points to a |lack of courage or a flawed nora

conpass."” That's a quote from Hosteous Moore fromthe tinme he was
headmaster here and it's a sentinent | second. Do you want nme to go to
Dr. Jones with this information? Because | could. | could interrupt

him even though he's at an educators' neeting in Boston, and | could
bring hi mback to Haddan and |I could tell himabout these little
things, if that's what you want me to do."

@Qus had been the loser in enough situations to know when a fight was
pointless. So he kept his mouth shut, he certainly didn't tell Carlin
anything for if he had, she would surely have gone running to Dr.
Jones, probably nore indignant about all those rabbits killed over the
years than anything el se. She would have wanted to do his fighting for
him and Gus could not have tolerated that. No, he had a better plan
He' d managed to best the Magicians' Club. He would conplete the

i mpossible task Dr. Howe had | ong ago set forth for his wfe.

It was Pete Byers who told himit could be done. Pete knew a bit about
roses because his wife, Eileen, was a superior gardener

Even Lois Jereny phoned every now and then for advice concerning a

no- pesticide nethod to renove Japanese beetles (a spray of water and
garlic was best) or a remedy that would renove toads from her perennial
beds (wel come them was the answer, for they'll eat npsquitoes and
aphids). 1In June, bloons of the spectacul ar Evening Star grew right
out side the Byers's bedroomw ndow with a silver color that nmade it
appear the noon had been caught in their backyard.

Pete was merely a helper in the garden, there to spread nul ch and pl ant
seedl ings. Thunbing through a horticulture nagazine only days earlier
trying to figure out the fertilizer situation, he' d been amazed to

di scover that a piece Eileen had submtted on her favorite topic, white
gardens, had been published. That she'd done so without telling him
had shocked Pete, he'd never thought of Eileen as having secrets, as he
did. He'd read the article carefully and so he renenbered how Ei |l een
had noted that Victorians often filled their gardens with white flowers
preci sely because they liked to anmuse one another with the exact trick
t he boy had been searching for

GQus |l et out a whoop when he heard the transmutati on was far from
i npossi bl e, he | eaned over the lunch counter to grab Pete and give him
a bear hug. Each day afterward, Gus stopped by to check if his order



had arrived, and at last, on the day before Hall oween, Pete handed him
the aniline crystals.

That night, GQus went to the graveyard to cal mhis nerves and think
about all the magicians he'd seen with his father. What they'd all had
in conmon, the nediocre and the transcendent alike, was confidence. Up
inthe tall elm the crow called out its disapproval at Gus's slouching
figure. A bird such as that was far better at sleight of hand than Gus
woul d ever be, swift as a thief.

Still, Gus knew the nost inportant attributes were always invisible to
t he naked eye, and he was practicing silence and patience when Carlin
Leander, who'd been avoiding himfor weeks, cane wal ki ng al ong the
pat h.

@Qus shoul d have remained silent, but instead he let his pain out in a
bl ast of anger. After they'd argued, and he'd clinbed over the iron
fence, an odd cal mcane over him It was after m dnight when he
returned to Chal k House, and the others were waiting. It was the hour
of tricks and deep resentments, the tinme of night when people found it
difficult to fall asleep even though the village was quiet, except for
the sound of the river, which seened so cl ose by anyone from out of
town m ght have inmagined its route followed Main Street.

@Qus went to Harry's roomon this, his pledge night. The boys fornmed a
circle around him certain that by nmorning Gus Pierce would be gone,
his initiation a failure, he'd either go of his own free will or be
expel | ed when the proper authorities found the marijuana Robbie and
Harry had stashed on the top shelf of his closet. Either way, he'd
soon be consigned to the evening train and Haddan history. But before
he left, they had a surprise waiting for him a goi ng-away present of
sorts. They had no idea that Gus had a surprise of his own. Although
Harry's room was overheated, Gus wore his black coat, for the white
flowers he'd bought at the Lucky Day were concealed within. He
bel i eved his father woul d have been proud of his style, for he had
rehearsed until he was able to pluck the roses fromhis coat with a
flourish worthy of a professional

The bl ooms were lum nous in the darkened room and for once those
idiots Gus had to live with, those fools who took so nuch pleasure in
hum liating him fell silent.

It was a |l ong and beautiful monent, quiet and sharp as gl ass.

August Pierce spun away from his audi ence, quickly sprinkled the
aniline over the flowers, then he wheeled back to face his tornentors.
There, before their eyes, the roses turned scarlet, a shade so al arm ng
that many in the room thought inmediately of bl ood.

No one appl auded, not a single word was said. The silence fell like a
hail storm and that was when Gus knew he had nade an error, and that
success was the last thing he should have tried to achieve. 1In the

light of Gus's small triunph, sonething poi sonous had begun to nove
through the room |If Duck Johnson really considered that night, he

m ght recall the quiet in the house, he would renenber there had been
no need to announce curfew, and although that was rather unusual, he
was rumi nating about problens with the crew team-1ack of |eadership,
lack of spirit--and he took no notice. FEric Herman heard them | ater
on, there were footsteps in the hallway and urgent, hushed voices, if
pressed he would have to admit he felt annoyed, for there never seened



to be peace and quiet at Chal k House, even after m dni ght, and he had
work to do. FEric turned up his stereo as he graded papers, grateful to
at last hear nothing but cello and violin.

Two boys held their hands over @us's nouth, and although he coul d not
shout, he managed to bite down on soneone's fingers, hard enough to
break the skin. They dragged himdown the hall and into the bathroom
no doubt the commtion Eric had heard before he put on his headphones.
The boys at Chal k weren't about to allow Gus's success to alter their
plans for a send-off. They had all used the toilet in preparation and
it was filled and stinking as they lifted Gus up and plunged himinto
the bow headfirst. They were all supposed to be silent, it was a vow
t hey had taken, but several of themhad to cover their nouths and hold
back their nervous laughter. Gus tried to get away at first, but they
jamred his head down |ower. There was a snicker when he started
thrashing his | egs around.

"Look at the big shot now," someone said.

Qus's legs were soon jerking weirdly, as if he had no control, and he
actual ly kicked Robbie Shaw in the mouth. Filthy water spilled onto
the tiles and when Nat haniel G bb gasped at the brutality, the sound
echoed with a high-pitched nmetallic ring. Sone actions, once begun
have nowhere to go but all the way to the end, like a spring that has
been wound up tightly and set. Even those who of fered an unspoken
prayer could not back down, it was far too late for that. They kept
his head in the toilet until he stopped struggling. That was the
point, wasn't it? To get himto give up the fight. Once the battle
was over, he seened like a rag doll, all batted cotton and thread.
They'd meant to scare himand reduce himto his rightful place, but
what they got when they pulled himout was a boy who'd already begun to
turn blue, suffocated in their waste and venom unable to draw a

br eat h.

Sone of the older fellows, tough, conpetent students who played vicious
ganes of soccer and sneered at whoever they considered to be weak,

pani cked i mredi ately and woul d have run off had Harry McKenna not told
themto shut up and stay where they were. There was a purple bruise on
Pierce's forehead where he'd hit his head agai nst the inside of the
commode, he'd | ost consciousness early on in this game and therefore
hadn't fought back as they'd expected himto, at least until the very
end when the struggle was involuntary and al ready inpossible to w n.

Harry pounded on Gus's back, then turned the body faceup and call ed
Robbi e over. Robbie had been a lifeguard for the past two sumers, but
he coul d not be persuaded to put his nouth to Gus's, not after Pierce
had been soaked in all that excrenent. |In the end, Nathaniel G bb
frantically tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, trying desperately to
punp air back into Gus's lungs, but it was too late. There was water
and waste all over the floor as mponlight poured through the w ndow
illumnating what they'd wought, a six-foot-tall dead boy, spraw ed
upon the tiled floor.

Two of the nost practical fellows ran to the basenent for buckets and
mops and did their best to clean and disinfect the bathroomfloor. By
then, the ol der boys had carried Gus Pierce out of the house. Dave

Li nden was instructed to sweep the path behind themto clear their
tracks away as they proceeded in silence, out the back door and down
the path to the river. They trod along through the woods until they
found a spot where the bank sl oped gently The area snelled faintly of



the violets that bloonmed there in spring, and one of the boys, suddenly
rem nded of his nmother's col ogne, began to weep. This was the place
where they laid the body down, quietly, slowy, so that several green
frogs asleep in the grass were caught unawares and crushed beneath the
unexpected weight. Harry MKenna knelt over the corpse and buttoned
the black coat. He left the eyes open, as he inmagi ned they woul d be
had someone chosen to walk into the river on a clear, moonlit night
with the intent of drowning hinself. Then came the end of the journey
@Qus was haul ed down the bank to the shore that rolled easily into the
dark water. The boys maneuvered himpast the reeds and the lily pads
until they were knee-deep, floating himbetween themlike a black |og,
and then they let himgo, all at once, as though they had planned it.
They rel eased himto the current and not one of them stayed to watch
where it would take himor how far downstream he woul d have to travel
bef ore he found a place to rest.

THe BoYs FROM CHALK BEGAN TO FALL ILL during the first week of

February. One by one it happened, and after a while it was possible to
predict who the fever would afflict next sinply by looking into an

i ndMdual ' s eyes. Sonme who'd been stricken were so lethargic they could
not rise fromtheir beds, others could not get a single night of sleep
There were boys whose skins crawl ed with an unforgiving rash and those
who | ost their appetites conpletely, able to digest only crackers and
warm gi nger ale. Attendance in classes fell to an all-tine low, with
nmorale lower still. Aspirin disappeared fromthe infirmary shel ves,

i ce packs were called for, antacids swall owed. Those nost affected
were the new boys up in the attic, who suffered in silence, lest they
call attention to thenmselves. Dave Linden, for instance, endured
debilitating mgraines that kept himfromhis studies, and Nat hani el

G bb experienced a constant tightening in his chest, and though he
never conpl ai ned, there were tinmes when he had to struggle for

br eat h.

The school nurse admitted that she'd never seen anything like this
current scourge, she wondered if Perhaps a new strain of Asian flu had

befal l en these boys. |If so, those who'd taken ill had no choice but to
wait for their own antibodies to restore themto health, for surely, no
nmedi ci ne that had been dol ed out had done the | east bit of good. In

fact, the epidem c had not been triggered by a bacterial infection or a
virus. The blanme for the outbreak rested squarely with Abel Gey, for
in that first week of the nonth, as the afternoon sunshi ne encouraged
stone flies to bask on warmrocks along the riverside, Abe stationed

hi nsel f on the Haddan canpus. He didn't speak to anyone or approach
them but his presence was felt all around. |In the norning, when boys
raced down the steps of Chal k House, Abe woul d al ready have made

hi nsel f confortable on a nearby bench, eating his breakfast and
scanning the Tribune. He was posted at the door of the dining hall at
noon and could be found there again in the evening at supper. Every
night, after dark, he parked in the | ot beside Chal k House, where he
listened to his car radio as he ate a bacon cheeseburger picked up at
Selena's, trying his best not to get any grease on Wight's coat. Each
time a boy left the house, whether going for a run or hurrying to join
friends in a game of hockey, he'd be confronted with the sight of Abe
Grey. Before long, even the npbst self-confident and brashest anong

t hem began to have synmptons and fall ill as well

Quilt was a funny thing, a fellow night not even notice it until it had
al ready craw ed inside himand set up shop, working away at his stomach
and bowel s, and at his conscience, as well. Abe was well acquainted

with the need for contrition, and he kept watch for the ways in which



it mght surface, singling out several residents who seened nore
nervous than nost, trailing along as they went to class, keeping an eye
out for the warning signs of renorse, the flushed conplexion, the
trenors, the habit of |ooking over one's shoul der, even when no one was
there.

"Do you expect soneone to cone to you and confess?" Carlin asked when
she realized what Abe was doi ng.

"That's never going to happen. You don't know these boys."

But Abe did know what it was like to hear the dead speaking, placing

bl ame on those left behind for all they had or had not done. Even now,
when he drove past his famly's old house he sometines heard his
brother's voice. That's what he was | ooking for here at the school

t he person who was trying his best to run away from what was inside his
own head.

As he kept his vigil at the school, he also had the pleasure of
observing Betsy Chase. For her part, Betsy did not seem pl eased by
Abe' s presence on campus, she kept her eyes lowered and if she spied
him she turned on her heel and changed direction, even if that neant
she'd be late to class. Abe always felt a conbination of turmoil and
j oy when he saw her, even though it had becone clear he was unlucky in
| ove, not that good fortune appeared in his card playing during poker
ganes at the MIIstone, although by rights, he should have been dealt
all aces, all the tine.

One norning, when Abe had been at Haddan for nore than a week, Betsy
surprised himby veering fromher usual route and wal king directly
toward him Abe had been keeping watch from a bench outside the
library after phoning down to the station to ask that his schedul e be
changed yet again. He could tell that Doug Lauder, who'd been covering
for him was starting to get annoyed, although Doug hadn't conpl ai ned
enough to prevent Abe from being here at the school, drinking a careau
lait he'd picked up at the pharmacy. Although shoots of jonquils had
appeared in the perennial beds and snow bells dotted the |awns, the
nmorni ng was raw and steamrose from Abe's paper cup. Gazing through

t he haze, he thought he was imagi ni ng Betsy when she first began to
approach, in her black jacket and jeans, but there she was, standing
right in front of him

"Do you think no one notices that you're here?" Betsy lifted one hand
to shield her eyes, she couldn't quite make out Abe's expression in the
thin, glittering sunlight.

"Everyone's tal king about it. Sooner or later they'll figure it
out."

"Figure what out?" He stared right at her with those pal e eyes.

She couldn't stop himfromdoing that. "You and ne."

"I's that what you think?" Abe grinned.

"That |1'm here for you?"

The sunlight shifted and Betsy saw how hurt he'd been. She went to sit

at the far end of the bench. How was it that whenever she saw hi m she
felt like crying? That couldn't be love, could it? That couldn't be



what peopl e went searching for

"Then why are you here?" She hoped she didn't sound interested, or
wor se, desperate.

"I figure sooner or |ater soneone will tell ne what happened to Gus
Pierce." Abe finished his coffee and tossed the cup into a nearby
trash can.

"I"'mjust going to wait until they do."

The bark of the weeping beech trees was |ightening, green knobs formng
al ong the sweeping branches. Two swans advanced toward the bench
warily, feathers drooping with nud.

"Shoo," Betsy called out.

"GCo away."

Spendi ng so nuch tinme on campus, Abe had becone accustoned to the swans
and he knew that this particular pair were a couple.

"They're in love," he told Betsy.

The swans had stopped beside the trash barrel to bicker over crusts of
br ead.

"I's that what you call it?" Betsy |aughed.

"Love?" She had a class to teach and her hands were freezing but she
was still sitting on the bench

"That's exactly what it is," Abe said.

After he left, Betsy vowed to keep away from Abe, but there seemed no
way to avoid him At lunch, there he was again, helping hinself to the
sal ad bar.

"I"ve heard that Bob Thomas is furious that he's hanging around,” Lynn
Vining told Betsy.

"The ki ds have been conplaining to their parents about a police
presence on campus. But, God, is he good-I|ooking."

"I thought you were crazy about Jack." Betsy was referring to the
married chem stry teacher Lynn had been involved with for severa
years.

"What about you?" Lynn said, not nentioning that she'd been unhappy
for sone tine, having realized that a man who was willing to betray one
worman woul dn't m nd betrayi ng anot her

"You can't take your eyes off him"

As for Abe, he sat at a rear table in the dining hall, eating his
sal ad, watching the boys from Chal k House. All he needed was for one
boy to confess an invol vemrent and he hoped the others would fall into

pl ace, each one scranbling for inmmunity and understandi ng.

He believed he'd found the signs he'd been searching for in Nathaniel



G bb, whom he foll owed when the boy dunped his uneaten lunch in the
trash. Al that afternoon he trailed Nathaniel, stationed outside his
bi ol ogy Iab and his al gebra classroom until at |ast the bel eaguered
boy wheel ed around to face him

"What do you want from ne?" Nathaniel G bb cried.

They were on the path that led along the river, a route many people
avoi ded due to its proxinaity to the swans. Nathaniel G bb, however,
had nmore to fear than swans. Lately, he had begun to spit up blood. He
had taken to carrying a | arge handkerchief with him a rag that both
shanmed hi m and reni nded himof how fragile a body coul d be.

Abe saw what he'd been | ooking for, that [ine of fear behind the
eyes.

"I want to talk to you about Gus, that's all. Maybe what happened to
hi m was an acci dent. Maybe you know somet hing about it."

Nat hani el was the sort of boy who had al ways done what was expected of
him but he no | onger knew what that meant.

"I don't have anything to say to you."

Abe understood how difficult it was to live with certain
transgressions. Om it, and the pain ceases. Say it out |oud, and
you' re hal fway hone.

"If you talk to me, no one will hurt you. Al you have to do is tel
me what happened that night."

Nat hani el | ooked up, first at Abe and then, beyond him Harry MKenna
was horsing around on the steps of the gymalong with some of his
buddi es. The afternoon was filled with streaky, yellow |ight and the
chill in the air rermained. As soon as Nathaniel saw Harry he began to
cough his horrible cough, and before Abe could stop him he turned and
ran down the path. For a while Abe jogged after him but he gave up
when Nat hani el di sappeared into a crowd of students.

That evening Abe could feel trouble comng, just as he always could
when he was a boy. And sure enough, the very next day, as Abe was
about to |l eave his post at the school to run over to Selena's to pick
up sone lunch, den Tiles and Joey Tosh pulled up next to Wight's old
cruiser in the parking |ot of Chal k House. Abe went over and | eaned
down to talk to @ en through the w ndow.

"I see you're creating your own schedul e these days," G en said.

"It's just tenporary,"” Abe assured him

“I'"1l make up any hours |'ve m ssed."

G en insisted on taking Abe out to lunch, even though Abe assured him
that it wasn't necessary.

"Yes it is. A en reached to open the rear door
"Get in."

Joey did the driving, one hand on the wheel. Hi s expression was



guarded, he didn't | ook away fromthe road, not once. They drove al
the way to Hamilton, to the Hunan Kitchen, where they picked up three
orders of General Gao's chicken to go, in spite of Gen's restricted
diet, then ate in the car, on a street facing the Ham|ton Hospital
Such a lunch guaranteed privacy, as well as indigestion

"Did you know t he Haddan School has made a contribution that will |et
us start construction for a nedical center in Haddan?"

d en said.

"There's a party to cel ebrate next weekend, and let me tell you, Sam
Arthur and the rest of the councilmen will be pissed as hell if
anyt hi ng goes wong between now and then. It would save lives, you
know, Abe. Not having to come all the way to Hanmilton in an energency
al one would nmake it worth it. It mght have been possible to save
Frank, if we'd had a decent facility in town that had been prepared to
deal with gunshot wounds. Think about that."

Abe deposited his chopsticks into the container of spicy chicken. He
felt a tightness, as though a band were being pulled around his chest.
He used to feel this way when he couldn't please his father, which, it
turned out, had been nost of the tine.

"So all we have to do to get the nmedical center is to | ook the other
way when sone kid is killed?"

"No. All you have to do is stay the hell away fromthe Haddan canpus.
Bob Thomas is a reasonabl e nan and he nade a reasonable request. Stop
harassing his students. Stay off the grounds.”

They drove back along Route 17 in silence. None of the nmen finished
the food they'd traveled so far to obtain. Abe was let off by his car
in the ot of Chal k House, where there was a thin scrimof ice over the
asphalt. Joey got out of the car, too.

"I'f you keep bothering the powers that be at the school, we'll al
suffer," Joey said.

"The way | see it, noney coming fromthe Haddan School is owed to this
town. We deserve it. ""Well | disagree."

"Fine. Then you do it your way and I'lIl do it ny way. W don't have
to be fucking identical twins, do we?" Joey was already on his way
back to the car when Abe called after him

"Remenber when we junped off the roof?" Abe had been thinking about
that time ever since they passed the turnoff to Wight's house on Route
17.

"Nope. "

"Qut at my grandfather's place? You dared me and | dared you and we
were both stupid enough to go for it.""No way. Never happened."

But it had, and Abe recall ed how blue the sky had been that day. Wi ght
had told themto now the back fields where the grass was nearly as tal

as they were, but instead they'd clinbed onto a shed, then nade a | eap
for the roof of the house, clutching onto the gutters and pulling

t hensel ves over the asphalt shingles.



They' d been twel ve, that reckless age when nost boys believe they wll
never get hurt, they can junp through thin air, shouting at the top of
their lungs, waking all the blackbirds in the trees, and still Iand
with only the wind knocked out of them and not a single hone broken.
Back then, a boy could be as certain of his best friend as he was of
the air and of the birds and of the everlasting that grew in the
fields.

Joey wenched the door of his car open and shouted over the idling
motor, "You're inmagining things, buddy. Just |ike always."

After they'd pulled away, Abe got into his car and drove over to the
MIlIstone. It was still early and the place was enpty and maybe this
was the reason Abe felt as though he'd entered a town he'd never been
to before. For one thing, there was a new bartender on duty, someone
CGeorge Nichols nust have hired who didn't know Abe by name and who
wasn't famliar with the fact that Abe preferred draft beer to bottled.
CGeorge Nichols had inherited the place and was al ready consi dered

anci ent when Joey and Abe first tried out their fake IDs. He'd busted
t hem several times, phoning Abe's grandfather whenever he caught them
hangi ng out in the parking |ot, where they would plead with the ol der
guys to buy themdrinks. Wen Abe was living ~rith his grandfather
he'd wasted one entire week of summer confined to his room after George
Ni chol s discovered himin the nen's roomof the MIIlstone with a

cont raband whi skey sour

"You' re not devious enough to get away with this sort of thing," Wight
had tol d Abe back then

"You're going to get caught each and every tine."

But what about the boys who didn't get caught, that's what Abe wanted
to know as he fished peanuts froma bow on the bar. Those boys who
were so guilt-ridden they broke out in hives or started spitting bl ood,
but who managed to get away with their wongdoi ngs, how did they live
with thensel ves?

"Where's CGeorge?" Abe asked the new bartender, who hardly | ooked of
age to drink hinself.

"Qut fishing?"

"He's got sone physical therapy appointnents. H's knees are giving up
on him" the new bartender said.

"Decrepit old bastard."

When Abe got up fromthe barstool his own knees didn't feel so great.
He went out and blinked in the sunlight. He couldn't shake the feeling
of being a stranger in town, he made two wong turns on his way to the
mni-mart and couldn't find parking on Main Street when he went to pick
up one of Wight's sport coats at the dry cleaner's. Wy, he didn't
even recogni ze anyone at the cleaner's, other than Zeke, another
old-timer who had a fondness for Abe due to the fact that his

gr andf at her had stopped the town's only arned robbery on record
thirty-five years earlier in this very establishment. That there had
been only fourteen dollars in the cash register didn't matter, the
robber had a gun pointed straight at Zeke when Wi ght happened to wal k
t hrough the door, arriving to pick up some wool en bl ankets. For this



reason Abe was given a twenty percent discount to this day, though in
fact he rarely had anything to dry-clean.

"Who are all those people?" Abe asked, when the line of custoners
bef ore himhad thinned out and he could pick up Wight's coat.

"Damed if | know. But that's what happens when a town starts grow ng.
You stop knowi ng everyone by nane."

But for now, it was still Abe's town and in his town it was not against
the aw for a taxpaying citizen to wander across Haddan School grounds.
If there had been such a | aw, |ocal people would have been incited to
riot before the ink on the edict had dried.

| magi ne Ms. Jereny's son, AJ, being kicked off the soccer field when
he arrived with his golf clubs to work on his short gane.

| magi ne the yoga club, neeting on Thursday nornings for nore than ten
years, thrown off the quad as if they were comon criminals rather than
practitioners of an ancient discipline. Abe was pushing his |luck, he
knew that, but all he needed was a little nore tinme before Nathaniel

G bb broke down. He began to track the boy again.

"Just talk to nme," Abe said as he trailed after G bb.

By now, Nathani el was pani cked.

"What are you trying to do to me?" he cried.

"Way won't you | eave ne al oneT "Because you can tell ne the truth.”

They were on that sane path beside the river where before | ong
fiddl ehead ferns woul d unfold, there really was nowhere for Nathani el
to run.

"Just think about it," Abe went on

"If you meet me here tonorrow and tell ne you don't want to talk, then
I won't bother you anynore."” It was the tine of year when those Haddan
boys had needed to be rescued by Abe's grandfather, the season when the
ice on the river appeared thick to the inexperienced passerby, but upon
cl oser inspection the surface revealed itself to be clear rather than
blue, the way river ice is right before it begins to break apart.

"I't wasn't ne," Nathaniel G bb said.

Abe did his best not to react, he was not about to scare this boy off,
even if his head did feel as if it were about to expl ode.

"I know that. That's why I'mtalking to you."

They arranged to neet early the next day, at an hour when the

bl ackbi rds were waki ng and npst students at Haddan were still asleep in
their beds. The sheen of spring was everywhere, in the yellow ng bark
of the willows, in the cobalt color of the nmorning sky. Though the
season woul d soon change, it was brisk enough for Abe to keep his hands
in his pockets as he waited. He waited for a long tine, there on the
path to the river. At eight o'clock, students began to appear, on
their way to breakfast or the library, and by nine nost classroons were
full. Abe wal ked over to Chal k House, tinkered with the | ock---an easy



push-button type any rookie could get past--and let hinmself in. There
was a directory in the hallway. Abe was not surprised to see that
Harry McKenna had what appeared to be the best room nor was he
surprised that Gbb's roomwas up in the attic

"Hey, there," Eric Herman call ed when he saw Abe on the stairs.

Eric had just finished conpiling his examfor the follow ng week's

m dt erm and was rushing off to class, but he took the tine to stop and
| ook Abe over. The dean had nade an announcenent asking to be infornmed
i f anyone who didn't bel ong was found on canpus.

"I think you're in the wong place."

"I don't think so." Abe stayed where he was. He'd never before been
face-to-face with his rival. What had he imagi ned? That he'd
chal | enge Herman, that a fight would result, with punches ainmed to
inflict the nost damage? What he found was that he nerely felt he and
Eric Herman had sonething in common, they were both in love with

Bet sy.

"I'"'m |l ooking for Nathaniel G bb."
"You're out of luck. He's inthe infirmary."

Abe could tell fromthe way Eric was glaring at himthat he woul dn't
get any nore information out of him but fortunately Dorothy Jackson
was a regular at the MIIlstone, and much friendlier when Abe approached
her, in spite of the dean's warning not to speak to Abe, the nurse |et
himvisit the infirmary.

"He's had a bad accident at hockey practice. Five mnutes," she
granted Abe.

"No nore."
Nat haniel G bb lay on his back on the cot nearest the wall.

Both his arns had been broken. He'd been driven by anbul ance to the
hospital in Hamilton where X rays were taken and casts had been

fashi oned, and now he was awaiting his parents, who were on their way
fromOChio to bring himhone. For nmonths, he would have to be fed and
dressed, as though he were an infant once again, and it was sonmehow
fitting that he had also lost the ability to speak. Wether this

devel opnent had been caused when he bit down on his tongue, nearly
severing it as the group of boys at hockey practice rammed himinto the
wal I, or whether the words had sinply been scared out of himreally
didn't matter. He could not speak to Abe.

"I don't know what you want fromthis boy," Dorothy Jackson said when
she brought up a glass of ginger ale with a straw

"But he probably won't be able to talk for a nonth. Even then he'l
need speech therapy for some tine."

Abe waited for the nurse to | eave, then went over to Nathaniel and
lifted the glass so that the boy m ght quench his thirst. But

Nat hani el woul dn't even look at him He would not drink even though
his tongue, stitched together at the emergency room by a resident who
had never before performed the procedure, was throbbing.



"I"'msorry." Abe sat down on a nearby cot. He was still holding the
gl ass of ginger ale. The infirmary snelled of iodine and
di si nfectant.

"I was probably wong to get you involved. | hope you can accept ny
apol ogi es. "

The boy made a guttural sound that m ght have been a |l augh or a snort
of contenpt. Nathaniel peered over at Abe, hunched on the netal cot
across fromhis own. Sunlight poured in through the wi ndows and the
dust motes whirled into the shape of a funnel. 1In only a few hours
Nat hani el G bb and his bel ongi ngs woul d be | oaded into his parents’
car, ready to drive far fromthis place. Here was one boy who woul d
never again have to set foot in Massachusetts or go through another of
its wicked winters. He would be nmiles away, safe in his hone state,
which is why he forced hinself to open his nouth and nove his tortured
tongue, straining to utter an initial, the letter of the al phabet that
hurt himnost to recite, a clear and single H

BY THE FOLLOWN NG MORNI NG ABE HAD BEEN

rel eased fromduty, the first officer in Haddan ever to be asked for
his resignation. Abe wasn't even dressed when G en Tiles arrived on
his front steps to tell himthe news. What had he expected, really? A
dozen or nore of the staff at Haddan had seen hi m stal ki ng students,

hel ping hinself to food in the dining hall, bothering the faculty with
questions. And then there'd been Eric, who'd wasted no tine in
contacting the dean

"You had to push it," G en said.

"You coul dn't take my advice.

| had the attorney general's office call nme on this, Abe. Sonebody
over there is an alum"

The two men stood there facing each other in the cold, bright light.
They had neasured each ot her against Wight's | egacy, and neither
bel i eved the other would ever cone close to the old man's stature. At
| east now they wouldn't have to see each other every day. By

[ unchtinme, everyone in town knew what had happened. Lois Jereny and
her friend Charlotte Evans had al ready nmobilized, but when they tried
to reach Abe to informhimthey had started a petition to have him
reinstated, he didn't answer his phone. Over at Selena's, Nikki
Hurmphrey made up the sandwi ch Abe usually ordered for lunch and had it
waiting for him but he never showed up. He didn't even bother to get
dressed until sonetime past noon

By then, Doug Lauder had been told that he was being pronoted to
detective, and truthfully, Doug deserved it, he was a decent guy and
he'd do a good job, although the job would never nmean as nmuch to him as
it had to Abe.

Toward the end of the day, Abe went out for a drive. He still had
Wight's old cruiser, and he figured he mght as well nake use of it in
case they cane to repossess it. He spotted Mary Beth in the park with
her children. Even though the new baby was due in a few weeks, MB
still |ooked great, and both girls on the swings, Lilly and Enly, the
el dest, resenbled their nmother, with dark hair and w de-set hazel eyes.



Abe knew not hi ng about children, but he knew they had bi g expenses, and
that Joey would want to provide themwth all that he could and nore.

It was the nore that was the problem Abe got out of the cruiser and
went to greet Mary Beth.

"Hey, stranger," she said, hugging him
"You | ook great."
"Liar." M sm|ed.

"I"'ma whale."

A person could really learn to hate February living in this part of the
worl d, although the kids surely weren't bothered by the gl oony weat her
they screamed with glee as they went higher and hi gher on the sw ngs.
Abe renenbered exactly what that felt like--no fear. No thought of the
consequences.

"Not so high," Mary Beth called to her children

"I heard about what happened at work," she said to Abe.

"I think it's just crazy."

Joey and MB's son, Jackson, was a maniac on the swi ngs, he went as far
into the sky as possible, then came rushing down to earth, breathless
and hollering out loud. Joey was crazy about this kid, on the day he
was born, Joey had thrown open the doors of the MII|stone, inviting
everyone to have a drink, charged to his tab

"I heard about it fromKelly Avon. Joey didn't even tell ne.

What ' s happened between you two?" Mary Beth asked. "You tell ne.

Mary Beth | aughed at that.

"Not possible. He talks to you nore than he talks to me. ""Not
anynore."
"Maybe he just grew up." Mary Beth put one hand over her eyes in order

to keep watch over her children in the dw ndling sunlight.

"Maybe that's what happens with friendships. | think he sees the kids
getting ol der and he wants to spend nore time with them |If this was
before, he'd be planning a fishing trip with you over the Easter break
now we're all going to Disney Wrld."

A vacation such as that was an expensive proposition for Joey, who in
the past had often needed to borrow from Abe to pay off his nonthly
nort gage paynment. As he thought this over, Abe noticed that Mary
Beth's weck of a car had been replaced by a new m nivan.

"Joey surprised me with that," Mary Beth said of the van.

"I"ve been driving around in that old station wagon for so |ong
thought 1'd be buried init." She took Abe hand

"I know it's not the sane between you, but that won't last."



She' d al ways been generous about their friendship, she'd never
conpl ai ned about including Abe in their lives or griped about the tine
Joey spent away from her. She was a good wonan who deserved a m nivan
and a whole |lot nmore, and Abe w shed he coul d be happy for her

Instead, he felt as though they'd both | ost Joey.

"I hope you're going to fight to get reinstated,” Mary Beth call ed when
he headed back to his car, even though it was clear to them both that
it would be pointless for himto do so.

Abe drove to the school out of habit, |ike a dog who insists on
circling the sane plot of land, certain there are birds in the grass.
Because he stood a good chance of being arrested if caught venturing
onto private property, Abe parked down by the river and wal ked the rest
of the way. He could feel his heart lurching around in his chest, the
way it used to when he and Joey took this route.

They didn't have to tal k back then, they knew where they were headed
and what they neant to acconplish. He went past the place where the
violets grew in spring and along the dirt trail to the rear of Chalk
House. He didn't even know what he wanted until he came to a w ndow

t hrough whi ch he could see Eric Herman's living quarters. He could
feel something fill up his head, blood or |unacy, he wasn't sure which
He was wearing gl oves, because of the chill in the air, or maybe a
break-in was what he'd intended all along. Either way, he didn't have
to protect hinself when he put his fist through the wi ndow, shattering
the glass, then reached in to unhook the |atch

He pull ed hinmself over the ledge, it wasn't as easy as it once was, he
was heavier, for one thing, and there was his bad knee to think of. He
was breathing hard by the time he was in Eric's living room He
brushed the glass off and began to take a | ook around. A thief could
deci pher a great deal from observing a person's |odgings, and Abe could
tell that Betsy woul d never be happy with the man who lived there. He
could not imagine her in this tidy room beneath the sheets of the
perfectly nade bed. Even the refrigerator reveal ed how wrong Herman
was for Betsy, all he had was nmayonnai se, bottled water, half a jar of
ol ives.

Whenever Abe burglarized a house he could al ways sense where he woul d
find the best loot, he had a natural ability to zero in on treasures,
and as it turned out he hadn't |lost that knack. There it was, in the
living room the midtermfor Eric's senior history sem nar, five pages
of questions on Hellenic culture. A typed class list had been
paper-clipped to the exam Quickly, Abe |ooked down the page until he
found what he was | ooking for. Harry's nane.

He rolled up the exam and kept it inside the sleeve of his jacket as he
went through the door that opened into the hallway of the dormitory. It
was the di nner hour and except for a few boys who were ill, no one was
around. It was easy enough to wal k down the hallway, and easier stil
to discern which roomwas Dr. Howe's old office, there was the nantel
into which so many |ines had been carved, there were the gol den oak
floors, and the woodwork that was dusted by the hired maid every ot her
week, and the desk, into which Abe deposited exactly what Harry MKenna
deser ved.

CARLI N WAS ON HER WAY HOVE FROM A SW M

nmeet in New Hanmpshire when she felt him beside her. She had clained a



doubl e seat on the bus for herself, throwi ng down the black coat, not
wanting to be forced into making polite conversation with any of the
other girls on the team It was just as well that the seat next to her
was vacant, for now there was room for what was |eft of August Pierce
to settle in beside her, drop by watery drop

Al though Carlin had performed well at the neet, it had been a generally
di sappoi nting evening and the bus was quiet, the way it always was
after a defeat. Carlin hadn't even bothered to shower before she
dressed, her cropped hair was wet and snelled of chlorine, but the
droplets of water that now rolled clown the plastic seat weren't from
her hair, nor from her soaking bathing suit, stowed away in her gym
bag. Carlin glanced to see if a nearby wi ndow had been left ajar, for
there was a fine drizzle falling outside, but all the w ndows were shut
and there were no leaks in the roof of the bus. The liquid Carlin
noticed wasn't rainwater, it was nmurky and green as it spread out over
the seat, a watermark that had both weight and form Carlin could fee
her heart racing, the way it did when she pushed herself to the limt
during a race.

She | ooked strai ght ahead and counted to twenty, but she could stil
feel him beside her.

"I's that you.)" Carlin's voice was so snall no one on the bus took
notice, not even lvy Cooper in the seat right behind overheard.

Carlin noved one hand to touch the black coat. The fabric was soaking
and so frigid to the touch she imedi ately began to shiver

She could feel the cold moving up her arm as if ice water had been
added to her veins. The bus had al ready entered Massachusetts and was
headed south on 93, toward the Route 17 exit. Qutside, it was so dark
and danmp everything di sappeared into the mst, fences and trees, cars
and street signs. Carlin reached her hand into the pocket of the black
coat to find it had filled with water. There was silt there, too, in
anong the seanms, the grainy nmud fromthe bottomof the river, along
with several of the little black stones so often found when the bellies
of silver trout were slit open by fishernen's knives.

Carlin glanced across the aisle to where Christine Percy was dozing. In
Christine's hazed-over wi ndow, she could see Gus's reflection. Inside
the bl ack coat, he was as pale as tea water, so translucent his
features evaporated in the glare of oncomi ng headlights. Carlin closed
her eyes and | eaned her head against the seat. He had appeared beside
her because she had wanted himto. She had called himto her, and was
calling himstill. Even when she fell asleep, she dreaned of water, as
if the world were topsy-turvy and everything she cared about had been
lost in the deep. She plunged through the green waves with her eyes

wi de open, searching for the world as she'd known it, but that world no
| onger existed, everything that had once been solid was |iquid now, and
t he birds swam al ongsi de the fish

It was not until the bus pulled into the parking | ot at Haddan, gears
squeal i ng, engine straining, that Carlin awoke. She canme back with a
start, arns flailing, the way the girls on the team had been taught a
drowni ng person's night, and a wave of panic noved through the bus. At
that point, Carlin was making a gurgling sound in the back of her
throat, as though she were already past any rescue, but thankfully, Ivy
Cooper had a cool head, she quickly handed Carlin a paper bag, into
which Carlin breathe until her color returned.



"You're freezing," lvy said when their hands touched as Carlin
gratefully returned the paper bag.

"Maybe you were in the water too |ong."

Carlin reached for her black coat and her gym bag, ready to rush off,
then realized that nost of the girls had turned their attention to a
car parked on the grass in front of Chalk House. 1In spite of the
drizzle and the |l ate hour, Bob Thonas was out there along with sone
ot her man none of the girls recognized.

"What ' s happeni ng?" Carlin asked.
"\Where have you been?" |1vy Cooper stood beside her

"They' re kicking Harry MKenna out of school. They found a midterm
examin his room There was a hearing |ast night, and he couldn't talk
his way out of it. | heard he broke into M. Herman's quarters to get
the exam He smashed the w ndow and everything."

Sure enough, the trunk of the parked car was filled with suitcases and
a heap of possessions tossed in hurriedly. Everything Harry owned was
there, his sweaters, his sneakers, his books, his lanp. Sonme of the
girls fromthe swimteam had begun to file out of the bus and were

al ready running through the rain toward St

Anne's, but Carlin stayed where she was, gazing out the wi ndow. At
| ast Harry cane out, as though he were in a hurry to get sonewhere.

He was wearing a sweatshirt with a hood, so that it wasn't possible to
see his fair hair, or even to manage a good | ook at his face.

He flung hinself into the passenger seat of his father's car, then
slamed the door shut. Carlin got off the bus, the last to | eave. She
could still see Harry fromwhere she stood in the parking lot, but he
didn't ook at her. The dean and Harry's father didn't bother to shake
hands, this was not a friendly parting.

Dart mout h had been inforned of Harry's expul sion and his adm ttance
there had been retracted. He would not be attending college in the
fall, nor would he graduate from hi gh school this year, as he'd been
asked to | eave before the end of the senester. Carlin followed al ong
behind Harry's father's car as it slowy traversed the speed bunps in
the parking lot, then turned onto Main Street. She wal ked al ong

t hrough the rain, which was falling harder now, hitting against the
roofs of the white houses. The car was a |uxury nodel, black and sl eek
and so quiet nost people in town didn't even notice it on the road.
Once it had passed the inn, the car began to pick up speed, splashing
t hrough the puddles, leaving a thin trail of exhaust that drifted down
the center of town.

It was after curfew when Carlin sneaked into her room and although the
hour was late, Any Elliot was up in bed, sobbing.

"Now are you happy?" Anmy cried
"Hs life is ruined."

Carlin got into bed, fully dressed. She wasn't happy at all, Harry's



departure wouldn't bring Gus back. Gus wouldn't rise fromthe river in
the norning to retrace his steps, he wouldn't wake in his bed, ready
for school, eager for his life to go on. Wen the norning did cone,
Carlin didn't attend classes. It was the harsh end of the nonth and
torrents of rain were now falling, none of which prevented Carlin from
going to the bank to speak to M ke Randall, then taking the bus to a
travel agency in Hamilton where she used her funds from M ss Davis to
buy a plane ticket. She rode the bus back to Haddan | ate in the day,
going diJ rectly to the pharmacy, where she sat down at the counter. By
then it was after three and Scan Byers had reported for work. He was
at the sink, rinsing out glasses and cups, but when he saw Carlin he
dried his hands and came over.

"You're drenched," he said, his voice a nixture of |onging and
concer n.

Puddl es of water had collected on the floor around Carlin's stool and
her hair was plastered agai nst her head. Sean poured her a hot cup of
cof f ee.

"Do you ever feel like you want to go honme?" Carlin asked him

Al t hough the pharmacy was usually busy at this hour, the heavy rain
seened to be keeping people off the streets and out of the stores. Sam
Arthur fromthe town council was the only other customer in the place,
he was going over the plans for the ground-breaking celebration for the
new medi cal center, nmuttering to hinself and enjoying a strawberry

m | kshake, an itemthat was definitely not on his diabetic diet plan.

"I's that what you're thinking about doing?" Sean asked. He hadn't
seen Carlin much since Christmas vacation, at |east not as nuch as he

woul d have liked. He still sneaked into the pool, late at night,
hopi ng that she'd be there, too, but she never was. It was as if the
time they'd had together existed separately fromthe rest of their
lives, like a dreamthat's in danger of dissolving as soon as the

dreaner awakes. You're running away?"

"No." Carlin was shivering in her wet clothes.

"I'"'mflying."

She showed hi mthe one-way ticket.

"Seens |ike you' ve already decided."

"They kicked Harry out of school,"” Carlin told Sean

"Nab. CQuys like that never get kicked out of anything."

"This one did. Late last night. He was expelled for cheating."

Sean was gleeful. He did alittle victory dance, which made Carlin
expl ode into giggles.

"You're not pretty when you gloat," she told him all the same, she

| aughed.

"You are," Sean said.

"I just wish you weren't such a coward.” A group of ravenous Haddan



students had braved the rain on a mssion for hanburgers and fries and
Sean was called to take their order

Carlin watched as he tossed neat patties onto the grill and started the
fryer. Even here in the pharmacy, Carlin felt as though she were stuck
underwater. The world outside floated by--Ms. Jereny with her
unbrella, a delivery truck of hibiscus pulling up to the Lucky Day, a
gang of kids fromthe elenmentary school racing home in rain slickers
and boots.

"I"'mnot a coward," Carlin told Sean when he returned and refilled her
cup with steam ng bl ack coffee

"You're letting themchase you off. Wat do you call it?"
"Wanting to go honme."

Because of his extremely dark eyes Sean Byers had the ability to hide
nost of what he felt inside. He'd always been a good liar, he'd tal ked
hi nsel f out of situations that would have | anded anyone else in jail,
but he wasn't |ying now

"This is what you al ways wanted. Wy would you |l eave if you weren't
bei ng chased of f2."

Carlin threw down sone noney to pay for her coffee, then headed for the
door. The potatoes in the fryer were sizzling, but Sean foll owed her
anyway. He truly didn't care if the whole place burned to the ground.
The rain was falling in such torrents that when it hit against the
asphalt it sounded as if guns had been fired or cannons di scharged.
Before Carlin could plunge onto the sidewal k, Sean pulled her back
beneat h t he pharnacy awni ng.

He was crazy about her, but that's not what was at stake here. The
rain was com ng down harder, yet Carlin could hear Sean's heart beneath
the fabric of his shirt and the rough white apron he wore.

Al the world out there was liquid, all of it enough to pull her down,
and so, for this brief time she held on tight and did her best not to
dr own.

A TENT HAD BEEN SET UP IN THE FI ELD BEH ND

town hall and above it a flag had been raised to wave in the wind so
that no one in town would fail to notice the ground-breaki ng

cel ebration. The Becker construction conmpany had been retained by the
town council and Ronny Becker, Doreen and N kki's father, had al ready
bul | dozed a |l evel area that allowed the tent to be set up on flat
ground, it certainly wouldn't do for any of the ol der guests such as
Ms. Evans, who'd recently been in need of a cane, to tunble over the
ruts and break a hip or a |eg.

The Chazz Di xon band pl ayed that afternoon, and two dozen of M.
Di xon's violin and flute students fromthe el enentary school were
allowed to miss their last class in order to attend.

Thankful even though it was the rainy season, the afternoon was cl ear
and sunny with a brisk, rather enjoyable west wind. Just to be safe,
portabl e heaters had been set up inside the tent, to ensure that those
in attendance could enjoy the sal nron sandwi ches and cream cheese puffs



that the staff of the Haddan School cafeteria served on large silver
trays. It came as no surprise to anyone that while people fromtown
tended to congregate over by the bar, the staff and faculty of the
school gathered around the hors d' oeuvres table, gorging on deviled
eggs and cl am cakes.

A motion had al ready been passed by both the board of trustees at the
school and the town council to nanme the health center after Helen Davis
and a bronze plaque with her nane etched upon it had been set into the
cornerstone. The dean had asked Betsy Chase to conmenorate the
occasi on with a photograph, and she was there to preserve the nonent
when Sam Art hur shook hands with Bob Thomas, each man standing with one
foot bal anced on the cornerstone. Betsy was then asked to photograph

t he doctors who'd been wooed away froman HMO in Boston, along with the
center's new administrator, Kelly Avon's cousin, Janet Lloyd, who was
delighted to be noving back to Haddan after eight years of exile at
Mass Cener al

On the way over, Betsy had noticed the cruiser Abe drove, one of dozens
of cars left at the curb along Main Street, where the no-parking signs
had been covered with burlap hoods. In spite of herself, Betsy found
herself | ooking for him but the place was crowded, filled w th people
Betsy didn't know, and she didn't see Abe until the Chazz Di xon band
was playing its final set. He was standing beside the makeshift

cl oakroom a direction Betsy needed to go toward anyway, in order to
retrieve her coat.

"Hey," she said as she approached.
"Renenber me?"

"Sure | do." Abe raised his drink to her and said, "Have fun," then
qui ckly moved on. He had decided that he was finished getting hit over
the head with rejection, so he made his way to the bar to get hinself
another beer. In spite of all the initial hoopla, people were nanagi ng
just fine without Abel Grey on the police force. Ms. Evans, for

i nstance, had taken to phoni ng Doug Lauder about the raccoon that cane
into her yard to eat her birdseed and rattle her trash cans. A new

uni formed cop had been hired and in the nornings he could be seen at
the crosswalk in front of the elenentary school. On days when the
garden club net, he was posted outside town hall, directing traffic and
gratefully accepting the thernbses of hot chocolate Kelly Avon had
taken to delivering. Residents who had invited Abe into the npst
personal noments of their lives--Sam Arthur, for instance, w th whom
Abe sat vigil when his wife, Lorriane, was in that head-on collision
while visiting their daughter in Virginia, and Ms. Jereny, who had
wept while Abe tal ked AJ out of junping out a second-stoWw ndow one
horrible spring night, a |leap that probably woul dn't have done any nore
than rattle a few of AJ's bones considering how drunk he' d been--now
seened startled when they ran into him enbarrassed by all the secrets
he'd once been privy to. Actually, Abe hinmself didn't feel that
confortable with nost people, what with Joey and Mary Beth clearly

avoi ding himand all those busybodi es from Haddan School who'd reported
hi m for harassment keeping an eye on him

The only reason he'd shown up at the festivities was to pay his
respects to Helen Davis. He'd already had two beers in honor of her
menory and he figured a third wouldn't hurt. He'd have a coupl e of
drinks and get out, no damage done, but when he turned he saw that
Betsy had also come to the bar. She was asking for a glass of white



wi ne, and | ooking his way.

"There you go, followi ng nme again," Abe said, and he was surprised when
she didn't deny it.

"G ve her the good stuff, George," Abe told the bartender, George
Ni chols fromthe MII stone.

"The school's footing the bill," George said.

"Trust ne, there is no good stuff."

"I heard you got fired," Betsy said as she noved aside to let AJ Jereny
get to the bar.

"I prefer to think of it as a permanent vacation." Abe |ooked ~.
"'~ "v~3 00 /""~

past AJ and signaled for George Nichols to add only a small anount of
vodka to the double vodka tonic AJ had ordered.

"Looks like they roped you into being the inquiring photographer,” he
sai d when Betsy stepped back to take a shot of Chazz Dixon, wailing on
hi s saxophone with a fervor that shocked many of his nusic students.

Betsy turned and found Abe in her viewfinder. Most subjects were shy

they tended to | ook away, but Abe stared back at her with an intensity
that flustered her and nmade her snap his picture before she was ready.

It was those blue eyes that were to blame, and had been fromthe start.
"My turn," Abe said.

"You have no idea how to take a decent picture."” Betsy |aughed as she
handed over the canera.

"Now you'l | always renenber this day," Abe told her after he'd taken
her picture.

"I'sn't that what they say about a photograph?”

It was a big mistake not to just walk away from each other and they
both knew it, but they stood together awhile | onger and watched the
band.

"Maybe you should hire themto play at your weddi ng," Abe said of the
nmusi ci ans.

"Very funny." Betsy drank her wine too fast, later in the day she'd
have a headache, but right now she didn't care.

"I don't think it's funny at all." He was reaching toward her
"What are you doi ng?"
Bet sy was so certain that he was about to kiss her, that she found it

difficult to breathe. But instead, Abe showed her the quarter he'd
pul l ed from behind her ear. He'd been practicing, and although the

trick still needed work, in his many free hours he'd discovered that he
had a gift for sleight of hand. Already, he'd finagled close to a
hundred bucks out of Teddy Hunphrey, who still could not figure out how

Abe al ways di scerned whi ch card Teddy picked fromthe deck



"You're good at that," Betsy said.

"Just the way you're good at breaking into places.”

"I's this an official investigation or a personal accusation?" Betsy
swayed to the nusic. She refused to say nore, even though as soon as
she'd heard about the robbery at Eric's, her first thought was of Abe.
Even now she wondered if the student they'd expelled, Harry MKenna,
m ght have been innocent of that particular crine.

"l

think it's too bad Helen Davis couldn't be here.”
"She woul d have hated it," Abe said.

"Crowds, noise, bad wine."

"They' ve found soneone to take her place." As the new head of the
department, Eric had been on the hiring conmittee. A young historian
fresh out of graduate school had been chosen, someone too fresh and

i nsecure to question authority.

"They wasted no tine replacing her."

"Here's to Helen." Abe raised his beer aloft, then finished it off in
a few gul ps.

Bet sy had a dreany | ook on her face, lately she had been especially
aware of how a single choice could alter life's course.

She wasn't used to drinking wine in the afternoon, and nmaybe that was
why she was being so chumy with Abe.

"What do you think Hel en woul d have changed if she could have chosen to
live her life differently?"

Abe thought this over, then said, "I think she would have run off wth
ne."

Betsy let out a yelp of laughter.
"You think |I'm kiddi ng?" Abe grinned.

"Ch, no. | think you're serious. You definitely would have nade an
i nteresting couple."

Now when Abe reached for her he really did kiss her, there in front of
the Chazz Di xon band and everyone el se. He just went ahead and did it
and Betsy didn't even try to stop him She kissed himright back unti
she was dizzy and her legs felt as though they might give out. FEric
was over by Dr. Jones's table with the rest of the Haddan faculty and
m ght easily have seen them had he | ooked behind him Lois Jereny and
Charlotte Evans were wal king right past, chattering about the good
turnout, and still Betsy went on kissing him She m ght have gone on
indefinitely if the drumer in the Di xon band hadn't reached for his
cynbal s and startled her into pulling away.

Sone of the crowd had decided to create a dance floor, up beyond the



coatroom and several locals were letting | oose before the band packed
up. AJ Jereny, who had nanaged to get |ooped despite his nother's
wat chful eye, was dancing w th Doreen Becker

Teddy Hunmphrey had taken the opportunity to ask his ex-wife to
acconpany himto the dance floor, and to everyone's surprise Nildd had
agr eed.

"Well," Betsy said, trying to conmpose herself after their kiss.
Her |ips were hot.
"What was that for?"

She | ooked up at Abe but she couldn't see his eyes. So much the
better, for if she had she woul d have known exactly what the kiss was
for. At |least she was smart enough not to watch when Abe wal ked away.
She told himonce there had never been anything between them now she
just had to convince herself of the very sane thing. She ordered
hersel f another glass of wine, drank it too quickly, then got her coat
and buttoned it against the changi ng weather. Above the tent, the

fl ags snapped back and forth in the wind, and the | ate afternoon sky
had begun to darken, with clouds turning to black. It was the end of
the cel ebration, and by then Eric had found her

"What's wrong?" he asked, for her face was flushed and she seened
unst eady.

"Not feeling well?"
"No, I'mfine. | just want to go hone."

Before they could | eave there was the sound of thunder, rolling in from
the east, and the sky was darker still.

"Bad timng," Eric said. Through the fabric of the tent they could see
a fork of Iightning.

"We' || just have to wait it out."
But Betsy couldn't wait. She could feel little bits of electricity up
and down her skin each time the sky was illum nated, and before Eric

could stop her, she dashed out of the tent. As she nade her way al ong
Main Street, the sky runbled, and another line of |ightning crossed the
hori zon. The stormwas noving closer, and there were several |arge oak
trees on Main Street and on Lovewel|l Lane that were particularly
susceptible to a strike, but that didn't stop Betsy on her way back to
the school. Before long, fat raindrops had begun to fall, and Betsy
stood with her face upturned. Even with the rain washing over her, she
continued to burn, she hadn't tal ked hersel f out of anything.

Bob Thomas had asked her to rush the photographs, so she went directly
to the art building. She was happy to be working, hoping she m ght
keep her mind off Abe, and as it turned out, the photographs she'd
taken that afternoon were quite good. One or two of the prints would
make their way to the front page of the Sunday edition of the Haddan
Tri bune--the one of Sam Arthur and Bob Thomas shaki ng hands and anot her
of Chazz Dixon wailing away. It was amazing how the | ens of a canera
could pick up information that was otherwi se invisible to the naked
eye. The suspicion on Sam Arthur's face, for instance, when he gazed



at the dean, the sweat on Chazz Dixon's brow. Betsy had assuned she'd
be nmost rattled by the photograph of Abe, but in fact he had noved and
the image was blurry. It did himno justice at all. No, it was the
phot ograph Abe had taken of her that turned out to be the nost

di sturbing. Betsy let that print sit in the developing vat for quite
some time, until it was overdevel oped and streaky, but even then, it
was i npossible to ignore what this picture reveal ed. There, for al
the world to see, was a wonan who'd fallen in | ove

THE ARBOR

IN THE PEARLY SKIES OF MARCH there were countless sorrows in New

Engl and. The world had cl osed down for so long it seened as though the
ice would never nelt. The very lack of color could | eave a person
despondent. After a while the black bark of trees in a rainstorm
brought on waves of nelancholy. A flock of geese soaring across the
pal e sky could cause a person to weep. Soon enough, there would be a
renewal , sap would again rise in the naples, robins would reappear on
the I awns, but such things were easily forgotten in the hazy March
light. It was the season of despair and it lasted for four dismal
weeks, during which tinme nore danmage was done in the househol ds of
Haddan than the conbi ned wreckage of every stormthat had ever passed
t hr ough t own.

In March, nore divorces canme before old Judge Aubrey and nore | ove
affairs unraveled. Men adnitted to addictions that were sure to bring
ruin, wonen were so preoccupied they set fire to their houses
accidental ly whil e cooking bacon or ironing tablecloths. The hospita
in Ham lton was always filled to capacity during this nonth, and

t oot haches were so comonpl ace both dentists in Hamilton were forced to
work overtine. Not many tourists came to Haddan during this season
Most residents insisted that Cctober was the best nonth to visit the
village, with so much marvel ous foliage, the golden elns and red oaks
aflane in the bright afternoon sunshine. Qhers said May was best,
that sweet green tinme when lilacs bl ooned and gardens al ong Main Street
were filled with sugary pink peonies and Dutch tulips.

Margaret Grey, however, always canme back to Haddan in March, despite

t he unpredi ctabl e weather. She arrived on the twentieth of the nonth,
her boy Frank's birthday, taking a nmorning flight up fromFlorida and
stayi ng overnight with Abe. Abe's father, Ernest, could not be asked
to accompany her, Margaret woul dn't have expected her husband to face
the cenetery any nore than she woul d have insisted Abe pick her up at
the airport in Boston. She took the train up to Haddan, | ooking out at
t he | andscape she once knew so well, it all seened terribly unfamliar
the stone walls and the fields, the flocks of blackbirds, the

mul titudes of warblers who returned at this tinme of year, marking
Frank's birthday by swoopi ng across the cold, w de sky.

Abe waited for his nother at the Haddan train station, the way he did
every year. But for once he was early and the train was late, held up
outside Hanmilton by a cow on the tracks.

"You're on time," Margaret commented when Abe cane to give her a hug
and col l ect her suitcase, for he was notoriously late on the occasion
of these visits, postponing the sorrow that inevitably acconpanied the
day.

"I'" m unenpl oyed now, "
in the world."

he rem nded his nother. "i've got all the tine



"I recognize this car," Margaret said when Abe |ed her over to Wight's
Crui ser.

"It wasn't safe to drive twenty years ago."

They stopped at the Lucky Day Florist where Ettie Nelson hugged her old
friend and told Margaret how jeal ous she was of anyone who lived in

Fl orida, where it was already sumer when here in Haddan they still had
to struggle with dreadful blustery weather. Abe and his nother bought
a single bunch of daffodils, as they always did, although Mrgaret
stopped to admire Ettie's garl ands.

"Some people swear by them" Margaret said of the garl ands.

Sone were fashioned of boxwood and jasmnine, others of pine boughs, or
of hydrangeas, tw sted together in a strand of heavenly bl ue.

"Lois Jereny's boy, AJ, nearly died of pneunonia when he was young, and
Lois went out to the Haddan cenetery day after day. There were so many
wreat hs around that |anb's neck you woul d have thought it was a
Christmas tree. But maybe it worked--AJ grew up strong and healthy."

"I don't know about the healthy part," Abe said as he thanked Ettie and
paid for the flowers

"He's a bully and a drunk, but nmaybe you're right. He's definitely
alive."

Frank was buried in the new section of the church cenete-~.

Each Septenber, Abe put in chrysanthermuns at the base of the nenori al
and in the spring he cane to weed around the hedge of azal eas that
Margaret had planted that first year when every day hurt, as if
sunlight and air and tine itself were the instruments of heartache and
pain. Today, as he watched his nother place the daffodils at the
gravesi de, Abe was struck by what a short tine Frank had had on this
earth, only seventeen years. Abe hinself night have had a son that age
if he'd ever nmanaged to settle down.

"I should have known it was going to happen,”
stood toget her.

Mar garet said as they

"Al'l the signs were there. W thought it was a good thing that he
| ocked hinsel f away from ot her people. He was studying so hard and
doing so well."

Abe's parents had al ways seemed to agree that what happened that day
had been an accident, a boy who didn't know any better playing around
with a shotgun, a single instant of misfortune. But clearly Margaret
had come to believe this hadn't been the case, or maybe she just hadn't
the heart to admt her doubts before.

"When you | ook backwards everything seens |ike a clue, but that doesn't
mean it is," Abe told her

"He had French toast for breakfast, he washed the car, he was wearing a
white shirt. Does any of that matter?"

"He'd be thirty-nine today, The sane age as AJ Jereny, Both of them



born on the day before spring,"” Mrgaret said.

"That nmorning | knew sonet hi ng was wong because he kissed ne, just
like that. He put his hands on ny shoul ders and kissed ne. He didn't
even |like to be hugged when he was a baby. Frank wasn't a people
person that way. He was always going off on his own. | should have
known then and there, it was so out of the ordinary.

Ki ssing wasn't his way" Abe bent to kiss his nother's cheek
"It's your way," she said, and her eyes filled with tears.

There are secrets kept for self-interest and those kept to protect the
i nnocent, but nost spring froma conbination of the two. For all these
years Abe had never told anyone about the favor he did his brother. He
kept his promi se, just as he had on that hot sumer da~, It was so rare
for Frank to take an interest in Abe or include himin his life, how
coul d Abe have deni ed hi manything he m ght want?

"I went with himto get the gun.”" This is what Abe had wanted to tel
his nother since that hot afternoon, but the words had stuck in his
throat, as if each one had been fashioned fromglass, ready to cut at
the slightest admi ssion. Even now, Abe couldn't |ook at Margaret. He
couldn't abide the expression of betrayal in her eyes that he'd

i magi ned since Frank had di ed.

"He said it was for target practice. So | didit. | clinmbed through
the wi ndow and got it."

Margaret's nouth was set in a thin |line when she heard this
i nformati on.

"That was wong of him"
"OfF hinmn? Don't you hear what |'mtelling you? 1 got the gun."

He clearly recalled the | ook on Frank's face when he crouched down so
that Abe could clinmb on his shoulders. Never had Abe seen such
certainty.

"I helped himdo it."
"No." Margaret shook her head.
"He tricked you."

Above themin the sky, two hawks glided west, cutting through the
canopy of rolling clouds. The weather had turned nasty, the way it
often did on Frank's birthday, an unpredictable day in an unpredictable
month. Margaret asked if they might go out to Wight's farm She had
al ways believed that kindness begot kindness but that truth was nore
conplex, and that it brought to an individual whatever he w shed to
take. Truth was a funny thing, difficult to hold on to, difficult to
judge. If Margaret hadn't been the one to be with Wight Gey on the

| ast day of his life she would never have known that her husband,
Ernest, was not Wight and Florence's natural son

"Don't be silly, Pop," she had said to Wight when he told her

She' d been young and nervous around death and she remenbered w shing



Ernest would hurry up and relieve her. When she heard his car pull up
she was grat ef ul

"I found him" Wight had insisted.
"By the river. Under sone bushes."

Margaret had stared at the wi ndow to where Ernest was taking a hospital
bed fromthe trunk of his car, in the hopes of making his father's | ast
days nmore confortable. Wile Ernest set up the bed in the front
parlor, Wight told Margaret how he'd di scovered the baby nost people
in town believed never took a single breath. That child had in fact
been born and lived on, left by his nother in the care of the swans,
tucked into the roots of the willows and kept out of sight until Wi ght
had come searching for Dr. Howe. Wight had wanted to dol e out sone
nmeasure of punishnment, for all the nistreatnent Annie had suffered, but
he never did thrash the headmaster as he'd set out to, even though he
bel i eved Howe deserved it, for he had been distracted by a trail of
tears and blood that led to the willow where the child had been hidden
fromhis father.

The very next norning, Wight wal ked all the way into Boston with the

i nfant tucked inside his coat. He was a man who' d al ways held hinsel f
account abl e, even when the accounts weren't his. He passed through
towns he'd never been to before and villages that consisted of nothing
nore than a post office and a general store. At l|last he reached the
city limts, at an enbankment of the Charles River he spied a young
woman and because of the kindness that showed in her face he

i medi ately knew she was the one he would marry. Wight approached her
slowy, so he would not frighten her away. Annie Howe's baby was warm
and safe inside his coat, sucking on a rag dipped in store-bought nilk.
Wight sat down beside Florence, who was good-natured and plain and
who' d never before had a handsome man | ook at her, |et al one pour out
his heart to her. They raised the child as if he were their own,
because that's what he'd becone. They hoped that the boy woul d never
know grief or loss or sorrow, but such things are part of the natura
worl d, they can't be escaped or denied.

Margaret Grey had married a boy nost people believed had never been
born, so she knew that anythi ng was possi bl e.

"Maybe | shoul d have bought those garlands, the way Lois Jereny did,"
she said to Abe as they drove out to the farm

"Maybe things woul d have been different then."

Margaret thought of all that she knew for certain, that day would

al ways follow night and that | ove was never wasted, nor was it lost. On
the norning when it happened, Frank had gone to the nmarket to pick up
m | k and bread and Margaret had watched himall the way down the road.
Peopl e al ways say that anyone who's watched until they di sappear out of

sight will never be seen again, and that was exactly how it had
happened. There wasn't a thing to be done about it, not then and
certainly not now |If she had placed a thousand garl ands around the

| anb' s neck, it nmight not have kept him from harm

When they reached Wight's house, Abe opened the passenger door and

hel ped his nmother out. Sone people were lucky with their children and
some people were not, and Margaret Gey had turned out to be both. Abe
was so tall and strong he surprised her. People said he would cone to



no good, but Margaret had never believed that, which was the reason she
finally told himwho his grandparents were. He didn't believe her at
first, he laughed and said that there wasn't a person in town who
hadn't told himhow much he resenbled Wight. But of course, it was
possi ble for both things to be true and to belong nost of all to those
who | oved you.

The deed to Wight's house was in Abe's nane. He still had a few
devel opers who cane sniffing around, including some fellow from Boston
who wanted the acreage to build a nmall like the one over in M ddl etown,

but Abe never returned their calls. Route 17 was getting so built up
that it seemed as if they were pulling into a different tinme when they
turned onto the dirt road that led to Wight's place. There were
dozens of robins, returning fromw ntering in the Carolinas, and they
perched in the apple trees that grew near Annie's grave, the one in the
nmeadow, to which Wight used to bring the flowers he picked by the
river. Because of the circunstances of her death, Annie had not been
allowed a burial at the Haddan School cenetery, where her husband was
|ater put to rest, or in the churchyard. Wight had been the one to
retrieve her remains fromHale Brothers Funeral Parlor, and he and
Charlie Hal e had dug the grave thenselves on a wi ndy day when the dust
was flying everywhere and there wasn't a cloud in the sky. Love
someone and they're yours forever, no matter how nuch time intervenes,"”
that's what Margaret Grey knew. The sky will always be blue, the w nd
will always rise up across neadow and thread its way through the

grass.

t he
IN APRI L, PEOPLE HEARD THAT ABEL GREY WAS

pl anning to | eave town, not that they believed the runors. Sonme people
are predictable, they never wander far. Neighbors begin to set their
own lives by the clockwork of such individuals and they want to keep it
that way. As far as anyone knew, the only tinmes Abe had ever left town
were on those occasions when he'd gone fishing with Joey Tosh or when
he'd visited his parents in Florida. People believed he'd no nore nove
away from Haddan than he'd dance through the streets naked, and one or
two of the boys at the MIIstone put noney down, with serious odds,
betting that Abe would remain in his house on Station Avenue until the
day they canme fromHale Brothers to carry himto his rest.

And yet facts were facts. A man who's about to | eave town al ways

| eaves a trail as he finishes up his business, and such was the case
with Abe. Kelly Avon reported that he had cl osed out his bank account
at the 5 & 10 Cent Bank, and Teddy Hunphrey witnessed hi m searching

t hrough the recycle bin behind the minimart for cardboard boxes, always
a sign of a nove to come. Every norning, people at the pharmacy

di scussed whet her or not Abe would go. Lois Jereny was of the mnd
that Abe woul d never |eave the town where his brother was buried, but
Charlotte Evans wasn't so sure. A person never could tell what was

i nsi de sonmebody or what they m ght do. Look at that nice Phil Endicott
her daughter was married to, how his personality had changed so
conpletely during the divorce proceedings. Pete Byers, who never
gossiped in his life, now | ooked forward to contenplating the direction
Abe's future might take every night at dinner. He'd begun to close the
pharmacy early in order to get home and di scuss the possibilities with
his wife, Eileen, who he'd recently discovered had a great, deal to
say, having saved up twenty years' worth of talk, so that the two of
them were often up all night, whispering to each other in bed.



Bet sy Chase he' M about Abe when she was at the Haddan Inn neeting with
Dor een Becker, going over the final plans for her wedding reception. It
was the first day of spring vacation, and Betsy had taken the
opportunity to deal with the details of her personal life. She had

al ready | et Doreen know that she didn't want to hire the Chazz Di xon
band, not that they weren't terrific nusicians, when Doreen's sister

Ni kki, phoned to inform Doreen that Marie Bishop had told her that she
could |l ook out her living roomw ndow and see Abe packing up his car
that old cruiser of Wight's no rational nan woul d have bothered to
keep.

The i nn was overheated, and naybe that was why Betsy felt faint when
she heard the news of Abe's |eaving. She asked Doreen for a glass of
water, which did no good at all. |In the hedges outside, a starling
sang sweetly, the first strains of its spring song, a trilling that was
alullaby to sone ears and a restless call to others. Ms. Evans's
and Ms. Jereny's perennial gardens were filled with jonquils and
tulips, and the oaks along Main Street had clusters of fresh, green
buds. It was a beautiful day, and no one thought anything was am ss
when they saw Betsy wal ki ng down Main Street later on. By now they
were used to her wandering through town, asking directions, and maki ng
wrong turns, until at last she found her way.

Peopl e who t hought they knew her, Lynn Vining and the rest of the art
department, for instance, woul d never have predicted that Betsy would

| eave the way she did, with a hasty grade sheet drawn up for her
classes and a call to a storage conpany to cone for her furniture. Lynn
herself was forced to serve as St. Anne's house parent for the rest of
the year, a job that gave her a continuous mgraine. No wonder that
afterward Lynn told anyone within earshot that she now believed it was
i npossi bl e ever to divine a person's truest nature. FEric Hernan, on
the other hand, was not really surprised at Betsy's sudden departure.
He had seen the way she'd | ooked at lightning, and to his cl osest
friends he adnitted he was relieved.

The bl ack cat was al ready pacing on the other side of Abe's door
begging to be let out, when Betsy arrived. As it happened, neither
Bet sy nor Abe had rmuch to pack. They threw their belongings into the
trunk of Wight's old car, then had coffee in the kitchen

It was close to noon by the tine they got going, tinme enough for anyone
wi th doubts to back out. Since Abel Gey was the sort of man who |iked
to tie up | oose ends, he rinsed out his coffeepot before they left, and
enptied the containers of nmilk and orange juice so they woul dn't spoi
inthe refrigerator. For the first time in his Iife, he had a clean

ki tchen, which made it all the easier for himto | eave.

He tried his best to get the cat to go with them but cats are
territorial creatures and this one was especially stubborn. It could
not be coaxed into the backseat, not even with an opened can of tuna
fish. Despite this bribe, the cat gazed back at Abe with such

di sinterest that Abe had to | augh and give up. Wen they were set to
| eave, Abe crouched down on the pavenent to pat the cat's head, and in
response the cat's one eye narrowed, wi th disapproval or pleasure, it
was i npossible to tell. In truth, this cat was the individual in
Haddan Abe felt sorriest to | eave, and he waited for a while in the
idling car with the back door open, but the cat only turned to trot
down the street, never once | ooking back



They drove out of town, past the new housing devel opnents, past the
mni-mart and the gas station and the fields of everlasting.

They went on until they reached the road that led to Abe's

grandfat her's house. The day was so bright Betsy thought about putting
on sungl asses, but the sky was too beautiful and too blue to miss. In
t he woods, the violets were bl oom ng, and hawks swooped above the
meadows. They got out when they reached the farm slammng their doors
shut, so that the blackbirds took flight all at once, weaving above
themas if cross-stitching thenselves onto the sky. Bees were runbling
around the lilacs beside the porch and al though the farmwas niles from
t he marshy banks of the river, there was the call of spring peepers.
Abe went out to pay his last respects with a bunch of wild irises he'd
stopped to pick alongside the river road. Aside fromthe fence, no one
woul d have any reason to believe this was anyone's final resting place,
it was just another stretch of |and where the grass grew high and
turned yellow in the fall

Wat ching him Betsy ignored the urge to reach for her canera, and
i nstead she stood there and waited for himto cone back to her

The grass he wal ked t hrough was new and a sweet snell clung to his
clothes. There was blue dye on his hands fromthe wild irises.

These were the things Betsy would al ways renenber, that he waved to her
as he made his way back through the field, that she could feel her own
pul se, that the color of the sky was a shade that could never be
replicated in any photograph, just as heaven coul d never be seen from
the confines of earth.

For a tine they stood | ooking at the old house, watching as the shadows
of clouds settled onto the fields and the road, then they got back into
the car and drove west, toward the turnpike. It was days before anyone
realized they were gone, and Carlin Leander was the first to know
they'd left town. She knew | ong before Mke Randall at the 5&10 Cent
Bank received a notice to sell Abel's house and wire himthe noney,

bef ore the Haddan School understood it woul d be necessary to find
someone to take over Betsy's classes.

She knew before Joey Tosh used his key to check inside Abe's house,
where he was surprised to find that the kitchen was tidy and neat, as
it never had been before.

Carlin had travel ed home for the Easter break, as npbst students did,
the difference being she had no definite plans to return to Haddan
Sean Byers had borrowed his uncle's car to drive her to Logan Airport
and he'd noticed that she had nore |uggage than nost people had when
they were going away for only a week. She had packed a tote bag of
books and brought al ong the boots she'd bought at Hi ngram's, even

t hough there'd be no need for such things in Florida. 1In spite of his
fears that she m ght not return, Sean kept his nmouth shut, which wasn't
easy for him Hi s uncle Pete had taken himaside that norning and told
hi mt hat when he got ol der he'd understand that patience was an
unappreciated virtue, one that a man would do well to cultivate even
when he was the one who was being | eft behind.

And so, instead of going after her, Sean had sat in his uncle's parked
car and wat ched her | eave. He was still thinking about her when she
wal ked out into the bright, humid Florida afternoon, instantly dizzy in
the heat.



"Are you crazy, girl.")
Carlin with a huge hug.

Carlin's nother, Sue, asked, as she greeted

"You're wearing wool in April. 1Is that what they taught you up in
Massachusett s?"

Sue Leander was polite about Carlin's cropped hair, although she did
suggest a visit to the hair salon up on Fifth Street, just to give her
daughter's new hairstyle a little oonph with a permor body wave. As
soon as they got home, Carlin stripped off the sweater and skirt she'd
bought at the mall in Mddletown in favor of shorts and a T-shirt. She
went to sit on the back porch, where she drank iced tea and tried to
becone reacclimated to the heat.

She'd been cold for so long she'd gotten used to it sonmehow, that crisp
Massachusetts air that carried the scent of apples and hay.

Still, she liked hearing her nmother's voice through the open w ndow,
she liked seeing the red hawks circle above her in the white hot sky.
When she told her nother she wasn't sure about going back, Sue said
that would be just fine, she wouldn't be letting anyone down, but
Carlin knew that she and her nother had al ways seen things differently

and that the only one who nmight be let down by such a decision was
Carlin herself.

One afternoon, the postnman brought Carlin a package, nailed fromthe
post office in Hamlton. It was a Haddan School T-shirt, the sort they
sold in the notions aisle of the pharmacy, along with a Haddan cof f ee
mug and a key ring, all of it sent by Scan Byers.

Carlin | aughed when she saw the gifts. She wore the Haddan shirt when
she went out with her old friend, Johnny Nevens.

"Bool a boo | a Johnny said when he saw the shirt.

"That's Yale." Carlin |aughed.

"I"'mat a boarding school

Haddan." She pointed to the letters across her chest.

"Same difference." Johnny shrugged.

"Little Mss Egghead."

"Ch, shut up."

Carlin slipped on a pair of sandals. For the first time in her life
she was worried about the snakes her nother always said cane out after
dusk, searching for insects and rabbits.

"I don't get it," Johnny said.

"Al'l these years you' ve been telling me how smart you are, and now t hat
I"'mfinally agreeing with you, you're pissed."

"I don't know what | am" Carlin raised her hands to the sky as though
pl eadi ng for answers.



"I have no idea."
"But | do," Johnny told her

"And so does everybody else in this town, so you can rel ax,
smarty-pants.”

They went over to the park on Fifth Street, the only hangout in town
other than the McDonal d's on Jefferson Avenue. It was a gorgeous night
and Carlin sat on the hood of Johnny's car and drank beer and | ooked at
stars. She'd spent the past few nonths tied up in knots, and now she
felt herself get |oose again. The cicadas were calling as if it were
al ready summer, and there were white moths in the sky. The noonli ght
was silvery, like water, pouring over the asphalt and the streets.
People were nice to Carlin and several girls she'd known in grade
school cane over to tell her how great she |ooked, in spite of the
haircut. Lindsay Hull, who had never included Carlin in anything, went
so far as to invite her to the novies on Saturday with a group that
went to the mall together on a weekly basis.

"Il call youif I"'mstill in town," Carlin told Lindsay.

She wasn't certain if she was |ooking for a way to get out of the
invitation or if in fact she had not yet made up her m nd whether or
not to stay. Later, she and Johnny drove down to the woods, to the

pl ace where they had once had the m sfortune to confront an alligator
They were just kids and to Johnny's enduring humliation, he'd been the
one to run. Carlin, on the other hand, had hollered |ike a denon unti
the alligator turned tail and headed back to a pool of brackish water,
nmovi ng qui cker than anyone woul d guess a creature that big could
nmanage.

"Man, you stared himright in the eye." Johnny was still proud of
Carlin's long-ago encounter. He tal ked about her at parties, referring
to her as the girl who was so willful and nmean she could scare a gator
back into the swanp.

"I was probably nore terrified than you were." The night was darker
here than it was in Massachusetts, and nuch nore alive, filled with
beetl es and not hs.

"I was just too stupid to run."
"Ch no," Joey assured her
"Not you."

Al'l that week, Carlin sat in front of the TV, addicted to The Wat her
Channel . The sky in Florida was clear, but in New England a series of
spring stornms had passed through and Massachusetts had been hit
especially hard. Sue Leander apprai sed her daughter's expression while
she took in this news, and Sue knew then and there that Carlin would
not be staying. |In the end, Carlin went back to school a day early,
arriving on the enpty campus after the worst of the storm damage had
al ready been done. She had sprung for a taxi from Logan, using noney
fromthe travelers' fund Mss Davis had arranged. It was a |uxury
Carlin hardly enjoyed once they arrived in Haddan and she saw how nuch
devastation there had been in her absence. Streans that had been
runni ng high fromnelting snow had overflowed and the fields were now
green with water rather than cabbages and peas. Several silver trout



had been stranded on the road, their |um nous scales crushed into the
bl ackt op, and anyone traveling this route needed sungl asses, even on
t he cl oudi est of days.

"Spring squalls are the worst,"” the taxi driver told Carlin.
"Peopl e are never prepared for them"

They had to bypass Route 17 entirely, for a five-foot-deep puddl e had

col l ected beneath a highway bridge. Instead, they drove al ong the
| ong, | oopy road that passed farm stands and several of the new housing
devel opnents. There was still a bite in the danp, green air, and

Carlin slipped on Gus's overcoat. She'd brought it with her to Florida
and kept it in her closet until her nother had conpl ai ned of water
seeping onto the floor. Carlin had thought she'd | eave what had
happened behi nd when she left school, but in Florida she had conti nued
to find black stones, on the back porch, in the kitchen sink, beneath
her pillow. She felt Gus's presence whenever she stepped out of the
sunlight, like a splash of water. Every norning, she had awoken to
find that her sheets were danp, the fabric gritty, as if sand had
drifted over the cotton.

Carlin's nother blamed the hum d air for soaking the bedcl othes, but
Carlin knew that wasn't the cause.

When at last the taxi drove through the village, Carlin took note of
the storm damage. Several of the old oaks on Main Street had been
split in two and the eagle in front of town hall had been permanently
tumbled fromits bronzed perch. Some of the big white houses woul d
have to be reroofed, but the Haddan School had been hit with the nost
severe danage, for the river had risen four feet above its highest

| evel, flooding the buildings, which had fortunately been enptied of
residents during spring break. Now, the sopping carpet in the library
woul d have to be torn up and renoved, and the parking | ot behind the
adm ni stration building was still being drained with a sunp punp

bel onging to the departnment of public works. Wrst affected had been
Chal k House, built so perilously close to the river. The house had
tilted and lurched as the river rose, at |ast whole sections of the
foundati on were swept away. Wen Billy Bishop, the town buil ding

i nspector, was called in, he announced there was nothing to do but take
t he whol e mess down before it fell down. It was an energency
situation, with the real possibility of structural collapse, and the
house was razed during vacation. Two afternoons and sone bul |l dozers
did the trick, and people fromtown not only gathered to watch, they
appl auded when the tinbers cane crashing down, and several |oca
children sw ped bricks to keep as souvenirs.

Students returning fromthe holidays cane back to a hole in the ground,
and al t hough several boys from Chal k House did not return after
vacation, stricken still with that dreadful flu, those boys who did
cone back were sent off to live with local fanmlies for the rest of the
year, until a new dormitory could be built. Some of these boys
grunbl ed about their new circunstances, and two were so of fended by
their |odgings they left school, but the rest settled in, and Billy and
Mari e Bishop grew so fond of their boarder, Dave Linden, they invited
himto spend the summer with themand in return, he nowed ~heir front

[ awn and clipped their hedges for the next three years.

Wt hout Chal k House in the way, Carlin now had a view of the river. She
was up in her roomadmring the expanse of water and willow trees, when



the black cat clinbed the trellis to her window |l edge. It was the hour
when the sky turned indigo and shadows fell across the grass in dark
pools. Carlin could tell fromthe way the cat came inside and the
proprietary manner in which it settled on her blankets that it had cone
to stay. Cats were sensible that way, when one owner left, they made
do wi th whoever was at hand, and sonetinmes the situation worked out
just fine.

Wien the cat noved in, Carlin knew that Abe had left town, and after
goi ng downstairs to find there was no answer at Betsy's door, she was
pl eased to di scover that M ss Chase had changed her mi nd

Not | ong afterward, the photograph Betsy had taken in Gus's room
arrived in the mail. For quite sone tine, Carlin kept it in a silver
fl ame beside her bed, until the inage began to fade.

She still thought about Gus when she swam laps in the pool and once she
felt himthere beside her, matching her strokes, cutting through the
wat er, but when she stopped to tread water she found she was alone. In

time, the weather grew too warmto wear his coat, and nothing surfaced
in the pockets anynore, not silver fish or black stones.

In the height of the fine weather, Carlin began swimring in the river,
at the hour when the light was pale and green. There were days when
she swam all the way to Hamilton and when she made her way back to
Haddan, the sky woul d al ready be dark. But soon enough dusk held off
until seven-thirty, and in June the evenings were light until eight. By
then, the fish had grown used to her, and they swam al ong besi de her

all the way hone.

t he end.



