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Boston, 1994
REPRI SAL
Pr ol ogue

She knew the dock watchman's rounds. She'd | earned his hours. Charis cane
down the dark wooden stairways at five forty-five, carrying her duffel and the
crutches. At the end of the fourth dock finger, past ghost boats softly
bunpi ng, whispering in the I ast of night, she found Bo-Peep, an ei ghteen-foot
hal f - decked strake-wood sloop with a cranped cockpit--an outboard, cocked and
covered, fastened to its transom

She sat by her duffel a few yards down, her back against a bollard, and laid
t he al um num crut ches across her |ap

Then she was still, and never noved as the night slid away and the day cane
on.
Frank Reed left the cottage in veiled dawn |ight, breakfast still warmin his

belly. He started down Slope Street, careful on night-danp cobbles, and

consci ous--as he rarely bothered to be--of settled near-perfection. Rem nded
of it, really, by having forgotten his weddi ng anniversary the day before ..
so stupid because he'd had it on his office cal endar, and then they' d cone out
to the island a couple of weeks ago and he'd forgotten

Had been remi nded pretty briskly, however --by Joanna, then Rebecca calling
fromthe college. Two rem nders of their twentieth weddi ng anni versary.
Twentieth. God al m ghty.

That interesting date, and a good breakfast this norning--ham steak, eggs over
easy, wheat toast, and Col onbi an coffee. A twenty-year nmarriage and a good
br eakf ast made for sone sel f-congratul ation

Heal th: very good for forty-three. Wbrk: coaching going well--one of the best
col | ege soccer teanms in New England. No conpl ai nts about work, except your
typi cal small-school budget for athletics. No football.

Cobbl est ones made for slippery wal king. Slope Street |ooked quaint, but a
si dewal k woul d be a definite plus. However, try to persuade these island
peopl e of that, talk about changi ng anythi ng--and good | uck.

At the foot of the hill, Frank turned right and strolled along Strand, the
town's main street, its pavenent shining danp fromthe night's sea mst, the
stores and shops still closed. It was too early for the nmorning's small ferry

| oad of summrer tourists.--That long ride through the islands, with three
tedi ous internedi ate stops, had been Asconsett's sal vation from beconing a
maj or tourist trap.

So, twenty years of a good marriage--and the lady still beautiful, even
mnth the breast thing. Twenty years, and a great kid out of it, Rebecca. No
ot her children--which nmeant no son, neant living in a house of wonen, which
had becone a pleasure in itself. But even so, no son, despite trying. If
Joanna had tried for a second kid, not secretly vetoed that.--Wwo knows? \Who
knows what wonen get up to with that nachinery of theirs? It runs the world,
and the men pl od al ong behind them wonderi ng what the hell happened.

"M. Reed ..." An older man wal king toward him-tall, balding man with a short
gray beard. Walking a little dog, sone sort of terrier. Man was wearing sl acks
and a white short-sleeved shirt.



"Morning." Frank recognized himas he went by. Had been fooled for a nonent by
the slacks and shirt.--Porter. Captain Hollis Porter. Had had that interesting
talk last week at the Hatch.

So, here was Anniversary Frank Reed--one of the plodders, no doubt. Hi s nother
had spent an afternoon with Joanna when he'd first brought her over to the
house. And all Megan Reed had said to himafterward was, "Frank, she's lovely
and she's smart as a whip and she | oves you--and son, you' ve got your work cut
out the rest of your life, because she's a kitten | doubt will ever nake a
cat."

Truer words never spoken. And his mother--no fool, a successful busi nesswonan
and a wi dow who'd rai sed her son al one--had |iked Joanna, |iked her very much.
But she'd seen the necessary protection and care, even though Joanna was

al ready sonebody, an achi ever at eighteen. She'd had her stuff published--new
young Radcliffe poet and so forth. ... People at Boston U., that had never net
her, already knew her nane. He'd gotten congratulations fromhis friends on
Joanna- congratul ati ons on those |ong | egs, too.

Frank stepped off the curb at Ropewal k, crossed the alley to stay on Strand.
He wal ked past the post office--still closed. But the grocery store,

Barkl ey's, down the block at the corner, was opening for business. M. Barkley
--with a gull's beak, a gull's sharp eye--and probably the tenth Barkley to
run the place, was setting out small fruit stands.

Passing him Frank said, "Good norning."
"--Mornin'."

So, twenty anniversary years ago, the South Boston boy, college student,
good athlete--but not quite in the young lady's |eague, let's face it--had
been very happy to accept that responsibility, to take what care of her he
could. ... And no regrets now for having done it.

Joanna' d wakened himlast night, at sone ungodly hour, whispering, "Hey,

What ' s-your-nane--1 didn't pick you up in that bar and bring you home, to not
get laid." Tough talk froma shy girl. It had taken himonly a few nonths of
marriage to confirmwhat his nother had said, to realize all Joanna's "I can
handle it" energy was arnor over softness, apprehension. Last night, she'd
said, "Does this feel good? Tell ne if what I"'mdoing ... tell ne if this
feel s good." Her hands on hi malways harsh, hard hands, callused fromrock
climbi ng, cave-scranbling. Stone and ropes. Wth words, and with rock and
ropes and caves, she was absolutely confident. It was life, it was peopl e,
that frightened her.

This | ooked to be becomi ng a bright norning, fine and cl ear. South-sout hwest
breeze. A perfect day for sailing, unless you liked a little nore sea running,
a heavier wind. One advantage of forty-three years' living; you |l earned not to
ask for trouble, weather or otherw se.

Bakery was open. Frank gl anced at himself in the store's plate glass as he

went by. Short, sturdy-looking man in a green wi ndbreaker, carrying a small

bl ue- and-whi te beer cooler in one hand. M ddl e-aged man in good shape. Still
had all his hair, graying ginger Irish hair.

Bost on peopl e had al ready known her name, had known her work. And when
he'd read Joanna's poens, at first he'd thought, hell, stuff is nothing Iike
her. ... But turned out that wasn't true. The |onger he knew her, the better
he understood that poetry and where it canme from It was |like verses to a song



she was singing to herself through the years. Private song made public.

Sonetimes unconfortable stuff to read--yes, there it was, nice steady breeze
com ng up the cross streets fromthe sea. Bringing fish snell with it--from
Manni ng' s, down on the dock. Still finding fish. But evidently not enough to
keep their boats, live the old fishing-fleet life.

Frank turned left, down Dock Street to the stairs.

The sea wind was stirring back and forth, eddying off the old brick buildings,
the much ol der, smaller, gray clapboard structures stepped down to the piers.
Rich, rich odors of fish and tarred wood and the sea. ... Four MIler beers
and two tuna sandwi ches in the cooler--two beers and one sandwi ch too many.
Have to watch the pot, be careful he didn't wind up |ike one of those fat
coaches couldn't denponstrate any noves at all

Frank went down wi de wooden steps past four fisher-crewren comng up out of
dawn m st. They had that awkward stonping way of noving ... didn't have their
land | egs yet. O der nen, m ddl e-aged. The young fishermen nmust be drifting
away, |eaving the island.

So, the twentieth anniversary--what was it, silver? bronze? Some netal. The
anni versary, a good breakfast, and an island sunrer to | ook forward to.

Al ready nore than two weeks of good sailing--even with the old man along for a
few days there. An interesting stretch of coastal water. Very interesting that
nmorni ng | ast week, even with old Louis aboard making a mess cleaning his
catch, grunbling about having to fish froma sailboat. Used to | ake fishing in
that canoe, for God's sake.

Frank turned |l eft across the |anding, and down the last flight of wooden
stairs to the | ease dock. Sone of the docks al ong here were doubled, with
another pier platformbuilt eight feet beneath them for unloading into the

war ehouse basenents. ... The shadow of night was noving across Asconsett Bay,
drifting west as sunlight heated clouds red-gold over the Atlantic. The

i sland's fishing boats were already out and rigged, two of themtracking white
wakes t hrough the bay's dark water.

Frank's sneakers thunped softly on the pier decking. Water noved through the
pilings a dozen feet beneath him between the planks, he could see it flicker
and stir. It was a pleasure. Church or no church, it had al ways seened a
natural, an unarguable thing that man, that all life had conme fromthe
sea.--Fromwhere else? Dry dirt? Enpty air?

He wal ked down the | ease dock, past two Hunter sloops with their fancy preset
rigging. Yet to see one of those beauties out. There was a ketch that did go
out.

Lease, don't buy had seened sensible, concerning boats. How many friends they
knew who were stuck with boats, sone big boats, that they took out only a few
times a year. ... Even so, if you only | eased, you never really had a boat.

Bobby Moffit was hal fway down the first dock finger, setting out paint and
tarps to work on a four-oar dory he'd been sanding for a week. Mdffit |ooked a
little drunk, even this early in the norning. Looked old, too. Years, and
booze, and fishing in hard weat her were weari ng Bobby out.

Frank wal ked along to the fourth finger, turned down it, and saw a boy--no, a
girl--sitting out there beside a small blue zipper duffel. Angled netal
crutches lay across her lap, alum numshining red in sunrise |ight.



Ni ce-1ooking girl, tall and slender, dark-blond hair up under a red basebal
cap --Cardinals cap. The duffel appeared to be new.

Wh
"... H. Could you tell me if this is C dock?"
"Yes, it is--it's the | ease dock."

"Ch. Well, | thought it was."

"Sonmebody picking you up?" Frank | oosed Bo-Peep's stern line ... the heavy
nylon stiff wth night danpness.

"Supposed to, |ast night--yesterday evening --but |I guess they changed their
mnds." The girl smled, seemed to think it was pretty funny.

"And you waited down here all night?" Frank | oose-coiled the line, tossed it
over into Bo-Peep's cockpit.

"I thought maybe they were just late, you know We were talking, yesterday,
and | told them|'d never been out sailing, and they were going to take ne out
for a while. Monlight ... moonlight sailing. | thought it was nore definite
than it was." She got up with some difficulty, hauled herself up on the

crut ches.

Don't say it, Frank said to hinself, and said, "Listen, then how about a
sunrise sail? Couple of hours out--couple of hours back. Wuld you want to do
that? ... Nane's Frank Reed, by the way."

"Charis. Charis Langenberg." She stood | eaning on her crutches, |ooked at
Frank and the boat. Her eyes were hazel, and slightly sl anted.

"I guarantee we won't sink. An absol ute guarantee.”

A pause, considering. Then a second smile, better than the one before. "Wl
if it's an absolute guarantee. And you're sure you don't mi nd?"

"I"d I'i ke the conpany."
A good two hours out, and the girl hadn't been seasick, thank God.

Al so seened pl eased to get wet when Bo-Peep swung across the wind on a new
tack. She'd sat there in the cockpit, very solemm at first, |ooking out over
t he bay--and now didn't appear to mnd the open sea. Seermed to enjoy it.

When he'd hel ped her onto the boat, gotten her into a life jacket and settled
her on the small cockpit's cushions clear of the tiller, she'd laid the netal
crutches down along the devil, and said, "Accident, when | was in high
school . "

The wind was fair, the weather mld and clear as gl ass. Bo-Peep was a plain
boat, down-east and broad in the beam-a solid little sailer with that deeper
seat in the sea that wooden boats seenmed to have. You could weight a
fiberglass keel very heavy, and still the boat would have a faint vibration to
it under way, a little of that milk-jug high-floating feeling.

"Tell me when you want a sandwich. |'ve got two tunas. And beer."

"I don't need anything, thanks." She'd put on dark gl asses.



"You'll get hungry. And it's an extra sandwi ch |I probably shoul dn't have,
anyway. So you take it whenever you're ready."

"... Okay. And thanks, M. Reed. Thanks for taking me out."
"No thanks necessary. Sailing's better with company."

The sea had been nmking up, but only very slightly, a cross fetch that lifted
Bo- Peep, swung her a little starboard as she ran--wonderful easy sailing.
Early sumrer weather, and a good day to be out. The sea col ors show ng vari ous
jade. ... A shane the college hadn't been built on the coast instead of
mdstate, in the hills. They would have the sea year-round then

"How far are we out?"

"Ch, a fewnmniles."

"Too far to swi mback, | guess."

"Too far in these waters. Mich too cold.-You want to hold the tiller?"

The girl thought about it. Careful, Frank supposed, with a cripple's caution
"... If it's okay."

"It's okay. Piece of cake. Here-scoot over here. ... That's it. Now put your
right armover the tiller as if it was a friend' s shoul der. Good. Charis,
that's good. Now, just hold her steady as she goes--you like those nautica
terns?"

"Yes, | do." And she hung on, seened a happy girl now, peering forward from
under the baseball cap's brim There was sea spray on her gl asses.

Good deed, Frank thought, and stepped al ong the Bo-Peep's cable-strand rail to
t he bow, then around and back, checking her rigging. It occurred to him-well,
he'd been considering it before--that with field hockey now a solid O ynpic
sport, it made a natural |ow cost adjunct to soccer. Low cost being the key,

of course, as far as coll ege adm nistrati on was concer ned.

A good game, too. An interesting gane--about which, of course, he knew
damm-all, but he could | earn. Fast gane, ancient game with sone violence to
it, but not as rough as lacrosse. ... Grls' gane and nmen's game. East I|ndians
pl ayed the hell out of field hockey. Be interesting to coach, and it was
definitely comng on, particularly in schools with no football budget. Talk to
Perry, see what the board thought about it.

The girl still steering pretty well. Cross swell was throwi ng her off a
little, sagging to leeward just a bit. She didn't know to correct for that.

"Pull left--toward you--just a little bit. You're doing a really good job.
Wieel's a | ot easier than that tiller."

"This much?"

"That much ... that's just right. And | think we've earned an early | unch
mate. " He ducked under the hal f-deck, retrieved the snmall cool er, and opened
it.

"Beer okay? | have sonme Cokes stowed if you want."



"No, beer's fine."

Frank passed her a sandwi ch and an open can of beer. "You want to sit back
where you were, |I'Il take the helm"

Bo- Peep was riding |arboard up, so the girl was awkward getting to her feet to
change seating on the slant. The boat bucked a little as Frank slid in to take
her place, and he felt quick cold run down his back

"Ch god-danmit, | spilled beer all over your life thing--your life jacket."
"No problenm it's been spilled on before.™

"Ch, it'll snell. Do you have anot her one?"

"Two nmore in the |locker--don't worry about it.

"No, please take it off and I'Il rinse it in the ocean. It'll snell. So stupid
of me. " Sounded al nost in tears. Any clunsiness probably a rem nder of her
handi cap.

"Really, it's no big deal. Here, hang on to the tiller." Frank unbuckled the

j acket and shrugged out of it. Then, balancing to the boat's notion, he raised
the transom s cushi oned seat, knelt up beside it, and | eaned over to lift
another life jacket out of the |ocker. Boat was pitching; she nmustn't have a
good grip on the tiller.

There was an instant of sudden hard pressure against the small of his
back--that becane terrific pressure and he was up in the air w thout know ng
why. Up in the air upside down and goi ng over--and saw the girl from upside
down and she was | eaning with her shoul ders back agai nst the edge of the
hal f -deck, both legs still straight out fromthe effort of her kick

And he was goi ng over, and thought he could hold on to the cable rail as he
went. Al nost did. A nost, but not quite. The | everage snapped it out of his
grip and he was over and down into the sea.

Col d cane as he sank, and he swam and rose ... rose up into the air--caught
his breath and saw Bo-Peep sailing away, already yards past and goi ng

Frank kicked | evel and began to swimafter, swimbetter than he ever had, and
faster. Wat m stake, what m stake? And revi ewed what becane nore real as he
swam and grew cal mer, swi nmm ng, and first thought about what clunsiness m ght
have struck the girl--what saving herself froma fall nmight have ended in

ki cking himover into the sea. ... Then decided there couldn't have been such
cl unsi ness.

He rai sed his head, spit salt water, and shouted, "LET GO ALL LINES! TILLER
HARD OVER' " Still swimrng, still swimring fast, bucking swells. ... Went
under cold salt water and canme up--raised his head to shout again, and saw
bri ghtness off the boat as the girl tossed her crutches overboard. And stil
swi mmi ng, he saw her take the baseball cap off and shake her long hair free.
Dar k- bl ond hair that bannered out in the wind. And she junped to the sheets
and nicely cl ose-haul ed Bo-Peep due south, so the boat ran fast and free.

The girl | ooked back once as Frank still swam She |ooked back with little
interest, then turned and sat to the tiller, steadied, and settled on her
course ... sailing the boat very well. Sailing away.

Frank stopped swinmring, lifted his head and shouted, "Wy ...?" Too far, now,



for her to have heard him

Charis, holding a true course south through the day, ate both sandw ches,
drank two beers--and was very hungry agai n by night, when Bo-Peep ran through
nmoonl i ght along the line of breakers to Peck's Cove beach

She left the tiller then, let the boat sway and slide into the fetch of the
waves, turning, broaching beneath their crests. The beach was a noonlit line
of white a hundred yards off when she ran her left armthrough her small
duffel's handles, then stepped up and over the | andward cable rail. She

bal anced to a sudden lurch and drop--then, on the rise, dove sliding into the
ni ghttinme sea

Chapter One

Joanna dreaned the ocean had brought Frank home, delivered himin a rush of
br eaki ng waves up the wal k, so seawater thunped and foamed agai nst the cottage
door ... ran under and soaked the rag rug there.

She dreamed he stood up |aughing on the stoop, dripping salt water, stonping
squel chi ng sneakers, and called to be let in.

Joanna dreamed she rose, went out into the hall and down the narrow stairs,
trailing her fingers al ong white-painted pine paneling. Then, in the
entranceway, saw the puddl e spreading on the floor. Rag rug woul d be stained
for sure with salt, she thought--and with that hesitation, woke, and | ost her
chance to open the door and let himin.

She lay in bed, rigid as if terrified, and felt an agony of strangling sorrow
rising in her chest, so severe, so dire, it frightened her. It rose, stopped
her breath, then exploded in a muffl ed how . Rage and regret. After a while,
she grew | ess noisy, and only wept into her pillow.

Fi ni shed, she sat up into late nmorning light, blew her nose on a Kleenex from
t he bedside table, and got up to pee and take her shower. For the past week,
Frank's ashes scattered on the hill, she'd slept naked, wi thout her usua
T-shirt ... as if, she supposed, to lure himalive and hone to her. Her
body--a few years fromforty, long, lean, and lightly Indian brown even in
deep winters--still seened sufficient to call a man home to her, even with the
right breast gone ... replaced by a pale fading scar curving across and up to
her arnmpit. Even with this brutal lack, this mssing, surely a man nust |ike
the rest--a good body, nuscled and snpboth, matched by an al nost | ndian face,
strong-nosed and hi gh-cheekboned, its eyes the near black her grandnother's
had been, darkened by Mhegan bl ood.

One of her poens--only one, "An Amazon"--had been witten in coment on her
breast, lost to cancer. Joanna traced the |long, curved scar with a finger as
she turned, rinsing ... chanting the poemover the shower's white sound.

My right breast, sliced away and gone, Permitted the bow such a sweeter draw,
That willing | whistled a tit so-long, Rode out to fight, and in slicing saw
New freedonms for my sword armis swing, In raids fromour steppe to the ocean
I found the plus that minus can bring, Wth those pl easures of easier notion
Aren't one-breast wonmen who can fight, Conpleter than weak two-titted | adies?
For by war is darkness beaten to light, And bright heavens hamered from
Hades.

Joanna lifted her |ong, soaked hair to rinse again, the shower spraying
nmeager and barely warm as if fresh water here on the island was shy in the
presence of the ocean.



""The plus that mnus can bring ...
Fr ank.

But not hing had been won in | osing

"Mom |'ve registered for ny courses, and |'mgoing to do the sumer session
| really don't want to stay out here, and | don't know why you want to."
Rebecca' s round inel egant face--her father's face, and intended to be
merry-still slightly pale with shock, blue eyes nilky with pain and confusion
Too sudden and early a |l oss for her.

A conversation on Sand Hill, the Iong slopes of the hillside--duneside,
really--furred with sea grass, tangles of sea grape. A conversation as they'd
wal ked across and down to the cottage, the small bronze jar held enpty in the
crook of Joanna's arm There hadn't been many at Frank's nmenorial on the
mai nl and, at Wiite River--the college's faculty scattered for the sumer. Eric
and Donna'd been there. Susan Thom -who, Joanna suspected, had been half in
love with Frank for years--weeping in the chapel. Susan had gone out to soccer
ganes i nnunerabl e; nmore of themthan Joanna had.

Those, and maybe two dozen others ... the dean, the MCreedys, Dornmann from
Mat h, and his inprobable wife. Jerry Conner, and sone sumer-session students,
graduat e students who'd known Frank, played ball for him sweated to his jokes
and whistl e.

Coach Reed.

Good-bye to Coach Reed in a fieldstone chapel --fake Norman, like all the old
col I ege buil di ngs--but beautiful, cupped in green hills.

The fiel dstone--streaked wi th karst |inestone--had been Professor Budw ng's
clue years before, a geologist's notice of which ridge to search to find a
possi bl e cave. And he'd found it six years later, the only major |inestone pit
and nultimle galleries in the state. A labyrinth of passages, pitches--and
two duck-unders in the Wiite River, running deep beneath its hills in the
dark. A caver's dream-by far the | argest, nost extensive of the few big
caverns di scovered in New Engl and

Mer |l e Budwi ng had been a notable caver, and his "Concave" a notable find.
Budwi ng had confirmed it only a few nmonths after Joanna joined the Mdstate
Gotto. Confirmed it past its narrow scrub-grown entrance--then, in only a few
yards and not yet anchored, not yet rigged, he'd slid into a chute, thirty

st eep down-slope feet of wet slime-clay.

Chris Leong and Terry Parsons had foll owed Budwi ng in, heard the sudden
struggle as he slid down ... then suddenly no sound except a | ong descendi ng
shout, not really a scream A shout that ran out of breath many silent seconds
before a dull and distant sound of inpact al nost four hundred feet down.

It was a record pit for the state, for all New Engl and--and one of the deepest
in the country. A geological surprise, a TAG cave, a Tennessee Al abama

Ceorgi a-type |inestone cave where none were supposed to be, thanks to
Whi t estone Ridge--a lone coral reef in a Laurasian sea, forty-two mllion
years before--and the Wite River, that had sculpted it, holl owed and carved
it all the ages afterward.

Joanna's first major caving with M dstate had been the body rescue. They'd
anchored at Concave's nouth, and doubl e-roped down the chute. Then the |ong
pit rappel down four hundred feet of 7/16th Blue Water |1, a slender spiderweb
strand of rope vanishing into descending dark, silence, vastness.



Mer | e Budwi ng, cave-cool, danmp and undisturbed, lay waiting for themon slide
shale far, far below, al one except for small skeletons of animals who'd fallen
his forty-story fall, but years or centuries or mllennia before.

Prof essor Budwi ng's nmenorial had al so been held in the coll ege chapel. But
that had been mdterm and the chapel crowded with faculty and students, and
cavers fromaround the country.

For Frank, last week, only a fewthirty, forty people from sumer session--sat
in the pine pews, listening to Father Hayes's Episcopal and neasured
conpl i ments.

Joanna's father, conme fromupstate, had sat at the back of the chapel, aged,
bul ky, noncommittal through the service. Louis Bernard hadn't been i npressed
by Frank. "A pleasant young man," he'd said to Joanna, the first tine he'd net
him "--1s there anything nore?" The "there" alnost a "zere," a touch of
Quebec still sounding fromhis childhood. ... Her father always superior, a
little snotty to Frank, rude even when Frank took the old man out two weeks
ago--during a visit fromhell--and let himfish off the Bo-Peep, ness her up
with fish guts.

Only those few attended the nenorial at Wiite River--and none except Rebecca's
roonmat e canme back across the state and out to Asconsett |sland afterward.
Only the three of themto watch Frank Reed's ashes, and tiny white chips of
his bones, go spilling, drifting on the wind of a breezy, bright sunmer

aft ernoon. CGood sailing weat her

"Rebecca, | have things | need to do." Mther and daughter in

hi | | si de--dunesi de--conversation, starting down a |long path eroded in soft
sliding sand. Both slipping a little as they stepped. Asconsett Townshi p had
been considering setting wooden staircases into Sand HI1l, fromthe town on up
to the ridge ... had been considering it for three hundred years.

"Mom -things to do out here?"

"That's right. Did you bring the al bunms?" Joanna, stepping down sideways, had
had a vision of herself tripping, rolling down the I ong slope clutching the
little bronze jar. Tunbling down the hill with Rebecca crying after her

"Yes, | brought the albums. | went out to the house and got them and al
t hose ol d boxes of photographs fromupstairs. W brought themout; they're
still in the car."

" Cood. "

"That's really--1 think it's really the worst thing you could do is go through
all that, with Daddy ... Daddy just gone." The sl ope of sand shifting beneath
their feet.

"l want them Rebecca. | want to be able to | ook at them"

"Mom you should be horme. We don't know anybody out here. You just rented a
summer cottage and that's it, and you need to be home. All our friends are
there ... and sonebody has to get the mail sometine. Francie's called."

"Rebecca, you had a chance to stay in the house instead of on canpus. You
chose the dorm as an independence thing--fine. So now there are two
instructors in our house, paying us three nonths' sumer rent. ... If you were
so worried about the house and the mail, you should have stayed there. It was
your choice."



"Mom |'mnot worried about the house. ... You could cone back and stay with
Li anne. "

"Ch, wonderful. Wat a prospect, having the MCreedys for confort.--And as far
as the mail is concerned, you can pick it up. It's not too much to ask for you
to drive out to the house. ... Wen can you get your car?" The going had
gotten easier, less steep. Tall sea grass grew in runs and bunches.

"It was the fuel punp. M. Lubeck said in a couple of days.

"Ckay. Have himjust charge it to us."

"Al'l right.--And he said he was terribly sorry about Daddy.

"Anice man.--So it's not too much for you to drive out and get the mail from
the renters.”

"Il go get it.

"--Because your father and | cane out for the sumrer, and | ... | want to stay
here a little while."

Wal ki ng down across the duneside ... two wonen having lost a man at sea. By no
means the first for this little island's old whaling and fishing port. How
many wonen in dark and heavy dresses had wal ked this sand and sea grass, had

| ooked out over the paths down to steep streets of white cl apboard houses,
gray cl apboard houses ... out to the small harbor's bay, and the Atlantic.

And each wonman taken by surprise--after no natter how nany years of
apprehension. Still a sickening surprise, as if they'd never heard of
drowning. As if their husband, their father, their son, was the first man ever
to go out and drown in the sea.

"Mom okay. I'd just like to know when you're planning on com ng hone."
Rebecca's voice had risen slightly in pitch the past few days, becone faintly
childi sh. She'd stepped back a year or two, wounded ... and three days after

the nmenorial had had to be driven over fromcollege--the old Chevy in
col | apse--driven to Post Port and acconpanied out to the island by her
roommate, an older girl, a student picking up sunmer credits.

This girl--young wonman--had waited for themat the bottomof the hill. Very
qui et, and seenmed to find Joanna interesting. Perhaps checki ng out w dowhood,
| oss--though apparently already famliar with | oss of another sort. "Aw ul
abuse, really disgusting," Rebecca had said, "--when she was a little girl.

"I"d just like to know how | ong."

"Rebecca, | don't know. | have sonme things to do out here."
"Well, do you want me to stay? | can stay."
"No, sweetheart. Go back and do your classes. Summer credits will give you an

advant age for your sophonore year."
"I can stay."

"I don't need you.--1 don't nean | don't need you; | nean not right now. "



"... Al right."

Relief in her voice. And it had seened to Joanna they both wanted to be away
fromeach other for a while. Have Frank to thensel ves in nenory.

Two wonen, nother and daughter, wal king down a sumer sandhill through
sunshi ne and bl owi ng sea grass, the little bronze jar sun-warm under Joanna's
arm Below, the small island ferry, fresh-painted white and green, had cone
in. Tourists had been filing off it, walking down Strand Street. ... And at
the foot of the path, the waiting roommte--tall, pretty, her dark-blond hair
coiled up in a French knot --had stood slender in a sonber slate-gray
long-skirted dress with a white collar. She'd been | ooking up at them
apparently observing sorrow.

Joanna soaped and rinsed, rinsed again in rusty water. She cupped her single
breast, then put her right hand down to cover her vulva, held it, pressed it

gently for confort. ... Still a woman. But not beautiful enough to call back
t he dead.
She turned off the water, stepped out of the stall, and stood drying herself

on a towel that snelled of salt, a worn towel --one of the |ight-green ones,
brought out for the summer. She thought, as she dried, that she should shave
her legs. ... Maybe tonmorrow. And she'd be shaving them now, only so no wonman
woul d notice she needed to.

A poor reason to do it. A poor reason to do anything.

Joanna went into the bedroom sorted through her top dresser drawer for
panties and bra--its right cup filled with her foam prosthesis--and while she
was doing that, called absolutely w thout thinking.

"Frank. "

Hadn't even thought about it. It just came out.

But now that she realized, Joanna did it again, to hear the sound of it.
"Frank? ... Frank!"

Waited for an answer. Waited for a sound. As if she mi ght be di scovering one
of the great secrets of the ages--a new thing, a thing no one had ever thought
of before. To sinmply call the dead and force themto answer.

"Frank!" As if she were angry with himfor not answering. That would make the
calling stronger. ... And knowing it was so sad, so foolish, she neverthel ess
couldn't stop calling and wal ked out of the bedroom and called down the
stairs. "Frank?" Soft inquiry, in case soft calling was what was needed, after
all.

She went naked down the stairs to the entrance hall, walked into the living
room and called his nanme. And since he hadn't answered, it meant he m ght
answer, mght be somewhere else in the house.

She was afraid to go outside into the sunshine. If she kept calling there, she
t hought she wouldn't be able to stop, but would wal k down the front steps and
out into the street and go on down the hill to town past the cottages and
fishernen's houses. Naked and calling her husband until the police or firenen
cane. Or wonen cane out of the houses and put a bl anket around her

It was a shock to realize how nmuch she'd | oved him She'd known it, but not



how much. And he was only a man, not terribly special. Not terribly special
It was that tenderness of his not being special that she had | oved. And now
she knew it freshly, as if she'd felt no sorrow before.

Joanna call ed once nore, just in case, then went upstairs to get dressed.
Chapter Two

"I just don't understand that |anguage. | don't have any feeling for it at
all." Rebecca put her books down on their study table. Spanish was her only
earl y-nmorning class today; she didn't have another class until after |unch

"You'll get it." Charis was sitting at the other side of their table, reading
maki ng notes. She al ways made notes.

"Meani ng you'll help ne get it."
"That's right."
"You shouldn't have to do that ... spend time helping with my work."

Charis | ooked up from her book; her eyes were colored a conplicated topaz.

Beauti ful eyes, of course. "I like to help you, Rebecca --and you've had a bad
tinme."

"Well, | have ... and you've really been a friend, Charis, not just a
roommat e." Rebecca sat at the table, and slid her Spanish textbook farther
away. "--And | hear it gets harder the second year."

"What ?"

"Spani sh--and | have to take two years, and then Spanish Literature. | just

think it's an unfair requirenent."

Charis closed her book. "No, it isn't. If you go to the trouble of |earning a
| anguage, then you ought to read the best that |anguage has produced.”

"I just don't want to do it ... any of it." Rebecca thought there was no good
reason to be crying --sure as hell not over fucking Spanish.

"Ch, sweetheart " Charis got up, came over and bent down to hug her. "Cone
on ... cone on." Charis was wearing a man's white dress shirt and jeans and
sneakers, and she | ooked |ike a goddamm nodel

"And you | ook like a goddamm nodel ," Rebecca said, and tried to catch her

breath, stop crying.
"No, | don't."

"Yes, you do."

"Shhh ..."

"I still don't believe it, that Daddy's gone. | forget it for a minute, and
then | renenber it and it's all new and terrible."

"It'll take time."

"Charis, there's been tinme, and it's still just as bad.--You have a tissue?"



"A bandanna. A week or two, isn't tine."

"I don't want to use your bandanna." Rebecca got up and went to her dresser
for a tissue. "And you've been really great--going to the menorial at the
chapel , and then taking nme out to Asconsett ... when we scattered the ashes.”

"I was glad to do that, Rebecca. The service, and going out to the island.

t hought you and your nomdid a proper thing, a good thing, out there." Charis
sat down again, opened her notebook

"Right, starting with a real treat for you at the chapel." Rebecca took
anot her tissue, and went back to sit at the table. "--Getting to neet the
sumer faculty leftovers and a few friends, and ny grandfather--who's the only
man left in our famly--and Momis New York agent. Both of themreally nice,

but a little weird." Rebecca bl ew her nose. "My grandfather Louis is very
eccentric. ... Well, he's pretty old. He used to walk like a soldier, you
know, striding around? And now he wal ks like an old man. And it's so sad ..
those little ol d-man steps.™

"But he | oves you. They all care about you."

"Charis, | know they do--but not the way Daddy cared about me. And | know
sound |i ke some stupid child."

"No, you don't. And you still have your nother."

"Ch, tell nme about it." Rebecca thought she'd start crying again if she just
sat there, so she got up and went to her closet--what the college called a
cl oset. None of the dormroonms had big enough cl osets.

"Your nother's ... formdable."

"That's the word." Rebecca | ooked through her clothes. She'd been feeling fat
all norning in this ridiculous skirt and blouse. She'd |ike to wear chinos and
just a T-shirt, but fromthe back-and nost people didn't worry about what they
| ooked li ke fromthe back--in those pants she'd | ook |ike a pigeon wal ki ng
around. A five-foot-tall pigeon. The chinos had been anot her dunmb purchase.

"--So, | don't think you need to worry about her handling this."

"Worry about my nother? Charis, my nother ... Joanna Reed was always able to
handl e anyt hi ng."

"I ncl udi ng you?"

"Hey, absolutely." Rebecca noved hangers, considered her sumer dresses. What
was the problen? Wiy didn't she have just one thing that | ooked good on her
...? "Charis, you have to understand that Daddy was special. He was the one in
our family who did the ordinary things that had to be done. My nother is the
extraordi nary one. She does the things other people are afraid to do."

"Can be scary, that kind of energy."
turned to a fresh page.

Charis had filled a page with notes; she

"It does scare ne. It did, anyway, when | was a kid." There was a nice dress,
short sleeves ... and of course it was deep pink and made her | ook like a
candy apple. "--My nother's not |ike other people, and she knows she's not
like other people. And | think there's this sort of contenmpt, you know. She's
very nice, she's kind, but there's this sort of quiet contenpt for people who



aren't ... special."

"Meani ng you, as not being special." Charis didn't |ook up fromwhat she was
doi ng--not being rude, just doing two things at once. Wen they started

room ng together, first of the sumer session--and Charis had cone up to
Rebecca at registration, and talked with her, and then out of the blue had
asked if they could roomtogether--Rebecca had t hought she was rude when she
kept working like that while they were talking, having a conversation. But it
was just sonething she did ... something nost people couldn't do, probably.

"--Absolutely meaning me as not being special. Charis, she loves nme, | know
she I oves me, but there's this "And what is ny plunp, not very pretty, not

terribly intelligent, and slightly disappointing little daughter up to now?
Probably not nmuch."--And nmy dad just didn't think that way about ne. | could

"Rel ax?"

"Exactly. | could relax with him Charis. And now | don't have that, and I|'I
never have that again, and it--yes, it does scare me. You bet." She | ooked
t hrough the closet again. Nothing that did anything for her. And she kept

buying stuff ... it was ridiculous. "You can relax with ne, Rebecca."

"Not if you were ny nother instead of nmy roommate, | couldn't. You're another
one of those ... beautiful achievers. It's just not fair."

"I"'mnot that at all, Rebecca.--And you are intelligent and attractive."

"Ch, sure." Rebecca closed the cl oset door

"And as far as "fair" goes, |'ve heard of that rare bird." Charis closed her
not ebook. "--But |'ve never seen it."

"Well, ny father made up for a lot of that unfairness, for me. He was really a
wonder ful man--1 |oved him and you would have liked him Charis. People |iked

ny dad; he was very good."

"Tell you what | think." Charis stood, and gathered her books. "--1've got
Engletree's class, and | have to stop at the library after that. But then we
can neet at the Giddle for lunch, if you want to."

"Ckay. "

"--Tell you what | think, Rebecca. | think your dad's goodness lives on in you

and you should be proud of that, and not take advantage of his death to
feel sorry for yourself." She slid her books into her old black bookbag, and
touched Rebecca's cheek as she wal ked out of the room Rebecca heard her
talking to Grace Marcus for a nonment, in the hall

"I"'mnot satisfied," Joanna said, sat back and waited. He'd given her an
unconfortabl e | adder-back chair in a small sunny office--Asconsett Island's
usual white-painted pine paneling ... its usual big doubl e-paned w ndows
| ooki ng out to sea. The chief constable's office was second-floor back; his
secretary's and deputies' desks below Cells, she supposed, were in the
bui I di ng' s basenent.

"Well," the chief said, "--here's the thing." H s "here" was Asconsett's
down-east he-ah. "Here's the thing, Ms. Reed--Professor."

""Ms. Reed" is fine."



"Ckay. Wll, I'"'mgoing to be very direct with you. The Coast Guard is

sati sfied--the commander over at Post Port is satisfied, Comander Anderson
The state police are satisfied--you call in and ask them ... And what counts
out here, is that I'msatisfied." Carl Early sat back in what seened to be a
much nore confortable chair, and | ooked at her across a gray steel desk.

The chi ef constable was al nost startlingly handsone, an elderly novie star
wi t h el egant cheekbones, parchnent skin, perfectly blue eyes--eyes a little
bored, uninterested--and wonderful hair, thick snow, conbed straight back
Very handsone, and had been tall and sl ender when he'd stood to greet her
Neatly dressed as well, in a light-blue sumer sharkskin suit.

Joanna supposed the chief's wi fe nust always have been uneasy about his
off-island trips on business ... duty trips that took himaway fromher to
Bost on, Providence, Portland. Ms. Early nmust have had troubl ed visions of
beautiful Carl in his hotel roomw th sone wonan he'd only just net. Just met
that afternoon.

"--1'"'mthe senior |aw enforcenent officer for seventeen islands along the
coast, Professor --Ms. Reed. For this whole county. It's an elective post,
same as some mainland sheriffs. And | have not had this job, haven't kept this
job for over twenty years, by being carel ess.”

"I didn't say your people had been careless. | said |I'mnot satisfied. Frank
never--and | nean never--sailed without a life jacket on. He's ... he sailed
since he was a little boy, and he always wore a life jacket. He never all owed
anyone to sail with himunless they wore one. He was a fanatic on that; he
taught boating safety for the squadron when he Iived down in d oucester."

Joanna felt herself getting out of breath, hurrying to say her say. "--And
al so, Frank sailed all his life and he never just fell off a boat--much Iess
fell off a boat in good weather on a cal msea!"

Carl Early sat and | ooked at Joanna, an old man exam ning a worman who mi ght
have been his daughter. He sat for alnobst a minute w thout saying anything--a
silence that nmust have been useful dealing with | obster-pot thieves and

m sbehaving tourists. ... Useful dealing with bereaved wonmen, too. Joanna was
surprised to find she wi shed her father had stayed after the service and cone
out to Asconsett again, at |least for a few days. The chief constable would
have found Louis a tougher article to handle--a surly old French-Canadi an, a
retired | awyer, and uni npressed by handsonme bl ue Angl o eyes.

"--So, that's why | don't believe it." Wong thing to say. Chief Early nade a
pati ent face, mnmust have heard other women say they didn't believe it. "I do

| can believe Frank--just once, just once--didn't wear a life jacket. |
can believe he once, just this once, fell off his boat on a cal msea. But |
can't believe he did both those things." Early's face still set in weary
patience. "--ally didn't know him If you'd known Frank, you'd know it
coul dn't have happened like that!"

A sigh. "wWell, if it didn't happen |like that, Ms. Reed--then how do you think
it did happen? Your husband was found a nile off Little Shell, and he'd
drowned and he didn't have a preserver on. H's boat was found beached and
busted, drifted way down the coast."

"l don't know. But not |ike that. Not that kind of accident."”

The constabl e surprised Joanna by reaching across his desk--reached over, his
hand held out. Joanna didn't know what to do, it was so odd. It was



enbarrassing, too enbarrassing not to take his hand. He had a strong dry grip,
a politician's grip.

"Now, Ms. Reed, you listen to ne. | worked on |obster boats, fishing boats,
all the time | grew up and years after that. | still go out. I've been a
seaman and known seanen all ny life." He rel eased her hand, sat back in his
chair. "--1 sailed fromthe time | was a little kid, everything there was to
sail, and | can still run anything that floats, and that's a fact. And | can
tell you as a fact that when a man is out by hinself --especially, especially
if he's sailed for a long time and never had any trouble--1 can tell you that
a man will sometinmes take things easy, let things go a little, not bother

getting into a jacket. It's just sinple human nature." The handsonme head

nodded agreement with itself.
"--.1"ve done it, and |'ve seen a |lot of drowned people and | know better. But
|"ve still done it. What a man tells his wife he does when his wife and kids
are with him-is not exactly what he does when he's out there on his own. And
that's a fact."

"Chief. ... Al right. So, Frank--who never sailed without a life jacket on
no matter what you say--decided to do that. And then he just happened to fal
of f his boat--another thing that never happened before."

"--And that's exactly right, Ms. Reed. What you just said is exactly right.
Your husband made a m stake--and then there was an accident. And just that way
is how nen are drowned at sea. That's all it takes, and |I've seen it many
times. Things that m ght happen on | and--a mi stake, and then sone dunb
accident right after that--you get away with it. But not at sea." The chief
shook his head. His hair was really remarkable, white hair so strong and
thick, so perfectly white it seemed that that was what hair was nmeant to be,
and any other color not quite right. "--That's how all nen are killed at sea,
Ms. Reed, except in wartime. There's a m stake, then just one nore thing
happens, and that's that."

"All right. ... Al right. | happen to know that wasn't true with Frank, but
you think I'mjust being ridiculous."

“"No, | don't. | think--"
"Ch the hell you don't!"

Cold blue eyes, now "If you'll just be quiet a mnute, Ms. Reed. I'Il tel
you what | do think. ... | think you're trying to make sone sense out of a
tragedy. That such a terrible thing could have happened by just a little

carel essness, by just a stupid accident. And what |'ve been trying to tell you
is that nost terrible things happen just that way."

"And that's it--that's the only way he coul d have died?"

"I'f you're tal king about foul play, Ms. Reed--unless you kept sonething back
fromny deputy when he tal ked with you about this case--if you're talking
about foul play, because supposedly there was no reason for anyone to harm
your husband. No money involved: no big inheritance; no big insurance; no
ganbl i ng debts. And no known personal enem es." He shook his head at the |ack
"And no ... intimate involvenent with another person by either of you to cause
that kind of trouble. Now, is that right, Ms. Reed? O do you have sonet hi ng
else to tell ne?"

"No, | don't. | had no other "involvenments," and neither did he. There was no
reason for anyone to hurt Frank."



"Al'l right. And the county coroner and a Coast Guard physician both exani ned
your husband--and except for a bruise at the small of his back, probably from
goi ng over the cable rail when he went, there wasn't a mark on him-and al so
let me tell you sonething, Ms. Reed. " Joanna watched the chief's left
hand, |ying relaxed on his desk as he tal ked. Was there the finest trenor
there? Notice that his handsonme and formn dabl e machi nery was beginning to
decay? There was certainly a fine trenor.

"--Let ne tell you, | attended the FBI Acadeny at Quantico. | have attended
many cl asses and training prograns with the state police. | have worked on a
nunber of serious crines out here through the years, very serious

fel oni es--including hom cides, you name it. They are not angels working these
waters out here. And we don't always get sunmer tourist angels out here,
either--"

“I'"'msure--"

"So, when we get a death, we damm well check it out. | want you to understand
that.--1 do not take any drowning as an accident until ny people have checked
it out. You were asked right up front, day or two after we had to notify
you--you were asked if there was any party at all who m ght have had an
interest in harmng your husband--"

"l said there wasn't."

"Well, if that's true, Ms. Reed, then what are we tal king about, here? Aren't
we tal ki ng about an accident? Unl ess you want to change the statenent you
made. "

"No, | don't."

"Well, then, where does that | eave us, Ms. Reed? You tell ne."

"I suppose it |eaves you satisfied about Frank's making a first-tinme m stake,

followed right away by a first-tine accident. And | still don't believe it. |
just ... | know it didn't happen that way. That's all. It's just something
know. "

Chief Early stood up. "Then we're wasting each other's time on this, aren't

we? And frankly, | don't have any nore tinme to waste--no offense, now | am-"
Hand across the desk again. "I amreal sorry for your loss. These things are
never ... never easy."

"I think," Joanna said, and stood up, too. Couldn't just stay sitting there.
"--1 think some are easier than others." She didn't want to take his hand, and
was angry that she did.

Was still angry as she went down the station's steps --and furious with Frank
Also felt foolish for having put on a dark-blue business suit in the sumrer,
for God's sake, to seema proper wi dow for that cold policeman.--But so angry
wi th Frank about everything. For not wearing his life jacket; for falling off
his boat ... if he had. But he hadn't. She'd tried to imgi ne that, Frank Reed
managing to fall over a boat's cable rail in good weather, an easy sea. She'd
tried to imagine it for al st two weeks now-and coul dn't.

But if that hadn't happened, then something had happened, and the only thing
she coul d think of--and not nention to M. Elderly Handsone Cop--the only
thing she could think of was that Frank had been so secretly unhappy ... that
he hadn't | oved her or Rebecca ... and preferred to go into the sea with no



life jacket, and drown.

But how could a man--although a secret person as all men were--even so, how
could a man conceal such sorrow as that? Hide it for nonths ... years? How
could he have kissed her, and held her, fucked her? How been so constantly
sweet with Rebecca, so alertly protective fromthe hour she was born? --Oten
nore patient with her, nore attentive than her nother had been

How coul d he have gone for groceries, l|aughed so much--and still preferred
death? And if he had, if he'd done that, it was such a betrayal it deserved
death. If he had wanted to die, then he'd deserved his death and good fucking
ri ddance.

It seened odd to Joanna to be wal ki ng al one through sunmer sunlight by the
sea--the air sliding breezy and bright around her. People, tourists strolling
along the harbor ... their children trailing after, asking for ice cream The
tourists would go back up Ropewal k or O anshell to Strand Street, to
Eddi e' s--the soda fountain's marble table and countertops, its w reback chairs
profitably unchanged since 1905.

Strange to be wal king in dazzling light, when it was the cave she'd | onged for
for several days--its perfect solitude, its changes sl ow past any hunman
under st andi ng.

After Merle Budwing fell, Concave becane known to every caver on earth. And
what had been a treasure for the few nenbers of the Mdstate Grotto to be
first to explore, to survey, to enjoy in lanplit darkness, had becone instead
public know edge. News.

Howar d Newcomb, who owned Whitestone Ridge--or nost of it--had closed the cave
entrance two weeks after Budwi ng's death, afraid of lawsuits fromthe fanilies
of carel ess cavers who m ght go deep under his land and kill thensel ves
falling dowmn the pit. O suffocate in some one-foot squeeze bel ow, where two
wal I s of rock--becom ng gradually closer together as a caver struggl ed
between--allowed himfinally only a last breath out, but no breath in. Those
possi bl e deaths --or another when the Wiite River, risen after rain and
spilling to roar beneath the earth in blackness, mght trap a caver in sone

| ow passage, |eave himto press his face up agai nst rough rock for air, find a
l[ittle but no nmore than that, and drown.

Newconb cl osed the cave. But in the two weeks before its entrance was gated
and seal ed, the Grotto had gone all out, mapping, exploring. And had found a

| abyrinth of corridors, sone only w de enough, high-ceilinged enough, for
craw i ng--sone nuch narrower, for wiggling through ... and several with
entrances under water, under the river still carving, shaping the rock in

dar kness beneath the ridge. --A web, a naze of miles of those passages, and
long, long, curving galleries-gallery on gallery, passage on passage snaking

t hrough the stone to end several times in great chambers holding a mllion
years of silence, and all the splendors of |imestone carved by eons of running
wat er .

These had flashed bright in the hel met | anps, chanbers floored in fine nud
dust sparkling with the sedi nent of ages, and decorated with gl eam ng white
stal actites, helectites, soda straws and stal agnites, snow |imestone
curtains, translucent fans of calcite, clusters of delicate stone flowers as
white and finely wought as snowf | akes.

It was wonderful caving, and they'd managed to survey and map several mles of
it wth tape, conpass, and inclinoneter before Concave was cl osed, the narrow
entrance barred with a steel gate, |ocked, and No Trespassing signs set on the



access track up the ridge. The huge, deep, and nany-storied paradi se of
perfect dark and cool ness |l ay sealed again to its ancient stillness--broken
only by distant echoes of water dripping, flow ng, rushing through the earth.

Gat ed and | ocked. --Frank had gone caving a few times. He disliked the perfect
dar kness al ways just beyond their small lanps' |ight, saw the stone's wei ght
and cl oseness, felt the countless tons of rock above himin | ow places, and
was uneasy. "Your thing, honey," he'd said.

Joanna paused to | et people pass--a couple with three children trailing--then
wal ked on down the South Dock steps. The harbor opened w der before her, Ad
Li ght house Point curving out fromthe right, the breakwater fromthe left, to
al nost neet at the sea's narrow entrance. A small harbor Frank nust have

i magi ned it packed in previous centuries wth weatherworn whaling ships and
sailing trawl ers. Everything dark wood and tarred rigging, tangle and purpose
all together, and snelling of sweat and the sea.

Joanna went al ong the boardwal k beneath ol d warehouse pul |l ey bl ocks, and past
the ropewal k yard, trying to see it as Frank had, with the pleasure he took in
all oceanic things. The odor of fish--not as many tourists strolling here; too
busy, too smelly--the grinding scoot of forklifts down the wharf, shifting

| oads of catch. Busy nen ... but still not working as the nmen and wonen of the
past had worked. Extraordi nary, what nust have been the | abors of the past.
And how different the nen and wonen then, who'd worked so hard ... and found

no nmercy if they fail ed.

Asconsett a fishing port still. But for how much | onger with stocks so | ow?
"The fishermen," Frank had said, after a few days on the island--he'd conme in
fromone of his first sails in the | eased boat--"those guys have fished too
well."

More tourists. Three m ddl e-aged wonen with school teachers' honorabl e and
patient faces, wal ked toward her and passed. One of them gl anced at her
dar k- bl ue suit, must have thought it odd, a peculiar thing to be wearing on a
warm day in sunmer, out on the island. ... Joanna thought of going up to the
cottage to change, but it was too nmuch trouble.--Mn were such a pleasure in
that way. If they weren't gay, they didn't give a danm what wonen wore.

Manni ng's, at the end of South Dock, had been a cannery once, now a processing
facility for fish coming in. The Manning fam |y had owned the big brick
bui | di ng, and the previ ous wooden buil dings on the site, since 1734-accordi ng
to their carved wooden sign along the wharf. Probably accurate enough, but not
t he ol dest business on the island. The ol dest was the bakery, Cooper's. Baking
in the same tiny building off Hgh Street, with two of the original wood-fired
ovens still usable for special occasions, the Cooper famly had run the

busi ness for nore than three hundred years.

"An absolute record for fanmly business ownership,” as M. Cooper had told her
when she'd first gone in to buy his bread. "--Though |I suspect some of us was
Coopers by courtesy.™

A man and his wife wal ked past her, both a little plunp, and stepping
carefully on the slippery planks. A man and his wife. ... Something that no
one woul d ever say again, ever see again when she went wal ki ng. She woul d be
alone, or with Rebecca, or a friend. It was a | esson of |oss Joanna felt she
was relearning every few m nutes --as a person di agnosed with cancer was
rem nded so frequently, when they didn't want to be.

She turned in at Manning's, went through a door with Office stenciled on it,



and wal ked up a narrow encl osed ranp as four fishermen in coveralls and green
rubber seaboots cane down it, |aughing at sonme remark, rumbling down the
pl anki ng |i ke heavy herd ani mal s.

The office at the top of the ramp was very small, alnost filled by dented
black filing cabinets, a conputer and printer, shortwave radi o and nicrophone,
and a large woman in a nman's blue work shirt and oversized jeans.

"I wonder if | could speak with M. Manning."
"Busi ness?" A no-nonsense woman.
"No. "

"Well, you're lucky. He was gone to the mainland, but he's back. | guess you
can go on into the plant." A dubious |ook at Joanna's suit and high heels.
"--Or you want ne to page hi mout here?"

"No, that's all right. I'lIl go back."

"Well, | think he's in the machinery room You go all the way down the hall
keep going all the way to the end, and the machinery roomis on the left. Just
go out this door and keep going. It says "Machi nery" on the door."

Down the hall--the floor's dark wood pl anking stained and splintered--the
sumer's warnth grew less, refrigerated chill grew greater. The buil di ng shook
slightly to the notion of shuttling fork-lifts, and there was a steady
two-tone grunbling under the start-stop racket of their engines.

Through a hal f-open door off the corridor to the right, Joanna saw that the

| ow two-tone note canme from conveyor belts of w de black rubber, thunping over
their rollers down the I ength of a huge high-ceilinged room The belts carried
intermttent silver pavenents of fish, mxed with shaved ice the sanme shining
silver. The door allowed a draft of colder air, snelling of fish and machi ne
oil. The corridor's planking trenbl ed beneath Joanna's feet.

The machi ne room s door was cl osed, and she knocked on it, but heard no
answer. She tried the knob, and pushed the door open to bright light, the
stink of refrigerant, and a deep, steady whining sound, as if a huge dog were

unhappy.

Two nen were bent over a large vibrating gray steel box--and another, ol der
his face sunken and drawn as a spoiled fruit, was |eaning on a nmop propped in
a big rolling bucket. He noticed her, reached out and touched one of the
others. That man, very big and broad in clean and pressed coveralls, stood and
turned a flat, pale face to her. H s eyes were small, and a true green

"Yep. Can | help you?" A tenor voice.
"M . Manni ng?"

"That's right. What can | do for you?" Alittle inpatience in his voice with a
worman interrupting work. And an off-islander, some summer wonan.

"I wonder if | could speak with you for a mnute, M. Manning. |'d appreciate
it."

No expression on the noon face. Hi s eyes were startling sea-green, suited to a
nore beautiful man. "Ckay. We'll go outside." He drifted up to her, very large
in gray cotton coveralls, drifted her before himout into the hall, and cl osed



t he machi ne-room door. "Refrigeration,” he said. "A problemevery day." The
door opened behind him and the mop man cane out, tow ng his bucket.

"My nanme's Joanna Reed, M. Manning. |I'msorry to trouble you, but | wonder if
you could help me with sone information."

The round face calnly noncommittal

"--My husband went out sailing al nost two weeks ago. And he ... he was
dr owned. "
"Ch, sure. Oh, sure. That was a terrible thing. Reed. | heard he was lost."

M. Manning made a nassive grimace of synpathy. "My uncle exactly the sane a
few years ago. Uncle and one great-granddad a long tinme ago."

"What | wanted--1 just wanted to talk to someone, one of the fishernmen, and
ask if they'd seen himout there that day. Seen anything wong." The nmop man
went slowy sloshing past them -nopped nore carefully past her punps.

"Ch, right. Right. Qut at sea."

"Yes, | wanted to ask if they'd seen anything at all. Anything wong ...
unusual . So | need to know the nanes of the fishernmen who woul d have been out
there that day. And since they unload here ..."

"Ch, yeah, | understand. You know, Ms. Reed, the captains pretty nuch come in
and out all the tinme. And they can stay out at sea a couple of days, maybe a
week or two, they don't find fish."

"l understand."”

"--So, a particular day is kind of tough."

"It was al nost two weeks ago. The seventh.”

"The seventh. Seventh. ... Well, | know Tom Lowel|l cane in, unl oaded on the
ei ghth, so he woul d have been out there probably, com ng in. Unloading being
when | get their business--which these days is a lot of trash fish each |load."

"Lowel | ."

"Right. Toms got the Eleanor Il. Naned for his nmom ... So, there's him And
I think Billy Tucker's boat was out there. He was due in to unload, anyway.
That boat's the Circe.--Bullshit name, you excuse mny |anguage. Sone young guys

like to pretend those are yachts they're fishing with."

"Lowel | and Tucker. ... Thank you very nuch, M. Mnning. | really appreciate
this."

"Happy to hel p.--But you know, Ms. Reed, anybody out there saw sonething
wrong, they'd have said so. And they're not going to | eave a guy out there,
| eave a boat in trouble.”

"] understand."

"--But you want to be sure, sure there was nothing weird, right? Maybe he was
inalittle trouble, didn't |ook serious."

"That's right."



"I can understand that. Tell you, though, nothing's easier than getting into
troubl e at sea. "

Asconsett's fishing boats, fewer than they had been, tied up in the Pond past
Manni ng' s. They were ranked down nine | ong dock fingers--with nany spaces

bet ween, where trawl ers, draggers, long-liners and gill-netters, the mainstays
and steel uncles of their island famlies, had been scrapped, or auctioned and
sold off. ... The | obsternen, though burdened with right-whale protection

were doing better--lobster stocks were up. They noored their small boats the
ot her side of the breakwater, in East Shelter

Joanna, in suit and silk bl ouse, and made awkward by her hi gh-heel ed shoes,
st epped down the docks over and around coils of line, rusting machinery, and
fine cloudy green nounds of net.

The El eanor 11, a big trawl er, black-hulled, her topsides painted white, was
berthed stern-to at the end of the third finger. Several gulls--particol ored
dull gray, pure white--slid through the air nearby in slanting circles, but
silent, not crying. There was a worn pl ywood gangway fromthe trawer's stern
down to the dock. The boat's decking was battered gray steel, enbossed in

di anond- shape patterns for traction

The El eanor 1l moved gently under Joanna, with soft groans as she shifted, a
faint rattling sound from bel ow. The boat snelled of diesel and fish, and was
bi gger than it had | ooked fromthe dock. ... A brute, and Frank woul d have

|l oved to go out on her, would have been happy to work deckhand for a few days
out in the Atlantic.

"Seasi ckness?" he'd said to her once. "A person getting seasick? Al you have
to dois vomt!"

Joanna wal ked al ong the port rail, careful to keep her suit's shoul der away
fromthe boat's rust-dappled white superstructure. There was a steel |adder
there, fromthe deck up to the boat's bridge, and Joanna hesitated, wondering
whet her to call or try to clinb up. Her shoes weren't nade for it.

"Just what are you doi ng?--And who the hell are you, |ady?"

Joanna | ooked up and saw a dark face staring down. A beak-nosed, al nost Arab
face | ooking down fromthe bridge rail. "I'"msorry--"

"This is private property, M ss Woever. And what you do before you cone on a
boat, is you call for permission to cone aboard!"

"I didn't see anyone."

"You call out. I"'mliable, if you trip down there and hurt yourself."

"Sorry. ..."

The man swung onto the | adder, and came down it quickly as Joanna stepped back

to get out of his way.--Coveralls, rubber boots, the fisherman's uniform

Bl ack hair cut short, alnost crewcut ... and when he reached the deck and

turned, was a | ean man, not nuch taller than she.

"Al'l right, what can | do for you?" A dark face, |ooking sunburned, w ndburned
wi th a high-bridged nose, and eyes so pale a gray that their bl ack-dot

centers seened oversized

"Are you M. Lowell?"



A nod. Lowell, having hurried down to her, now stood rel axed, |eaning agai nst
his boat's superstructure--owner and captain, certainly. And not handsomne; he
| ooked li ke some fairy-tale fox who'd been transforned to a man.

"My nanme's Joanna Reed. M. Manning suggested | cone speak to you ... ask if
you' d seen ny husband out sailing."

"Sailing?" Eyes so pale revealed nothing, even in a nale's autonatic
flickering glance down at her breasts. A gaze inpersonal

"--My husband was drowned thirteen days ago."

"Ch, right, that Bo-Peep boat ... I'msorry; that was real bad |luck, [ose him
like that."

"And | was wondering whether you or another captain m ght have seen hi mthat
day. M ght have noticed anything, seen anything wong."

"Ms. Reed, the constable already asked me and a | ot of people about that.--I
did see himout that day. We saw Bo-Peep a lot of tines. He handl ed her al
right, and that was a tubby old boat. Hope he hadn't bought her. ..."

"Leased. W | eased her."

"Well, he handl ed her fine. |I saw her goi ng south-southeast first thing in the
nmorning, that day ... maybe off a mle, nile and a half. So all | could tell,
sail was set good, seened to be going okay."

"Not hi ng wr ong?"

"Nothing | noticed, Ms. Reed. W were coming in--getting ready to unl oad. Saw
hi mway out there, and we went on about our business."

"]l understand."

This fisherman seemed to | ook people in the eye-was certainly | ooking Joanna
in the eye. No uneasy wandering gaze, no attention paid el sewhere after that
qui ck gl ance at her breasts. " We see day sailors and sunmer people sailing
around out there every day. That Kestrel ketch docks here. And a coupl e of
Hunters, and a Swan. Bunch of boats. Gets to be a zoo out there all up and
down the coast. Wuldn't believe the shit we see out there, fucking up our
sets, everything. Picking up |obster pots, too, in autumm--see a guy's

mar kers, go right for 'em™

"l know there are a |ot of boats out there."

"Only reason | noticed Bo-Peep at all, is we know that boat and your husband
was out a lot. He'd cone out early, and we'd see him He was up and down the
coast." Lowell was an older man than he'd | ooked at first; there was gray
dusted through the cropped bl ack hair.

"M. Manning nentioned Bill Tucker.

"I'f he saw somet hing? Well, when Bill fishes, that's pretty nuch all he does.
Doesn't pay attention to much else. ... You know, Ms. Reed, if any of us had
seen somet hing wong out there, |looked Iike a boat in real trouble? W'd have
done sonet hing about it."

"Well, thank you for talking to ne, Captain."



"No big deal. Sorry for your |oss."
"Next time, I'Il call for permission to cone aboard."

A snmile fromCaptain Lowell--his first. "You do that, and I'Il put coffee on.
Be a guest, then."

But not, apparently now "--1 wonder if | could ask you one nore thing."
"Ckay. "

"I wonder if you could tell ne what you--what the fishernmen think happened to
nmy husband out there. He was a very good small-boat sailor."

"--What happened out there, himfalling off her and so forth? | can tell you
exactly what happened, Ms. Reed. Wat happened was sonme goddamm thi ng he
never expected. That's what happened. That's what kills sailors.”

"Yes. ... Well, thank you very nuch for your help."

"Not much hel p," he said, and wal ked besi de her, a strong inpersonal hand at
her el bow as she went to the gangway, and down it to the dock

Joanna wal ked back up to the wharf and along it past the old chandlery, the
ropewal k, and Manning's, to the street steps. It was a relief to clinb up to
Strand Street, to be getting away fromthe harbor, the sea--its salt snell
its sailing gulls and restless notion.

She wal ked through tourists down Strand to Slope Street. The warm day had
become too warmto clinmb that steep |lane confortably in the suit, stockings,
and silk blouse. Slope Street was narrow, cobbled, and had no sidewal ks. The
cobbl es, brought in originally froma mainland quarry in the eighteenth
century--replacements still inported fromthat quarry--had been kept for
guai nt ness, apparently. Hard wal ki ng i n hi gh-heel shoes.

She clinbed to the end of the street, high on Sand Hill, opened the cottage's
| ow pi ne-stake gate, and went up the steps to the door. The cottage door was
pai nted brown, and al ways had been. Joanna supposed those earth tones were a
reassurance to returning fishermen that they had left the uneasy ki ngdom of
the sea for the restful |and.

She went upstairs to change, cane back down in jeans and a T-shirt, and sat to
work at the little pine desk in the living room ... And what a relief not to

have student papers to grade-attenpts at poetry usually even grinmer than the

attenpts at prose. And Wite River students were supposedly an elite, cream of
the crop. Achilling thought. ... O course, there was an occasional talent, a
Dave LaPl anche. Very occasional; Dave had graduated three years ago.

This early woul d-be triptych, now-three illustrative poens concerni ng wonen's
lives-had never beconme a triptych. Mght be called a biptych, since this
contributed nothing. Witten so many years ago--obvious, superficial, in a

didactic light-verse trot--as if, in witing the first two poens, she'd

| earned better than to wite another. The first had prepared for the second,
and the second, reluctantly, for the third. But the third, this clunmsy puppy,
had never been trained to follow

It's to time's ragtinme rhythmthe young girl Starts her slow stepping,
swelling to unfurl. This child who weaved the early lace of life, Wat will
she be after years make her a wife, Wose hi ps appeared at twel ve and sl owed



her, Whose breasts cane followi ng |olloping after, Wose blood then spilled in
| eak and spatter, \Wose chil dhood blurred then sagged to sugar? \Wat but her
sel fhood purchased this growi ng? Wat spring of her past for future's flow ng?
How wi der her hips nust straddle for seeding, Wth acconmplishment seen | argely
in breeding, Wth what--in later, lonely years--to be left, But her exhausted
self, of even child bereft? Wuld she better fitted for a |life have been

Li ving sel fish, hunorous, solitary, and

slinf®

Joanna worked all afternoon, rewiting, and didn't think of Frank very often
There was no background sound. They'd never had a television over in Wite
River, and there was none in the cottage. There was a radio in the living
room but she wanted no noise or nusic-particularly no nmusic. Silence was the
| east disturbing sound.

She ate dinner in her bathrobe, standing at the kitchen counter. She had
canned corned-beef hash, a fried egg, toast, and a glass of mlKk.

D nner for one. And with no green vegetables, no yell ow vegetables, no care
for the health of a nmiddl e-aged husband careless of his health. Al that had
cone to nothing. Wasted care. ... Frank could have had all the country sausage
and pizza, all the steak and buttered baked potatoes he wanted. Coul d have
snoked his cigars.

Joanna finished, with nost of the corned-beef hash |left over. ... And had
decided to get farther away, for a day or so, fromthe treacherous sea --the
sea, its sailors and fishernen still alive, disinterested in a dead soccer

coach, a lover who'd made her |augh so nany years ago, first instructed
--after a strangled Irish young manhood of swi ft drunken fucking--in the
nmysteries of her clitoris. Dead husband. Dead man. He was on that side now,
and coul d never cone over except in her dreans.

Joanna went down the kitchen steps, and around the back of the cottage to the
garage' s si de door.

Her ropes and gear were hangi ng from pegs along the garage wall. A panoply of
t he el egant equi pnent necessary to travel and |live beneath the surface of the
earth. It was equi prent a nountai neer or rock clinmber would use--but tougher
heavy-duty, made to accept unacceptabl e conditions of wet stone, crumnbling
stone, nmud, fast water and abrasion

These beautiful slender snake-skinned ropes, the gleamnmng |Iinks of alum num or
steel, the clinbing and descending tools were, with courage, the keys to a
wor |l d of darkness beneath the world of light, so she'd been able to live two
lives, where npst nen and woren lived only one. ... Like many cavers, she'd
been a concealing little child, happy hidden behind sofas or beneath the
stairs, exploring the basement for what m ght be behind shadows, whatever
found in darkness. She hadn't been afraid of the dark

On vacation after her freshman year at Radcliffe, she'd gone with a young nan
to New Mexi co--a gol den boy, Curt Garry, she'd been too careless in |oving.
They'd met at a dance at Dartnout h--both conscious of their cleverness,

beauty, youth, and | uck. Conscious even--at |east she had been--of the picture
they made together. A slender and active girl, dark-eyed, her long hair a rich
and gl ossy bl ack--and a tall |ean hazel -eyed boy, ol d-fashioned in his angul ar
good | ooks, his hair bright as sun-struck straw

Too perfect a picture for themto fulfill.



Joanna had enjoyed the boy, the high-desert sun and sunlight, and had been
invited by Curt's uncle down into the Lechuguilla cave, a very special favor.

Lechuguill a contai ned the nost beautiful series of cave chanbers yet found on
earth. And in those glittering spaces--snowy, delicate, spun with frosted
calcite lace and fantastic in |limestone chandeliers, exquisite decorations
jeweled by mllions of years--Joanna had fallen in [ove with under-earth. Wth
the earth's secrets, as a little child found confort and nystery both, beneath
its nother's skirts.

Muddy, exhausted, and badly frightened once-craw i ng through a narrow squeeze
that seemed to contract its stone walls around her, press her breathl ess--she
had found herself at home. ... She found caving, and later in the year |ost
Curt Garry--who ran fromher like a rabbit--and | ost forever a certain regard
for herself as well.

But after that, she had caved every chance she got. Below the earth seened
nore inmportant than above it, and she enjoyed the conpany of cavers--odd
adventurers all, with that interesting conbination of hard conmon sense and
ri sk-taking seen in nmountaineers, rock clinbers, and pilots. Like poets, they
saw |l ife as a tenporary opportunity, to be taken full advantage of.

--Curt's nother, who'd |iked Joanna, had called her seven years later. Still
single, an attorney with a Chicago firm he'd died of |ynphona ... had asked
his nother to call, and sent |ove.

Bl ue Water ropes, Pigeon Muntain ropes--all wonderfully light, slim and

strong--were hanging high on the garage wall in rich thick col or-banded coils.
Sone of it static rope--tough and inelastic for long, long rappels down into
darkness ... and then the endless clinbs returning, working back up that

single thin, sheathed strand of nylon. Stepping up, rope-wal king, with two or
t hree cammed ascenders each sliding up the line in turn, then gripping ..
sliding up, then gripping ... so the caver, attached to them traveled like a
great slow spider back up the hundreds of feet he'd sailed down so lightly.

Then a different rope for risk clinmbing, lead clinbing for rock clinbing to
dept hs beneath the earth. A dynamic line, nore fragile, with stretch enough
under shock to cushion a sudden fall. Gving ... giving to prevent a smashed
pel vis, a broken back, or snapped harness straps and a fall all the way.

A screaner, cavers called that fall, though Merle Budw ng had shouted, and
only once, as he went.

Hangi ng coils of rope, and bel ow t hemt he parachut e-buckl ed bl ack webbi ng
straps of sit harness and chest harness. Her new harness--and her old set and
hel met, brought out just in case she m ght persuade Frank down a shall ow sea
cave along the coast. ... The bright red PVC equi pnent and supply packs hung
frompegs to the side, one |oaded with web-tape cow s-tails, tape slings, an
etrier--that useful thick nylon strap sewn into a four-|oop |adder--and
batteries, flashlight, lighters, and Cylunme sticks for energency backup
light--along with freeze-dried food bars, Super Leatherman nultitool, and
smal I hand- punped water filter

Anot her pack contained the neat nmachinery for novement up and down the rope
Canmmed ascenders --yellow Jumars, G bbses, and Petzl Crolls, with their

nyl on-webbi ng attachment straps and bungee cords--and the Simons
chest-harness rollers to run the rope through, hold the clinber upright
against the line. ... Then the rappelling gear, to control descent by
friction. A bobbin, with twin small pulley-wheels to slowthe rope as it fed
t hrough. And, for |onger drops, a rack--a fourteen-inch mniature stee



| adder, with novable little alum numrungs to cranp the rope sliding over and
under them as the caver sailed slowy down.

The smal | est pack held a Suunto compass, canteen and fol di ng cups, pocket
not ebook and pencil, toilet paper, small plastic shitsacks, and a first-aid
kit.

Ranked al ong hi gher pegs on their nyl on-webbing slings, the carabiners
jingled softly when Joanna lifted them down. Petzl Spirit 'biners, npst of
them elegantly spring-gated links, Ds and Cs of fine forged alum numto run
rope through, to tie it to, or connect descenders and ascenders to her
harness. The carabi ners--and, ringing nore brightly, three stainless-stee
mai | | on connectors, strong screwlinks in two half-rounds and a triangle.

There was not hing there--no carabiner or length of rope, no nyl on-webbing tape
i n her packs, no camred ascender, G bbs or Petzl, no friction descender

bobbi n or rack--that had not held Joanna's life safe nmany times suspended in
lanplit darkness wthin chanbers too deep, too huge, ever to be seen entirely.
Great roons beneath the earth and sunlight of Anerica, of Mexico, of Janaica
of Bor neo.

In years of caving, she had |l earned to rock clinmb--lead or belay--to deal with
stone-fall, packed nud, narrow squeezes, to deal with cave river duck-unders.
To deal with fear. ... She'd learned to rig, to prusik up the rope, rappe

down it--and change, in md-rope over enptiness, to either. She could, if
necessary, do these things --and other rigging, for rescues, nuch nore
conplicated --while beneath a cave's icy and battering waterfall, or in
perfect darkness. She had | earned to trust her gear, but back it up--and to
dress and set every knot she nade.

Joanna opened the Volvo's trunk, laid the heavy rope-coils carefully far back
away from possi bl e damage by spills or anything sharp or snagging, then lifted
in the PVC equi pnent packs, two big rope sacks-to hold the | engths of |ine
suspended beneath her, rappelling--her sit and chest harnesses, her hel net and
its attached | anp--electric, not carbide--a spare helnet |lanmp and two spare
seal ed lithium battery packs.

Her boots--greased Redwi ng Red Setters-and her old jeans, work shirt, sweater,
and bl aze-orange ballistic-nylon coveralls were in the cottage hall cl oset
wi th the sl eeping bags. The evening ferry, the last ferry, left at dark.

Chapter Three

Charis, masturbating, pretended she was |ying beneath Greg R bi deau. Beneath
a boy, even pretending, was a good place to think. She supposed wonen often
used beneath as a place to consider things.

Alone in the room she lay under her sheet with her jeans and panties off. She
lay with her knees up and spread as wi de as she could, her socks on. "W do
that, first thing," M. Langenberg had said to her many years ago. Said it
only a few days after Margaret Langenberg had di ed.

Charis had had no real sex with Geg Ri bideau. The only sex they'd had, and
only once, she'd done. He'd just sat on the bed in her room and she'd

unzi pped his pants and jerked himoff into her other hand. Geg had been in
heaven, comi ng in her hand.

He'd stayed for a while after that, and Charis had gotten her pint of Ben and
Jerry's Chocol ate Fudge Brownie fromthe common-roomrefrigerator. They'd had
a nmysterious ice creamthief in the dormfor a while, even though nost of the



sumer students were graduates, and ol der, and should have been able to buy
their own.--She and Greg had finished the pint of Fudge Brownie, then he'd
ki ssed her and left, supposing they were serious lovers with a future.

But now he knew better ... and it seemed to Charis he was relieved. She'd only
known himthe few weeks since she'd registered at Wiite River for the graduate
program and started sumer classes. He'd cone over to her table at the
cafeteria, said "Ckay?" and sat down. "I don't know how to begin with you,"
he'd said. "I'mshy. Andwi tha beautiful girl, I'"'mvery shy."

Charis had kept eating her egg-sal ad sandw ch.

"--But |'ve been watching you in The American Novel ... and | finally couldn't
hel p nysel f."
He was a nice-looking boy, naybe two years younger than she was. Tall, with

pal e-brown curly hair already hinting at receding. Soft blue eyes, alnost a
girl's eyes.

Charis had finished her sandwi ch. "Wat's your nanme?"
"Geg. Geg R bideau."

"Well, 1'mshyer than you are," Charis had said, then stood, picked up her
tray, and wal ked away. She'd tried being with boys ... with nen, really. Just
four of themin the seven years since M. Langenberg di ed. She hadn't enjoyed
it.

Then, when she'd been thinking of killing herself so as not to be so | onely,
she'd gone to bed with a girl, Margaret CGowens--but also for a purpose, for

i nformati on fromthe agency. That sex, with the softness and slipperiness and
huggi ng, had just been unbearabl e.

Charis lay back, lifted her knees, and was rough with herself down there. She
was forceful with herself, but not enough so she bl ed.

She used to imagi ne she was subnerged in a tank filled wi th dark-green
water--and was slowy rotting in there, crunbling, with little pieces of her
breaking off and sifting away. Spoiling under dark water in a tank made of
glass. ... Od glass, with dirt and streaks of green on it, so she could
barely see people |ooking in, and they could barely see her

Charis felt something beginning to happen; she was so wet she could snell
herself. And she tried to be gentler. It was foolish to be so rough, when it
was only her and her.

It had been one afternoon |ast sunmmer--while she was working at Birch
Lodge in the Shawangunks in New York--that she'd realized she was going to
kill herself because of |oneliness, would have to kill herself unless she went
back to basics and started again fromthe beginning. Unless she did the work,
all the research necessary to find out where the begi nning was, and then put
ri ght what had been so wong.

And doing that, starting over, was already begi nning to help. For exanple,
it had helped with Geg. She felt absolutely confortable nmeeting himon the
library roof for brown-bag |unches or takeout dinner when he worked | ate,
Tuesdays and Thursdays.--He was a part-tine book stacker for the sumer, a
good on-canpus job. They'd neet up there, afternoons or evenings, sonetines
with other students working in the library, and sit on the flat, tarred roof
in old worn-out deck chairs, |ooking out over the canpus ... the hills.



She was even interested, now and then, in what G eg had to say. ... So she was
definitely getting better, socially.

Peopl e- - Rebecca, for exanple--thought she and Greg Ri bi deau were cl ose.
Probably thought they had sex, which they hadn't, not after that once. Even
t hough there was only a two-year difference, Greg was too young for her. He

was a really young ni neteen, |ike Rebecca, a baby. In fact, it was G eg and
Rebecca who shoul d be together. Rebecca liked him... did alittle girl's
restl ess got-to-pee dance when the three of them nmet on canpus on the way to
cl ass. Rebecca, small, sort of cute but not beautiful, was a soft girl. A
daddy's girl ... wthout her daddy, now

No nore sex, no real sex, with Geg. It would be Iike being with a springer
spaniel. Lots of whining and licking. There wasn't enough to Greg for anything
serious. He wouldn't know what to do to her, whether she liked it or not.

Charis turned on her side, and nade a pressing fist between her |egs. That was
better. Somethi ng was happeni ng.

But still, she could date G eg sonetines, eat lunch with himand talk
about their classes. He was in two of her classes, a regular student at the
coll ege, like Rebecca--in sumrer session to nmake up credits to save schoo

time later. Greg wasn't stupid.

They' d tal ked about their papers, Thursday. He was doing WIlla Cather. Charis
was doi ng Janes Goul d Cozzens.

"A choi ce out of nowhere," Greg had said. He was eating a cheeseburger, which
was what he always had for |unch. "Wy Cozzens?" It was hot, the library's
tarred roof--the students called it Tar Beach--radiating heat fromthe sumer
af t er noon.

"Read Guard of Honor. He's an adult and he wites about nmen who are adults."
"Cather wites about adults.”

"She wites about girls and boys. Mainly girls.

Lyi ng on her side was definitely better. Sonething was happening. ... One
ni ght, Rebecca, across the room had wakened when Charis was nasturbating, had
wakened and must have t hought she was sick. She'd said, "Charis ...? Charis,

are you okay?"
And Charis had said, "I'm masturbating, Rebecca. I'mfine."

Rebecca hadn't said anything after that. Probably enbarrassed. Just lay there
in the dark and listened. At the tinme, Charis had been using a hard rubber
dildo called the Black Bomber, and it was big enough to hurt her. It hit
somet hing i nside, which she'd felt before, and hurt her

Rebecca had said nothing for a few days about that m ddl e-of-the-ni ght

t hi ng--then she'd said sonething to Charis about supposing that doing that,
playing with yoursel f, was heal thy. Just another experience, and she supposed
Charis knew a |l ot about sex ... had really been out in the world, not just a
kid going to a college her nmother taught at, for God's sake. Fromthat, Charis
knew t hat Rebecca had had no rel ationship yet. No serious fucking, for sure.
Just a dreaner. Just hopeful dream ng.

"Ch, |I've been out in the world," Charis had said. "If you know the access



codes and want to take the tinme, | think you can still find me on the Net."

Rebecca, sitting at her desk doing her first-year Spanish--a hard course--had
said, "Find you?"

"Still see me on the Net, Becky.--1"mthe six-year-old with the cock in her
nmout h. "

Rebecca had stared as if Charis had just grown another head that didn't | ook
i ke her at all.

"--See ne doing that, and sone other things. You'd be surprised."
Rebecca had | ooked surprised.

"I was there and in sonme magazi ne pictures, too. | was in Daddy's Daughter.
was in that one twice with just ny white socks on--once with ny father, Royce
W1 1liam Langenberg, and the next time with Philip and some other man. That
time, I was eight."

Rebecca had bowed her head, said, "Ch, Charis ..." |ooked down at her Spanish
book and started to cry.

She was a baby; that's all she was. She'd been crying for her father, too.
Crying at night. ... Charis closed her eyes, drew her knees up and worked
harder, pressing, turning her fist back and forth. Her vagi na ached. She was
hurt, and nade a sound. Then she straightened her | egs under the sheet and
arched her back and canme at last. ... It was such a relief. Such a relief, it
was worth the trouble.

The sheets snelled of her and sweat. Charis got up, changed the bed ... then
put on her robe and went down the hall to the showers.

When she cane back, she dressed in jeans and a maroon T-shirt, her w ndbreaker
and her running shoes. She packed an overnight bag, left a note for
Rebecca- - Gone down to Boston, back tonmorrow-and left. It would be a |ong
nighttime drive upstate.

The Vol kswagen's worn top was down for the first of norning air, blow ng
sumer into the car. There were too nmany trees too close over the road for
dawn to cone quickly; it was easing in through the birches and oaks, so Charis
drove gradually into daylight.

She' d stopped twice--at a strip liquor store for the pint of vodka,
hundred-proof ... then at Burleigh, at an all-night place, for gas and two

chi ckenburgers--then had driven on up to Longford. ... There was no summer
traffic on the roads, so far upstate and inland. Nothing to bring in tourists,
unl ess they liked bl ue-necks' trash trailers in roadside clearings, and sone
tacky farns.--She'd been careful, never stopped at Longford the other tinmes
she'd come up here. Never asked anyone for directions, so she'd gotten | ost
twice the first time up, and once the tinme after that. But now she knew the
way.

The old man nust have nenories to keep himso far out in the boonies. A
past --past | ove or whatever--to keep himat Lake Chaunette, which wasn't even

much of a lake ... keep himin an old fish-canp cabin with a woodstove, at his
age. She'd seen himcutting wood for the last of winter, and now even for the
sumer eveni ngs, cooled by the wind off the lake ... his old man's bl ood

runni ng thinner and thinner



He slept under a quilt, too, lying still nmpost of the night ... hardly noving,
hardly turning at all, as if he were rehearsing for death. Charis had watched
him sl eeping, twice. He didn't snore, but npaned sonetinmes, dreanming |like an
ol d dog.

Charis had watched himfromthe woods in daylight, seen hi mwal king around his
pl ace, doing sonething to a canoe up on sawhorses--repairing that, and doing
ot her chores in brown corduroy pants and a checked flannel shirt. Daytine, he
| ooked like a tough old man.--But at night, when she'd twice cone into the
cabin and stood by the bedroom door, he was only old, and noaned in his sleep
Didn't snell like pee, though. Not yet.

What in the world did he think while he was out there stacking the
woodpi |l e?--that if he turned suddenly, his wife mght be standing behind him
smling? Hs wife alive again, and as young as when he'd fallen in love with
her ?

A d nen's dreans. Sad zonbie dreams they nmust be, trying to magi ¢ back nonents

out of sone hour years before--renmenbering themso well, so perfectly, so nuch
nore clearly than yesterday's trip to the grocery. ... If there was a God
those nenories wouldn't interest himat all. God would have seen all that,

could go back and | ook again, anytinme he wanted--trundl e back down the
railroad tracks of tine. But people who thought he'd interfere with anything
wer e kidding thenselves. Strictly a spectator. Poor people down here were only
TV for the angel s--tragedy, conedy, porno, and farce.

Charis drove on Peabody Lane, past an auto junkyard and a cafe, a diner that

| ooked |i ke somet hing out of an old novie ... shiny alumnum The diner was

cl osed. Peabody Lane ran right into Lake Drive, and Charis took a left there.
The drive ran along the | ake, past ancient dented trailers--parked on tiny
lots by the water and never noved agai n--and a few cabi ns | ooki ng not nuch
better. Chaunette was a tacky old | ake now, however fabul ous and beautiful it
m ght have been back in 1950. Probably still was 1950 to the old man. Then, it
must have seened that 1950 was the way things would be forever

She stayed on the drive nore than hal fway around the | ake, then slowed and
turned right down an overgrown access |ane cut through the woods. She pulled
out of sight fromthe road into a sandy space where a cabin's basenent had
been dug and concreted years before. ... The project abandoned after that to
encroachi ng tangl es of berry bushes, birch seedlings, and the | akeside' s weedy
pi nes.

Charis turned off the VWS engine and got out of the car. There were two
condons in the pine needl es beneath a tree. They lay gray, winkled, and
col l apsed, the only things new since she'd been in the clearing three weeks
before, and twi ce before that.

Charis | eaned against the tree's rough bark. She could see only a dawn-1lit
narrow reach of | ake through its branches. No one was out on the water this
early, fishing or boating. ... She stood |eaning there and cl osed her eyes.
The norning sun soon would rise enough for its light to touch her. Then she
had the whole day to wait through. But since she'd been a little girl, she had
found waiting a pleasure, relaxing, corridors of time as |ong and narrow as
the view of Chaunette Lake, as still, enpty, and restful

Joanna drove the narrow scrub-choked track up \Witestone Ridge--going slow
t hrough hill-shadowed dawn, the Vol vo's headlight beams, barely useful as
sunrise came, swinging slowmy half around each rising turn. The Newconbs
farmhouse was a mile and nore over the crest of the ridge; the car lights
woul dn't be seen fromthere



In the weeks after Merle Budwi ng's death, Howard Newconb and the M dstate
Gotto had come to an agreenment--far from satisfactory to the cavers. Their
extraordi nary Concave to be gated and shut to all further exploration, with
the Mdstate to have first go if and when it was opened again, w th Newconb's
i nsurance conpany and | awyers satisfied.--The Grotto had supplied the gate,
installed it, and kept two of the keys in case of a sudden change of m nd, or
an energency rescue of sonme kids breaking the gate and goi ng down and into
troubl e.

Chris Leong, president, had one key. Joanna--rescue chairperson--held the
ot her.

Near the top of the ridge, she cut her lights, drove the last short stretch by

increasing morning light ... then pulled the Volvo up amd a stand of pine at
the track's dead end, and cut the engine. The |last nighttime crickets were
still singing while a dawn breeze drifted through the birches bel ow, the pines

and hem ocks al ong the ridge.
There was no darkness left, up here.

Joanna got out of the car, went around to open the trunk, and began to unl oad
gear. She took the static Blue Water out first--two big

t wo- hundr ed- and-fifty-foot coils--broke the keeper knots, and slowy fed each
l[ine down into a separate rope sack

It would have been convenient if they could have left a permanent rope rigged
down, but that would have been too great a tenptation to some break-in fools
to try sliding down it, hand-over-hand. There was no man alive who could
hand- over - hand down a forty-story rope, let alone clinb hand-over-hand back up
it. ... She'd have to rig the top two-fifty feet, then tie on the second rope,
transfer to that to get to the bottomof the pit.

She woul d certainly be out of the Mdstate Grotto on her butt if they knew
what she was doing. And be unacceptable after that to any cavers in the
country, for breaking a gate agreenent with a | andowner, then going down into
a maj or cave al one and scoopi ng booty--di scovering new passages, virgin
chanmbers, on her own, taking all those pleasures for herself. That, and
endangeri ng the people who mi ght have to come after her in trouble, find her
and get her out of there, dead or alive.

But there could be no rescue now, anyway, with no one knowi ng she was here. No
rescue if she got caught in a squeeze, or trapped in a drowning pool, or broke
her leg in a far passage miles under the ridge. No rescue. And afterward, no
recovery of her body until the distant day sone hi ker or hunter, clinbing

hi gh, found the car.

Joanna | ugged the two rope sacks up through the pine woods, a steep clinb with
t he bags' heavy wei ght anong cl ose evergreens that held and dragged at her
Burdened, it was easy to trip on roots risen out of beds of pine and hem ock
fronds, small fallen branches.

One hundred yards ... a little nore than one hundred yards up, she snelled the
cave's breath. Cool, cooler than the sunmer's norning air. Cool and danp, the
setting-concrete odor of linestone wet with water. It was a clean slow breeze,
with no smell of either life or death to it, and grew stronger as she clinbed.

Soon she heard it, a soft holl ow rushing sound as if the ridge were a beast of
mllions of tons, sleeping.



Joanna cane out fromunder the | ow, brushing ceiling of foliage, and into
brighter norning. The gate, in a crease of the ridge' s stone shoul der, was
made of steel rebar welded into a tall, narrow grid, hinged and set into
concrete edging both sides of a ragged entrance nore than seven feet high
slightly less than three feet w de.

The cave's cool breath canme sighing through

Joanna set the rope sacks down. ... The gate's big padl ock was a thick round
of stainless steel. She unlocked it, hung it on a crossbar, and swung the
heavy grid squealing open. Then she wal ked back down through the trees to the
car ... put on her helnet, |ashed the sleeping bag, selected and stowed gear

i nto one equi prent pack ... then slung the pack, the carabiners, and her
harness over her shoul ders. She closed the Volvo's trunk, and bent under the
| oad, clinbed back up to the cave's nouth, careful of her footing.

In two trips, she haul ed her gear inside, and down a rough passage slightly
nore than two feet wide ... piled the pack, sleeping bag, and rope sacks, then
went back and cl osed and | ocked the gate behind her.

Hefting the gear again, Joanna nmoved farther down the passage into deeper

dar kness and danp, the daylight only a faint glow behind her. ... She sw tched
on her helnmet |anmp, and by that yellow cone of |ight, sorted out her webbing,

t hen buckl ed on the sit harness, checked the adjustment--tight, but not too
tight--and did the same for her chest harness. Then she buckl ed a
one-inch-wi de webbing strap up fromher waist to connect them

After Budwing fell, Chris Leong had bolted two steel rigging anchors into the
| ow stone ceiling of the passage, just short of the nud-slide chute. Joanna
tugged the Blue Water's working end out of one rope sack, snapped back-to-back
carabiners up into each anchor fitting, then tied into one set with a figure
eight on a bight loop ... took the line over to the slightly | ower anchor and
tied another figure eight through the carabiners there. She exan ned the
anchors' set by her helnet light, saw that the |imestone they were bolted into
was sound-not flaking, not cracked--then checked her riggi ng knots again,
dressed and set them hard.

Joanna dug for the Blue Water's running end, tied a | ooped knot there to keep
fromrappelling off it into the pit--then began the routine of attaching her
gear and herself to the rope. She snapped the web-tape runners of her pack and
rope sacks to her harness loops with small bent-gate Petzl carabiners, then
clipped her rack descender to the steel link at the front of her sit harness,
and threaded the Blue Water back and forth through the rack's small bars.

She tested her harness buckles, snapped the safety shunt's runner to her wai st
link, and clipped the shunt onto the rope, for backup braking in case the rack
failed. ... Then she doubl e-checked everything she'd done, |ooked al ong the
passage's wet mud fl oor for anything she mi ght have dropped, anything
forgotten, overl ooked.

When she was sure, Joanna backed slowy away from her anchors, feeding out
rope through the rack, keeping tension on it ... gripping the shunt with her
left hand to let the rope run free. She backed down until the heels of her
boots rested just at the edge of the irregular black nouth of the chute.

Then she stepped back and down--and instantly began to slide fast on slick nud
kept her feet straddl ed wi de as she skidded backward at a steeper and
steeper slant into darkness. She clanped the rack's bars in her right hand to
slow herself, half sliding, half dangling fromthe angled rope ... and | ooked
up, trying to find the carabiner hanging fromthe chute roof. They'd rigged it



suspended from a web-tape runner bolted to the chute ceiling, to pass the
ropes through ... run themhigh at the pit's stone lip, out of the nud.

Joanna caught a gleanming in her helnet's light, saw it was the carabiner
hangi ng above her and to the left, and clanped the rack's bars to stop. She
reached up with a loop of the rope in her left hand, unscrewed the carabiner's
gate with thunb and forefinger, snapped the Blue Water in, and screwed the
gate shut.--That was just done, and the shunt gripped again, when the pack and
rope sacks, trailing on their tape runners, slid suddenly downsl ope past her
toppl ed over the rock's edge and into the pit.

Thei r wei ght yanked at her, and Joanna slipped and fell hard, skidded down the
mud sl ope on her belly, and was over the lip and falling into bl ackness,
enpti ness.

She felt fear flash through her, bright and freezing cold. The rack. Hold
tight ... hold tight.

And she gripped it, gripped it with all the strength in her right hand,
squeezing the rack bars together so the rope humred, then whined running

t hrough them She was too frightened to let go of the safety shunt, let its
cam engage to halt her

She hung frozen instead, gripping the rack with all her strength so the rope,

as friction took hold, gradually ... gradually ran through nore slowy, unti
she was hardly falling, until she was only drifting down into darkness forty
stories deep ... her pack dangling beneath her with the rope sacks, the Bl ue

Water |ine feeding out of the first one.

Enbarrassed, grateful to be al one and have no one know how she'd

pani cked--gripping her rack in terror, instead of sinply releasing the
shunt - Joanna sail ed down, sailed down the murmuring rope, its thin, sheathed
nyl on cordi ng strong enough to hold anything but a fool

She i magi ned Merl e Budwi ng's ghost calling to her from bel ow. A ghost
eternally in darkness, coolness, calling others down to himat the bottom of
the pit. It would nmake a poem

Now, after those monents of fear, the reality of Frank's dying cane sharply,
freshly to her. She'd thought of her loss, of his |eaving her. She'd thought
of Frank's death--but not his dying. She hadn't considered the nonents of
drowni ng, hi s exhausti on and agony.

Descendi ng t hrough an i mense stone cat hedral, hundreds of enpty feet across,
nore hundreds of feet deep--its upper air lit after all, now that her eyes
were accustomed, by two di m sl ender beans of light frommnor cracks in the
great dome of its ceiling--Joanna began to cry, and realized it was only the
second tine she had wept since Frank had died, as if she'd been waiting for

this nore proper place for tears. The cave, |ike the ocean, revealing so
clearly how small, how minor they were, and in what a temporary way Frank had
lived--and she lived still, and hung now on her little thread, a tiny,

thi nking spider with a poemin its head.

Joanna took a breath and stopped crying. She bl ew her nose on her coveral

sl eeve, eased the bars of her rack and fell a little faster, so the Blue
Water's sound rose in pitch as it payed through the friction. Above her as she
sank, the rope's thin strand ran up and out of her helmet's light into

di stance and vaul ted uncertain shadow. Beneath her was a gulf of deeper, then
perfect dark.



Joanna stood, her helnet |anp switched off, on heaped shifting slabs of
fallen stone. She'd tied her second length of line on at two hundred and
thirty feet ... then attached herself to the new rope bel ow t he joining knot,
to rappel down the last two hundred-plus feet to the pit's floor

She'd turned off her helnmet lanmp to enjoy the dark, to stand in this great
vault of darkness deep within the world ... alone except for Merle Budw ng's
ghost. He'd struck this heap of spoil after accelerating second by second in
his fall, breathless, out of shout, not knowi ng when he'd strike--or whether
he'd strike at all, perhaps only fall and fall forever, fall endless nmles in
pitch darkness toward the center of the earth.

For him the white smacking flash of inpact nmust have been a fraction of an
instant of relief.

Joanna | ooked up, searched for those two beans of light in the done's great

hei ght, and saw, high and hi gher, alnost out of sight, their hair-thin traces
that by contrast nade the cavern's darkness darker, as if it were flooded by a
river of blackness flowing in, and bringing silence with it.

She lit her helnet lanmp, and by that small bright cone of light fed the slack
runni ng end of the second Blue Water length into a rope bag, then weighted
that with a heavy chunk of rock. Above the rope bag and its stone, the rest of
the line rose up into cool danmp dark air, up forty stories to the nud chute,

t he passage, and the gate. The rope, hanging sl ender as her finger, and noving
slightly in the cave's cool breezes, was her only way up, her only way out.

She took her chest harness off and left it with the rack and shunt by the rope
sacks, along with her sling of carabiners. Then she dug in the equi pnent pack
and took out two nylon tape runners and the sixty-foot braid of Pigeon
Mount ai n climbi ng rope--dynamic rope, with stretch and give to it to cushion a
fall. She hunted through the pack again, found the fol ded plastic survival

bag, took off her helnet and tucked the bag into it, then put the hel net back
on and checked her chin strap

It was odd to be alone in the pit, in darkness, alone in the tangled miles of
the cave. Odd to be wi thout the company of other cavers, their noise and
occasional grunts of effort working passages in clinbs and craw s, or |ugging
gear. Wthout their harsh joking.

Strange to be alone, and a relief. As if being beneath the earth in pitch

dar kness, cool ness, silence, being here and all alone, were the truth of the
human condition--and everything brightly lit, crowded, noisy and warm were
only alie waiting to be exposed. Exposed by drowning and death. Exposed by

| onel i ness and | oss. The cave, like the bottom of the sea, presented the fact.

Joanna i magi ned herself as Merle Budwi ng was, and Frank. In stillness,
silence, and the dark. The difference being that she still knew of death-and
the dead did not.

She shoul dered the pack and rope, took six carabiners fromher sling and
snapped themto her wai st harness, and wal ked away fromthe hanging line ..
trudgi ng, sliding down the |ong, unstable hundred-yard ridge of broken fallen
stone. An insect crawling along the rough dark carpet of an enornous room

It took her half an hour to get off the ridge of fallen rock and onto the
pit's stone floor--scored and ravi ned yards deep by anci ent rushing waters,
scattered with the rubble the currents had | eft behind them boul ders, gravel,
megal iths | arger than houses. The vaulting space around, above her, seened to
sing in Joanna's ears, then shrink to only the reality of her helnet's cone of



light--a yard or two across, a yard or two distant as she travel ed.

If she mistook a narrow trench in the pit's floor for a shadow in her light's
beam if she misstepped and broke her ankle, broke her leg, she could stil

sel f-rescue--crawl back to her distant rope in agony, rig her ascending gear
and struggle up, her bad leg dangling. It would take hours, it would be
difficult, but she could do it, weeping, screaming if necessary.

But if she slipped and fell here and broke her pelvis, or broke her back, then
there woul d be no getting up the rope, even if she could drag herself over the

long ridge of rubble to it. ... Then, she would lie licking danp stone for any
nmoi sture, and huddl e dream ng, shivering, hallucinating as her lanmp batteries
fail ed, backup lights were exhausted, her rations were eaten ... and she died

of darkness and thirst, before she could starve to death.

Soneday, after her car was found, cavers would come sailing slowy down
t hrough shadow for her body. They'd be very angry with her.

Two hours later, Joanna had crossed the pit's floor, clinbed a steep
fifty-foot rise of rubble breakdown to its north wall, and stopped to rest a
few m nutes before clinbing the forty feet of vertical linestone to the first
passage entrance.

It was a sheer wall of fractured soft stone-chocks and ai ds usel ess to wedge
into cracks that crunbled and broke away on strain. It was hand-and-f oot
climbing. The Mdstate Grotto had a policy of avoiding pernmanent bolted
anchors where it coul d.

"I'f you can't rock clinmb, don't cave-'cause where there're downs, there're
going to be ups.” One of Chris Leong's |lectures. The Mad Chi naman--al so known
as CGenghis Khan-Chris would be first down the rope, if they had to cone for
her body in a few nonths. He'd be absolutely furious.

Joanna went to the wall ... sidestepped along its irregular base, and found a
deep crack that seenmed to go. She stepped up to wedge her boot toe in, then
reached up and found a grip to balance her for the next toe-in. She slowy

wal ked the crack up at an angle to the right along the wall, keeping her body
away fromthe stone, using her feet to clinb, her hands only for bal ance. --Her
hel met |ight was not nuch use; it threw too many shadows above her as she
clinmbed. She did better with her eyes closed ... relying on touch, running her
fingers in slow sweeps above her, feeling for slight depressions, slight
ridges to grip lightly for a noment as she went up

The rock crack narrowed and vani shed beneath her, and Joanna, conmitted,
clinmbed with her feet turned sharply out, using the inner edges of her boot
soles to boost her. It was a matter of keeping noving, not stopping--not
hanging still on the wall

Left step and right step up in darkness, in rhythmw th her reaching,
searching for finger holds to keep her on the rock. She began to notice the
wei ght of the pack and rope braid on her back ... notice the soft ringing of
t he carabiners as she rose. Her fingertips were hurting. Now she was
twenty-five, thirty feet up, too far to allow herself to fall. There'd be no
falling, now Only clinbing.

At the passage | edge, Joanna had to mantle, brace her weight up on a
stiffened armto | ever herself over the edge. She lay resting there a few
m nutes, then rolled to her feet, clunsy with the pack and rope--and wal ked
over rubble into the passage. It was an ovaled tunnel, floored in a fine
silted dust that sparkled in her lanp's light. Fifty to sixty feet wide,



alnmost thirty feet high, its gleaming walls were dinpled by current swirls,
t he stone burnished by the White River's flow ng through for two or three
mllion years.

The river had fl owed through for those ages before diverting to a | ower |evel,
slowy dissolving its way down. It had flowed through the passage and

t hundered out into the pit, an i mense waterfall filling a black |ake in pitch
dar kness.

Thi s passage was the neandering mle-long wal kway into the |abyrinth--the nmaze
of interconnected tunnels, chutes, squeezes, dead ends, river duck-unders,
corridors, crawl spaces, waterfalls, galleries and great chanbers of the cave

The G otto hadn't had time to map very much of it. Joanna had supplies for
two days, two days to explore and rough-map a new nile, perhaps two.

Two days in which she had to think of nothing but staying alive--of caving,
and its cold, harsh, and muddy | abor, disconfort, danger, and exhaustion. Two
days in which she had to think of nothing else, renenber nothing else in a
wor | d of dependabl e dar kness beneath the treacherous world of |ight.

Chapt er Four

At dark, Charis reached into the VWS gl ove conpartnent, took out a smal
penlight, some Kleenex, and the flat pint bottle of vodka, and | ocked the car
Then she wal ked into the woods, unbuckled her belt, unzipped her jeans and
pul | ed them down, pulled her panties down--and squatted, |eaning back agai nst
a birch to pee.

She dried herself, tucked the used tissues under |ast year's fallen |eaves,
pul l ed up her panties and jeans, and began wal ki ng t hrough the trees, working
left along the | ake shore. It was cool ... a cool sumer night. The breeze was
of f the | ake.

She used the penlight sparingly, and only for a nmonent each tinme. The woods
and brush were thick along the water, the ground soft, soaked to puddl es here
and there.

Music. Choir ... a chorale canme floating in the night. She saw house lights
off to the right. They'd built on a | ow peninsula, cleared the trees. A few
steps farther, and she could see the place, its lit w ndows. The nusic cane
fromthere, Benjanmin Britten, or some nodern romantic. ... Cassical-mnusic
peopl e on a blue-collar |ake. They, or their parents, must have built here in
t he good ol d days, and been annoyed when the trailers and nobil e honmes began
to accunul ate around the shore.

Charis went carefully, quietly past, kept to the brush and trees--though these
peopl e hadn't had a dog when she'd been up before.

Then it was wet wal ki ng, her running shoes soaked squel ching through puddl es
and nuddy patches. The cool air snelled sweetly of pine trees and still water.
There wasn't w nd enough to build small waves across the | ake tonight. O her
ti mes-one other time--the wind had been bl owi ng hard, noisy in the trees, and
tiny waves had broken on the shore.

Charis could hardly hear the choral nusic anynore.--And just as that faded,
she saw the old man's cabin. Small, much smaller than the other house had
been. ... There was light through the living roomw ndows. The bedroom wi ndow
was dark and the kitchen wi ndow was dark. She doubted he'd eaten supper; she'd
never seen him cooking any regul ar neal s. \Warned soup, sometines. She'd
snelled tomato soup in the cabin, last tine she was up



An old man no longer interested in food. Eating and drinking his nenories, and
fadi ng away.

Charis wal ked out of the trees and went along the cabin's back wall. She'd
heard the old man on the phone the first night she'd come up--raising his

voi ce, saying "Wat?" every now and then. So she didn't take care to step

quietly.

She circled the cabin--paused by the side of the porch to be certain he wasn't
sitting out there, which he rarely did after dark--then went on around.

She saw hi mthrough the first |iving-roomw ndow. He was sitting in the
rocker, reading. Charis had never seen himrock back and forth. He just sat
still, with his feet flat on the floor, and read. He had no tel evision

There was a | ong bookcase against the |log wall behind him a bookcase of fine
cherry wood, furniture fromthe house he nust have had with his wife. No way
to tell the title of the book he was reading--not fromoutside. But |ater
when she went in, she'd see. Last time it had been Celine, in French. A tough
old man reading a tough book. ... In a way, it would have been better if his
wife were still alive. Then they would have tried careful trenbling old sex,
and Charis could have seen they weren't |onely.

She stood watching himread seven pages. He was a fast reader--it was the
qui ckest thing he did. She watched himdo that ... watched a little | onger
then went back into the trees to sit and wait.

The noon was up when the living-roomlights were turned off. Charis stood
and stretched. She was getting hungry, and chilly in the breeze coning off the
| ake.

She wal ked around the cabin to the woodshed's outside door. The woodshed was
of f the kitchen, convenient in hard winters. She opened t he woodshed
door--lifted it slightly as she opened it, to keep its rusty hinges

qui et--then eased inside in darkness, used her penlight to manage al ong the
narrow ai sle with rough birch and al der rounds and splits stacked on either
side. It seened to her the old man rmust not trust sunmer anynore; he already
had his wood in, ready for wnter

Charis noved carefully to the door into the kitchen, put her ear against it
and listened. ... No sound. She put the penlight in her jeans pocket.

Then there was a faint noise--a chair or something being noved in the cabin
in the bedroom A chair. He'd be putting his brown corduroy trousers over
the back of the chair.

The old man had four pairs of corduroy pants--two brown and two bl ack. He wore
them wi nter and sunmer when he was at the | ake, and washed them and his shirts
and underwear in a tub over a fire behind the cabin. Really primtive and
silly, because she'd watched him one spring evening, try to wing a pair of

t hose pants out, and he wasn't strong enough to do it right--so he'd hung them
up, dripping, on his clothesline. It was sad, really, but it was his choice,
since he'd been a | awyer and had had a practice and an office and so forth,

and at least a little nmoney. ... An old man living in the past, every way he
could. Eccentric, was the word.

Charis stood listening at the door to the kitchen, listened for a long tine,
and heard no nmore sounds at all but the soft mutter and tick of the woodstove
in the living room



Then she took the big Shrade jackknife out of her back pants pocket, opened
it, slid the blade through the crack between the wooden door and janb--old and
shrunk to a bad fit--and carefully eased the |latch hook out of its eye. She

opened the door, lifting it slightly for silence, walked into the kitchen and
stood by the refrigerator, listening, snelling food cooked a while ago ..
oatrmeal ... snmelling the snoky odor of the living-roomstove, the | og-cabin

snel | of danmp wood and ol d tree bark

Charis opened the refrigerator. There wasn't nmuch in it--half a | oaf of

whol e-wheat bread; a glass bow of what |ooked |ike mashed potatoes, with a
pl astic cover on top; a half-gallon container of mlk; and sonme slices of
salam on a small white plate. There was a big wedge of rat cheese in plastic
wap ... and that was that.

She had never eaten any of his food. But now it made no di fference. She took
the bread and rat cheese out and put themon the kitchen table, then chose two
pi eces of bread by dimlight fromthe open refrigerator--some of the bread was
stal e--and used the Shrade to cut a thick slice of the cheese for a sandwi ch.
There was no mayo or butter in the refrigerator, so it would be a sinple
sandw ch.

Charis wal ked carefully to the door to the living room-avoiding two places in
the plank floor that she knew squeaked--and stood in the doorway for a while,
listening, and eating the sandwi ch. It was good, even w thout nayo.

When she finished, wasn't chew ng anynore, she could hear the old nman
breathing in the bedroom Not snoring as Royce Langenberg used to snore, but
only heavy breathing ... sounded |ike work.

She wal ked into the living room-dark, except for the Franklin stove's dull
flickering light --and went across to the bedroom door. Wasn't nuch of a
bedroom probably had been a storage space or spare room ten feet square with
alittle half-wi ndow The cabin's big |oft was where people had slept. But the
steep steps nust have started to hurt the old man's knees. ... She stood by

t he hal f -open bedroom door, listened to that slow, harsh breathing.

She sl owly pushed the door open, stood watching as the old man slept. He |ay
on his side in soft noonlight shining through the hal f-w ndow. Lay curled
under his quilt like a child. He | ooked smaller than when he was awake and
out si de, working around the cabin. The noonlight was shadowed on his face.
Charis watched himfor a while, then carefully closed the bedroom door and
wal ked back into the living room He'd left his book by the arnchair, on the
[ anp table.

She took the penlight out of her pocket, held it in her mouth for light. It
was a novel by Larteguy, in English translation. She |eafed through the book
stopping to read here and there. She read for a while, several passages.

The central characters seemed to be foolish French army officers, all with
beauti ful - soundi ng nanes. No question French was |ovely, when officers' names
sounded |i ke rmnusi c.

She cl osed the book and put it down, didn't bother to keep the old man's
pl ace. Then she went to the Franklin stove, bent, and opened one of its small
i ron gl ass-w ndowed doors.

There was a | ong-handl ed ash shovel in a wought-iron stand besi de the stove,
and Charis used it to scoop up a small heap of live coals, pulsing arterial
red. She shook sonme onto the netal safety sheeting beneath the stove front
then scattered the rest out onto the pine-plank flooring.



She put the shovel back in its stand, left the stove door open a few inches.
Then she stood well back, took the pint bottle from her w ndbreaker pocket,
opened it, reached out and poured the vodka onto the floor ... over the
spill ed coal s.

A blue flash softly thunped and expl oded several feet high and al nbst caught
her--then hissed and ran out in blue and red runners al ong the pl anki ng.

Charis stepped back and went to the bedroom door again. She put her ear

against it and heard the old man still sleeping, breathing his difficult
breaths. Then she turned in brightening light to watch the fire exhaust the
al cohol, turn it to fumes and gone ... then learn to do without it ... learn

ordi nary burning al ong the wooden fl oor

It took a while. But finally the pine planks began to chuckle, snmoke, and char
in a large and larger circle. And when flanes cane up together, |ow and
rolling, a gorgeous carpeting wave across the floor, Charis went back to the
bedr oom door, carefully opened it only a little--then wal ked back into the

ki tchen and out through its woodshed door. She closed that behind her, then
went through the woodshed and on outsi de.

The ni ght was cool er now, the breeze bl owi ng stronger off the | ake. She was
gl ad she'd brought her wi ndbreaker

Charis wal ked around the cabin to the bedroonmi s hal f-w ndow, and stood
listening. She heard the old nman still sleeping, breathing noisily. There was
no ot her sound fromthe cabin. And outside, in the night, only the soft
sweepi ng of the | ake wind through the trees.

She stood by the wi ndow for a while, then wal ked around the side of the cabin
to a living-roomw ndow. She saw bl azing at the w ndow s gl ass before she

| ooked in--and there was no living room Now it was a coiling furnace, and she
could hear it. The Franklin stove, that had held fire captive for so nany
years, now squatted in the mdst of fire that rolled free fromwall to wall
and clinbed the walls to follow its snmoke. The snoke was bl ack and sl ow as the
fire was bright and quick. It nmade a rich contrast.

Charis wal ked back around to the bedroom wi ndow and heard the old man calling.
Definitely awake, now. She couldn't tell what he was calling. Mybe for
hel p.--1t was a sort of shouting.

She stood by the hal f-wi ndow, but not too close because snmoke was com ng out.
It was pouring out of the wi ndow |Iike black coffee poured froma pot. The old
man was shouting in there. Charis supposed he nmust have opened the bedroom
door and seen the living roomwas all fire, and no way out.

"CGet out ... get outside!" That's what the old man was shouting. She could
hear himthrough the little wi ndow. He was shouting as if he were calling to
sonmebody el se. Charis stood away fromthe snmoke comi ng out, and listened. "Cet
out side!" was what he was yelling in there. Instructions to himself. Then he
call ed out something in French, and she couldn't understand it.

Suddenl y, the w ndow screen canme out, was broken and fell out, and startled
her so she junped back--and the old man was there at the hal f-w ndow, staring
out through the snoke. The snoke funnel ed past him nmade a billow ng dark hal o
around his face. Charis saw the old nan's white face in the m ddl e of noving
bl ack snoke that nmade his face whiter. It was the noonlight that was show ng
himto her. Hs face was nested in the snoke--and she saw hi m see her



He put his armout through the little window, his left arm and she could see
he was making small junps, small hopping junps in there to get up to the

hal f -wi ndow, get out through it, somehow. She could see an edge of the fire
behind him it had cone through the bedroom doorway |ike an ani mal made of
gol d.

He was reaching out with his left arm and he got his head and | eft shoul der
out of the window in stirring, roiling smoke. He was | ooking at her, and his
nmout h was noving but he wasn't shouting, anynore. He was trying to get through
t he wi ndow, but the wi ndow was much too snmall. He was westling in the w ndow
frame, his mouth open, breathing in snoke.

He stretched his arm... his hand out to Charis as if she could pull him
free--and before she thought she reached up and took it. H s hand trenbl ed,
big, soft, and cold. She held it--then suddenly | et go when he screaned. The
fire had found him

Charis stepped back and stepped back again. H s screani ng was pushing her
back. Hi s nouth had becone nost of his face, a stretched bl ack oval, and he
screanmed as if he were young again, naking that terrific noise.

The old man seened to shake and shake in the w ndow franme--stuck half in and
hal f out. There was brightness and bl azi ng behind him He breathed in snoke
and shrieked it out--and in the snoke, Charis snelled cooking.

She turned and ran away as if he mght get out after all, and come chasing her
on fire ... trailing fire after her through the night.

She ran by firelight, then by nmoonlight, ran through the woods hearing shril
failing noise behind her ... then choral nusic ahead, sounding faintly from
t he house she' d passed before. So never in silence for a nonment.

The first day and night had gone very well. Joanna had mapped al nost two

m | es of passages no one had ever seen--low-ceilinged, wet, and tortuous ways
wi ndi ng beneath each other. She'd done a decent job of mapping--used the tape,
i nclinoneter, and Suunto compass, nade sonme snall hasty sketches, too. A
pretty good job of mapping to be working alone, with no one to run the tape
end out and hold it, or anchor it with a stone.

The first day and night had gone well. This second norning would be nore
difficult--though she still felt at home, still was happier here, farther from
Frank and his death than she woul d be anywhere el se. But she was tired this
nmorni ng, colder, weary with scranbling and clinbing rope pitches, sore from
stone bruises and cuts.

After she'd wakened--having slept in her sleeping bag under a nmle of stone,
al one on a patch of fine drift gravel in darkness deeper than dark--Joanna'd
filter-punped icy water froma small silver pool no one had seen since the
wor | d began. She'd drunk a quart of that stone-tasting water and eaten a
protein bar and half a carbohydrate bar ... then checked her equi pnent pack
her rope coil, lanp batteries, and gear. She'd sorted through everything,
maki ng sure nothing was |ost, nothing would be |eft behind.

She clinbed fromthe gravel ed passage by a breezy squeeze, snaking up into it
behi nd her helmet light's shifting yell ow beam feeling cool wi nd drafting
down from chanbers, crawl spaces beyond.

She started working her way up this narrow chi mey that grew sl owy narrower
clinmbed and twi sted, withed her way up, the equi pnent pack and rope
coil--tethered with four feet of webbing--dragging up beneath her. The chi nmey



took an awkward turn, up and to the right, and Joanna tried the turn ... got
into it with her right arm cranmped down al ong her side as she pushed herself
slowy higher. It was very hard work, because only that right hand--its

| eat her gl ove worn through, so she was bl eeding--only that hand and the toe of
one boot had any purchase at all

She noved up very slowy, her right side wedged in the angle of the stone.
Then noved nore slowy; she could feel her boot toe scrabbling, scraping on
the rock beneath her. ... Then she couldn't nove anynore. Couldn't take a deep
breath, she was held so tight.

Joanna began to lie to herself--that she could keep clinbing, that she was
just resting because it was a hard vertical squeeze and now angling off, and
she was | ucky she was clinbing ... not caught crawling head down. Joanna |ied
to herself for several mnutes, and pretended she was resting.

But the lie wouldn't last, and she had to try to nove--not nove up or down,
just nove a little, ease herself in the chimey so she could get a deep
breath. A breath was really what she needed. ... She'd crawl ed up, so there
must be a way down. O perhaps of continuing up. Plenty of choices, if she
could get a really deep breath. There was no use wasting little breaths in
grunting, murmuring for help, letting them know she was in trouble. No use in
that. There was no "them"

And if she failed--couldn't get just one deep breath to start with; that would
hel p so nmuch--then no one woul d ever know where Joanna Reed was hel d, gripped,
snothered in a mllion-ton coffin of stone. Soneone m ght snell her one day

snell faint drifting rot in the cavern's air, and suppose sone ani mal had
cone down for its own reasons, and died. No nman, nor any god there m ght be,
woul d be able to find her. ... It was, in a way, the place she'd been seeking.
Here, while she slowy withed and twi sted for any purchase--careful, careful
not to begin to struggle desperately, to screamout air she would never be
abl e to breathe back--here at |ast she forgot about Frank, forgot about | oss
and unhappi ness. Here, caught hard and perfectly al one, unable to go up
unabl e to back down ... caught hard in darkness that her |anp would only
denponstrate as its battery slowy died, Joanna forgot about anything but
getting out.

Secretly, she traded Frank's death for getting out. That dreadful thing having
happened, seened insurance agai nst this dreadful thing happening. ... And the
cowar di ce cal med her, becane very useful, so she breathed slowy out ... and
out again to make slight extra space where the stone cl anped her so cl osely.

She decided to go up, not back ... and quarter-inch by quarter-inch--using her
chin once, stretching her jaw up against the rock, then slowy bow ng her head
with all her strength, so her chin caught on rough |imestone, she added j ust
that little bit to clinbing. Added as nuch as her trapped right hand ... and
she twi sted and slowy, slowy corkscrewed an inch ... perhaps two inches

hi gher. Her chest ached fromeffort where her breast had beeneascar tissue
sore across the nuscle.

Joanna's left | eg was numb; she couldn't feelx. Her left hand was free, but
found not hi ng above her but |inestone too wet, too slippery. She used her
right boot toe ... her right hand's fingers, and breathed out again and out
agai n, worning, working, withing up alnost another inch ... a cave snake,
blind and slowy turning inside stone.

A rage began to grow in her |ike changing weather --a slow fury against al
unnovi ng things, all things too hard, too solid, real and unchangeable. Stone,
and deat h.



She took rapid small breaths, like the breaths she'd | earned in her Lamaze

cl asses years ago--giving-birth breaths that mght allow her to live to | eave
this narrow passage. ... She found that her right hand was doi ng the nost,
though it could curl, push against the rock in only a limted way. The hand
was being hurt; she felt the stone burning the edge of her palm wearing skin
away as she wor ked.

Joanna thought for a noment of trying to go back, trying to get down the
chimey. If her left hand could grip above her, help her with | everage a
little, she might be able to. Wthout that, not. ... But rage, her anger
seened to drive her up, drive her to conplete what she'd started. She turned
and turned her right hand, and felt the stone grow slowy wetter beneath,
where the hand was bl eeding. Wet, but not too slippery yet. She breathed in
little sipping breaths, breathed themcarefully out, worked her raw right

hand, and scraped and scrabbl ed her boot toe against the rock beneath her. The
scraping there seemed to uncover stone a little rougher than the surface ..
gave her a hint of purchase against it.

She rose an inch ... then another. Her right hand--the side of the palm-felt
as if she rubbed it on a hot stove, was scorching, cooking it as she clinbed.
The pain nade her begin to cry--but only the pain. She wept for no other
reason, and kept working.

She twi sted, heaved up al nost another inch--and felt with her searching |eft
hand at | ast a chipped place, a tiny notch that nisting water had corroded in
the chimey's |imestone through the centuries. She got a fingernail ... al nost
a fingertip in it, hooked her hand into a claw and slowy, carefully on that
fragile hold, began to lift a little of her weight, only a very little of it.
If that fingernail tore off, she had four nore.

She wrestled, tugged, then twisted up a little nore, and was able to breathe
al nost deeply. She rested there while feeling came tingling, stinging back
into her left leg. ... Then she had both | egs, and was able to kick out a
little and scranble, was alnost free to clinb. And in a while, when she was
very tired, her left hand found a small round of stone to grip.

Slow y, as she clinbed, the chimmey began to open. It opened w der, and at

| ast all owed Joanna--draggi ng her tethered gear up behind her-to haul out onto
an easy craw over nud to an upper passage's rubbled floor. She sat there,
satisfied, dug in her pack and replaced her helnmet lanp's battery. By bright
new | ight, her watch di splayed nunbers near noon that made little sense to her
until she thought about them concentrated on them

She'd been in the chimey al nost two hours. And up had been the proper way to
go. If she'd tried going back down the squeeze, conformations different,
descendi ng, she woul d have stayed in the stone forever

The afternoon was difficult because she was so tired. Too tired, too cold
in cool air to map, stretch the tape, check the conpass and inclinoneter, get
t he readi ngs right and noted. She ranbl ed through an upper passage that turned
and turned again, a naze she conmitted to nenory as she passed, with a veteran
caver's noting of lefts and rights, ups and downs. ... She found a side craw
that had a breeze blowing fromit, slid into that and down into shall ow water,
very col d--then stood and waded behind her lanmp's light into a small chanber
so bright with frost-white tapestries it hurt her eyes. Flashing from
reflected water drops, fromlacewdrk and white ribbonwork in stone suspended
fromthe little rooms high ceiling, her helnet's Iight doubled and grew
brighter in reflection, in rainbowrefraction of roses, sulfurs, mauves and
ol d ivory-chrysel ephantine. Mniature blizzard-white islands lifted froma



shal | ow pool as clear as air, where her lamp's |ight shone down through
perfect water to sparkle fromquartzite pebbles on its floor

No one had ever seen the small glittering roombefore--and |likely no one ever
woul d again. It had been waiting for mllions of still and silent years of

dar kness for sone living creature with curiosity and courage to search for it,
and di scover its loveliness. She had conme, and it was hers.

For hours, as Joanna drove east toward the coast, early evening' s falling
sunlight forest odor seened el enents of a dream an odd dream of roofl ess
space and green of growing things.-Reality renained the cool ness and dar kness
of the cave.

The cars approaching, then thunping past her, seened driven by dream figures,
t wo- di nensi onal, who had no notion howto find their way out of a dark

| abyrinth of nmiles of passageway, falls, and faults. No notion of how to do
that--then clinb four hundred feet of slender line out of a cavern's well of
dar kness, enptiness. To clinmb exhausted, stepping up as each ascender--one at
her right foot, one at her left knee--slid up the rope in turn, and gripped.
Up forty stories to the light.

She drove east, the Volvo's trunk full of wet and nuddy cl othes, boots,
mud- st reaked coils of Blue Water rope and PM rope, along with equi prment
needi ng cl eaning, drying--and for anything steel, a light touch of oil. She'd
pour ed hydrogen peroxide over her right pal mwhere the skin was gone, and that
had hurt so rmuch that spots swam before her eyes--tiny water-gray spots noving
through a gray field. Then she'd taped on a gauze bandage.

Her | egs and shoul ders ached fromrope clinmbing. Even with ascenders, four
hundred feet was four hundred feet. And her hands were sore--skinned pal m
scraped knuckl es, fingers bruised fromgripping rock. Her hands hurt, cranped
around the steering wheel

She canme in on the nine-thirty ferry, with night unfolding Iike a bat's
wi ng along the Atlantic's horizon. She drove along Strand, then up Sl ope
Street and into the cottage's narrow graveled drive to the garage.

There were chores to do--the ropes to be hosed, coiled, and hung to dry, and
all the other equipnment cleaned and put away ... equi pnment packs and rope
sacks turned inside out to air. A couple of hours of chores.

Joanna was too tired, too hungry, to start working right away. She left the
garage, went up the cottage's back steps and through the kitchen door, then
al nost called out that she was home--al nost, but caught herself. After a few
nore weeks, she wouldn't even begin to call into enpty houses.

She decided on a peanut butter and jelly sandwi ch and a gl ass of mlk--put her
purse on the kitchen table, and went down the hall to the entryway to check
t he phone. Its message |ight was blinking. Rebecca, probably.

Joanna pushed the play button and heard a voice she slowy recognized. Ms.
Thurman, the president's secretary at White River. Very brisk old I ady, and
not friendly.

Ms. Thurman spoke for quite a while, alnost ran out the tape. ... The

presi dent wanted to get in touch and was very, very sorry. The state police
had been unable to contact her at her honme in Wite R ver, and then her
father's attorney, Ms. Dufour fromupstate, had called. Terrible accident
woodst ove door |eft open. Ms. Thurman was anxious for Joanna to get back to
her at the president's office, so they'd know she'd gotten the nessage.



Joanna put the phone down with the oddest sense of satisfaction. She felt

al nost pleased. ... Besides that strange feeling of conpletion, she felt
nothing at all. Felt no surprise, no sorrow, no sense of |oss. Nothing nore
seened to have been taken fromher--as if she were an inner-city storekeeper
who' d been robbed in such swift succession that the second theft didn't
matter.

She wal ked back to the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator to take out the
peanut butter, whol e wheat bread, and jar of blackberry jam She put those on
the counter by the stove, then opened the refrigerator again to get the mlKk.
Barkl ey's sold only whole nilk.

She took a knife fromthe counter drawer and began meki ng her sandw ch. Peanut
butter first, on the left-hand slice. Jamwould be on the other slice--and not
too heavy on the jam or it would sugar over the taste of the peanut butter

She supposed she woul d have to consider her father not only dead, but
burned to death--as Frank was not only dead, but drowned.

It seened to Joanna, relaxed in enptiness, that there nust be a fact, a truth

hiding, that explained it all. And to discover that truth? To explore these

odd coi nci dences--Frank's inprobabl e blunders at sea, her cautious father's

carel essness with his woodstove--to search beneath, to map that dark | abyrinth
who better?

Chapter Five

The Lake Chaunette Fire Departnent-volunteer--had sent its captain, MIt
Duffield, out to nmeet Joanna at the cabin site. The fire captain, |large and
lunpy in slacks, jacket, shirt and tie, andw tha baby's chubby earnest face,
had been waiting when Joanna pulled into the cabin clearing after half a day's
traveling up fromthe island.

The sun threw | ong shadows whil e they wal ked around a very | arge square
shallow pit filled with charred pl anks, chunks of debris, and fragnents
floating on black water. A bitter snell drifted up ... wafting on the |ake
breeze.

"W punmped fromthe | ake," the fireman said when Joanna asked about the water.
"But way too late. It was goin' too good for us to do anything about it,
except keep it fromstartin' up the woods."

"You didn't find ny father. ..."

"Found his bones,"” the fireman said. "Sone of his bones."

It seened to Joanna that Captain Duffield --volunteer or not--nust have dealt
with relatives of the dead before. He was calmy matter-of-fact, no comments
or posturing about | oss.

"And it was the woodstove?" The early evening was growi ng darker, w th clouds
reaching west, in fromthe sea.

"Yes, Ms. Reed; it was. | knew your dad, just to see himat the store, and he
was gettin' pretty old to be out here alone. Tendency is to get forgetful
carel ess, that age."

"My father was a very careful man."

"Quess not enough," Captain Duffield said, "to be out here by his | onesone."



Joanna was wal king around the fire pit again, |ooking down into the dark water
as if something of her father mght still be under it. "This is the way he
wanted to live."

"Ch, sure. We got a bunch of old fol ks out here.”

"And it was just an accident? Absolutely just an accident.

"Didn' say that. W don't say accident till the insurance guys say
accident--but the police were out here last night, an' Ted Lujack from
Beaconsfield FD came out, too--an' he's an ace. Said it |ooked Iike a hot coal
thing, which is what we think, too, and we see a lot of 'em--Stove door was
left open just a little bit, some coals rolled out on the floor, and that's
all she wote. Nighttime, so your dad woul d have been asleep." Duffield closed
his eyes for an instant, |leaned his head to the left to illustrate sleep

"l see."

"He probably woke up, came out to deal with it, threwa little water on an'

that was no use. People ... people live right through the woods there, they
called it in.--An" you know, npost cases, there isn't much sufferin'. Funes'|
get you before the flames."

Joanna was across the pit fromDuffield as he was tal ki ng. She wondered how
many famlies had been told fumes got the person before the flanes.

"Are you saying ... and those people who live nearby ... are you saying he
just died and didn't suffer so terribly?"

Captain Duffield | ooked at her across the ruin. Joanna could see his
reflection beneath him in the black water. His reflection seened to open its
mouth to speak an instant before he did. "No, can't say that for sure, Ms.
Reed. Wsh | could."

Hs reflection seenmed to want to add something nmore ... to warn her not to
i nquire further about suffering. About being burned to death, and crying out.

Joanna wal ked back around the edge of the pit, but didn't look into it
anynore. " And not hi ng strange, nothing unusual ? My father wasn't senile,
M. Duffield. He'd lived here, starting with summers, and heated with that
stove for alnost forty years."

"Yeah, but it only takes one m stake. You foolin' with fire, one mistake is
all it takes."

"And not hi ng--nothing at all strange about this?"

"Only thing was a small pour pattern in the char, what had been a coupl e of
floor planks --the width of that charcoal is what tells us they were floor

pl anks. That's why | said he probably threwa little water on there. Any
liquid Il pattern like that, a wet stain. It'll burn that pattern right into
t he wood, charred doesn' nmake any difference."

"A pour pattern

"Yeah, sonething just spilled there, and not nuch. An' Ted thought maybe an
accel erant, you know, your dad got up at night, tried to junp-start his fire
with a little kerosene or whatever?"



"He woul d never, never do that."

"Well, you're right. He didn' do that. Ted had that wood | ooked at first thing
this nmorning, just to cover the bases, and it definitely wasn't a regul ar

accel erant. You got esters and oils and so forth in that kind of |iquid--those
products are real conplicated--and there was no chenical residue at all in

t hose pl anks. \Watever it was just evaporated away real quick an' clean, so it
was probably water. We think your dad woke up, found the fire an' threw sone
water on it, an' that didn' do any good."

M. Duffield--Captain Duffield; she was neeting captains now ... sea captains,
fire captains--Captain Duffield made a graceful dism ssive gesture with his

ri ght hand, showing howlittle good the water had done. "You know, small
amount of water's not rmuch use on an advanced pine-wood fire, you get old
dry-cured lunber. The water hits an' you get a little pattern an' it

ef fervesces an' it's gone."

"But sonething was poured on the fire."
"Ri ght."

"--Sonet hing."

"Probably water."

"Could it have been anything el se?"

"I guess ... umm... lab alcohol wouldn' |eave any residue. But | don't see
why he would do that, Ms. Reed."

Joanna tried to inagine her father in his flowered boxer shorts--Fruit of the
Loom - st andi ng sl eepy and surprised. Pale, large, and |unbering, his body

wel ted, softened, nelted by tine |ike candl e wax, he poured an inprobable
smal |l vase of water on a fire--a fire young, beautiful, full of ferocious
energy, and grow ng.

Captain Duffield, apparently with other things to do, turned fromthe site and
wal ked away toward their cars, his shoes maki ng no sound on pi ne needl es.
Joanna hurried after himas if she had another question she nust ask, though
she couldn't think of it.

He heard her coming and stopped, waiting for her

"My husband," she said, surprising herself. "M husband was kill ed--drowned--a
little over two weeks ago. This is the second person in ny famly." She said
that as if this sturdy, pleasant nan m ght be the one to do sonething about

it.

"Jesus," he said. "That's just terrible.
Wanda Duf our kept her offices in the Gertner--an elderly two-story brick

buil ding on Second Street. Chaunette, a shrinking town, now had only seven

t hrough streets. The others had gradually gone to | anes and dead ends on the
south side, lined with shacks, nobile homes, and sheds. Past the tracks to the
north, New Engl and's pines and hem ocks had returned to vacant lots, a slow,
steady triunph over the |unbernen who had seenmed to conquer themthrough the

[ ast two centuries.

The Gertner was still a fully occupied structure. A small corner cafe, a
shoemaker, and a beauty shop on the ground floor, real estate and | awers



of fi ces on the second.

Joanna parked on the dirt lot in back, then had to wal k around to the
building's front. The back entrance had been nailed over with plywod. --The
reason, the door's broken glass, still lay scattered on the steps.

She went in the front entrance, and through a heavy odor of chem cals fromthe
beauty shop. Pernmanents being done. ... She clinbed narrow creaki ng wooden
stairs to the first landing, turned and clinbed again. It was always a little
surprising to notice how high the ceilings were in these old buildings. Even
smal | roons had ceilings twelve feet and higher, as if the nineteenth century
had expected its children and grandchil dren to becone giants.

On the second floor, there was no sound, no sign of activity behind the first
of fice doors--they had the sleepy | ook of |ocked. The last office, at the end
of the short hall and overlooking the street, had W Dufour--Attorney at Law
ingilt paint on its door's frosted gl ass.

Sl eigh bells jangl ed as Joanna wal ked in, and a stocky young wonan in a white
sl eevel ess bl ouse | ooked up froma desk. She was smiling, seemed happy to have

conpany.
"Hi.--Can | help you?" She was a little too plunp for the sleevel ess bl ouse.
"l called. Joanna Reed."

"Ch, right. I'm Bobbie Minn; | was the one who talked with you. Ms. Dufour is
in her office and you can go right up."

"Up?" Then Joanna saw three shall ow steps | eading to another |evel, and door
across the office. "Ch ... thanks."

Wanda Duf our was bent behind her desk, searching for something in a side
drawer. Only a thinning French knot of yellowwhite hair was visible, and a
smal I rounded hunmp hi gh on her narrow back. Despite sumer, she was wearing a
bl ack Chanel suit--an original, by the worn slate its black had faded to--and
now too big for her.

"Joanna?" A reedy voice from behind the desk. There was a nminor liquid sound.

"Yes."

"Sit down, dear." There was no agi ng quaver to Wanda Dufour's voice. It stayed
on its notes, but as very thin sound with a whistle to it. Sonething, Joanna

t hought, to do with her teeth. Fal se teeth.

Wanda shut the drawer and sat suddenly up with a glass in her hand that seened
to hold scotch or bourbon. She stared as if Joanna m ght have changed--as
Wanda had certainly changed. Joanna hadn't seen her in five or six years, and
t hose nust have been harsh years into Wanda's | ate seventies. Her face, that
in her youth had been bi g-eyed, blue-eyed, soft and neat, retroussee as a
Persian kitten's --and that had, even when Joanna | ast saw her, renumined a
worn, softer, but acceptable version-had now coll apsed. It was a sick old
Persian now, its face fallen, blotched and crunpl ed. The bl ue eyes, watery,
squi nted out.

"I know," Wanda said. "Don't say it.--But you, thanks to that I|ndian bl ood,
are still looking very good. You'll |ook good when you're sixty."

"Ch, 1I'll probably get fat. Joanna sat in the only chair facing the desk



--an elderly straw bottom bentwood. "Wanda, |I'msorry | didn't get your phone
call. Sorry you had to go through the college and so forth."

"Well, your father was a reluctantly aging man. He hated it, took it very
personal ly. He could have nade sure his attorney had his daughter's vacation
phone nunber in case of an enmergency--but he didn't."

"l went out to |look at the cabin--"

"Funeral pyre," Wanda said, as if she were correcting her. "It |ooked |ike
that, and it snelled like that, and that's what | call it." She took a careful
sip of her drink.

"Yes.

"You know, Joanna, children never understand their parents at all--never know
the real people they were. It's all Mmry-Daddy stuff, and believe me that's
not the real person.”

"l suppose that's true."

"For example--if you don't mind a little digression, a slight delay in our
doi ng |l egal business--if you don't mind a little digression, | can tell you
you never knew your father. ... Hell, your nother didn't know him She thought
your father was exactly what he seened, a local |awer with a |ocal practice
and two ternms, a long tinme ago, as district attorney." Wanda swayed very
slightly in her chair.

"--Well, let me correct that incorrect inpression. Louis was a deeply unhappy
man all his life; that's why he was so snotty to everybody but you--and ne,
because | knew the man. Louis Bernard did not |ike being a | awyer--which

al ways have |iked, by the way. He absolutely hated it; he started hating it in
| aw school. You'll notice he didn't care to do even his own | egal work.
Speaki ng of which, | suppose we better talk a little will-and-testamnent

busi ness." Wanda lifted her glass, but didn't drink fromit.

"--By the way, did you know your father wanted a career in the mlitary? Does
that surprise you? He wanted to be an officer in the artillery, of all things.
He had a book about a young man named Pel ham He had books on firing tables,
for God's sake--you know, how to time explosive shells and drop themright on
some poor dopes thirty mles away? Called a "guy thing," these days."

"I think I've heard of firing tables, but don't conputers do that now?"

"Honey, how the hell do | know? Al |I knowis, he wanted to be an officer in
the artillery--and the man couldn't even get into the Korean thing when he was
a kid. Not with that hockey knee."

"That's so strange. That's ... that sounds so odd."

"Ch, | know how bizarre it sounds, because | |aughed at hi m when he nenti oned
it. ... That was thirty-four years ago, and he never nentioned it to ne again.
That's how smart | was. Ch, | was very smart with Louis Bernard. It's called
throwing your life away with both hands." Wanda si pped. "Ckay, and so to

busi ness. "

"Daddy never said anything about it. He never nmentioned it. Never ever
mentioned going into the Arny, or anything. "

"Joanna, let me give you some advice about men--well, it's alittle late for



either of us to be giving or taking that particular advice, | suppose. Still,
et me give you sone advice about nen, which you may not be too old to take
advant age of, once you're over these catastrophes." Wanda paused to sip again

appeared to | ose her thought, and sat |ooking at Joanna as if wondering
what she was doing there. A few nmonments al nost restful

Then, as if her worn machinery had slipped back into gear, Wanda blinked, and
said, "My advice is, pay attention to what nmen don't mention. And what | nean
by that is, no man is ever really satisfied with what he's doing. There's

al ways sonet hing el se he has wanted to do, so there is always some sadness and
unhappi ness there, and of course we assune it's a |love problemand we're the
centerpiece and it's all about us or sone other wonan.--Wong." She put her
glass firmy down on the desk blotter

"Frank loved to sail. | suppose that's what he would really have
i ked--sonmething to do with the sea.”

"Well, there you are. Frank was in that gymmasi um or whatever down at your
college, or out on the fields blowi ng his whistle at sone nuscul ar young
idiots. Now, do you really think that is what he dreaned offor his life?"

"l suppose not. But he seened happy, Wanda." Joanna wi shed the old | ady woul d
stop drinking while they talked ... at |east change the subject fromnmen's
guesti onabl e happi ness.

"Don't be silly--and we do have sone business to do here, and we need to get
to it--but don't be silly. Men usually seem happy. They're not |ike us, at

| east the good ones aren't. They may betray, they may beat us, they may | eave.
But they don't whine. Your father was not a whiner. " Having said so much,
Wanda seened to need to catch her breath, and sat softly panting, very much an
elderly cat, and ill.

"Are you all right?"

"Ch, don't be an ass, Joanna. How could | be all right? I'man elderly woman

and |I'malone and Louis is dead and |'ve been drinking ... | amdrinking. You
are such a talent--and by the way, | read your |ast book and I was enornously
i npressed with those plant poens; | suppose you have to call them plant
poens- - "

""Xylem™""

"Yes. You could have had a better title, not sonething so botanical, but stil
t hose poens were beautiful. "Stems never knot, pause only to push out thorns
along their way, then keep right on to break in blossons. After that
splitting, spraddling for bees, only their death surprises them And not
much. ""

""And that not much.""

"Right--that's right. "And that not nuch.” ... Al too apropos. Anyway, those
poens made me want to garden, which | have never done and have no wish to
do--but a poet ought to know better than to ask ne if I'mall right.
kay?--Now, regarding Louis's will. "

"Wanda, |I'mso sorry. | didn't know that you and Father were even seeing each
ot her anynore."

"W weren't. | suppose he finally just couldn't stand me--naybe didn't care
for the aging al coholic routine, the physical weckage | represented for him



He woul dn't even nod to ne on the street, and we only net for our very m nor
busi ness, since |I'mhis attorney.-Was his attorney, though he used other

| awyers, too. ... But let ne tell you--as |I'msure you're discovering for
yoursel f--they don't have to be with you, to be with you."

Joanna, struck as if she'd never considered that, was enbarrassed to find
hersel f putting her hands up to her face to cry.

"Ch, honey," Wanda said, piped in her old lady's voice ... and Joanna forced
her hands back down into her |ap. Her eyes ached with tears that would not
fall.

"Cried out?" Wanda said. "Me too." She picked up the glass, finished her
drink, then reached down to pull out the side desk drawer and put the gl ass

away. "... | just miss that old son of a bitch terribly. It just seens--1"I
tell you this and then I'll shut up except for business. I'Il just tell you
this: Louis would have left your nother anyway. Your nother bored himstiff.
She was a nice woman and that's all she was. It's all | was, too, but | could

tell that Louis didn't want a nice woman. He wanted a troubl esomre wonan to
keep his mnd off how wong his Iife had gone." Wanda puffed her cheeks, bl ew
gently in and out. Joanna smnelled scotch's snoky odor

"--So, | gave himtrouble. It was very funny, in a way. There | was--and what

| really wanted was for your father to marry me and give ne a child and a
pretty house to live in ... and wait for himto cone home and cook for him and
all the common rest of it. Isn't that funny? ... And | suppose one of the
reasons he finally got sick of me was he realized I'd been faking being the
bad girl for all those years. ... Ch, | gave himhell. Scenes, and then
wouldn't talk to himfor weeks at a tinme, and 1'd go out with sone fool so
he'd see us in town. And then, if you'll pardon ne for saying it, Joanna, |'d

go back to himand screw his socks off."

Wanda sat for a nmonment with her eyes closed, resting, or remenbering. "I
suppose there was sone anger there too, for his making me go through all that

when | didn't want to. Because | didn't want to play that game at all.--But |
was absolutely crazy about the man. He was the col dest, nost unpl easant
person--then he'd do sonething so sweet. So sweet. ... Just open hinself up

li ke a book, and then he was hel pl ess, helpless and at ny nercy. It just
killed me."

"I"msorry, \Wanda."
"You're sorry. " Wanda sighed in her voice's high pitch. "--Wll, that's
enough travel down nenory | ane. And we do have sone | egal business to
conduct." She opened a nanila folder, took out a four-page docunent, and held
it away to focus on. "Your father's will was in order, and | do not anticipate
any problemw th probate. No problem As the only child, only surviving
relative, you receive his real property, which is the cabin--now, the |ake | ot
the cabin stood on. You will also receive, after probate and ny fee,
approximately thirty-three thousand dollars in cash, and a small portfolio of
extremely nmedi ocre stocks-Louis didn't believe in stock funds--and dubi ous

cor porate bonds."

"I see.”
"Your father was not interested in investment strategy, and would not take
advi ce." Wanda was sitting up straight now, alert while she dealt with

busi ness, professional matters.

"No surprise."



"No. ... Your father did have some expenses that |lowered his estate's val ue.
There was a trust arrangenent he undertook, and other expenses that are no
part of his will--and | egally speaking, are now none of our business."

"Trust arrangenent. "

"Through another attorney in town--a man. From what | understand, your father
decided to give sone anonynous support to an individual in need of it. \Wich
support, not a lot of nobney, ended two years ago when the trust arrangenent
wound up. And--so that attorney assured ne--invol ved nothing discreditable. In
fact, apparently a generous thing to have done."

"And nothing |I should know?"

"No, nothing you need to know, and nothing | know details about. Your father's
busi ness, old business, and over with."

"All right. ... Is there anything | need to do?"

"Qther than wait for probate--which shouldn't be del ayed, at |east not nore
than usual in this state --and to pay ny fee when | bill you, no. As to taxes
due on the estate--and they shouldn't be rmuch --1"11 let you know "

"Do | need to cone up agai n?"

"No. I'll call you when it's through probate, and 1'll send the papers down to
Wiite River."

"I'"mout at Asconsett for the summer.”
"You' re staying out there?"
"Yes. For the summer. Forty-seven Slope Street."

"I have that address. College called back and gave it to nme." Wanda pi cked up
a three-by-five card, examined it, and put it down. "--Do you mnd if | ask if
you need money, Joanna? | mean, with Frank gone. If you need noney, | could
advance you a sum personally."

"That's very nice of you, Wanda. No ... no, | don't need noney."

"You get a portion of Rebecca's tuition off as a faculty menber?"

"Yes, a percentage. Wiich is why she's going to Wite River instead of over to
Dart mout h- - where she was accepted and where she'd dearly | ove to be going,

because it's a canpus where her nother, for CGod' s sake, doesn't teach."”

"I don't blane her. |I would have considered it a nightmare to have my not her
at nmy school ."

"I don't blane her, either. But frankly, WAnda, she's a very young ni neteen
Dartmouth is pretty fast-paced.”

"Party school . "
"That, too."

"And how is she handling Frank's death--do you mind if | ask?"



"No, | don't mind. It hit her very hard. | don't think even the possibility of
such a |l oss had occurred to her, and it's ... hit her very hard. W babi ed
her. She was always carefully protected, and she | oved Frank. Loved him even
nore than horses.”

"Ch, dear."

"Yes. ... |'ve been very worried about her. She couldn't wait--we coul dn't
wait to get away from each other."

"Rem nders."

"Exactly right. Wanda, we rem nd each other about Frank. W see each other and
say, "Where is he?"

"Of course.--Wat happened to your hands?"
"What? Ch ... |'ve done sone caving."

"They're cut."
"Some little cuts." Joanna got up to go, picked up her purse. "Thank you very
much, Wanda, for being so helpful. ... And if it makes any difference at
all--though I hated you when | was a little girl, and wi shed you were
dead--now | think ny father was a fool not to have grabbed you and held on."

"That's sweet. ... OCh, hell, who knows." WAnda stood up behi nd her desk,
slightly unsteady, and supported herself with a hand on the desktop. "Probably
woul dn't have worked out at all. And you' ve been very patient, listening to ny

boozy nonsense. She canme around the desk, small and very thin, and stood
tall to peck Joanna dryly on the cheek, |eave a hint of scotch. "This
getting-old thing is just sickening ... sickening. It means there's no God;
that's what nakes it so sickening."

At the office door, the door already open, Joanna paused and closed it again.

"Wanda, | don't ... | don't really believe that Frank's death was an acci dent.
| want you to know that. | want sonmebody to know that.--1 don't believe it was
an accident at all, because an accident out there required two things that
Frank just didn't do. He always wore his life jacket-always. And he did not
fall out of boats-particularly in cal mseas and good weather. | just want
you- - "

"Honey ... honey." Wanda stared up at her, an elderly cat, startled. "--But
that's why they call them accidents."

"I know ... | know. |'ve already been given that line."

"Well ... God. Well, let me ask you, Joanna, aside fromthe pain of it, the

| oss just because of sonething stupid, what reason would there be for anyone
to do such a thing? Who would benefit ...?"

"l don't know "

"Did you go to the police?"
"Yes."

"And they said ...?"

"They said they see odd accidents at sea all the time--and no one would



benefit in Frank's case, and besides, they checked it out."
"And not hi ng?"
"And not hi ng."

"Honey, it's easy for me to say, but 1'll say it anyway. Aloss is a loss.”
Wanda, unsteady, went back to her desk and sat down. "You don't want to be
imagining it even worse than it was."

"Wanda, | have to tell you | think exactly the same about Louis's death.--I
don't believe he ever in his life went to bed and left a stove door open with
a fire burning init. That is the last thing my father would ever have done."
"Loui s was al nost eighty, Joanna.”
desk.

Wanda seened weary, shrunken behi nd her

"I don't give a damm! Do you believe it?"
"I have to believe it, honey, because it happened."”

"--And did you know that the firemen found a stain burned into the
fl oorboards? They thought maybe Daddy put kerosene on the fire to restart it."

"Never."

"That's right.--Never. Then they said it wasn't an accel erant, at |east not
kerosene or gas. It was sonething that disappeared in the heat. They think he
may have thrown some water on the fire."

"Ch, dear. ..."

"I"'msorry, Wanda; | shouldn't even have nmentioned this to you. | know it
sounds ridicul ous. "

"No, it's just one nore thing. ... But Joanna, you know there's nothing to it.
Because of just what the police told you. No one benefited from Frank's

deat h--and sure as heck no one benefits fromLouis's. You' re the only
beneficiary in each case, and for peanuts. So why? Wiy woul d anyone do such a
t hi ng?"

"l don't know "

"--Because there is no reason. Have you nmentioned any of this to Rebecca?"
"No, not yet."

"Well, Joanna, please don't do that."

"I don't want to, but we're tal king about her father. Hers--and now mne."

"Ch, God. ..."

"But I'msorry | troubled you with it." Joanna opened the office door again.
"--Maybe | amjust being stupid. Maybe |I've |ost too much, too quickly. "

"I'd say that's probably so."

"Well ... bye-bye."



"Bye- bye.

As she left the office, closing the door behind her, Joanna heard Wanda's desk
drawer slide open

The plump girl | ooked up from her keyboard and nout hed, spoke softly. "Is she
okay ...?"

"l think so."

The girl shook her head. "lI'mreally worried about her,'
above a whi sper.

she said, barely

Chapter Six

Joanna went out to the island on the |late-evening ferry. She sat in the cabin
for the trip--not yet ready, she supposed, to see a lot of Atlantic Ccean

They were mainly ol der people in the cabin, going out to the islands. O eague,
first. Then Parkers Island. Then Shell, then Asconsett. O der people, |ooking
tired and staying in the cabin, perhaps also not ready to see nore ocean

The rhythmic grunbling of the ferry's engine, its vibration through the
bench' s weat her-faded oak, were soothing ... so Joanna sat with her eyes
closed and tried to think of nothing, tried to think of no loss at all.--She

t hought of an enpty space where nothing was, nothing had ever been, so nothing
and no one could be mssing fromit. It would be pearl gray, a space with no
hori zon, a roomw th no walls, a room of enptiness.

Such a pl easant place to be. Heaven, she supposed, mi ght be a perfect
vacancy.-Only its gray was bound to becone darker, shade to black as

| oneliness grewto fill it. Heaven becomi ng hell, she supposed, and perhaps
that sinple.

She sat relaxed, drifting alnost to sleep. Wat vibrations soothed travelers
before the internal conbustion engine? Steamengines ... trains, of course.
And before that, the less reliable beat of horses' hooves. Men and wonen
pul | ed by horses, carried by horses, plowing with horses ... depending on
those innocents for all civilization. And betting on their speed.

Even now, it seened to her, people had what they had from foundations built by
the sweat of horses. Their hoof beats should echo in human hearts. But what
statues had been placed in their honor? What horse-named streets and counties?
What vol unes of poetry ...?

The ferry cane in fourteen mnutes |ate, delayed by crosscurrents. Joanna
drove off its ranmp, along Bollard to Strand, then up Slope Street to the
cottage as a crescent nmoon rose over ocean

She carefully thought only of horses, then tomato soup, tea, and toast.
She did the dishes, then went upstairs, undressed, and took a shower--where
ot her thoughts, menories crept in. She couldn't keep themout. They waited in
t he bedroom cl oset anobng Frank's sumer clothes--time and past tine to go
t hrough them give them away.

The nenories were there, hangi ng among seersucker sports jackets and sl acks, a
sumer suit--1light blue--and several pairs of jeans. H's shoes, old
Top- Si ders, sneakers, and a pair of soccer shoes--for what, out here on the

i sl and? Why had he packed soccer shoes? Why did nen do the things they do? ..
What sweet confusion in their mnds obscured practicality? What different



determ nation vaulted instead to inventions, to change, to long-termplans, to

organi zation and the hunt? To possibly useful war?--It was odd that men and

worren coul d live together at all, and bear, long-term such difference. Her

father--wanting to be an artillery officer, of all strange things! And Frank
what had Frank wanted that he never had?

Joanna took off her robe, and | ooked at herself in the closet door's |ong
mrror. It seemed to her she didn't |ook quite as she had even a few weeks
ago. Her breast didn't appear perfectly the sanme--it seened slightly smaller
shrunken, as if it were winter fruit, shriveled in storage ... no longer a
perfect match for the prosthesis. And her belly | ooked softer ... her |egs

t hi nner, nuscle showi ng wiry under the skin.

Deat h, com ng once and then again, had touched her with age, lightly, as it
passed by.

Joanna | ooked at her face in the mrror, saw concern there, shadowed by the
closet's single bulb, and certainly the commencenent of an ol der woman's face,
a face fromwhich youth's innocence was gone. A face that once suggested by
her mrror, even hinted at, woul d becone inevitable.

Tired, of course. She was still tired fromthe cave. Mre tired from
| osi ng Frank, and now her father.--And certainly, even now, many nmen woul d
find her pretty, a few find her beautiful if they |liked slender ol der wonen
wi th strong bones, black hair, and | ong-nosed Indian faces. But there was,
behi nd her reflection, now a nmagisterial judgnent only barely seen, but
announcing the coming of age ... to be in tine nore real than any sorrow

Joanna peed, turned off the lights, and went to bed. Bed, the vault of nenory.
This sumrer bed, like all their beds, held history of every warnth, sound, and
scent of sleep together, the conpanionable farts, the kisses, hard words and
bitter silences, the effortful sounds, exercise, and oily odors of

f ucki ng--once grunting, noaning, then calling out to begin Rebecca.

In these soft vaults lay recollection. And no escaping it in dreans.

Joanna woke ... then woke conpletely to breaking glass. d ass breaking,
downstairs.

She'd heard it, but wasn't sure she'd heard it, and sat up in bed to listen
She al ready knew better than to put her left hand out to wake Frank. She'd
| earned better than that in only a few days.

More gl ass broke below, with a rmusical small crack and tinkle as pieces hit
the floor. Something struck the back door ... kitchen door

There were tough boys, tough men, on the island. She'd seen them at Poppy's,
downt own, when their boats were in ... or when their boats were sold, and
never goi ng out again. Bored nen |ounging, staring at her and Rebecca once
fromthe | ong bar, when they'd gone in to order fish and chips to go. Bearded
young nen, rope-nuscled, tattooed, and perfect for piracy, if that were stil
possi bl e.

And she was here al one--and of course everyone knew it. She was here al one,
with only nmenories to keep drunken boys from her.

Sonet hing hit the back door again--harder--and Joanna got out of bed. She
didn't want to turn on the lights, didn't want to see something bad. She put
on her robe, and stood in the bedroomlistening, hoping they would go away.
Frank's shotgun, his revolver, were | ocked in the storage closet in the house



at White River. There was nothing upstairs in the cottage to hurt anyone with,
nothing to make them | eave her al one.

It was too frightening to wait. Joanna went barefoot to the head of the
stairs, then down several steps and paused, |istening. The phone was in the
entrance hall. ... Moonlight cast banister shadows down the staircase wall.
She coul d hear the sea wind, the ocean's distant conversation, and recalled
her dream of Frank swept back to her by the sea

A man call ed out, shouting in the backyard-something she coul dn't understand.
Shout ed again, and hit the kitchen door. A stranger's voice, slurred and
hi ssi ng.

But not Frank's voice--and Joanna, ashamed to feel relief, was no |onger as

afraid of the living. She went through the entrance hall and on back to the

ki tchen. Moonlight glittered on glass along the floor. The door's w ndow had
been smashed.

Careful of the glass near her bare feet, she crossed to the counter drawer,
took out a filleting knife, then went to the other w ndow and saw no one
standing in nmoonlight on the back steps. No one in the yard. ... If not for
the cool sea breeze drafting through the damaged door, she m ght have dreaned
it all.

St eppi ng around bright shards and bits of glass, she turned the kitchen lights
on, and saw a mnor spatter down the inside of the door, drops of fresh rich
red agai nst the white paneling. Woever it was had cut hinmself reaching in for
the dead bolt. Broke the door wi ndow, tried to get in, cut hinself, and was
gone.

Joanna got the broom and dustpan fromthe narrow nop closet, and carefully
swept to pick up all the glass. She paid attention to what she was doi ng,
close attention so as not to have to wonder who had tried to cone in ... and
shout ed, furious, when he was hurt.

She coul d have thought about that, but decided not to. It was one thing too
many to think about--as if her world mght tilt and turn over fromthe wei ght
of additional trouble.

--And if she called the police now, other [oud nen would conme. They'd park by
the cottage with their lights going, and cone into the house and tal k and wal k
around and make her think of everything, try to make sense of it, when she was
just too tired. Morning would be tine enough

When she was finished cl eaning, had checked the floor carefully for any gl ass
sparkling, Joanna picked up her knife, turned off the kitchen lights, and went
up the stairs, exhausted. She was tired as she'd been in the cave's close
chimey, that tried so hard to hold her--as if that darkness, silence, and
enptiness, weary of mllions of years alone, had wanted her to stay.

She went into the bedroom and cl osed the door. There was no | ock. She brought
t he | adder-back chair fromthe corner to tilt and wedge agai nst the knob, then
she put her knife on the lanp table and clinbed into bed, grateful for a
sumer ni ght cool enough for covers, a small and softer cave to rest in.

The phone woke her to a sunny norning.

Joanna got up, tugged the chair out from under the doorknob, and put on her
robe as she went down the stairs.



"Mon?" A teary voice

"Hi, sweetheart. | was going to call you this norning."

"I called yesterday, but you weren't there."

"I went up to Chaunette.”

"Mom - what happened? What's happeni ng-these terrible things!"

"I know. | know. ... They think it was an accident, that G andpa was carel ess
wi th the woodstove. They don't think he suffered.”

"Ch, that's just such bullshit! Didn't suffer?"
"Well, Rebecca, they nmay be right."

"--In a fire?"

"I know. | know ..."

"And he was just careless with that woodst ove?"

"That's what they think. ... But | have to tell you, sweetheart, | really
don't believe it."

"You don't--"

"I don't believe it. Louis Bernard was not carel ess--just the reverse, he was
an obsessive pain in the butt."

"No, he wasn't careless, Mom--But | don't understand. What was it, if it
wasn't an acci dent? Wiy woul d anybody hurt G andpa?"

"I don't know, sweetheart.--And | could be wong, absolutely wong. Wanda
thinks I'mcrazy."

"But it doesn't mmke any sense. Wiy woul d anybody want to do that?"

"I don't know, Rebecca ... but |I think I should tell you, | don't believe what
happened to your father was an accident, either."

"What ? Mom | don't understand. ..."

"I think neither was an accident."” And having said so rmuch, she decided not to
mention the broken wi ndow, the shouting man.

"But nobody would hurt Daddy. He had an accident on the boat!"

"Maybe he did.--And maybe your grandpa had an accident, too, just a couple of
weeks later. But |I don't believe it."

"Does anybody say that? Does anybody el se say that?"
"No. They don't."

"Mom - oh, Mom please don't be crazy. Please don't do that! W're all that's
left. It's just the two of us!" Crying ... crying now.

"I know, darling. Don't be afraid. Was there ever an end to this caring



for a child? This need to guard her? What turned in a woman's brain to | eave
this black egg of worry in her head for a child old enough now to have
children of her own? It was a goddamm bore, and there was no end to it.

"Mom | amafraid. Everything terrible is happening. "

"Rebecca, there's sonething I want you to do. WIIl you do something for ne?"
"What - -what do you nean?" Sniffling. Needed to bl ow her nose.

"I want you to be careful, Rebecca."

"N -

"l want you to be careful! Is that too nuch to ask?"

"No. ..." Sullen little-girl's voice.

"Then do it. Do it for ne. Don't go out with sone boy you don't know very,

very well. Do you understand? Don't ... don't take chances, Rebecca, just in
case I'mright, just in case |I'mnot crazy."

"Mom pl ease--"
"Goddammit, will you just do what | ask? Two nenbers of our family, half our
famly. ... Your father is dead! My father is dead! Two nmen who were very

careful and knew what they were doing and did it for years are dead, one right
after the other! And supposedly ridicul ous accidents--and | don't fucking
believe it!"

"“Nom - "

"So, just in case your nother is not going mad, will you please, please do as
| ask and be careful!'"

"Ckay, | will. I'"lIl be careful, Mom"

"Sweet heart, | know it sounds weird. And | could absolutely just be ... be
shel | -shocked. | could be conpletely mistaken. | try to convince nyself | am
| tried that--and | just can't believe it."

"Mom | said I'll be careful.”

"Thank you. That's all | want. Just ... you know, cautious. Be cautious."

"I's there going to be a service? Are we going up to Chaunette?"

"No, | don't think so. Grandpa pretty nmuch--he really was just gone,

di sappeared in the fire. And except for Wanda, there isn't anybody still up
there who was a close friend. H's best friends were Elise Brady and Edward and
his brother ... and Elise and Edward are gone. So, there's really no reason to
go up."

"Al'l right."

"Al so, Rebecca, |I've had all the menorial service |l want to attend for a
while. "

"I know. | just ... it's so hard to understand."



"Sweetheart, | knowit's hard to understand."

"Well ... listen, people keep asking me for your nunmber out there, Mom You
know, they call ne at the dorn? A lot of people have phoned--Francie, and
Brian called, too."

"Rebecca, | don't want a lot of people calling ne out here. | don't want to
have to talk to anyone. So don't give them ny nunber."

"Not even Francie? She called nme from New York four tines."

"Nobody. | just ... | just don't want to hear from people about Frank or ny
father. | don't want to hear any of that yet."
"Well ... | understand.”

"So--so0, what's new at school ? Did you have your Spani sh exan®"
"Mom exans aren't until next nonth."
"Right. That's right."

"I"ll do fine. Charis is helping with nmy Spanish, and | don't have any
problems with math at all."

"All right. I can't tell you how sorry I am sweetheart. Al this ... all this
| oss. Your daddy | oved you very nuch. Did you know, when you were a little
girl--do you know how jeal ous | was of you sonetinmes? He | oved you so rnuch, |
was just part of the furniture.”

"Ch, sure. That'll be the day."

"No, it's true. And you're young--you're still very young to have | ost your
father."

"I think so. | think so ... but we both lost him"

"Yes. So--you'll be careful ?"

"Yes, | will."

"No accidents. No nore accidents, Rebecca.--And if they were sonething el se
just be cautious. Don't be so trusting. It's okay to say "no" to peopl e,

Becky. It's okay to just say, "No, thanks,"” if it feels wong to you."

"Mom | understand. You know, |I'mreally not a baby."

"I know, and I wish you were. |If you were small enough, you'd be in a carrier
on ny back and there damm well woul dn't be any nore accidents."

"Mom you're too rnuch."
"Well, it's true.”

"Mom ... you know, it is possible--1 nmean it's nost likely that Daddy and
Grandpa had accidents, that that's all those things were."

"I know. | know that, sweetheart. | know that's possible.

The constable's outer office was bright with nmorning light, its white-painted



wood | ooki ng sea-washed in sumer air. A deputy, neat in starched khaki behind
a gray steel desk, |ooked Iike a boy--too young, too slender in his uniformto
be a policeman. He observed Joanna with the disinterest of the young in anyone
much ol der--and this despite her careful dressing.

No dark suit today. Instead, sumer casual in a foamgreen print dress,
showi ng some leg for that icy old man--still good enough | egs. The inpression
intended to be of a sensible, attractive, and determ ned wi dow who had now
accepted sumer--not of a snotty mainl and business-suited pain in the ass.

And all wasted on this very young policenan--al nost young enough to be her
son. A good-I|ooking boy, brown eyes and carefully cut thick red-brown
hai r-run-your-fingers-through-it hair for sone pleased girl. J. Spruel was
engraved on a small steel naneplate pinned to his right breast pocket.

"Ms. Reed, the chief is off-island this nmorning, and | have no idea when he's
going to be in. If you want to | eave a nessage for him 1'll take that."

"All right, I will |eave a nmessage for him™"
The young cop sat politely receptive.
"Are you going to wite this down?"

"Ch ... yes, ma'am" He took a pencil and yellow |l egal pad fromthe desk
dr awer .

""To the chief constable: To rem nd you, ny husband was drowned in a dubi ous
acci dent over two weeks ago. Now-"' Have you got that?"

Yes, ma'am" A left-handed witer, his hand cranped on the paper

""Now ... night before last, my father was burned alive in his cabin upstate,
at Lake Chaunette. A second very dubi ous accident.""

The young policeman | ooked up at the news of Louis's burning, giving Joanna a
monent of real attention--also glancing at her breasts. She had becone
soneone.

"--Do you have that?"

Yes.
"Ckay. Then take this down: "Last night, sonmeone--a nman--tried to break into
my cottage while | was asleep upstairs. He smashed the kitchen-door w ndow, |
suppose to reach the dead bolt--and he cut hinmself when he did.""

The young policeman was scribbling away. A crine, at |ast.

"--There's a little bl ood down the inside of my kitchen door. | cleaned up the
glass last night, but | left the blood."

O ficer Spruel |ooked up fromhis |egal pad. "How did you know it was a nan
didit?"

"Because he yelled sonmething, | suppose when he cut hinmself, and | heard him
upstairs.”

"Way didn't you call it in?"



"Because he was gone when | came downstairs--and |I'd had enough shit for one
ni ght."

Spruel seened slightly unconfortable with an ol der woman in a summer dress
saying "shit." Apparently a nice ol d-fashioned island boy, behind the tinmes.

"So, Ms. Reed, you're naking this report now. He drew a |line under his

not es.

"You bet. This report, and ny father's burning to death.--And | think I'1]
report ny husband's death again, too, since that hasn't been taken very
seriously out here. ... Supposedly he took his life jacket off--which he never
di d--and then junped out of his goddamm boat into the ocean!" Joanna felt
herself getting angrier and angrier, but it was inmportant not to becone sone
crazy in a green dress.

The boy kept his head down, probably worried about a scene--a furious woman
shouting, yelling. Voice carrying right out the w ndows.

"And that," Joanna said, "is my report. Now, my suggestion ... ny suggestion
is, that the chief constable get off his ass and check into ny husband's death
again--and ny father's death--and ny break-in last night, just in case they
weren't three fucking accidents in two weeks after all!" ... Language and
temper. Control that tenper.

The boy's head was still down, concentrating on the |egal pad. Probably hoped
the worst was over, all the bad | anguage.

It seened to Joanna that the light ... the white sunshine light in the office
was unpl easant. Nothing could be hidden in it. "--The worst is over," she
sai d, as though the deputy had conpl ai ned al oud. "I apol ogi ze for ny behavi or
for getting so angry. | didn't mean to enbarrass you. | just ... | suppose I'm
just desperate. And | also know | could be making a complete fool of nyself
and I"'mvery sorry." She felt so restless, tired of standing still to tal k--as
if she mght say it all nore clearly if she were nmoving. "--But, Oficer

doesn't it seemstrange to you? These things happening? And |I'mvery worried
about mnmy daughter, even though there isn't any reason for anyone to do any of
this! I"'mworried because there isn't any goddamn reason." She ran out of
breath, stopped tal king. Her heart was beating as if she'd been running in

pl ace.

"Well, sure |ooks |Iike sonebody did sonmething last night." The young policeman
finished witing, put down his pencil. It rolled toward the desk edge, and he
stopped it. "Uneven legs," he said, "--couple of glides are nissing." He
aligned the pencil at the side of his legal pad. "Chief'll get this, and
somebody' Il go up today, take a | ook at the damage, check around. You're in
that blue house top of Slope, is that right? Light-blue house?"

"Yes, | am
"Col | ege professor. "
"Yes."

"Chi ef says you wite poetry."

"Yes, | do."

The boy sat thoughtful in his perfect uniform digesting that oddity. "And the
wi ndow was broken out ?"



"Yes, and part of the frame."

"Tell you what, Ms. Reed: |I'Il call Ms. Peterson tonight; her kid Jerry does
gl azing and stuff. Jerry's okay, and he'll come over tonorrow, cut sone gl ass,
and put that frame back together for you. Probably cost maybe thirty,
thirty-five bucks."

"Thank you."

"You have Jackson Fix-Up do it, they'll charge you fifty. Sumrer people get
billed pretty good out here."

"Thank you very much. And | apol ogi ze. "
"No need. Everybody's real sorry about your husband.--Di dn't know about your

dad, and now this guy last night. 1'll tell you what, we'll have a deputy go
by this evening, and tonorrow eveni ng, keep an eye on the house."

"Thank you, |'d appreciate that. ... But as far as what | said, | neant every
word. "
"I understand.--And I'Il give it to the chief just exactly like you said it."

"I don't want to get you into trouble.™

"Can't get me in too much trouble. Married to his granddaughter.

Joanna wal ked down Strand Street, her body feeling happy as she did

not - - bone, muscle, and skin pleased with striding in sunlight and warnth, her
dress hem breezing, curling around her |egs. Her body, |like a foolish and

am abl e dog, pleased with only going for a walk ... |ooking around, breathing
the scents of sunmer.

Tourists were drifting al ong, pausing just ahead of her to look into
Scrinshaw s wi ndow at snmall nopdels of sailing ships and fishing boats, wooden
whal es and dol phins, rope knots, and little boxes carved from wood, soapstone,
old ivory, or--nore authentic, nuch nore expensive-carved and polished dried
salt beef as hard and rich in color as cherry wood.

Frank had bought her one of those salt beef boxes, the first few days on the
i sland. "Get hungry enough, we can soak it for a sandwich. ..." He'd stood in
the cottage kitchen, smling, pleased by her pleasure in the odd little thing.

She'd put her earrings init.

Wal ki ng al ong, Joanna could, by listening carefully in imagination, hear her
father's footsteps coming up the sunny sidewal k behind her --his |ong, heavy,
deliberate stride of years ago. H s had been a sort of mlitary way of
wal ki ng, she supposed. ... The poor man, a small-town | awer with knees
damaged by yout hful hockey. WWat cai ssons nust have rolled through his dreans,
what flashes of nighttinme gunfire. Wat |ong thunder behind the hills where
his arny | ay.

Frank had noved quite differently, anmbling along in an athlete's easy
collected gait. --wWo knew, what woman could know that just to see her nen
nove, to see themwal king, was a privilege to be w thdrawn, and never enjoyed
agai n.

Her father's footsteps soundi ng behind her, with Frank's footsteps now -but



only as long as she didn't turn to see. Then they woul d be gone, and she

bl eaching to the pillar of salt that wonen becane, |ooking back in regret for
a past irrecoverable. ... Wat woman did not taste that sea salt on her

t ongue?

--But if she didn't turn, and if she closed her eyes, Frank and her father
both m ght cone to wal k beside her, stroll along, dance around her in dear
awkwar d passages. ... How sensible for the mad to speak in the street to those
t hey saw, though unseen by others. Wiy not speak to friends invisible?

And if she had the faith to begin dancing herself, to whirl and whirl, dancing
with her lost nen along this ordinary sidewal k in ordi nary sunshi ne- st eppi ng,
spi nni ng, weaving through startled tourists--would notion that eccentric
settle themto stay? Wiy shoul d she pay attention only to the living? What
good were they? Wat confort?

How easy it would be to go quietly nad, if that would bring her husband to her
bring her father back. Madness seened a small price to pay for |oving

conpany.

Joanna wal ked, and disliked the strangers wal ki ng past, nost blind to what

cat astrophe awaited them -perhaps at the next corner, perhaps further on

Until that event, what did she and they hold in comobn? She was torn, and they
were not. It was she who'd been rem nded of the fragility of happiness.

At Barkley's, she went in and was oddly soot hed by stands of vegetabl es,
shel ves of canned goods, and in the back, the neat case's wide chill white.
Prices were really outrageous, way too high to be explained by transport
fromthe mainland. Summer prices, was what they were.--You could forget
asparagus. Forget any citrus except seedy little oranges and brui sed | enons.

Had mangoes though, which she hadn't seen in the store before. Were Barkley
had found fairly ripe mangoes for a dollar each was a mystery. Probably fel

of f a hijacked truck down in Providence. ... Blueberries; Frank had | oved
them Five dollars a box--and no need to buy them now. ... The neat was
pretty good, not too out of line, not quite highway robbery. And al nost al ways
good pork chops--very good pork chops today. Fish, of course, really excellent
out here.

Joanna bought too much for one person, not quite enough for two. She gave
Hanna Barkl ey a check for the groceries--waited while the check was

exam ned- -t hen hugged the heavy paper bag |ike a baby, and lugged it down
Strand Street to the car. ... Her imagined nmen, bored with shopping, had |eft
her .

At the cottage, she parked in the street, not wanting to see the broken
back wi ndow again, and went up the front steps and through the door, grocery
sack in her left arm She put her purse on the tel ephone table, closed the
door, and was wal ki ng down the hall when she heard two sounds. Tock ... tock
Woden sounds fromthe kitchen, as if sonmeone had put sonething--two
sormet hi ngs- - down.

She stood in the hall, listening. ... It couldn't be Ms. Peterson's boy,
Jerry. He wouldn't have been called yet.

Not hi ng nore fromthe kitchen for alnmobst a mnute. ... Then a sliding sound in
there, a long soft hushing. Woever it was, hadn't heard her cone in.

--But if she turned and ran back up the hall, whoever it was woul d hear that.
They'd hear it and cone fast fromthe kitchen and into the hall after her



cone rushing, rushing while she stunbled in high heels, spilling groceries,
trying to reach the front door

To have someone ... to have sudden trouble in daytime, in this bright and
sunny |ight, seemed nuch worse than trouble at night. What happened woul d be
so clear, too clearly seen ... whatever was done to her

She could call out, say, "I was just down at the police station! They're
sendi ng someone right now" She could do that. She could do that.

Joanna took a careful backward step. It seenmed a | oud step. She listened, and
heard not hi ng.

So stupid. A wonan in a sunmer dress, standing alone with her groceries in the
hall. A worman--a wi dow, the word was her word now-a widow with ice cream
melting in her grocery sack. Two pints of Haagen-Dazs, expensive.

Joanna i magi ned herself running, screamng for help, to the front door. She
i magi ned that and couldn't bring herself to do it. She felt too tired to do
it.

She said, "Hello?"--and heard a man in her kitchen. A man unm stakabl e, that
| ow di scontented grunble. And sonething was put down with a thunp.

"Pain in the ass,"” he said, and Joanna knew that tone, the faniliar conpl aint

of a man annoyed by a task. It was only a man working ... doing sonething in
her Kkitchen.
"Hello ...7?" She wal ked down the hall, and saw a man with red-ri med eyes

squatting on her kitchen fl oor
Chapt er Seven

"Nanme's Moffit. ..." The man stared up at her, eyes bl oodshot, his face
darkly veiled and streaked with dirt. "--Just fixin' your w ndow, here. Bought
this glass out of my own pocket, since | was the one busted it to begin with."
Said in the down-east accent of the island, an accent dulled by al cohol, or
its damage. He heaved up, got to his feet to face her

Joanna stepped back. "You get out of here!"

"Said it was ny fault.

"You just get out of here!

"I come up to fix it, that's all." The nan's eyes were a blurred avoi di ng
brown. An odor of spoiled sweat drifted off him

You broke my w ndow, scared the hell out of ne--and now you cone nunbling
up here to fix it?"

"Yes, ma'am"”

"You can pick up that glass and stuff and just get out of here. You
understand? Qu.--You can tell the police all about it, M. "

"Mffit."

"M. Mffit."



"Well, ma'am that's what |I'maskin', for you not to call those people.”
Moffit swayed slightly back and forth, like a circus bear.

Joanna saw he was drunk, at least a little. She was neeting with captains and
dr unks.

"--1'"maskin' you not to do that, because I'mgoin" to fix this little wi ndow
up just fine, an' I'mreal sorry if | scared you. | bought this w ndow gl ass
out of ny own pocket. Nine dollars an' thirty cents."

"I don't care if you're sorry, M. Mffit."

"Wyul dn' have done it if | wasn' drinkin'. Liquor was doin' it, not ne.

Saw you down at Mannin's."

""Mannin's"--1 don't know what you're talking about." Joanna's |eft arm was
aching. She put the grocery bag down on the kitchen counter.

"Mannin's fish processin'.
"Manni ng' s?"
"That's right, saw you down there the other day."

Joanna t hought she renenbered hi m now, outside the machine room-a griny
specter with a mop and rolling bucket. "Just, please ... M. Mffit, just get
this stuff together and get out of here.™

"--Heard you down there, askin' about your husban' an' that Bo-Peep boat.
Wrked on that boat nyself; worked on her nore'n once. Good wood in that boat.

"Wul d you pl ease | eave? Right now " Mffit's odor was making her feel a
little ill. And there was a faint smell of urine.

"Don't blanme you a bit, Ms. Reed. Whuldn' want nme in nmy house neither. That's
what you earn--drinkin' earns contenpt. | been told that many tines, and it's
right." Moffit suddenly sat down on the kitchen floor again, began fiddling
with two short, thin, unpainted sticks, and small squares of glass. H s hands
were black with dirt.

"A police officer is comng up here."

"I guess | don't mind," Mffit said, bent over his material as if it were a
jigsaw puzzle. "--1 get in trouble, it'll be because | deserve it. Long ago
gave up blamn' anybody but ne for nmy own nisfortune. Mark of bein' an adult."”
He rai sed his head, |ooked around the kitchen. "You have any gl ue--wod gl ue?
Needs to be good glue."

"No, | don't have any glue, and I want you to get up and go!"

M. Mffit picked up one of his paper bags, opened it and | ooked inside. "Here

we are. | got the glue ... got all this stuff together. Never m nd about the
glue.”

"Al'l right. Ckay. ... A police officer is comng up here. If you want to go to
jail, you can damm well go to jail."

M. Mffit nodded, sat bent over, piecing broken sticks of fram ng together on
the floor.



Joanna started out of the kitchen, then turned and canme back in. "Wy did you
cone up here?"

"Fix this window | broke, drinkin'.
"I mean, why did you cone up here | ast night?"

"... Had business. I'Il tell you, | hate to ask, Ms. Reed. I'm-I1"1l tell the
truth; 1'ma poison alcoholic but I haven't had a drink since this nornin'.
I'mshort of cash is what the truth is.”

"You want ne to give you noney?"

"I sure do." He picked up a square of wi ndow gl ass and | ooked at her through
it, apparently confirmng its transparency. "I cashed my nmonth's check to buy
the glass an' glue an' conpound. Charlie Marks kept just about every bit of
that check. | rent over his garage. But | spent alnost fifteen dollars of that
nmoney on glass an' glue an' stuff. So, if you could give me that back ..." He
made a child's grimce of distaste. "--Sure hate to ask."

He had the wooden pieces of broken wi ndow al nost reassenbled on the Iinol eum
"... Need it for breakfast. | eat a regul ar breakfast every day. Scranbled
eggs an' toast. No matter what, | have that." He took a plastic bottle of glue
out of his shopping bag, pried at its tiny cap with nottled trenbling fingers.

"Way in the world should | give you noney, M. Moffit?"

"Bobby' s okay."

"... Bobby, I don't know you, and | don't want you in nmy house--1'd |ike you
to get out of ny house right now | already have someone coming to repair the
wi ndow. "

"Charge you an arman' a |leg." Bobby Mffit got the cap off the glue bottle,
bent to apply careful drops to a break in a slender crosspiece. "Busted

muntin." More drops of glue. "--ationobody'd want to sniff this stuff ... got
no kick toit."

"Right. WIIl you | eave?"

Moffit paused in applying glue. "... Ckay. I'll go, and you have a pronise

won't bother you anynore.”

"Fi ne. Good-bye, Bobby."

He recapped the glue with some difficulty, put it down, and haul ed hinmsel f up
to his feet. "... Wiy | came up last night is |I heard you askin' about the
Bo- Peep--down at Mannin's? | was cleanin' up; | clean up down there. |I'mthe
mop man. An' it's a shane to say so, but | was hopin' for noney out of it."
"Money? Money out of what?"

"CQut of me seein' her when she went out."
"Seeing her ...?"

"That Bo-Peep boat."

"Are you--you saw ny husband that norning?"



"Darn tootin'. Handl ed her pretty good, too. Not exactly right; he kept her
too close, you know. Fat little boat like that, you got to give her sonme ease
off the tiller or she'll walla'. ... Hoped there was sone noney init, I'm
ashaned to say. Takin' advantage of you, was what | figured to do. Last person
saw himalive, I'll bet. ..."

"You saw himin the norning? And it was that day?" Joanna pulled a chair out
fromthe kitchen table and sat down. "--ally're sure it was the day he di ed?"

"Could | ask you again could you give me just a little noney? An' 1'IlIl tell
you, it kills me to ask it. It just kills me, but I lost nmy pride."

"I"ll--1 suppose | could give you sonething, but how do I know you saw Frank
t hat day? How do | know t hat ?"

"Lady, | do lie, but I"'mnot lyin" now Aint so far gone | don't renenber a
day a man drowns out there an' don't cone back. Had a cal msea an' a

sout h- sout hwest breeze bl owi ng maybe four, five knots. That was that day.

An' your husband was carryin' a beer cooler, too. Blue beer cooler. An' when
he sailed out in the bay, he had a boy in the boat with him Mst have took
himoff that |ease dock."

" Are you--are you saying there was soneone with my husband? Wth himthe
day he drowned?"

"Darn tootin'. Sone kid wearin' a baseball cap. Red cap. Too far to nmake out
who. Some tourist kid, | guess, because | ain't heard no island | ady m ssin'
one. ... Your man was up trimmn' sail. Kid was just sittin' on his ass
wearin' that cap. Young people these days don't work at nothin' they can

hel p."

Joanna's heart seened to accelerate to sone nusic too faint for her to hear
"You ... Bobby, you didn't tell this to the police?"

"Di dn' ask me--an' they wouldn' give me any help with nmy rent, neither
Woul dn' help me with groceries--"

"For Christ's sake ...!"

"Wyul dn' believe nme, anyway. Figure | was just shittin' '"em wantin' sone
nmoney. Wbul dn' give me any."

Joanna got up, left Bobby Mffit standing, went to the entrance hall and
cal l ed 911.

A qui ck answer--"Ni ne-one-one |sland Energency. Police." The young policenan;
she recogni zed hi s voice.

"Officer Spruel?"

"Yes."

"This is Ms. Reed--"

"Ri ght. You okay?"

"I"'mfine. I"'mjust calling to let you know that ... that a nei ghbor has cone

over. He's fixing the window for me, and | wanted to | et you know you don't
have to send Jerry--Jerry Peterson--to do it."



"Ckay, Ms. Reed, I'Il cancel that."

"But | do appreciate your help."

"No problem One of our people will be up pretty soon to take a | ook at the
scene. |1'd |l eave that bl ood al one up there--blood on your door?"
"I will. I haven't touched it."

Joanna hung up and wal ked back into the kitchen. Bobby Mdffit was down on the
floor again, sitting cross-legged on the linoleum nuttering over another join
squeezi ng out wood gl ue.

"A police officer is going to be coming up,"” Joanna sai d. Bobby paid no
attention. He got his angle to fit--difficult, with the steady trenor in his
hands--then fixed the join to cure with a small red-handl ed spring clanp.

"I brought this clamp with nme. ... | didn' take nothing out of your kitchen."
"That's all right."

"Everything | need, | brought right up here nyself. Canp's Charlie's, out of

his shop. ... Real lucky, w ndow wasn' doubl e-hung. Just fixed in the franme."
"Bobby, would you ... would you tell the police, the chief constable, what you
told nme?"

He | ooked up at her. "Well ... if | did, could you help ne with some noney?
hate to ask, | really do, but even ten bucks would take the pressure off. An'
if you could go for twenty dollars, you' d have made an unfortunate and weak
person very happy. | admt the weakness there."

"M. Mffit--"

"Bobby' s okay."

"Bobby, if you will just tell the police what you told ne, 1'Il ... tell you
what: 1'll pay your rent. I'Il help you any way | can. | pronise that.

proni se you!"

You know, even ten dollars cash would really help me out. The cash thing

is important, an' | promise | won't use it for alcohol. But just ten dollars
would really help me out--an' it's a rotten thing to ask a lady |ost her
husband. I'mwell aware what a rotten thing it is."

"Stay right here, Bobby. You stay right here. 1'Il get ny purse." Joanna
hurried out of the kitchen ... walked faster and faster to the staircase, then

went up the stairs two and three risers at a tine.

"I'"ll be right here," Mffit said to the kitchen, the noise of the |ady
runni ng through the house. "I'mfixin it. ..."

Joanna cane back into the kitchen, relieved to see himstill there.
"--Fifty-three dollars. It's all | have. Or | can give you a check."

Bobby reached up fromhis work, took the noney, then examined it ... shifted
the bills in his palmwith a forefinger as if it were a currency he hadn't
seen before. "That's a | ot of noney."



"And you'll stay here, and tell the police? There was somebody with ny
husband; soneone sailed with himthat norning."

"Ch, I'll tell "em--1 saw that kid for sure. Skinny kid way out there in a
basebal | cap. Red baseball cap. Kid was out there just sittin'. Your man was
the one doing the work sailin' that boat. Needed to ease her off. You got a

broad boat, you need to trimit easy. ..." M. Mffit folded the bills, put
the noney in his shirt pocket, and bent to his work again. He began to nurnur
softly, what seemed instructions to hinself about joining ... gluing ..

cl anpi ng. "Sash an' busted muntins is the easy part, an' fittin' the glass is
the hard part," he said.

Joanna sat in the kitchen chair again, and tried to imgi ne Frank befriending

some boy at the docks; she tried to see that picture ... see himtaking a boy
out sailing without checking with his parents. It was difficult to imagi ne
Frank doing that. And if he had, what happened to the boy? "--I1t doesn't nake
any sense."

" Huh?"

"M. Mffit, it doesn't make any sense.--That a boy went out with him"

"Can't help that. Saw the kid out there, and that's a fact. Your man had t hat
bl ue beer cooler, an' he had that ... that zipper jacket on. Geen jacket."

"Yes. ... Yes, he was wearing that."

Moffit murrmured to hinmsel f, adjusted the small clanp. "I don't renenber
everythin'. | do forget sone things because of ny dependence on al cohol." The
clamp was tested, left in place. "--But | renenber a man drownin' out there. |
renenber that day pretty good."

Silence seenmed to thunp in rhythmw th Joanna's heartbeat. Soft beats soundi ng
in a sunny kitchen ... with this sad oddity crouched at her feet. So strange a
nonent that she felt herself and her kitchen and M. Mffit beconme features of
a dreamthat mght |ast forever--she sitting waiting, the sumer |ight
unfailing, the broken wi ndow never quite repaired.

Bur dened gravel sounded outside her dream a car rolling into the drive.
Joanna saw the light bar, the cruiser's official white and green. A wonan
officer, small and slight, stood out of the car, slamed its door shut, and
cane trotting to the kitchen steps and up them Her thick-soled polished bl ack
shoes seened too large for her ... the broad black belt, its equi prent pouches
and heavy, hol stered automatic seened to weigh too much, as if she'd had to
wear her husband's shoes and gear today.

The poli cewoman knocked on the kitchen doorframe with a small hard fist, then
stepped inside smling, a neat, wiry woman in her forties, her narrow face
slightly withered from snoking, hair a dyed dark red.

"Ms. Reed? I'mOficer Lilburn." The snile was a general enconpassing smile
the pal e-gray eyes were nore direct, examned Joanna with little interest

| ooked down at Mdffit with no nmore. "Wndow busted in last night, right?"
"Yes. About mdnight, maybe a little later--"

"But no entrance into the dwelling."

"No, he cut himself ... | guess reaching in to unlock the door."



"Homeowner's best friend," O ficer Lilburn said, and squatted to |look at dried
drops of blood down the inside of the kitchen door. "Honeowner's best friend

i s untenpered gl ass. Be surprised how many goblins get cut breaking glass.”
She | eaned forward, |ooked closer, as if the spatter of blood m ght speak to
her. "Bobby," she said, and didn't turn to | ook at him "Bobby, what have you
been up to? Been behavi ng yoursel f?"

Silence fromthe floor

"--1 asked you a question, Bobby." She stood and | ooked down at him

"M. Mffit saw my husband sail out," Joanna said, "--the day he died. He says
there was definitely someone with himin the boat. Said it |ooked |ike a boy,
a boy wearing a red baseball cap."

"He did? Is that what he said? ... Did you say that, Bobby?"

"Yes, | did, and it's true. Long way out, but | saw that kid."

Oficer Lilburn smled and shook her head. "And what day was that, Bobby?"
"Day that nman drowned out there.”

"What day of the week was that, Bobby?"

"Day of the week ...?"

"That's right. Monday? ... Tuesday? ... Wednesday? Wat day of the week?"
"Ummm ... Tuesday."

"No, it wasn't. Bobby, was M. Reed |ost |ast week, or the week before that?"

Bobby Moffit sat silent on the floor, picked up his work, and rubbed his
finger along the narrow wood to wi pe excess gl ue away.

"Bobby, what nonth is this?"

Bobby put his work down. "I don't see what that has to do with any damm
t hi ng. "

"What nonth is it, Bobby?"

"It's sumer, goddammit! It's June ... or July. It's early in the dam
sumer. " H's hands were shaking; he fol ded them together

"Did he ask you for noney, Ms. Reed?" Oficer Lilburn was smling. "Bobby,
did you ask this lady for noney?"

"None of your business, just because she was nice to nme .... M/ people been on
Asconsett when your people wasn't anywhere near here."

"Did you give himnoney, Ms. Reed?"
"I did, but I don't think that has anything to do with it."

"Ch, | bet it does.--Qur Bobby, here, will do and say just about anything that
gets himnmoney for a drink.--1sn't that so, Bobby? You tell the truth, now "

"I never said | was better than anybody el se. | have a weakness w th al cohol



but that doesn't mean |I'm a bad person. Lots of people around here do real bad
stuff for noney--an' you know that's true. You know what they're doin', an' |
know what they're doin'."

"I'f I were you," Oficer Lilburn said, "I'd keep nmy nmouth shut about what
ot her people may or nmay not be doing.--So, you' re saying you just cane up to
help this lady ... just cane up to fix her door wi ndow here, and tell her you

saw her husband sailing with sonebody."
Nod.

"How di d you know her wi ndow had been broken | ast night, Bobby?" Oficer

Li | burn squatted down beside himw th a creak of burdened gun belt. She was
still smling, still |ooked pleasant. "--ally going to answer nme? | don't
think I need to take a sanple of those blood drops dried on that door, do I?
You going to show ne your arns, Bobby? Going to let me |ook at your
arms?--where |I'l1 just bet you got cut |ast night."

"I don't have to show you nothin'. It's not fair.

"Officer, he did break the wi ndow | ast night," Joanna said. "He told ne so,
and he apol ogi zed. He came up to fix it this norning."

"That so? Apol ogi zed. ..."
"I wouldn't want to press charges."

No nore smles for Joanna. "Well, that's up to you. Qur Bobby's been in
troubl e before, drinking."

"I"'mnot a bad person," Bobby Mffit said fromthe floor, and put his face in
his hands |ike an upset child.

O ficer Lilburn sighed and stood. "He's a very sick alcoholic. Been in
treatment ... been out of treatnent.”

"But | think he knows what he saw. "

"Maybe ... and nmaybe not. Trouble is, who's going to know? He said a boy went
out with your husband--is that what he sai d?"

"Yes. A boy ... wearing a red baseball cap."

"Right. But you know, we have no report of a nissing young person, or a

m ssing child. W have no report like that anytine the past three nonths,
near - mai nl and or the islands."

"Maybe that young person isn't mssing."

"You sayi ng some youngster could be involved in your husband' s deat h? What
boy? Why woul d he be in your husband's boat at all ?--Do you know any such
person? D d your husband?"

"--And | have to tell you, Bobby is not a credible witness, even if he wanted
to be. Even if npbney wasn't involved."

"Not fair," Bobby Mdffit said fromthe floor.



"Bobby," said Oficer Lilburn, "I think you' ve said enough--and you darn sure
have done enough, breaking this lady's wi ndow and then com ng up here for
money to fix it. That's real cute, and it's an offense, a crimnal offense."

“lsn't."
"Yes, it is. And even if this lady won't sign a conplaint, | can take you in
for an exam nation of your health and conpetence. And you'll go right to the

hospital in Post Port."

"WII not."

"Yes, you will."

Bobby Moffit just shook his head no. He picked up one of the squares of gl ass,
but his hands were trenbling so he couldn't hold it. He put it back down, and
tucked his hands in his Iap.

"What a shame," O ficer Lilburn said. "Isn't this a shame?"

"He can fix the wi ndow," Joanna said. "And he can keep the nmoney, too. He
won't bother nme again."

"You hope.--Let me give you sone advice. Don't adopt Bobby; don't try to help
him It's been tried before.”

"Has not," Bobby said. "That's not true."

"Hell it isn't," Oficer Lilburn said. "Bobby, didn't Ms. Johnston |let you
stay free in her side-porch roonP"

"Yes, she let you stay there. And you sold her floor |anp for noney to drink
with."

“No, | didn't."
"Yes, you did."
"Officer," Joanna said, "--thank you for coming up. And | would like it if

you'd nention what M. Mffit said about sonebody--a boy in a red basebal
cap--sailing out with my husband. "

O ficer Lilburn sighed and stepped to the kitchen doorway. "I'Il report that.
["lIl report it, but you don't have ... you really don't have much of a w tness
here." She went out and down the steps, then called over her shoul der

"--Bobby, you finish up that wi ndow and then be on your way. Don't you be
bothering Ms. Reed anynore. Did you know she just |ost her dad, too? That her
father was killed in a fire the other day?--And you cone up here giving her
this trouble.”

Bobby Moffit sat unnoving, head bowed, for the few noments until the police
car's door slamed, its engine started. Then he reached out for a square of
cut glass again, and after two attenpts, was able to fit it to the frane.
"Jue's got to dry," he said. "Then the glass is goin' to fit in there, put in
new poi nts an' glazin' compound. ... Sorry about your daddy."

Joanna stooped, to be nore on Bobby's level. He snelled |like a baby who hadn't
been changed. "... Bobby, the police asked them and none of the fishernmen saw



anybody in Bo-Peep with my husband. One of them saw the boat way out that day.

"That's a | augh."

"What do you nean?"

""Fishermen." That's pretend fishin', is all that is. | know what | saw. " He
turned, tilted the glued wi ndow frane against the kitchen wall ... then
dropped his glue bottle into the shopping bag and stood up with a grunt of

effort, staggered a half-step
an' putty tonorrow. "

--1"mgoin' now. Gue dries, I'll come back

"Ckay. And thank you for coming up to fix the window, M. Mffit."

"Hell, |1 was the one busted it. | busted it under the influence. ... But don't
be scared; 1'll be up here sober in the nornin'. | don't have to drink. People
think I can't control nyself, but | can. | just don't want to."

"I understand--and M. Mffit, | believe you did see soneone out with ny
husband that norning. | believe you."

"Well, that nakes two of us--you an' ne. People say I'mjust a lyin' drunk

when it's themthat's doin' the big-tine lyin' around here."

He went out the door, carefully down the kitchen steps, and wal ked away al ong
the drive, swinging his shopping bag. He had an odd wal k, a walk drifting at
an angle, so he was facing slightly to the right as he went along. ... Joanna
supposed that was due to damage from drinking.

Late in the evening, she sat at the kitchen table, eating a second slice of a
smal | delivered pizza. A gentle sea breeze was drifting in through the broken
wi ndow. --A nore coll ected repairman would |ikely have | eft the w ndow boarded

up.

She' d asked the pizza delivery girl if she knew an island boy who went around
wearing a red baseball cap

"Basebal | caps, sure,"” the girl had said. She hadn't seemed to think it was an
odd question. Thin, dark, and very tall, so she already stooped slightly,
she'd stood on the front steps, considering the question. "Baseball caps ..

but not red, particularly."

A boy in a red baseball cap. ... But seen by a sick man and from a di stance,
so perhaps not a boy. Perhaps a slight, slender man. A wiry, friendly person
met down at the dock. An am abl e, amusing man who tal ked sailing, who tal ked
boat s--and want ed one.

The pizza was very good ... good crust. But if ghosts mght be fed, her father
woul dn't be pleased with pizza.--Frank woul d; she'd ordered extra cheese and
ripe olives. Hs favorite, not hers. So he could cone into the kitchen out of
t he di ning room s shadows--and cone not as ashes; ashes had no appetite.

He could cone in as she'd dreaned him soaked, wetting the kitchen |inol eum
Cone sauntering in, snmelling of the sea, and sit down beside her.--Al that
woul d be all owed. Everything would be all owed except |ooking into his eyes.
Their col or woul d have changed to a col or never seen, a fourth primary col or

Frank might come in for dinner, if she called himcorrectly. And her father
drifting in behind him gusting into the yellow kitchen Iight as swirling ash,
as turning snoke that wanted no pizza ... that disdained his drowned



son-in-law, eating pizza though dead.

"An am abl e young man--is there anything nore?" That question of her father's,
after he met Frank.

"Love, and the strength of |ove," she should have answered. But she hadn't.
She had stood on the porch of the old Chaunette house with her father sniling
down at her, and she'd been slightly enbarrassed by Frank's reveal ed
simplicity and sweet ness.

"He's very kind," she'd said, knowi ng that was not enough, betraying Frank in
conplicity with her father on her father's porch. And that little treachery,
that small betrayal, had |ingered years afterward in Louis's courteous
contempt for a man who only coached soccer--who had no fierce temper, no hard
and adamant wi thholding in him who suffered no considerabl e | oss.

What el se mi ght she have said on the Chaunette house's porch? It had been
evening, and warm a sunmer evening like this sumrer evening. ... She m ght
have said, "He's strong enough to take care of me. He's strong enough to take
care of me without letting me becone a tyrant and sicken. There's no poetry in
him and that's a great relief, and will help me not to kill nyself if |

di scover too frightening a truth in poetry."

What if she'd said that to Louis Bernard?

The enbarrassnment then woul d have been his, and would have cost her his snile
as he turned cold. ... It was that smle she'd paid for by betraying Frank
while Frank was in the side yard, playing hardball catch with the neighbor's
tomboy girl. What had that wild girl's nane been? An unhappy child,

nail -bitten, scabbed, and odd. ... Goria. Absolutely the wong nane for her
Goria Dittrmer. CGone, now, killed by a car. But she'd been, of course, one of
the oyster seeds of the last poens. ... Odd to realize that so late, and

prompted by the vision of Frank's ghost sitting down, soaked, to eat fromthe
pi zza's other side. He'd take the extra slice. Wiy did nen eat so nuch nore?
Was it only their size--or appetite unashaned?

But no ghost came, actual enough for dinner. So when Joanna was fi ni shed,
there were slices of pizza left to be plastic-wapped and put in the
refrigerator. And only one plate to wash

That done, she turned out the kitchen light, wal ked down the hall and cli nbed
the stairs. The bedroom yellow in the bedside lanp's mld glow, was as enpty
as if no man had ever seen it, ever slept there, or ever would--as if it had
been built for her to be alone in.

But deep into night--interrupting drifting conversations wth her
not her - -was a commencenent of dreaned | ovenaking so sudden, so specific, she
heard their liquid noises, felt soaking at her sex --and so real she underwent
t he heave and buck, the oily delicious ache of penetration as she was fucked.
Joanna felt Frank and saw hi m braced above her in dimlight, frowing in
pl easure's concentration as he worked on her, into her

"Ch, fuck nme," she said to him groaned and felt wonderfully relieved, so
happy about something she'd m sunderstood. ... She had al nost cone, but not
quite. And being steadily driven, driven in bittersweet in-and-out from sleep
to waking, had just said, "My darling"--when the bl ade of recalling, that
shone as norning light, sliced between them and woke her, bereft.

Joanna groaned, kept her eyes closed, and reached under the sheet to finish
with her fingers what was started. She managed, by insisting, a cranmping



conclusion that allowed her to say, "Chhh ..." And finished, she drew the
sheet away-slowy as if a | over watched her--and | ay naked, knees up and

apart, so the sunlight at |east could discover her wet and openness. Not

absol utely wast ed.

Chapt er Ei ght

Joanna waited al nbst three hours after breakfast--Cheerios and a
tangerine--for M. Mffit to come up to finish glazing the broken w ndow.

She waited ... waited a little |longer, then took her purse off the
entrance-hall table, went out the front door, and |ocked it behind her. A
usel ess precaution, with the kitchen's door w ndow out.

She went down Sl ope Street--her sandal s uneasy on the cobbles--walking into a
perfect summer norning, a sumer's bright and rolling sun. A beautiful norning

but still, with no breeze fromthe sea. Beach weat her, wal ki ng weat her, but
not fine for sailing. ... Awoman in T-shirt and jeans--a nei ghbor whose nane
she didn't knowwas comi ng up the hill as Joanna wal ked down, and smiled as

t hey passed. Shared pleasure in a sunny day.

The chief constable was in, and | ooking older, nore tired than
before--particularly in the island's sumer |ight, pouring so perfectly coo
and bright into his white-painted office.

Joanna supposed the |ight nmust nake her | ook ol der, too.
"Sorry about your father," the constable said fromthe other side of his gray
steel desk. Looking very tired, and wearing a different suit today. Sharkskin
--but cream not bl ue.

"Yes, | left a nessage with your deputy.”

"I got that nessage, Ms. Reed. And | have to tell you, | really didn't care
for the |anguage."

"Too bad." Tough talk; it startled Joanna's heart into thunping.

"... Ms. Reed, | take into account that you have had two tragedies in your
life, one right after the other--this ... your father's death--but let nme tel
you, it is not a good idea to try to harass |law officers, talk like that."
Tired, and angry. It didn't hurt the old man's | ooks.

"Language is ny business, Chief Constable. | say what | nean. And | nmean to
have you check again into ny husband's death--and ny father's death. You may
be used to people being afraid of you out here, inpressed by your

pr of essi onal i sm-"

" Nowe - "

"But | can tell you that I"'mnot afraid of the police--and | amnot inpressed,
so far, by your professionalism™

"I don't think we have anything nore to tal k about, Ms. Reed." And he stood
up, cold ... coldly angry. Really was a handsome old nman. A tall, cold, tough
beaut y--and when young, nust certainly have been every woman's dream and

ni ghtmare. H's poor wife.

Joanna stayed sitting. "Yes, we do. I'mnot going to run out of here,
Constabl e!™ Heart calmng ... getting used to confrontation. "I want to know



what you think about what M. Mffit told me. And ... and | want to know what
you know about the fire that killed my father--who, by the way, was a very
careful man, a neurotically careful man, who had used that woodstove for

al nrost forty years! How many very inprobable accidents nust nmy famly suffer
before the police get interested? I'm ... worried about ny daughter."

The chi ef constable nmade a suffering face and sat back down behind his desk,
apparently a gift sitting, an exanple of heroic patience. "... | did call up
to Chaunette, and spoke with the fire chief there. He said they do not regard
that cabin fire as suspicious. They do not regard that wood staining they
found as very suspicious, since there was no accel erator residue, as there
woul d be with gasoline or kerosene."

"Not very suspicious."

"Not suspicious, period."

"Just anot her accident.
"Ms. Reed, that's exactly right."
"And M. Moffit--"

"Pl ease, please, don't take Bobby Mdffit seriously. Bobby is a sick man, and
we have dealt with himfor nmany years out here. He's been an al coholic since
he was sixteen years old--and for quite a while was a violent offender, a
brawl er very lucky to stay out of prison.”

"Hao "

"He is not the man you want as a wi tness, when you've had a tragedy |ike
yours."

"Const abl e, he was very specific, very specific. A boy--or perhaps a young
man-definitely out sailing with ny husband the day he died! A boy wearing a
red baseball cap."

"Ch, Lord. ..." The chief, exasperated, was |ooking |less perfect. "Of course
he was specific. How el se was he going to get sone noney out of you? ..

Li sten, | had Bobby brought in here first thing this nmorning, very first
thing. I went over that testinony--and he initially denied breaking your

wi ndow, deni ed everything. Then he said that was right; he did see sonme kid
out with your husband that particular day--and let nme tell you, Bobby Mffit
doesn't know what the hell year it is."

"So he nade all that up, just for a fewdollars."

"That's right, so you'd give himsome noney--which | understand you did. He
t ook advant age of your |oss."

"Even so--"
"Just the sane, just the same, we |looked into that ... we're still | ooking
into that. We're talking to some |ocal people; we'll talk with kids. And we'll

al so check with the ferry crews to see if by sone very unlikely chance they
recall a particular boy in a baseball cap coming onto the island, or |eaving,
within a couple of days before and after your husband's death."

"Well ... | do appreciate your doing that--"



"And let ne tell you, Ms. Reed, | consider all this a conplete waste of tine.
Conpl ete waste. It is time and effort that ny people could use on other cases,
ot her duties."

""A waste of tine.

"That's exactly right. Because, Ms. Reed, you have given us no notive--not
one--for any person wi shing to injure your husband. And |l et ne ask you this:
Do you know any notive a person would have to cause your father's death? Do
you?"

“... No, | don't."
"You bet you don't." The chief constable stood up, a conclusive standing up
"--And for a very good reason. Both of those deaths were accidents." He wal ked
over to the door, stood waiting for Joanna to get up and get out of his
office. "Now, we'll look into this boy ... this kid thing. And that's going to
be it, you understand?"

"Yes, | understand, and | appreciate your efforts ... your people doing this."
"I hope you do, Ms. Reed."

Qut on the street, and standing in sunlight that now seemed too bright,
Joanna t hought how Frank woul d have enjoyed hearing the discussion in the
chief constable's office. He woul d have nade sone remark about inevitable
handcuffs, if she kept on. If she kept on

A soft late-norning breeze had begun drifting off the sea, stirring her
dress's skirt against her. The green dress again, and not particularly
successful with the chief constable. The old man, apparently used to deference
and cautious respect out on the islands, was not to be won by a sunmer dress
and fairly good | egs.

And mi ght the constable be right? Perhaps be dealing only with a shocked
and foolish woman, a wonan poet--deep truths her business, but now unable to
accept the truth of loss? ... It certainly mght seemso to anyone who never
knew Frank Reed, never went out sailing with him And m ght seemso, too, to
anyone who'd never seen Louis Bernard fuss and fiddle with his cabin
stove-sel ecting his tw sts of newspaper for starters, then carefully his
sticks of tinder, then the perfect quarter logs--all ritually arranged in the
Franklin stove. Then lit with one Blue Tip match, and the two small iron doors
swung smartly shut, and | atched.

A husband and father, both careful nen, though otherw se so different. The
wrong nen for their accidents.

But what reason ... what possible reasons could there be for anything but
m schance? To begin with, what reason for a boy--or perhaps a slight nan who
m ght have | ooked, from a distance, like a boy-to sail out with Frank Reed and

somehow rmanage hi s dr owni ng?
Reasons: Hate. Love. MNbney.

Not hate. Another man, perhaps, but not Frank. There had been nothing in him
dark enough to provoke it.

Love ...? Only a little nore likely. A few wonen nmust have | oved him been
very fond of him no doubt. Susan Thom and probably one or two others through
the years. Perhaps even now, another faculty wife ... a student. Perhaps one



of his athletes--sonme young nan, gay, mght have | oved Frank, m ght have been
the boy in a red baseball cap. ... But all so inprobable.

--And no man had approached her, at |east not for years, in such an obsessed
and furious way that murder m ght seem possible. Men had asked ... had
suggested. Sonme had al ways done that, making their pass at the Poet--because
of the poetry perhaps, or her very minor celebrity. Perhaps for her |egs, her
ass, or her single breast and its foamtw n. Perhaps dark eyes had sparked
them a Mhegan nose. ... But none of those nen had been frightening, none
seened to have | oved so that no husband--perhaps not even a father--could be
allowed to live to share her

M chael Jaffrey, drunk, had exposed his nodest penis to her in the den during
Li anne's party, alnost two years ago. "Please," he'd said, his chinos

unzi pped, holding it up in display. "I'm desperate for you."

"Sorry," Joanna had said to him She'd come to the den for the silver ice
bucket. "Sorry, Mchael; it's just too small."

A phrase she'd regretted afterward. So rmuch better to have sinply kept her
mout h shut, and wal ked away. Later, m serable M chael had vomited on Lianne's
carpet runner--and on Monday, in Lufton Hall, had cone up to Joanna and said,
"For CGod's sake, tell me what | think happened at the MCreedys' didn't
happen. "

"Sorry," she'd said.

"Ch, junping Jesus.

"And it isn't too small," Joanna had said. "It's perfectly okay. Looked very
sturdy."

No ... not likely Frank was murdered by a jeal ous professor of physics.

VWhich left only noney. ... But where could noney be found in Frank's death?

H s i nsurance woul d be enough to pay off the nortgage on the Wite River

house, and that was about all. No serious noney would cone to anyone from his
deat h--not nearly enough to reward a carefully planned nurder. And if not from
Frank's death ... then fromwhat, the weck of the Bo-Peep?

What insurance had there been on that small boat? Surely not mnuch.

Joanna wal ked back on Strand, threading through tourist famlies wandering,
and turned up Slope Street. The sea wind, rising, gently assisted ... pressing
cool, soft, and salty agai nst her back as she clinbed to the cottage.

She wal ked down the driveway, went around back and up the steps to the
kitchen. No M. Mffit. H's window frame still |eaned agai nst the wall

Joanna wal ked through the hall and went up the stairs. Perhaps because of the
light--streaming sunlight that stirred and slowy rippled across white-painted
pine walls as if the sea were reflecting everywhere--the upstairs seened
enptier than the roonms bel ow

She went into the bathroom peed and w ped, then stood at the cabinet mrror
washi ng her hands. Looking into a widow s face. A widow s face, already

seem ng ol der, preparing to be older still. "Mddl e-aged," Joanna said to her
reflection, and wasn't answered it wasn't so. Her reflection stared at her
like a stranger, a person who'd had bad news.



After a late lunch of tomato soup and toast, she drove down to Strand, then
turned | eft out Beach Road through sunny afternoon, past Trudie's and on al ong
Asconsett's northern coast. A two-nmle coast, the island s weather side, and
dotted with half-mllion-dollar beach houses stilted twelve feet high on
tarred tel ephone pol es over sand and sea grass. Houses with Land Rovers,

Jeeps, and dune buggi es parked al ongsi de, and bright banners and fl ags--many
the American flag's candy colors--fluttering fromtheir several decks, their
carports. There were three ... four fishing boats in line far out on a

whi t ecapped ocean.

The sea wi nd wandered through the Volvo's open wi ndows as Joanna drove. She
was driving |eft-handed, her right hand resting over along the passenger seat,
so she could pretend Frank was sitting there, thoughtful, silent, holding her
hand. - And he m ght be, if she didn't glance that way.

Asconsett's roads were mninmal, narrow bl acktop tracks with sea-bl eached sand
sweepi ng over here and there. Roads that dipped and broke where the wi nd or

wi nter storns had bl own dune from beneath their edges, so the car rose and
fell in rhythmc nenory of those storms' striking. Everything here was by the
sea's permssion, and with its mark.

A spark flashed on the road ahead ... flashed again and became the sunstruck
wi ndshield of a Jeep coming toward her ... rising and falling with the road.

It rose out of a dip, cane to her on the left, and buffeted past, going fast.
It left an inpression of youth behind it--four or five tanned grinning boys
and girls in bathing suits. Packed in, nerry and traveling fast-heading for
South Beach, its small nmarina, and shallower slightly warnmer water. Children
of nmoney and good tines--descendants, nost of them of old mainland fanmlies
grown rich dealing in the spoils of a continent and the sea.

Beauti ful carel ess young people. Joanna had seen themin town, cruising
t hrough the wandering summer tourists, yachts passing barges.

She drove another half mle, sawthe tilted signpost for WIllis Street on
the left, and slowed for the turn. WIlis was Asconsett's only cross-island
road, and it was narrow, pavenent often broken and half buried in sand as it
went al ong. Low dunes, furred in sea grass, rolled away on either side.

M d-island sand was too unstable to build on. There were no houses on WIllis
Street for alnbst a mle; the island's center had been left a state bird
sanctuary. Plover and terns due to conme kiting along the New Engl and fl yway
later in the season

WIllis Street went southwest, and ended at the island s original settlenent,
t he sandbarred reach where the first fishernen had built driftwod honmes four
hundred years before. The stretch of coast, like the street, had been naned
WIllis, and had been the island' s village capital until whaling and a deeper
harbor had created Asconsett Town.

The WIlis people had been the island's first fishernen, |obsternmen. Joanna
supposed M. Mffit's famly were WIIisers.

The bird sanctuary ended in a handsonely carved sign--a tern in flight--and
the first sheds and shacks appeared at once, all on the left side of the road,
all facing west to the nmainland channel. The mainland was too far across to
see.

Shacks, sheds, and w nd-worn cottages set into sand, each with a battered
pi ckup truck or car or brace of rust-spotted notorcycles resting in the sun



beside it. Mst trucks held clouds of green traw er net.

WIllis ran on for a stretch, to a small gas station, bait shop, and cl osed
ferry dock. Only the distance fromthe mainland, only the slow ferry's
successive stops at inshore islands, had kept this ancient settlenent from
transformation into massive ranks of timnme-share condos and strip stores.

Joanna took her hand from what should be Frank's, and slowed to read the
mai | boxes along the road's left side. The name was Wi nwight. Mirray

Wai nwri ght had | eased the Bo-Peep to Frank--he and his boat suggested by the
mari na office. ... Wainwight had been elderly and crippled, squatting fat in
hi s wheel chair on the WIlis dock. A cheerful old man, mssing several front
teeth, which loss had given his singsong down-east speech an occasi ona
flatul ent accent.

The mail boxes in WIlis were damaged goods, apparently targets for passing
boys. Joanna, driving slower and slower, was able to read Cabot, Lindsay ...
Shal | owford, Wlson. ... Then two mail boxes destroyed. Then Wai nwri ght.

Their cottage was set farther back fromthe road than nost, seened to rest on
a doubl e sandy lot, and was fenced with rusty chain-link five feet high
Joanna pulled over to the left, half onto the road' s soft shoul der, and

par ked.

There was one of Asconsett's rare trees--a nolting, |ean, and knotty pine--in
the Wainwights' wide front yard. A thick rope was attached to its |argest
linb, a car tire was suspended fromthat, and a nedi umsized red dog hung from
the tire. The dog seened content to have the tire's heavy rubber in its jaws;
it dangl ed clear of the ground, relaxed, still, and smling.

Joanna got out of the Volvo, went to the cottage's fence gate, and paused. The
red dog hung confortably fromhis tire, and only rolled an eye toward her
Joanna hesitated at the gate. She couldn't see anyone at the house, only the
dog hanging in the yard. It was an odd-I|ooki ng dog, ginger col ored--al nost
orange --and short-haired, its heavy nmuzzle and thick shoulders laced with a
pal e spi derweb of scars. It seemed to have had an accident. ... The dog

wat ched Joanna as she watched it. Its body, a conpact cylinder of nuscle, was
conpl eted by a head as nassive, red, and rectangular as a brick block. The
dog, its eye considering her, swung very slightly with the sea breeze as it
hung.

"Hello ...!" Apparently no one home. "Hello ...!"

And as if he'd waited behind the door for her second call, a stocky young man
in ragged jeans and a black T-shirt came out of the house, slamred the screen
door behind him and trotted down the steps. "Wat do you want?" Hi s hair, cut
short, was the color of sand. He had a neat nustache.

He wal ked fast across the yard to her, short, nuscled arns--sunburned dark
over conplex tattoos--swinging as if he were easing themfor a fight. "Well
what do you want?" He had an unpl easant face, an ol d-fashi oned pugged
tough-boy's face. He | ooked |ike his grandfather--but young, very strong, and
| ess ami abl e.

"My nanme's Reed, Joanna Reed. W ... ny husband | eased M. Wiinwight's boat."

The young man--a boy, really, barely in his twenties--stood behind the

chain-link fence, |ooking at her. He had pal e-blue eyes--round as a child's
eyes, but not wondering, not gentle. "Ch, right. Reed. And you w ecked the
fuckin' boat. ... Think maybe you owe us for that? | mean, | just wonder if



that occurred to you sumrer people--l1ose our boat and don't even give us a
call about it? What was that, three weeks ago?"

"My husband was drowned."
"Hey, | know that. And if he couldn't sail, he shouldn't have taken her out."
"My husband was a good sailor. Now ... now, is there soneone | can talk to--"

"You're talkin' to nme, lady. Ganmps is sick over at the mainland, and ny dad's
fishin ."

"Bud ...!"

The boy didn't answer, stood staring at Joanna. She could snell him standing
so close, just across the | ow fence--a pl easant odor of clean young man, tense
and lightly sweating. She was surprised how she'd nissed the snell of a man.
The pl easure was enbarrassing.

"Bud- - goddanmmi t!"

Bud turned away, and Joanna saw a woman on the cottage's roofed porch. She was
a tall woman, and broad, with no waist. Her hair was iron-gray and | oose down
her back, and she was wearing a sl eevel ess |ight-blue house dress, her pale
arnms heavy, lunmpy with fat and nuscle.

"Bud--you get in here."

"Shit. ..." The boy went back into the yard, stood beside the hangi ng dog, and
said, "Get down."

The red dog yawned and dropped fromhis tire. He | anded in an odd, springy
undogl i ke way, and sat. He turned his head to keep watching Joanna, and she
saw his right eye was white and blind.

"What do you want here?" the big woman called to Joanna as if she were a
hundred yards away.

"Mom she's the people wecked our boat."

"You be quiet. | asked you a question." The big wonman, so bul ky el sewhere, had
a man's gaunt face and beaky nose.

"I"mJoanna Reed. | wanted to talk to M. Wainwight," Joanna said. Then
t hi nki ng the woman m ght be deaf, called, "--..Joanna Reed. | wanted to talk
to M. Vainwight."

The apparent Ms. Wainwight didn't answer, only stood on her porch, watching
Joanna standing in the road. The cottage's paint, that had been white, was
peeling everywhere off its wood in delicate patterns of curling chips, so
standing in shadow, the woman seened to be nested in old |lace. "Granda's gone
to the hospital at Post Port," she said conversationally, w thout shouting.

Joanna, tired of standing in the road, went to the fence gate, opened it, and
wal ked into the yard. "Then 1'd like to speak with you," she said--and stopped
wal ki ng because of the dog.

As she'd cone into the yard, the ginger dog had risen and gone to her, so they
met in the mddle. The aninmal was not big at all, but |ooked extraordinarily
dense, solid with nuscle, and carried a head so massive it seemed to belong to



a bigger dog. Its white eye was not troubling, but the other, a light topaz to
conplerment its coloring, had an odd expression--so though the ani mal hadn't
grow ed at her, or threatened in any way, Joanna stopped and stood still. She
wi shed the boy would call it.

This close, she could see the dog had no ears --only trimed stubs. A piece
| ooked to have been bitten fromits lip. ... But it was the dog' s good eye
that held her still. The ani mal watched her, head cocked for one-eyed sight,
| ooking up with no expression of either threat or friendliness, no sort of
exchange at all. There was nothing in the topaz eye but study, and stern

pur pose.

"Wuld you call your dog, please.™

The boy stood smling at her. "You got a problen?" he said. "--Comin' in our
yard?"
Joanna coul d hear the sea behind her ... the soft ruffling of its breeze over

t he mai nl and channel . She | ooked up and saw t he bi g woman wat ching fromthe
porch. Not hel pi ng her

Frank is dead, Joanna thought. She alnobst said it out |Ioud. He won't be
here to help ne. No one will be here to help ne, anynore.

She went to one knee in the sand. Knelt there in her green dress before the
dog. It watched her as it had watched before. This close, at the animal's

| evel , she saw how savage were its scars. Saw tunors of nuscle bul king at the
hinges of its jaw. O course--a pit bull, and this a true fighting dog,
participant in that ancient pleasure of the poor

"Hello," she said to it, and slowy put out her hand.

"Don't," the wonman said fromthe porch. "Don't do that.--Call him Bud!" But
the boy didn't.

The dog paid no attention to her hand, and Joanna saw it was watchi ng her
throat. Joanna put her hand down in the sand, and | eaned forward a little,
turned her head so her throat was there for him

"Percy," the boy said, "Percy ... down."

The dog stayed standi ng.

It was odd. Joanna hadn't thought of killing herself for so many years, not
since the baby.-Hadn't thought of it later, during the cancer and her
surgery--or in caves, or rock clinbing, hours when death | eaned ready at her
el bow. It had seened such a hackneyed thing for a wonman poet to do. So
expected and tedious. ... Yet here she was, kneeling before a mainmed fighting
dog, and waiting for his bite.

Then he nmoved ... noved to her, but slowy. She snelled him C ean dog. C ean
nast er.
"Percy," the boy said. "Down ... down." And took a step, then stopped.

"Lady- - back away. Just back away from him"

Joanna, kneeling, closed her eyes. The sunlight was too bright. She took a
breath, and felt cold at the side of her throat. Cool ness pressing. The dog
stood with its blunt nuzzle cl osed, pressing against her throat. It pressed
hard ... then the cold nose drifted up to touch her ear, then slowy down and



across to her mouth. The aninmal sniffed, snelled her there, and she opened her
eyes to its inhuman face, its single jeweled eye, and it |icked her once,
delicately at the corner of her mouth, as if it were a |over changed by a
witch, but conme back to her.

"Shit ... lady," the boy said.

Joanna sat back and put her hands on the dog's head, cradled that heavy
har sh-coat ed wedge of bone and rmuscle ... rubbed gently behind its ruined
ears. The animal stood under her stroking, nmade no further denonstration

"Dunmb," the big woman said fromher porch. "I call that real dunb, fool wth
that dog." She cane down fromthe porch, bigger and bigger, and put a hard
hand down to hel p Joanna up. "Dunb. Dog's not the kind of dog you want to be
pettin'. Shouldn' be keepin' himat all."

“Mom..."
"Don't "M me, Bud." Ms. Wainwight, slow and shanbling, |ed Joanna up the

porch steps. "That Percy dog ain't no good at all, and he's real costly. Eats
nmeat |ike a damm tiger in the zoo. "

"Not good ...?" Joanna followed the worman t hrough the front door into the
house--a house, like the woman's son and dog, surprisingly clean. Its |linoleum
floors smelled of wax polish, and collections of things--mnor groupings of
tiny decorative cushions, still-boxed Barbies, and German figurines of rura

flute players, dancers, and shepherds--were set out on little tables in the
smal |l living room

"Not good no nore. You see he's got a blind eye.
"So he can't fight?"

"I don't know what you're talkin' about."” Ms. Wainwight |ed the way down a
hal| paneled with fam |y photographs--nmost of children, grandchildren--down
the hall and into the kitchen, another small room and very clean. The
appl i ances and sink counter crowded cl ose around a scarred wooden table, an
old hatch cover. It was the only nautical note in the cottage. "--Don't know
what you're talkin' about. Dog's just not no good anynore, that's all." She
pulled a chair away fromthe table, and sat with sigh of relief. "Go on, sit
down. Ms. Reed, right?"

"Yes." Joanna sat, and saw the heavy tabl etop was roughly carved in intricate
patterns. Flower patterns. Flowers and vines. "Pretty carving."

"Ch, sure. You don't have to keep this dam table clean, so all that carvin'

| ooks pretty. M. Wainwight, Junior, did that. He's been cuttin' on ny table
all the years we been married. It's a habit, an' he won't be broke of it. He's
been out a week now, long-linin."

"Well, | canme--"

"My nane's Beverly."

"Joanna. ... Beverly, | cane to ask about the boat, the Bo-Peep."

"I named that boat after the nursery rhyne."

"I'm... I"'mtrying to find out what happened to ny husband."



"Honey," the wonman said, "--everybody knows what happened to your husband. He
drowned out there ... and not the first to do it, neither."

"I don't believe he just drowned. He was very careful. He always wore a life
jacket. Always. And they found himw thout it."

"Shit, if it was M. Wainwight, Junior, got drowned, |'d be surprised they
found himwearin' one. Mdst fishernen don't wear that stuff."

"My husband di d; he taught boating safety when he Iived near @ oucester.--And
he didn't fall off boats, either. Especially not in good weather."

"Didn' fall off boats?"

"No, he didn't."

"Well, ny man woul dn' do that, neither. That'd be the day. He'd be ashaned to
cone hone, he did that, '"less it was one hell of a stormout there." Beverly

heaved herself up. "I'mgoin' to have a glass of apple juice. You want somnme?"

"No, thank you."

"It's real cold an' good. It's Mdtt's apple juice."

"Well ... all right." Joanna wanted to sit quiet for a noment and think, but
she found she couldn't do that, couldn't stop talking. "--And also, | lost ny
father. He was ... burned to death up in Chaunette day before yesterday."

Beverly Wainwight, at her refrigerator, bowed her head slightly, as if under
such a stormof msfortune. "My, that's terrible news. Both your people gone
i ke that."

"Yes, it was terrible news--and | don't, | sinply don't believe that that was
an accident, either. My father was very careful with his woodstove. He'd
heated with that Franklin for years, and they said he |l eft one of the stove
doors open when he went to bed, and | don't believe that for a mnute."

"Both your men gone." Beverly poured juice into two blue plastic gl asses.

"--So, I"'mtrying to find out what did happen. The police ... the chief
constable thinks I'ma fool. Just a hysterical woman."

Beverly put the juice in the refrigerator, brought the glasses to the table,
and sat with a sigh. "--That Carl is the nmeanest old son of a bitch. Al ways
| ookin' to cause trouble for Parsonses an' Wainwights an' Arnstrongs. Can't
pl ease that good-1ookin' son of a bitch, no matter what."

"He hasn't been helpful to me at all. ... He is a handsone old man."

"Ch, an' don't the old scut knowit, too. ... Honey, you should have seen that
Carl when he was younger. Looked like a danm novie star. Isn't it a crineg,
havin' | ooks Iike that wasted on a man?"

"It is acrine."

"Married a second cousin of mne--Mrilyn Gsborne. And has he led that poor
worman a chase? | hope to tell you. An' Marilyn is as sweet as candy."

"Well, he thinks what happened to Frank was an acci dent, because no one had
any reason to hurt him"



"Nobody?" Beverly seenmed surprised. "--Shit sure couldn' say that about ny
husband. Lots of people would like to kick my Murray's ass, if they dared to.
Lot meaner than that Percy dog out there. But you know, that man never touched
me except with love in our whole life together. Always tal ks nice around ne,
too. ... I'"'mcrazy about ny Murray. We're just a couple of old |ove bugs."

Beverly smled, and Joanna saw her as the girl she'd been--large and | unbering
even then, coarse, tough, and unl ovel y--and wondered how it was that the
probably even tougher M. Wainwight, Junior, had been wi se enough to see her
val ue, love her, and take her for a wfe.

"You' re lucky, Beverly." Joanna drank some apple juice, very sweet and col d.

"Yes, | am
"And | was lucky."

"Lucky with that dog out there. Could have bit you real bad, maybe killed you.
Sure scared the poop out of Bud."

"Yes. ... Well, the police have been no help, so I'mlooking into it myself."

"Lookin' into it.

"That's right. | believe sonmething may have been done, that someone nay have
killed ny husband. And | think ny father, too.--And | suppose that sounds
crazy to you."

"... Well, honey, you know stuff goes on out there. | don't know about your
daddy--but men get in trouble out there at sea, an' there's not a damm thing
worren can do about it." She shook her heavy head at the unfairness.

""Stuff goes on"?"

"You know, just stuff. Fishin' an
anythin'."

what ever. Men can get in trouble about
"But what trouble could Frank have had out there?-Except the weather, or if
somet hing went wong with the boat and she began to founder."

"Wasn't nothin' wong with that boat. Period."

"Well ... well, Beverly, what | was wondering was whet her anyone had a reason
to sink the boat--and maybe that was what happened."

"You know, you owe us noney on that boat, that Bo-Peep. That would be fair,
' cause your man had her out and |l et her go weck."

"I"'msure that wasn't his fault, Beverly." Joanna drank sone nore apple juice.

"He was the one had her out. He was capta*'. So you bet it was his fault. Wo
else's fault was it?"

"I don't know yet. | don't know. ... Could you tell ne whether the boat was
i nsured?"

"What ? Whet her she was i nsured?"

"Yes, that's right."



"You | ost your nman--and it was on our boat and our boat got wecked. And
you're askin' if we had her insured?"

"Yes, | just--"
"Just nothin'." Beverly put down her apple juice, and |ooked grim "Tell you,
Ms. Reed, |I'd say you are real lucky ny Murray is out at sea, workin'.
Because if he was here, guest in our house or no guest in our house, he would
pitch you right out on your fancy rich-1lady ass!"

"I wasn't accusing--"
"Now you listen to nme." Beverly's face alnost a man's face in anger

"--Wai nwrights an' Parsons have been fishin' out here since forever. And the
Parsons may have done sone of this an' that beside fishin', but that was a
long, long tine ago." Beverly paused for breath. "And since that |ong | ong
time ago, there hasn't been anybody said anythin' crimnal about us--period.
W don't do nothin' that a lot of people aren't doin' now, just to get along."

"I didn't--"

"You just shut up and listen to me, now. Who do you think you're talkin' to?
W been doin' boats forever. You cone out here with your fancy clothes an'
bul I shit airs and so forth, all you sumrer wonen --and here you are in ny
house tal kin' about barratry an' sinkin' and so forth. | won't say sone nen
haven't put a big fisher down they couldn' pay for, but we don't do that.
That's the last thing we'd do unless we had to."

"I"'msorry."

"So, you just mind your fuckin' manners or get out of here. ... Invited you in
nmy house, an' served you juice an' everythin ."

"I didn't nean to insult you, Beverly."

"Better hope not."

"--But ny husband's dead, and now ny father's dead, and sonethi ng was w ong
about both of those deaths. And I'mgoing to find out what, no nmatter who
pi ss off asking. Do you understand that?"

"Just don't insult ne."

"I"'mnot insulting you."

"Sure sounds like it--an' | don't hear nothin' about payin' for our boat,
nei ther."

"I don't owe you for the goddam boat, Beverly.--Was it insured or wasn't it
i nsured?"

"You call five thousand insurance. You call that insurance, it was insured.
Thr ough the co-op."

"Only five thousand.

"An' let nme tell you what M. Wiinwight, Junior, would tell you
better-there's no way at all you're goin' to replace a fine wood sloop like
t hat Bo-Peep for five thousand dollars. No way at all--build or buy. It's a



| oss, an' how are you goin' to make that |1oss up, is what | want to know. "
Beverly had her son's eyes, pale, slightly bulging, and hard as aggi e narbl es.
“... Didn' even call us about it. Just let it go."

"Ch, for Christ's sake, my husband died out there! Wuld you people please
just give ne a few weeks before you start asking for noney?--VWich | don't owe
you at all, anyway."

"Yes, you do."

"No, | don't."

"Do so."

"Do not."

"Do so."

"Do not," Joanna said, and began to |laugh. She tried to stop, and did for a
nmonent. Then she thought of herself out in the yard with the dog, and started
| aughing again. It felt wonderful

Beverly Wainwight had a laugh like a man's, a deep huh-huh that shook her in
her kitchen chair. "Doesn' nean, now," she said, when they'd stopped | aughing,
"--doesn' nean you don't owe us noney, just because we was chucklin'."

"Do not," Joanna said.

Beverly Wai nwight | ooked at her, obscurely pleased. "You want sonme cooki es?
O eo cooki es?"

"No, thank you."

"You sure? They're the vanilla cream ones, an
to have some." She stood up with a grunt.

they're really good. |I'mgoin'

"Well," Joanna said, "then |I'll have sone, too.

Qut in the yard after apple juice and several Oreo cookies--and dazzl ed by
sumer sunshi ne past the house's shade--Joanna nodded to Bud Wi nwi ght,
received no nod in return, and bent to pat Percy as the red dog came up to
her. It was like stroking furred bronze; there was no gi ve beneath her hand.

"Do you mss fighting?" she said to him "... I'll bet you do."
Chapter N ne

Joanna drove up her driveway, and around back--and saw M. Mffit's face
dark with dirt, at the kitchen door wi ndow. She got out of the Volvo, went up
t he kitchen steps, and he opened the door for her

"I"mputtied, an' I'mgettin' ready to fit her in." Mffit snelled of urine.

"You didn't come this norning." Joanna put her purse on the kitchen table.
"Coul dn' do it; couldn' cone up. Constable wanted ne ... and then |I had two
drinks despite real good intentions." He bent and picked up the door w ndow to
show.

"Looks ni ce.



"Dam right. Good as new ... except | can't tack her in as neat as original. |
don't claiml can do that."

"Good enough will be good enough, M. Mffit."

"Bobby's okay. You can call me Bobby."

"And if Ms. Evanson wants nme to get a new w ndow, Bobby, 1'll just do that."
"No, no. No way. |If Nancy Evanson wants a whol e brand-new wi ndow, I'll buy it
because | was the one broke it. ... But 1'll have to owe you."

"That won't be necessary." Joanna sat at the kitchen table. "Bobby, do you
know t he Wai nwights? They're over in WIllis."

"Wai nwri ghts? Ch, yeah, you bet."
hands, peering along the sashes and nmuntins. "Set straight as a string.

Bobby turned the conpleted wi ndow in his

"They | eased the Bo-Peep to ny husband--"
"Yep. Thousand bucks for the sumer."
"That's right. How did you know t hat, Bobby?"

"Everybody at the docks knows what people | ease for.--Could have got that
Bo- Peep boat for six, seven hundred. That wasn't a fancy sailer."

"I was talking to Beverly Wai nwight--"

"Bev's real rough. Al them Wainwights is rough.” He tried the glazed repair
in the window s enpty frane.

"They have a rough dog, too. But a nice dog."

"You tal kin' about that pit bull?"

"Yes. ... Percy."
"Made a lot of nobney with that red dog.--Still do nake noney, stu.in' him
out."

"They have dogfights on the island, Bobby?"

"No, not out here. Fought that dog over at Post Port. Fought himall the way
down in Boston, once. Made a lot of noney with that dog. ... But don't say |
was the one told you."

"I won't. ... You know, Bobby, |I was talking to Beverly Wi nwight, and she
said they had only five thousand dollars insurance on the boat. And I was
wondering if that was true--that they'd have so little insurance.”

"Ch, sure. That's a lot of insurance on that old boat." He tried the w ndow
again, thunping its sashes for a fit in the frane. "--Plenty of people out
here don't pay insurance at all, unless the bank makes 'em Figure those

i nsurance nen just take advantage." More thunping on the wi ndow. "She's goin'
in, fits just right--an' themjanbs wasn' real square, neither!"

Joanna got up to exanmine the work. "It does fit. Thank you, Bobby. Looks as
good as new. "



"Well, | got totack it in ... an' caulk it, an' it needs sone touch-up
paintin'. | got paint I'musin' on a dory; I'll bring alittle of that up
VWhite oil paint, an' it'll do just fine."

"I appreciate this, Bobby. You broke it--and you fixed it."

"Dam right." Bobby stooped, slightly unsteady, to collect his tools and glue
put them away in his shoppi ng bag.

"I"d like to ask you about the boy you saw out sailing with ny husband."
"Yep?"

"It was a boy--you're sure of that?"

"Kid. That's right."

"Could it have been an ol der person? A young nan?"

Bobby stood thinking about it. "Pretty skinny if he was. Didn' |ook as big as
your old man, out there on that boat. But, you know, Ms. Reed--"

"Joanna. "
"You know, they was pretty far out. Qut there in the offin'."

"A boy--maybe a young man--out there with Frank. And wearing what, besides a
basebal | cap?"

"What was he wearin'?"

"Yes."
"Ms. Reed--"
"Joanna. "

Joanna, | just couldn' tell you what that kid was wearin'. I'msorry. |
never noticed, exceptin' the cap." Bobby picked up his shoppi ng bag, and went
to the door.

"And this boy, or this young man, he was just sitting in the boat--wasn't
hel pi ng sail her?"

"Just sittin' in the cockpit on his ass. Not doin' nothin'. Your man was doin'
the work, takin' her out. ... Holdin" her a tad close to the wind too, fat
little boat like that." Bobby swayed slightly, |eaned against the doorjanb.

"You know, Bobby, when |I spoke to Beverly Wi nwight, she said somnething about
fishernen doing "stuff" out there. "Stuff.""

"Ri ght about that. Some of them captains'll do anything for a buck."
"Do what, Bobby?"
"Ask me no questions, an' I'Il tell you no lies."

"Ckay.--Do | owe you any noney for the wi ndow supplies?"



"Nope, you already gave nme a | ot of noney.'
child, anxious to go.

Bobby shifted Iike a restless

"Well ... then naybe you'd like to stay to dinner."

"Thanks, Ms. Reed, but I'mnot much for eatin'. Drinkin" is ny style, sad to
say."

"Well ... then | could offer you a drink, but | don't want to do that if it
woul d harm you. Do you think one drink would harmyou?" That had been said to
Joanna's surprise--as if by another person, renote, ruthless, and detern ned.

"... | guess one ... just one wouldn't hurt too bad. | can handl e one okay.
Second one is what does the harm Then the rest of those drinks after
that--they do sonme harm you better believe it."

"Ckay, then we'll only have one drink, Bobby, just to thank you for fixing the
wi ndow. " Joanna | ooked into the cabinet over the refrigerator. There was a
hal f-enpty bottle of vodka and an unopened bottle of Gordon's gin. Alnost a
full bottle of Chivas Regal. "--ally sure you don't want something to eat?"

"No, thanks. I'ma light eater. Food don't taste |like anything to ne."
"Well, why don't you sit down and rel ax, Bobby, and I'll get you that drink."
"One. One drink."

"One it is. You can have vodka, gin, or scotch.” Joanna felt the oddest
sureness, as if some carnivorous part of her had been waiting for a sacrifice.
Crimnals, she supposed, felt the same--setting caring aside.

"... Don't like scotch." Bobby settled gingerly at the kitchen table, as if
uneasy sitting up off the floor

"You know, Bobby," she took down the gin bottle, "--x occurred to ne that both
nmy husband and ny father went out on the Bo-Peep. They went sailing together
al nrost a nonth ago, when we first cane out. My father was fishing."

"Fishin'? Fishin" off alittle sloop?"

"My father would fish off anything--particularly if it annoyed Frank ... ny
husband." Joanna took two tunblers fromthe cabinet over the sink

"Fishin' off that boat." Bobby Mffit shook his head at the picture. "Sunmer
peopl e. "

"You want tonic, or ginger ale?"
"Don't need neither one."

Joanna twi sted the cap off the gin bottle, and poured a tumnbler half ful

then much less into the other glass. "You said sonething, Bobby, when you were
up here before--said the island captains were "pretend fishing." Wat did you
mean by that?" She put the fuller tunbler on the table in front of him and
sat down opposite. She'd never drunk straight gin in her life, not wthout

vernouth ... an olive. Had never drunk hard liquor in a kitchen in daylight,
ei ther.
"Didn'" nean nothin'." Bobby sat | ooking down at the glass of gin, looking into

it as if to see his reflection. "--1 didn' nmean nothin'. They want to do that,



that's their business."
"Do what ?"

"... What they do." Bobby picked up his glass and drank like a child, with
attention, holding the tunbler's rimso firmy to his nmouth that his cheeks
were dented by it.

Joanna sat and sipped her drink. She felt the oddest tenderness for Bobby--as
i f by damagi ng himso contenptibly, she was making himher responsibility. A
stranger, and being broken for her purpose, he was beconi ng somet hing nore by
it--as, just as surely and in perfect bal ance, she was beconing | ess.

Bobby, having swal |l owed several times, put his glass down, and Joanna coul d
see that was difficult for him She sat watching, watching over him and

si pped her drink. The gin, unm xed, tasted |like a conplex garden in which
nettles, roses, and herbs grew together, pungent, vigorous, sweet-scented, and
har sh.

Bobby left his glass on the table for several breaths, then | ooked up at
Joanna as if for permission to lift it.

The second drink she poured seenmed to break a cord within him Later, the
third nade additional difference.

"Smuggl i ng?" Joanna had had one more minor drink. She appreciated Hogarth's
rui ned subjects of G n Lane. For those sad, buckle-shoe'd brutes of slum
warrens and cold weather ... what a splendid floral fountain gin nust have
brought to warmthem make themjolly. "--Snuggling? Like running cigarettes
down from Canada?"

"You got " Bobby seermed to | ose his words, then recovered them "You got to
be ki.in'". Canada. Nobody runs nothin' out of Canada since Pro ..

Prohi bition."

"Then what ?"

"“... Nothin'. I don't have no boat; don't ask nme." He | ooked across the room
as if someone else had cone in--stared with such attention that Joanna gl anced
over. There was nothing to be seen in that corner of the kitchen, except the
last slanting |ight of day.

"What if you did have a boat, Bobby?"

"Shit. Ms. Reed ... I'"'man alcoholic.”" He took a deep proving swallow "--1|
can't get insurance even if | had a boat. An' | can't get a boat anyway,
because | don't have the noney." He cupped the tunbler in both hands, cradled
it. "--An" if | could get insurance ... an' | did have a boat, | couldn' run
it anyway. You got to be real responsible, or you can't run a boat. Now,
that's pretty ... pretty nuch how things go." He closed his eyes, sat holding

his drink, keeping his eyes cl osed.

"But if you could run a boat?"

"I don't give a shit--pardon nmy French. | don't give a shit; | don't trust a
Russian far as | can throw him An' | sure as shit don't trust those Russians

out there. Not even Russi ans--people used to be Russians."

A ghost's cool breath seemed to drift up Joanna's arms ... "Wat peopl e,
Bobby?"



"Ask ... ask me no questions, an' I'll tell you no lies.
and took a drink like necessary nedicine.

He opened his eyes,

"What do Asconsett fishing captains have to do with those people--wth
Russi ans, Bobby? Wat do they do out there?"

"None of ny business."

"I's it ny business? Did nmy husband see sonething--did nmy husband and ny fat her
see sormet hi ng?"

"Damm if | know. Don't ask ne. "
too hard.

Bobby drank again, then set his glass down

Joanna sipped nore of her gin. There was a conforting rhythmto serious
drinking with someone, a rhythmthe al cohol acconpanied |like a nelodic |ine.
"--1f the captains aren't fishing out there, then what are they doi ng?"
"They're fishin', fishin' for trash. Cat food is all that's out there now "
"Then how are they making a l|iving, Bobby?"

"What ...?" Bobby Moffit was collapsing as he sat, the gin slowy breaking him
to pieces. Sections of his face and body seened ready to slide away, as sl abs

of ice toppled fromglaciers and fell into the sea.

Joanna started to reach across the table, pour nore gin into his glass.--And

she intended to do it, was willing to do it, but her hand woul dn't. Her hand

felt pity, and wouldn't pour. It put the gin bottle down. "How do the captains

and processing people, the people on the island ... how do they make a |iving

now, Bobby?"

"Captains an' processin' people. ... You ask Mannin' how he's makin' a livin'
processin'."

" Manni ng?"

"Right. You just ... ask him You ask himwhat he's holdin" down there, nakin'

a real good livin'--an' he pays me shit for doin' all that noppin'. Goin'
around with that nop an' bucket |ike a damm woman." Bobby enptied his tunbler
as if he were terribly thirsty, as if the gin were cold water, and saving his
life.

"Bobby, did ny husband get into sone kind of trouble when he and ny father
were sailing out there?"

"Hey. ..." Bobby sagged in his chair, and yawned. "Askin' the wong guy.

Askin' the wong guy. " He took a sudden gasping breath, then put his hands
on the tabletop and pushed hinmself up to his feet. H s face was fl ushed
scarlet. "I better go ... outside.”

Joanna stood up. "Can | help you?"

"No ... you can't," Bobby said. Then said, "Ch, dear," and staggered away from
the table toward the kitchen door. "Oh, dear," he said, and stunbled as Joanna
got to himto help. He was heavy and she couldn't hold him-he fell against
the stove ... then swayed, stepped across to the door, and began to vonit as
he groped for the knob



The vomt, gritty and dark with bl ood, spattered and drai ned out of himdown

his cl othes, splashed on the floor, and Bobby made an odd shoving notion wth
both hands, slowy sat down on the linoleum then slunped over onto his |eft

side, his knees drawn up |ike a baby's.

"Ch, God ... oh, Bobby ... please forgive ne. Ch, Christ." Joanna bent over,
wrestl ed anwkwardly with Bobby as if that mght help. She was in the vonmt. It
was all over the floor, stinking spoiled blood and gin. "--Bobby ... Bobby!"

H s face remained dull maroon--but printed pale around his nouth. He was
br eat hi ng bubbl es of vomt.

"Ch, God ..." Joanna pulled and tugged hi m away, out of the worst of the ness;
his clothes were soaked with it. She unbuttoned his shirt, turned and heaved
himfromside to side to peel it off. The blue cotton was black with dirt,
soaked down the front with vomt. She got himout of that, out of the shirt,
and stood up to get a dish towel to wi pe the floor around him

"Ch, God. Please ..." The "please" was for the gift of Bobby's living and
being well--the gift of her not having killed him

She took his arns and haul ed, dragging himafter her along the floor. There
was a trail of bloody vomit. She tugged himpast the kitchen table, then

stopped, and bent over himto be sure he was still breathing.--And he was, but
very strangely, a liquid sort of breathing. She was able to lift his shoul ders
alittle, turn his head to the side ... and that seemed to help. He stil

breat hed, but not as badly.
"My fault," Joanna said it to herself aloud, for the relief of saying it

She took a deep breath. The smell was dreadful. Bobby's snmell, and the vomt.
She bent over him unfastened his belt, and unbuttoned his trousers. They'd
been good trousers once, dress slacks. Now they were stiff, dark with dirt and
caked in the seanms. There was vomit only down the left leg ... but all the way
down to the cuff. Sone of it was pooled in the trouser cuff there.

Trying to hold her breath, Joanna knelt astride Bobby and tugged and worked at
the trousers to get themoff. They winkled and fol ded down. He wore no
underwear, and displayed a grimy belly, a sad saggi ng penis the sane congested
color as his face.

Joanna gat hered the trouser material and pulled the pants down his |egs--then
had to stop to untie laces, get his sneakers off. He wore no socks, but the
snel |l was very bad.

When he was naked, Bobby lay still, sprawed in snears of vomt and breathing
noisily. H's body, streaked and cloudy with dirt, was mottled the col or of
brui ses.

Joanna, calnmer now, didn't think he was going to die--didn't think she had to
call an anbul ance. ... She supposed Bobby had done this many tines, drunk

hi nsel f sick. This once nore wasn't going to kill him just because she was
responsi bl e.

She stood, and rinsed the kitchen towel in the sink. Rinsed it, soaked it in
hot water, then wung sone out and knelt to wash Bobby's face, scrub it clean
She used a corner of the cloth to get clots of vomit out of his nmouth so he
could breathe nore easily. She was afraid he'd breathe it in and strangle.
She did that, then got up to rinse the towel again, rub Ivory soap into the
cl ot h.



Joanna cl eaned Bobby's face, his neck and ears, and behind his ears. She saw
herself frantic as a frightened cat with a sick kitten. ... It seened
essential to clean him necessary for forgiveness. She wanted to wash his
hair--it was filthy--but there seened no good way with himlying on the floor
And having started to clean this collapsed nan, found she had to continue
doing it ... getting up again and again to rinse dirt fromthe towel, soak it
in more hot water, wing it out, soap it, and kneel to Bobby again to rub and
scrub ...

After a long time, having bathed his torso, his groin, his sex, his |egs
and feet ... having heaved himover to clean his back and flaccid buttocks,
Joanna found she couldn't |eave Bobby's hair unwashed. She stood up once nore,
her knees aching, filled a pan at the sink, sw shed the di m ni shed bar of soap
in the hot water, and went to sit on the wet |inol eum beside him He was
breathing | ong sl ow breaths, eyes tight shut as if light would hurt themif he
woke. ... She soaked his hair, soaped and scrubbed it, rinsed the towel in the
pan water and soaped his hair again, getting nore water on the fl oor

VWhen Joanna fini shed, she was stiff and sore fromso | ong kneeling and
scrubbi ng. She stooped, took Bobby's wists, and dragged himslowy out of the
kitchen and into the dining room Then she stood, stretched to ease her back
and went upstairs for towels and bl ankets.

She took themfromthe hall closet--the blankets were Ms. Evanson's--and went
downst ai rs. She dried Bobby as thoroughly as she coul d--he was nunbling--then
| aid one of the blankets, folded | engthw se, on the floor, rolled himover and
onto it, and covered himwi th the other. Then she went down the hall for a
cushion fromthe living-roomrocker, cane back and put it under his head.
Naked, and clean--or fairly cl ean--Bobby lay swaddled in his pallet, breathing
heavily, but breat hing.

Joanna, very tired, gin buzzing in her ears, stood watching him-her
acconpl i shnment. A sick nan deliberately made sicker, then cared for and
cl eaned. She supposed ot her wonmen had done things simlar.

She stood for a while, watching Bobby breathe, listening to him Then she went
upstairs to the bedroom and selected a pair of Frank's jeans, one of his blue
work shirts, an old tan wi ndbreaker, a pair of Jockey shorts, and white
athletic socks. She brought the clothes down, folded theminto a little stack
wi th the socks and underwear on top, and put themon the floor next to Bobby.

Everything should fit him if not very well, except the jeans; they'd be a
little short in the leg, but not much.--I1f there were ghosts, if Frank was a
ghost and watching her, he certainly wouldn't regret the jeans and shirt. He
woul d regret her giving gin to Bobby Mffit.

There were freedons, advantages after all, to having your |oved ones dead, and
no | onger wat chi ng.

Joanna wandered through the house, walking in failing light to Bobby's
sl eepi ng nusic, hoarse and harsh, and the distant rhythm of the sea easing
t hr ough open w ndows.

Drinking. ... Neither she nor Frank had been big drinkers. Wiite River's
faculty --with exceptions--wasn't the alcoholic faculty of a few decades
earlier. People, nost of them sipped wine. Less vonmt on carpets, and fewer
of al cohol's harsh revelatory truths.--And what truth had al cohol now of fered
her? That Beverly Wainwight ... that poor Bobby Mffit knew of something
spoi | ed, sonmething wong on the island? Sonething for which she had no

evi dence, no proof of any kind, so she could only play the bereft woman stil



acting her sorrow out, to the fatigue and boredom of official men.
Bobby mpaned on his pallet, shifted under his blanket in search of confort.
"You ask him" he'd said. "Ask that Mannin' what he's holdin" down there. ..."

Joanna stood by the dining-roomw ndow, |ooking out into darkening night. The
sea sounded clearly up the hill, salt breeze bringing its voice to her. The
nmoon was rising, stretching the cottage's faint shadow over the yard.

There was the sl eepiest, nbst smothering pressure to do nothing. To do nothing
odd, foolish, and possibly--even probably--nm staken. She had gone to the

aut horities, spoken to a |l awer, made a continual fuss.

Woul d Frank, would her father mind if she did nothing nore? Did nothing

foolish? Wuld they mind if she just let it go? ... They were dead; there'd be
no bringing them back, whatever or whoever had caused their deaths.--And they
m ght have done it thensel ves; mght have had accidents after all. In a few
years, there would only be sadness when she thought of it. Only sadness and
dark poetry when she thought of Frank, thought of her father ... and their

acci dents.

Bobby Moffit was al nbst snoring, breathing in slow huffs and puffs, so he
sounded like a worn train working uphill ... weary, unhappy nmachinery.

Joanna went to him saw he'd turned onto his side, the top bl anket slid off

hi s shoul der. She bent, tugged the blanket up to cover him then wal ked into
the kitchen, took the slender-bladed fillet knife fromthe sink drawer, and

went out the back door and down the steps.

Moonlight lay Iike platinumwebbing, rippling, noving as the breeze noved the
sea grapes edging the yard.

Joanna opened the garage's side door, went in, and turned on the light to
sel ect what she needed.

Chapter Ten

Charis sat studying on her side of the rooms table. Art of Poetry, a course
that all the jocks--as jocky as students got at Wiite River--attended and
depended on for summer credit. Chris Engletree taught it, and it was an easy
course to pass, a hard course to get good grades in.

Engl etree, very gay, had little good to say about nost traditional poetry, and
t hought | ess of Joanna Reed, colleague or not. "--Reed's work tends to be

pai nfully ol d-fashi oned and formcranped. Personal interactions, nora

hom lies, concentration on structure and beautiful |anguage, including little
narratives and events, and often rhymed.--Read poetry that is truly of today,
and you'll see exactly what Reed's work isn't. It isn't of the nmonment; it

isn't structure-free; it isn't culturally inclusive; it isn't
all-race-referenced. "

Engl etree | oved Japanese poetry. "Perfectly miniml, accurate, and cruel
i n hai ku, seventeen precise syllables. | forgive structure that is ethnically
determined. "

Charis, second row center, had raised her hand. "But how does it sound when
you speak it?"

"Ugly, and so what, Ms. Langenberg? Japanese is an ugly | anguage--and so is
German and so what?" Chris Engletree, tender w th handsome soccer or track



men, was tough on wonen.

"So, there's no nusic to it at all,” Charis said. "lIt's linmted to evocative
observations-"Munt Fuji is very small, seen in nmy mrror, as | shave ny
forehead, on the first day of winter"--observations the reader is intended to
internalize in response. That's a pretty restricted art."

"Bullshit," Engletree said. "lIs that your rule or sonething? Are you making up
rul es about art?"
"I"'mconmenting on yours," Charis said. "Japanese paper-making is nore
intricate than their poetry."

"That's so cute,"” Engletree said. "Aren't you clever? But Japanese culture and
poetry may be a little too sophisticated for some Anerican coeds."

He really disliked her. ... Charis had imgined cutting her hair very short
for his class, then using no makeup and wearing breast-hiding sweatshirts,
weari ng shorts, hiking boots, and thick socks just to watch his attitude
slowy alter as she becane nore boyish to | ook at, nmore brusque, her voice
lowering until she was a strutting casual |ithe young man, the finest blond
down decorating | ong unshaven | egs. Tough and beautiful, with only a cock
necessary to conplete him

It would have been amusing ... but too nmuch trouble. Engletree wasn't worth
the trouble. He didn't |ike her, but he wouldn't grade her down because she
cared for poetry, because it was inportant to her.

"Chari s?" Rebecca, across the table. She was supposed to be doi ng her Spani sh.
"Charis ...?"

Charis hadn't spoken to Rebecca all day. Hadn't said a word to her, hadn't
answer ed anyt hi ng she'd asked.

"--Charis, if you're angry, | really don't know what | did. | know |'ve been
upset about Daddy and now ny grandfather dying. | guess |I've been a pain."
Charis | ooked up. "I do have two words to say to you, Rebecca. The words are:

Greg Ribi deau. Okay?"
"What do you nean?"
"Don't give ne that shit--roonmate, friend."

"Charis, really, I don't know what you nean."” Round little face gone pale.
"--1 haven't even talked to Greg except once!"

"Just ... Rebecca, just study and don't try to talk to ne, all right? |I'm not
interested in hearing a lot of lies."

"What are you-- Charis, really | haven't done anything!" Sitting confused in
paj amas and her pink terry-cloth bathrobe.

"You are just a little bitch, and that's all you are. Greg says it's you, you,
you he likes and finds interesting--and he just realized it and so forth, al
that crap! You're both a pair of goddam liars."

"What are you tal king about? Greg doesn't like ne. He never said anything to
ne!"



"Ch, right, Rebecca. Sure. He thinks you're "really interesting," a "special
person,” and he feels as if he "knows" you--and you two haven't even tal ked?
Pl ease don't waste ny tine with this shit, Rebecca. Geg |ikes you; you like
him-and that's great. ... Just leave nme alone and stop treating nme |ike sone
goddamm fool. |1'd really appreciate that. Just cut out the "I'ma little nouse
and | wouldn't fuck anybody el se's boyfriend" bit.--And | will nove the hel

out of this roomjust as fast as | can arrange it."

Charis cl osed her book, got up, and wal ked out, |eaving Rebecca startl ed,
upset, and pl eased. --Charis went down the stairs to the dormentrance and put
three quarters in the snack nmachine. A small bag of barbecue Doritos rattled
down.

She went out the dorm door, down the steps, and strolled away into a sumer
night it by starlight and occasional |anps along the paths. Charis ate the
Doritos as she wal ked; they were deliciously salty.

M. Langenberg had eaten only healthy food--fed her healthy food. Turkey
breast and steaned carrots, steaned new potatoes, steamed green beans. He'd
hated Doritos, chips, dips, anything like that. ... Mom-Ms. Langenberg--had
been a good cook, and made peach pies. Charis could still remenber the pale
gold of a peach pie cooling on the kitchen table in the house on Edgar Avenue,
in Cncinnati. She renenbered having to stand on tiptoe to see along the

tabl etop. And she renenbered the taste

After Ms. Langenberg had a kidney infection, then had nore kidney trouble a
year later and died--died swllen and itching--after that, there were no nore
peach pi es.

M. Langenberg becane very concerned about diet and health, being healthy in
m nd and body. "lIs this a perfect little body, or what?" he asked that
whenever certain nmen canme over. "--1s this a perfect little body or what? And
not a feather on her." The visitor always agreed that she was perfect. "Bend
over and show him" Royce Langenberg woul d say.

And the man woul d make the sound "Mmm ..." If there were two of them they'd
both nake that sound, "Mmm...," and take her picture.

When Charis grew ol der, and had feathers, M. Langenberg would go with her
into the upstairs bathroom and shave her after she took her shower. But she
could tell he didn't like having to do it.

Charis cane to the Fork, and turned up the high wal k, w shing she'd gotten two
packages of Doritos.--Wat the college cafeteria served as dinner was pretty
grim even for institutional food. Supposedly, things inproved in the fall
when they had a full staff cooking.

It was difficult for her to renmenber much in the way of conversation with
Royce Langenberg--though they were together until she was sixteen, and it was
time for himto have his accident. ... She did renenber driving with himback
and forth across Chio. The first few years, she'd sat on a pillow so she could
see out the passenger-side window But it was difficult to remenber the
i ndi vi dual days, individual conversations. The days and conversations seened
to have fallen out of shuffle, Iike a dropped deck of cards.

"A district sales nmanager is either God almghty--or the goat." He had said
that to her once, while they were driving. M. Langenberg had four sal esnmen
under him getting market orders for frozen-food products, prepared neals, and
instant mixes. "--Gve ne a biscuit, give ne any baked or prepared food, and
["I'l tell you the producing corporation.” And he could; did it often in



restaurants.

O herwi se, especially when he was driving, he didn't like a |ot of
conversation. He did say, "Daughter-mne, you just don't know how nuch | care
for you. | care for you just as if you' d been born our own little baby." Said
that to her nore than once.--But when Charis di sobeyed, or brought bad grades
hone from school, or was rude to a man who'd conme to see her, then Royce
Langenberg woul d put her in the cedar chest to think about it.

"Are you thinking ...?" He'd ask that several tinmes during the day, bend down

and ask it in a loud voice so she could hear. "Are you thinking ...?"

And she'd say "yes," and he'd say, "I amso glad," and take her out next
morning in tine for the bus, if it was a school day. And at school, a girl
sitting behind her once said, "You snell |like noth balls."

Charis ate the last Dorito. And as she passed under a maple's lanmp-1lit
| eaf ceiling, murmured one of Joanna Reed's poens.

I wait, and you wait with me, Expecting different visitors. | wait, and you
wait with me, But one visitor will not conme. | wait, and you wait with nme. Who
cones, will be unwel come, So must be greeted with a lie. You are the visitor |

wait for. You may go, and return wel cone.
Chris Engletree was an idiot.

Joanna, wearing old cotton coveralls and her caving boots, drove down the

hill by headlight and nmoonlight, then turned right on Strand Street, its

si dewal ks enpty to the night. She went three bl ocks, then took a | eft down
Ropewal k. There was no one in the alley. The only light, filtered green-yell ow
t hrough sea fog, shone down froma streetlanp on Strand.

Joanna parked the Volvo between two battered pickups at the foot of the alley,
by the docks. She got out of the car, and crossed Ropewal k to Manning's. .
The war ehouse and processing plant was a big three-story brick building, half
a block wide and a full block long, its bulk backing up fromthe waterfront to
Strand Street. Huge--and old, built in 1870 ... 1880. There were no w ndows on
the alley side except a row of w de glazed wi ndow vents beneath the
third-floor eaves.

It seened to Joanna it would have to be here.--The front entrance up on Strand

was i npossible, with streetlanps, alarmtape on the wi ndows and doors, and

peopl e certain to be passing by, even this late at night. The dock entrance,

bel ow, was al nbost as bad--alarms on the wi ndows, office door and | oadi ng dock
and security lights all along the pier

It would have to be here. ... She | eaned against the building' s brick, stroked
it, ran her fingers along the masonry. Ancient nortar, crunbling fromsea air,
its dampness and salt. Still, she could bolt between the brick runs, haul

herself up from anchor to anchor. But it would be noisy--too noisy--and take
too long. So, wall-clinb whatever was handy, quietly and quickly, with no
driven bolts or aids.

It was a great confort to have so limted, so famliar a problem
Joanna wal ked up the alley along the wall, and saw a drai npi pe down the
building's side. It ran a straight Iine fromthe warehouse's roof gutter to

the street.

She tried it, gripped the wet metal and tugged left and right for notion. It



was very old and rusty cast iron--would be brittle, easy to crack and break
especially where narrow i ron straps, alnost weathered through, fastened the
pi pe to the building s bricks.

An old length of rusted pipe, but a straight run up to the roof
thirty-five, forty feet above the cobbl estones. Quiet, and quick

Joanna wal ked back across and down the alley to the car, checked to see that
no one was passing up on Strand Street, then opened the trunk and took out her
hel met and lanp, a thirty-yard coil of PM dynam c rope, a short nylon tape
sling of carabiners, and a small belt pack. The fillet knife was in the pack
with a butane lighter, small flashlight, her gloves, and the Leathernan

mul tit ool

Joanna cl osed the car trunk, checked the street again for any | ate-night
passerby, then rigged up--draped the tape sling and rope coil over her
shoul der, belted on the pack, put her helnet on and tightened the chin strap

Quietly ... and quickly.

She crossed the alley, wal ked up to the drainpipe, gripped and tested it
again, then took a deep breath, reached up on the fog-wet iron as high as she
could, junped off the cobbles and began to clinb.

She | eaned away fromthe wall as she went up, froggi ng--reaching above her
wi th one hand, then both, for a grip on the pipe ... then tucking her knees,
di ggi ng her boot toes into the brick courses, and straightening her legs to
drive herself up

Easier top-roped, wth ascenders.

Twenty, twenty-five feet up, she stopped on the wall to rest. Her fingers

hurt, cranped fromgripping slippery round netal. ... She could loop a nylon
tape under the pipe, nmake a sling to hang fromfor a rest. Could do that--and
if there'd been another fifty or hundred feet of clinbing, would have had to.

She hung there, pulled in close to the wall, and | ooked down into the alley.
No one ... nothing but sea mist drifting in dimlanplight, danmpness, and dark

Joanna took a deep breath, relaxed her shoul ders, reached up and began to
clinmb again. The rope coil was cranping her right shoul der; she had to pause
and shift it slightly. Right shoulder, right arm-neither quite the sanme after
her surgery. Sonething cut in the chest nuscle or the arnpit, limting just
enough to be noticeable. Noticeable during great effort.

She frog-clinbed another ten or twelve feet, saw the roof gutter overhang only
alittle higher, and reached up to the pipe for another grip.

She had it, held it hard--and the pipe nade a celery sound, cracked, and the
pi ece broke away.

Joanna swayed back, the chunk of pipe still in her hands--and she night have
fallen, felt that sudden urge to disaster, tolet go ... let go and fall back
and down t hrough darkness.

She refused to fall, let the piece of pipe go instead, so it dropped away--and
as if she were in love with the building's wall, slunmped into it, curved her

belly into it, and let herself relax against its brick as the piece of broken
iron rang, then rattled on the cobbles bel ow. Her boot toes, at a nortar line
beneat h her, supported her for that nmoment ... and her hands, turned to claws,



set their fingernails into the brick
Only for a noment.--After the nmoment, if she didn't clinb, she would fall.

Joanna bent her knees only slightly, and as if she had a solid | edge beneath
her, junped ... reaching for the section of pipe just above the break

Her boot toes slipped as she went up. She missed the hold with her |eft hand,
and seized it with her right. She had the jagged end of wet pipe in her grip
ri ght-handed, and hung there for |less than a second until her left hand coul d
joinit.

Wth both hands hol ding on, she knew she wouldn't fall. She could hold on
forever ... never fall.

She hung from her sure grip, hung in the air against the wall. The darkness
bel ow, the waiting cobbl estones, no longer called to her. ... She carefully,
lightly, stepped stepped stepped, her boot toes found their nomentary purchase
bet ween brick courses, and she started clinbing the pipe again ... gripping as

lightly as she could, so as not to break the rusted iron

The roof, its gutter overhang, was now only a few feet above. Joanna went up
and up ... then stretched to touch the overhang. A d iron--but thick, crusted
with layers of crunbling paint. The fat, rough, curved nmetal edge was a
confort to her fingers, a good hold.

She hung there, brought her other hand up to the gutter, and rested a nonent,
swinging slightly to ease her shoul ders.

The nearest vent wi ndow was six or seven feet to her left, and a couple of
feet down. She began to swing a little nore, side to side--setting up a rhythm
to hel p her hand-over-hand along the gutter's edge to the vent.

There was a sound in the alley beneath her. A soft thud, thud ... thud, thud.

Joanna stopped swi nging and hung still, her fingers aching ... then slowy,
carefully, turned her head to | ook down.

Soneone was wal king down the alley from Strand Street--a man in dark shirt,

jeans, and bl ack rubber boots. It was too dark to see nmore detail, make out
hi s face.

Joanna dangl ed fromthe gutter, hanging still as a cave bat, and watched the
man wal ki ng al ong the cobbles ... wal king beneath her on his way to the docks.
She allowed her fingers to hurt, as long as they kept their grip--and slowy,
slowy turned her head to follow himdown to the end of Ropewalk ... then a

turn right, onto the pier and out of sight.
A fishing-boat crewnan with sone nighttime chore to do.

Joanna shifted her grip fromone hand to the other to ease her fingers--the
rope coil was wei ghing heavy on her shoul der--then began to swing left to
ri ght and back again, gathering nmomentum

On the end rise of her third swing to the left, she went quickly
hand-over-hand three or four feet closer to the vent window ... then took a
breath, began to swi ng again, her hands hurting, and went hand-over-hand three
feet farther to hang fromthe gutter just above the vent.

The I ow, wide window, its thick frame hinged at the top, was crusted with



peeling white paint. Its bottom edge was canted open four or five
i nches. --Joanna, stretching down, was just able to get a toehold on the sil
beneat h the wi ndow frame's outward angle. Not stance enough

It was very bad practice to fall--even for two or three feet--to a hold. It
was a question of acceleration forces.

Joanna ki cked her foot free of the sill, let go of the gutter's edge, and fel
down the wall. ... Al npst past the canted wi ndow, she reached with both hands,
gripped the sill, and caught herself with a grunt. Her wists wenched at the

| everage; her hips and | egs swung hard into the wall.

She had the sill, but not its inside edge. She held with her right hand,
scrabbled at brick with her boot toes ... then reached in farther with her
left, found the sill's inner edge, and had her hold.

Joanna haul ed hersel f up and against the wi ndow, and tried to pull the bottom
of the sash frane out and open. It didn't budge. The vent nust have been |eft
ajar for years ... been painted open just this far. There was a steady slight
draft blowi ng out, stinking richly of fish.

She was getting tired ... tired of clinging to the wall. She held with her
left armjamred under the wi ndow, hand gripping the inner sill--and with her
ri ght hand reached behind her for her pack, tugged the Vel cro open, and dug
intoit for the multitool

Opening the Leatherman with only one hand and her teeth was a chore ... to
open it, and fold out the serrated knife blade.--Wen she had the bl ade out
and | ocked, Joanna began to work on the paint plastered in brittle |layers
al ong the upper side edges of the vent wi ndow s frame, where their angles
narrowed to the hinged top sash above.

It was hard work, hard to do clinging to the wall alnost forty feet up
Difficult to do one-handed, and in darkness only a little relieved by
lanplight fromStrand Street. If she dared to use her helnet lanp, it would
have been so nuch easier ... so nuch easier

She worked and worked the bl ade al ong one side of the wi ndow, and then the
ot her--sawi ng, slicing through old paint down the wi ndow frane's edges. Then
she paused, tucked the tool into her coverall pocket, and tried the w ndow
again, heaving at it, trying to force it up and wi de enough to craw through

Her | eft hand, deep under the wi ndow, was grow ng nunb from hol di ng.

She took the tool out and went to work again ... carving into the painted-over
joins, prying thick strips and chips of old paint away. It was beconi ng very
difficult. ... After a while, she stopped and hung at the w ndow, getting her

breath. There was no feeling in her left hand and forearm

She braced her boots against the brick bel ow, tucked the tool into her pocket
agai n, and haul ed up on the wi ndow s bottom edge, yanked it. She struck the
sash frame with her fist, then haul ed and heaved again. ... The w ndow npaned
softly, and swung up and out two or three inches.

"You son of a bitch," Joanna said, and wenched at it again. The vent w ndow
made anot her soft noise, then sonething split or splintered slightly along its
franme's left edge, and the wi ndow swung up and open all the way.

She reached in with her right hand to relieve her left fromholding ... then
crawl ed under the open wi ndow frame and inside, to straddle the wide sill and



crouch there in darkness, safe fromfalling.
Chapter El even

Joanna rested for a while, head and shoul ders bent under the canted w ndow
frame. She exercised her fingers, easing their soreness and cranp.

Then she | eaned out over the well of darkness to her right, reached up and
swi tched on her hel met | anp.

This was the warehouse's main processing space. Wde, deep, and two stories
high. She'd seen it before, fromthe side passage, when she'd cone in to talk
with M. Manning. ... The huge room bel ow her was filled w th nachi nes, tubs,
and parked forklifts. And there was a conpl ex stepped pavenent of w de
conveyor belts down the I ength of the space, supported on series of huge

roll ers above steel franmes, drive chains, and shafts.

Joanna lifted the rope coil off her right shoul der, and passed the working end
of the line through the narrow sl ot between the hinges at the top of the

wi ndow. She fed a short length of line through, brought it around under the

wi ndow, tied a bowine and backed it up with an overhand knot. Then she |et
the rest of the rope fall free down the warehouse's inside wall.

She dug her gl oves out of the pack, put them on--bare hands to clinb, gloves
to rappel --then wound the rope's slack between her |egs and around her right

thigh ... then up and over her |left shoul der and down her back to be held firm
in her right hand. She switched off her helnmet lanp to keep its beamfromthe
open wi ndow, swung off the sill, set her boot sol es against the room s wall

and | eani ng agai nst her rope, backed slowy down into darkness.

More than thirty feet [ower, her boot soles hit the floor. She stepped out of
the rope ... a trespasser who'd listened to a poor alcoholic's nunbling. If
she was caught, the handsonme ol d constable would cone down on her, jail her in
a mnute.

The odor of fish lay like fog along the room Fish and machine oil. It was a
bi g space, silent, its tons of hul king machi nery bearing down on a floor of
heavy splintered planking. There was only a dimnight-light far across the
processing room a small red bulb above a door to the passage beyond.

Joanna switched on her helnet |anmp, ducked under the conveyor belt, and worked
her way beneath it, snaking through the conplex of gears and rollers. The
floor planking was wet under the wi de belts, soaked from hosi ng down and the
wor kday's nmelting ice. The wood was wet, and slippery with sline the hose had
m ssed.

Joanna clinbed and crawl ed t hrough the maze of machinery by the light of her
helmet lanp ... a questing hunter, searching for whatever m ght be strange,
wrong, and out of place.

She traveled the length of the room froma wide brick fireplace in the
west-end wall to the office along the east--weaving under the nachinery, then
clinmbing up onto the belts and | oad trays to check the work surfaces.

It took time ... along time to search the nachinery, the |oaders, the floor
and corners of the warehouse space.--And there was nothing there. Nothing but
fish snell, and fish-transporting machi nery, and fish-processi ng machi nery.

Joanna tried the small front office. She searched through the desks by hel net
light--used the Leatherman to pry two | ocked drawers open-then went through



the file cabinets. ... Bills of lading, receipts and requests for receipts,
utility bills, paynent slips, and cancel ed checks. Shipping journals,
waybilI's, and mainland truck drivers' nileage records and delivery schedul es.

Two cabi net drawers of tax forns, tax records--federal, county, and state.

It took her nmore than an hour just to skimthrough it. And she found not hing
to suggest any business but the fish business. Prelimninary processing, icing,
smal | -1 ot freezing, and shi pping.

Joanna tried to | eave everything in the office as she'd found it, but couldn't
fix the broken drawer |ocks. ... She remenbered M. Manning's great bulk, his
round flat face oddly set with handsonme green eyes.

She went down the hall passage to the back of the warehouse, opened the

machi ne-room door, and searched through the equi pment there, the tool racks
and heavy rubber hoses, the battered cool er cabinets and their ducting, dented
and taped.

There seened to be nothing at Manning's that shouldn't be there ... except for
a very foolish woman.

Joanna went through a thick heavy door across the hall fromthe machine
room-and wal ked into hard winter. The freezer space was smaller than the
processi ng room and packed floor to ceiling with icy crates of frozen whole
fish, gutted and headl ess fish, small boxes of fish roughly filleted.

It was very cold--colder than any cave. Joanna shivered in her coveralls,
sorting at randomthrough a few of the smaller boxes ... several crates.

Frozen fish

Weary, fingers aching fromthe cold, she left the freezer room made sure the
heavy door was closed behind her, and went on down the passage. There was a
smal | bathroomon the left--very dirty, snelling of fish and urine--and beyond
that, a door with a heavy padlock on it.

She took the multitool from her pack, unscrewed the Phillips-heads hol ding the
| ock plate, and when that canme free of the janb, swung the door open with its
| ock assenbly dangling, still attached.

Burglary was if you took sonething. Otherw se, it was breaking and
entering. That seened right; that seened to make sense.

Her helmet |ight wavering before her, she went through the doorway and down a
narrow flight of stairs--very old, worn, and creaking--to a snmall | anding,
then down the next flight, descending into a terrific odor of rotted fish ..
al nost unbear abl e.

An open barrel stood against the wall past the bottomof the stairs, a big
rusting steel drumresting on concrete blocks ... and there was apparently
garbage, a slurry of fish heads, fish guts rotting in there.

Bile rose in Joanna's throat--she turned aside, bent and retched, trying not
to vomt. She pinched her nostrils shut, breathed through her mouth ... and
that helped a little.

There was a door to the left of the barrel, and she opened it and wal ked into
a low ceilinged corridor, its walls hung with various machine parts, drive
chains, tools, oil cans, rags, and |long-handl ed scrub broons. ... Her hel net



| anp cast odd, noving shadows as she went through that space, and down seven
or eight steps to a small dirt-fl oored basenment room Deep-a story and a half,
at least, belowthe building's main floor

There was an anci ent furnace crouched there, bulky as a hibernating bear. It
had been converted to oil-burning; a big plank-sided coal bin, enpty, flanked
it.

Joanna, very tired now -w shing she hadn't come into this place at

all--clinmbed up the furnace-room steps and wal ked the narrow ai sl e between
racked and hangi ng equi pnent ... back to the foot of the stairs.
The snell conming fromthe garbage barrel seened even stronger. ... Her hel net

lanp printed a hollow frame of shadow above the steel drum

She stood still, then slowy turned her head ... and the lanmp threw the shadow
again, outlining a framed panel over two feet square. She went closer, despite
the stench ... and saw there was a shall ow box frame set into the wall above
the barrel --inch-thick wooden fram ng

Joanna stretched to reach over the rusting drum shoved the panel, and felt it
nmove. An old franmed-in access trap. An access likely to nowhere, now.

She'd been in this place for at | east two hours. Two hours of crimna
activity and wasted effort. It was tinme, and past tine, to go.

"Ch, Jesus Christ. ..." Joanna clinbed up onto the open barrel's rimon al
fours, bracing herself with her hands ... the steel edges digging into her
knees. She didn't | ook down at what was waiting beneath her, waiting for her
to slip.

"Frank, you son of a bitch." Hs fault in some way, no matter what.

She pushed agai nst the franmed woodwork-definitely had been an access hat chway
of some sort. It noved a little, then caught. She reached down behind the back
of the steel drumis rim... feeling for whatever was hol ding the trapdoor

cl osed.--She felt a hook down there, swiveled into an eye on the door's frane
to hold it shut.

Her knees were in agony, the drums rimcutting into them ... Joanna tried to
unl atch the hook, wedge her hand down behind the barrel to get to it. Goddamm
t hi ng.

She got a two-finger grip on the hook, and tugged it. It resisted ... then
snapped free. She straightened with a grunt of relief, shoved at the access
door--and it swung open away from her so suddenly, she |ost her bal ance. Her
right knee slipped off the edge of the barrel, and she fell half into it.

Ri ght | eg plunged down into it.

"SH T!" Joanna ki cked and wrestled her way up and out of the stuff ... and
stood away fromthe drum stonping to get the soup of garbage off her |eg. Wt
soaked to her thigh. "Ch, ny God. ..."

The odor, the thought of what the stuff was-nasty rotting crap--was
nauseati ng. And now there was a new snell with it, a draft of air along with
the fish stink. A draft snelling of new nmown hay.

Joanna forced herself to | ean over the garbage barrel, her helnet |ight
shi ning through the hal f-open hatchway behind it. ... Breathing through her
mout h, she still snelled that odd nedl ey of fish rot and sunny summer pasture.



The cut-hay odor was breezing through the trap

She clinbed up onto the steel drum again, bal anced there, shoved the small
squar e door wi de open, and crawl ed straddling over the barrel's open top to

| ook through. There was a sort of chute ... a narrow wooden chute crusted with
white. White crystals glittering in her helnet's |ight.

Joanna rubbed a gloved finger across the white ... carefully tasted with the
tip of her tongue.-Salt. Before ice-making ... nechanical coolers, they nust
have used the access hatch and chute to send salt down into a basenent storage
area. Packed the newcleaned fish with it.

She worked her way into the chute, slid down it headfirst for ten, twelve feet
and ended on her hands and knees in danp dirt. The farmsnell, country
snell, was very strong. Pastures ... hay.

Joanna stood, and slowy turned her head-sweeping with her helnmet | anp as
she'd done countless tinmes in deeper places, darker than any basenent.

This was a big rectangul ar space, high-ceilinged, beneath the warehouse's |ong
processing room A wide brick fireplace was set into the cellar's west wall.

When Joanna | ooked up, her |anp picked out massive ol d wooden beans--each
al nrost two feet square--crossing the ceiling. Heavy tinmber uprights marched
away down the basenent in |ong ranks.

The only storage in this nineteenth-century space was nodern--several |ong
rows of nearly yard-square bal es stacked side to side and three or four bales
hi gh--each neatly bundled in thick shining black plastic marked with a few
scribbled white Cyrillic letters, and doubl e-bound with wi de silver strapping
t ape.

Joanna wal ked down a narrow ai sl e between two of the stacked | ong rows, her
hel met light shining right, then left, as she turned her head. The big bal es
were set on wooden pallets, off the cellar's dirt. At a rough count, perhaps
five ... six hundred bal es.

She stood beside a wall of them took off a glove, and reached out to touch
stroke smoot h heavy bl ack-plastic wapping ... run her fingers along the
strapping tape to be certain all this was real, and not inagined.

The saturated odor of cut grass was overwhel mi ng. Down here, there was hardly
any smell of fish. And that, of course, had been the reason for the garbage
barrel above, the rotting offal neant to cover any odor rising fromthis
stored cargo

What was the street price of say eighty- or ninety-pound bal es of marijuana
| eaf and seed, grown in dark Russian earth? Wiat was the price of a huge
baserment full of it, all neatly wapped? Wapped for transfer at sea, of
cour se.

Joanna wal ked down to the end of the cellar, and found a very w de iron double
door, rust-streaked over peeling red-lead paint. The | oadi ng door. She
supposed the cargo must come in over one of those second, |ower docks,
directly beneath the main warehouse piers--built originally so fish could be
unl oaded froma boat into a warehouse's first floor and basenent at the sane
time, for quicker turnaround, |ess spoil age.

A d construction, the lower dock not really secret ... not perfectly hidden
fromview, but still handy for unloading under cover and into the basenent,
particularly at night--particularly while fish were bei ng unl oaded on the pier



above it. And nmust have been a very useful arrangenent during Prohibition
when whi skey was smuggl ed down from Canada.

A different contraband today. ... What was the price of a cellar full of it,
ferried to the mainland in fish trucks--then delivered direct to Portl and,
Provi dence, and Boston? A near and handy New Engl and source ... with none of

t he hassles of |Iong and conplicated transshi pments fromthe South and far
Vst .

What was its price these days? The val ue of so many big unprocessed bal es? A
mllion dollars? Mich nore than a million dollars. ... Part of the cost, of
course, having been the life of a man out sailing his sumrer boat--and the
life of an old man who'd gone with him fishing.

Frank and Louis nust have sailed too early one m sty norning, sailed by
bad luck too far or in the wong direction, and seen the transfer ... seen
somet hi ng and perhaps not even understood it. And their lives, thereafter, had
become part of the cost of doing business, of ensuring Asconsett's secrets.

Joanna, snelling--under a climate of marijuana--the stench of rotting fish

soaked into her coverall |eg, paced the basenent aisles behind the bright
circle of her helnet's light. She said, "Ch, Frank, |I know it now, " and began
to cry, weeping with relief at finding the reason, something | ess frightening
t han chance. And the foolish w dow not, after all, a fool

Reason, and then the bittersweet satisfaction of being proved right.--Now
everyt hing was expl ai ned, and was bearable. Even if the constable, if the
fishing captains, caught and killed her--if all the island rose to silence her
and keep its secret-she would die al nost satisfied. She wept a little |onger,
returning to the chute through corridors of bales, w ping her eyes with her

gl ove' s coarse | eather

Getting back up the chute was easy-clinmbing through the hinged trapdoor
and over the fish-gut barrel was hard. Joanna didn't try to fasten the
hat chway shut behind her. She crawl ed over the open steel drum dropped to her
feet, and started up the cellar stairs.

They woul dn't hold the shipnment long; in a few days the basenent woul d be
enpty. But if she left tonorrow on the norning ferry, she'd be in Post Port by
noon. No phone calls, sounding inprobable ... and no nore talking to old Carl
Early and his island deputies--who nust know, nust at |east have suspect ed.

The Coast CGuard commander's office was at the Port, and the state police. And
if they didn't nove, she'd call the federal drug people.--Then they would al
cone out; they would cone out and begin to destroy the island fishernen.
Revenge only a sad substitute for Frank and her father --but rmuch, nuch better
t han not hi ng.

Joanna opened the door at the top of the basenment stairs--and saw bright |ight
shining at the far end of the building, shining through the gl ass-paned door
and office windows fromthe pier outside. A big fishing boat just come in.
Breat hl ess, suddenly weary, she went to the left, weaving her way through the
machi nery toward the north wall, toward the | ength of hangi ng rope.

The Iight fromoutside was very bright. The boat's searchlight beamthrew
streans of white-gold along the plant's floor. Joanna snaked under the
conveyor belt, working her way over to the wall. --There was noi se. Noise
out si de.

She reached the hanging | ength of rope as the warehouse door opened, nen



talking ... trooping in, rubber boots thunping up the short ranp to the
office. The office lights went on

Joanna | ay down along the wall, stretched on the floor in the machinery's

shadow. No one could see her fromthe office. She could barely hear the nen
tal king, laughing in there. The front door opened again and soneone el se

cane in, stonped up the ranp. Joanna lay still, safe in her shadow as |ong as

it stayed a shadow. ... The rope's running end hung only ten or twelve feet

away. She could get to it, and with great effort clinb hand-over-hand--boot

sol es stepping up the wall--the thirty or nore feet to the vent window dinb

it inamnute or alittle more. ... Still along time to be hangi ng agai nst a

white-painted wall, a long tinme rope-clinbing when nen were in the office,

per haps coming into the warehouse.

Joanna lay still, listening to the nen's faint voices. ... How wonderful it
woul d have been if wonen, like the femal e hawks and eagl es, were the |large and
power ful sex--owned |ayers of muscle and heavy bone, and had that instinct to
apply effective force. How wonderful if men had cocks as their only

advant age--as cunts were now for wonen--and nen were the ones required to be
shy and careful, to smile even when no smile was called for, to propitiate,
supplicate, and schene to every end.

A man said sonething loud in the office. Said sonething | ouder--a sort of
shout. A door opened, and Joanna heard a voice she'd heard before but couldn't
recal | . Whoever it was, that man said, "Turn on the fucking lights in there!"

No rope-clinbing now.

Joanna got to her feet and started back through the gears and rollers of the
conveyor belt's machinery. She worked her way through as fast as she could and
was hal fway across the space when the overhead |lights came on

"Been in the office. " More talk. Men were comi ng down the passageway
besi de the processing |ine.

Joanna got out from under the machinery and ran-her heart thunping, driving
her faster and faster-ran down to the end of the processing room and past the
bat hroomto the basenment door. She shoved the door open as soneone com ng down
t he passage saw the notion, yelled after her--and she was through and | eaping
down the first flight of cellar stairs in the dark

"You're not getting out of here ... notherfucker!" And they were at the end of
t he passage and after her in a sudden surge of notion, chasing, chasing ..
boots hanmering across the plank flooring.

It was so odd to be pursued, hunted. It was real and unreal at once.--And the
men made hunting noi ses, hunting calls, shouted curses and encouragenent as
they came after her through the basenent door

At the bottom of the stairs, Joanna reached the garbage barrel in darkness,
and wenched and westled with it as nen crossed the | andi ng above her. She
heaved it rocking on its concrete bl ocks-then hurt her back and hauled it

ti pping and over with a heavy flooding gush of rotten liquid that spilled and
f oamed stinking over her |egs.

She spl ashed through that as the nmen cane down the |last stairs--and she was up
and into the hatchway-shoved it wi der and slid down the chute while nen bayed
mlling, stonping in the dark behind her

As she got to her feet on the basenment's dirt floor, lights cane on along the



ceiling, first one rank of hangi ng bul bs, then another

Joanna ran down an ai sl e of bales, reaching behind her as she ran, funbling in
her belt pack for the fillet knife. The first one to find her would get the
bl ade in his eyes.

She ran down to the iron | oadi ng doors, saw theminpossible, dogged and
heavily bolted shut-and as she heard the first man slide down the chute,
doubl ed back behind the farthest stack and ran between it and the basenent
wal |, running frantically up that aisle to anywhere.

One man ... two men were in the cellar now, trotting down other corridors of
bal es toward the iron | oading door. She heard a third man calling as he slid
down the chute--and she cane to her aisle's dead end at the fireplace. She
slid the slender knife into the deep side pocket of her coveralls--then ducked
down into the wide hearth, down and under ... reached up into narrow gritty

bl ackness, bent her elbows for a first wedging hold ... and withed and
struggl ed, hauling herself up and in.

She lifted her feet, janmed her |eft hand down beside her, and shoved, shoved
herself up into another wedge for her el bows.--And knees now, her knees in and
braci ng so she could pull her feet up after her, cramp theminto the flue.

It was narrow, very narrow.

She was up

And kept clinbing rough abrading inches in darkness ... a measuring wormin an
old brick chimey. A slow worm so as not to break ancient carbon deposits

| oose. dinbing inch by squeezing inch as nen's roani ng bootsteps, their angry
voi ces, echoed nore and nore softly beneath her

"... Hdin" in the goods. Go through the fuckin' bales.

The flue was coarsely nortared and very old, and its edges bit and gri pped,
worried and tore at her as she worked slowy up. Slowy, so as not to be heard
bel ow, not cause a sudden shower of soot. ... She clinbed a little higher--and
cane to a place alnost closed with sharp and crunbling cinders.

It felt bad, obstructed and bad, to her left hand, and would need car eful
passing. Her left glove was already cut across the palm she could feel she
was bleeding into it. And the belt pack was giving her trouble; the chi mey
flue was too narrow. She'd have to hang the pack froma length of nylon tape,
tie that to her ankle, and drag the pack up behind her as she cli nbed.

Joanna rested, listening. Heard a man's voice ... but faintly. Wdged in, she
bent her hel meted head and coul d barely see beneath her ... see only with her
left eye. The dimlight entering the fireplace bel ow was not broken by the
shadow of soneone bending to | ook in and up

It had not occurred to them

She felt a terrible urge to laugh--it was all so dreamike, so bizarre--as if
hearing her, the nmen would al so laugh, wait for her to come down, and be too
anused to kill her. ... But then she imagi ned them being serious, instead, and
beating her to death in the basenent. She |istened, and heard di stant voices
beneat h--shouts, nmen calling. They'd be going through the hundreds of bales,
pul ling the stacks apart to find her ... then backtracking up the wooden
chute, checking under the staircase, searching the toolroom the furnace room

She was safe fromthem Safe in the warehouse's body, buried in its



bones. --And as she clinbed higher, if she canme past a bend in the flue to a
trappi ng angle, or even the slightest additional narrow ng, she m ght be kept
there, and rest in the brick forever

Chapter Twel ve

Parsons Hall, across the campus, was Wite River's oldest dorm three-story
stone with a slate roof. Only a few students were assigned to it during the
sumer. Grls rooned on the first floor, but the upper floors were for
boys--w th, supposedly, no closed-door visits. ... Wite River, otherw se
anxiously politically correct, had bowed to parents in the matter of boys and
girls room ng together. A nunber of m dterm pregnancies and a recent boozy
rape had turned the argunent.

Charis had gone up the stairs to Geg's roomover an hour ago. He rooned
al one, summer assignnent |uck, and she'd clinbed the stairs to random
musi c- - Pearl Jam bei ng pl ayed | oudest--al ong the halls.

She' d gone up, and heard soneone else in his room a girl talking ... sounded
i ke Lauren Gomez. Charis had listened at the door, then gone back down the
stairs and outside. She'd strolled around Parsons several tinmes ... thought

about her paper, about Cozzens's fondness for the dil etmmas of responsible nen
t hen wal ked around the buil ding one nore tinme, went inside, and clinbed
the stairs again.--It was late. Geg was going to get laid, or he wasn't.

He wasn't. Lauren was soundi ng coy, nul ching relationship.
Charis knocked once, and wal ked in. "Hi, Lauren--sorry to interrupt."

"Ch, hi. ..." Lauren didn't |ook pleased. She was sitting in Geg's arnchair
in white punk shorts and a | ong blue T-shirt, barefoot, her |legs drawn up

"May be de trop, but | need to talk with Greg."
"What about?" Greg was sitting on the side of his bed, |ooking sleepy.

"Just stuff,"” Charis said, and went over and sat on the bed beside him

"Well," Lauren said, "--we were having a sort of private conversation."

"Sorry." Charis |l eaned over and ki ssed Greg on the cheek. Sisterly kiss. "You
okay, guy? You look tired."

"I amtired ...
"Paper done?"

"It's done and that's why I'mtired." Sleepy, Geg | ooked even younger

"Poor boy." Charis kissed himagain. Another sisterly kiss.

"Like | said, we were talking--you know, privately?" Lauren Gonez, dark

bl ack-haired, and very thin, affected Latina waif as her social presentation

She was not friendly with other girls. Definitely not friendly with Charis.
They had one cl ass together, Sociol ogy--a bogus course in every coll ege,

and particularly feeble at Wiite River. But Gonmez was into class participation

and sat front-row, representing the Third Wrld. Her accent grew heavier in

that class, to the anusenent of other Hispanic students.

Charis put her armaround Geg, gave hima little hug. "I understand. "Private



conversati on. She smiled at Lauren. "--And believe me, | wouldn't have
interrupted except it's something really inportant.”

"Ch, sure.--Geg ...7"

"What ?"
""What ?"'--Ch, just forget it, man. You can just forget it!" And Lauren was up
out of the chair, and going. "I don't give a fuck what you two do."

"Chica," Charis said as Lauren went,
|l ook Iike an Airedale."

'--get sone bleach on that nustache. You

A failed attenpt at door-slammng. The piston closure slowed the sw ng.

Jesus, Charis."

"Sorry--you think those scrawny thighs were going to introduce you to
par adi se?"

"Well, | had hopes ... | had hopes before you showed up."
"Didn't want to see nme?"
"Charis, | always want to see you."

"Nice to hear. ... If you want Gonez, just talk me down hard--1'mcrazy, sick
wi th jeal ousy because you | ove her."

"l don't |ove her.

Charis, really fond of him gave G eg another one-arm hug. "Sweetie, everybody
i kes being told sonmeone | oves them They always like it, and they al ways
believe it. It's one of life's great nechanical nanipulating arnms."

"Il keep it in mnd."

"Do that.--Don't waste ny |essons, Greggis. They were learned in a hard
school . "

"That | believe."

"Now, speaking of |ove, we have a probl em
"What probl en?"

"Don't | ook so worried--your little face is all scrunched up. The problemis
that you are loved, Geg. You are the object of nmy poor roome's affections.”

"Come on.

"No, | nean it--and unfortunately, it's not funny. We're not dealing with a
skank |i ke Lauren Conez."

"Hey, | haven't even tal ked to Rebecca."
talk to Rebecca."

G eg was awake now, alert. "I never

"Maybe that's what did it! As long as you kept quiet, she could imagi ne you
wer e sonet hing special--not just fairly cute.™



"You are a bitch."
"No, |'mbusy. And | have a very, very troubled little roonmate."
"Hey, like it's my business, Charis! It isn't. |I never even talked to her!"

"Makes no difference. She thinks you' re wonderful. And the reason this is very
serious is that she is very serious about it.--And we're discussing a young
girl who has just lost her father and grandfather, and who is probably | ooking
for even a pitiful substitute for those nmen."

"Thanks a lot." Greg reached over into his bedside table drawer, found a
m dsize roach, and Iit it with a transparent orange lighter. "But don't,
pl ease don't tell me |I'm supposed to pretend--"

"No, no, no. Absolutely not. That's the last thing." Charis held out her hand
for the joint. "What's needed is a very gentle correction--you really like
her, she's a pretty girl, a really nice girl, but you're just not ready for a
serious relationship." She took a toke.

"Ch, thanks, Charis. That's great.--But what about just ignoring it, letting
it go away in its own good tine? Wat about that?"

"Well." Charis passed the joint. "The problemwi th that is, she has nentioned
killing herself."

" Are you fucking kidding nme?"

"Wsh | were, Geggis, and don't give nme the coll ege-clinic-and-counseling
routine. | already tried that one--professional help --and | got a fit of
hysterics in return that really scared yours truly. And I'mnot an easy
scarer."

"\What about her parents?”

"Her father's dead, G eg. Renenber? Di ed about three weeks ago?"

"What about her nonP"

"Well, 1'lIl tell you ... I've met her nother, and | can't quite see nyself
calling Joanna Reed and saying, "H . |'myour daughter's roommate--Charis? W
met when | drove Rebecca out and you scattered your husband's ashes?--0h, by
the way, | was really sorry to hear your dad was just burned alive

Anyway, the reason | called is, | think your daughter m ght be going to kil
hersel f.""

"Man. ..." &eg pinched out the joint. "Shit won't stay lit."

"I haven't figured out a really good way to nake that call, Geg. | also have
a feeling that doing that--telling Mama--is just what mght push ny roome
over the edge. So, | thought we might be able to defuse the situation, |et

Becky down easy, and allow truth, common sense, and caring to do their work."

"l don't know.
"Because, I'll tell you, I"'mterribly worried about her. | know that's not
cool to say, but it's the truth. | just wish to God she didn't go absolutely
nuts when | nention seeing sonebody at the clinic."

"Not good. But | don't know. ..."



"I want--what | want to do is go to the clinic nyself, talk to sonebody there
about it. It's getting too fucking serious, Geg. | nmean, that's all she tal ks
about ... that then she could see her dad again and so forth. | nean really
wei rd sad dangerous stuff."

"Charis, you need to go talk to sonebody."

"And if she finds out? \When she finds out--what then? ... | don't want to be
responsible for a girl commtting suicide! | couldn't ... | couldn't stand it
Greg. | know |I'm supposed to be the ol der woman and tough and so forth. "
"Well, you are.”

"Ch, thanks. But |I'mnot tough enough for this. I'mworried sick, and

t hought if she wouldn't let anybody el se help, at |east we could try.

"I guess | could tell her what you said--you know, that | think she's pretty,
that she's a great girl, but I'm... I'"'mjust not ready for that kind of
serious relationship."

"Greg, | think we have to do that.--Are you going to re-light that joint, or
what? ... It may not help her, but at |east we're trying, because Rebecca's

just making herself sick over it. She's really, really going absolutely off

the wal |l about you, about the whole thing."

"Ch, boy." Geg fell back on his bed. "I really hate to do this kind of shit
this kind of enbarrassing shit."

"What a sophisticated dude.--Geg, you' re going to have to learn to let a | ot
of girls down easy."

"Ch, right. That's really funny, Charis. I'Il be doing that a lot."

"Well ... could happen. Rebecca fell for you."

"Right. A nut case."

Charis stood up. "Just give her a call-don't say a |lot on the phone, don't go
into detail when you call her, or she'll know | talked to you and it's a plot

and so forth. ... Just be nice, just say you' d like to talk to her, like to
nmeet her sonewhere.”

"Qooh, Jesus--tal k about enbarrassing.

"Greg, please try to sound ol der than twel ve--okay? Now, |'ve got to go; |
haven't printed out nmy damm paper. Just call her, be friendly, and ask her to
nmeet you ... neet you after work. She could neet you up on Tar Beach, neet you

on the library roof when you finish work on Thursday, day after tonorrow --You
wor k that evening, right?"

"Yes. "

"When are you of f work?"

"Depends ... late. Sonmetimes nine-thirty. Sonetinmes ten."

"Well, call her at the dormand ask her to neet you up on the beach, Thursday.

If she gets there early, if she gets there at nine, she can wait for you.
It'Il be private that [ ate; nobody else will be up there, and you can talk."



"Man, this just sounds terrible. Talk about a drag.
"Greg, have | asked you for any favors?"

"No, you haven't asked nme for any favors."

"And you like me?"

"Well ... | still jerk off thinking about you, so |I suppose we do have a
rel ati onship."

"What a guy.--Then do me this favor. |I'mworried about her, Geg."

"All right. ..."

"--And for whatever foolish reason, she has decided you're M. Fabul ous."
"I said |l'd do it."

"You'll call the dormtonorrow?"

"--1"1l call tonorrow."

"Greggis, you're becoming really cool." Charis bent over the bed, and kissed

himon the |ips.
"Ch, absolutely."
"I"'mstarting to find you attractive--al nost attractive."

"Thanks. But |'mbeginning to think it would be safer to be gay. |I'm
definitely going to check that out. "

The night air humed softly with insects' songs the noonlight had persuaded
themto sing. Charis wal ked back across the canpus, tired and ready for sleep
pl eased with a stroking night breeze, gentle and cool. The maple-leaf ceilings
were noving now, and whispering ... whispering tree talk as she wal ked under
them The air snelled of stronger winds to come by dawn, of rain and changi ng
weat her.

For a tinme past tine of slow and painful passage ... of withing up through a
narrow maze of rough brick and bl ack soot, Joanna had foll owed the small
wavering orange circle of her helmet light. ... It had occurred to her that

young boys had once been driven to crawl through chimey flues, with ropes and
brushes to cl ean them

She had taken a wong turn once, working to the right along a dead-end run
and had only barely been able to return, inching back, feet first. That

m stake had left her lying trembling ... squeezed, gripped, conpressed in
dar kness, waiting for her courage to cone back to her

For the past while now, Joanna had been seeing an el usive silver
refl ection high above. And that soft small slice of light held steadier now,
as she struggled up through a | ong cranped choke of rough nortar, small clouds
and falls of soot. It was difficult to breathe.

She clinbed--hands, knees, and el bows scraped and seepi ng bl ood--cli nmbed
hol di ng that occasional reflection as her mark ... until she paused to rest,
| ooked up again, and saw the silver was a slice of the setting nmoon, obscured



by shifting cl ouds.

Joanna switched off her helmet |anp, then managed slowy up--nore frightened
now to be so close to freedom afraid she would panic at |ast, so cranped, and
begin to screamand thrash, a mndless aninmal. ... She wiggled, wedged her
way up a little nore, then reached to touch the chimey's capped edge and the
open air. She kicked, kicked and clinbed, then hooked her hand over and
dragged herself up and out, arms. ... helmeted head ... shoulders. Up and out
into the sea's night wind, a spatter of salty rain.

She cl anbered down fromthe chimmey top to stand trenbling on a slant of roof
reached back to drag her small tethered pack up behind her. The wind's
fine-blown rain was in her eyes, its salt stung her hands, hurt her where her
skin was scraped. Snears of blood, through torn cloth at her el bows and knees,

showed bl ack under an obscured noon.

Joanna stood exhausted, |egs shaking, and | ooked out into the night. ... Far
bel ow, on the dock past the foot of the alley, a small group of nen were
gathered in the bright pool of a fishing boat's |ights.

She watched themfor a little while, then took off her helnmet and let the sea
wi nd, murmuring over the roof's cracked and ragged shingles, conme comnbing

t hrough her hair, lifting it--soot-caked, danp with sweat--separating it with
cool fingers for the gusting rain to rinse.

Joy flowed into her and out of her, as if she breathed it in and out. Pl easure
as specific as a trunpet's sound. ... She'd felt nothing like it before--and
supposed nen knew such sweetness after risking, bleeding, to win a battle.
Their wars fought for the chance of this reward.

"W have them" she said, as if Frank were standing with her, angl ed agai nst
the roof's steep fall. "Ch, dear heart, we have them ..." Joanna stood
resting a few nonents nore, then stepped up to the wet roof's high ridge in
cl ouded rnoonl i ght, bal anced, and began to dance a sl ow dance of triunph al ong
it, holding her arns out to the sea wind as if it mght [ift her as it lifted
its gulls, to swop and slide and rise again.

Chapter Thirteen

Sand Hi Il was hard clinmbing in the rain. The sand, |ying steep, and soaked
here and there as the rain cane blowing in, sagged away from under Joanna's
boots as she | abored up the slope. ... The patches of sea grass hel ped, gave
better footing.

It had been an easy slide down to the warehouse eaves--a nore difficult sw ng
into the roof's downspout and the drainpipe. ... Then a careful descent, her
hands, arns, and back muscles aching, to the alley's darkness.

There'd been nmen still gathered down at the docks --several of them in yellow
sou' westers, standing in blowing rain under a | anppost too near the parked

pi ckups and her car. So, carrying her helnmet and pack, and staying in shadow,
Joanna'd linped up the alley. Strand Street had been al nost enpty. But there'd
been three men, fishermen by their boots and coveralls, standing in a
storefront beside the police station, the next block down.

She'd waited until they'd turned away from gusting wi nd, then had crossed
Strand qui ckly under rain sleeting gold past the streetlanps ... and gone
bet ween t he hardware and M chael's Antiques to start up Sand H Il, and stay
of f other streets fishermen m ght be searching.



C i mbi ng wet col |l apsing sand i n darkness was hard as clinmbing a wall. Wary to
nausea, Joanna worked up the slope, grunting with effort, tending to the right
to reach the cottage. There was no nmoonlight now, so the rain sheeted down out
of darkness, drenched her by surprise, then slackened and bl ew away.

The sand nade a soft rasping sound, spurned from under her boots, and Joanna
chanted to it softly to keep herself from being sick, or lying down to sleep
"I amjustified. Justified. Justified."

Then she supposed she was taking too nmuch pl easure in having proved hersel f
right, proving others wong--as if Frank and her father had died so she m ght
show of f, denobnstrate her skill and courage. Prove what a personage she was.

It was an unpl easant thought, and Joanna considered it as she struggled up
yielding steeps ... dropping to clinb on all fours for a while, her hands
scraped skin burned by the salt and sand. --That burning seened an answer to
her, and she decided to nake anonynous phone calls, take the chance they

woul dn't be heeded. Call the mainland tonight, the Coast Guard, state police,
and federal drug people. Pay-phone calls, information fromno one known--so
justice would be less infected by herself, and self-satisfaction. ... Then she
woul d have done what needed to be done, and nothing nore.

She was able to stand and clinb crouched, then wal k upright as the hill's
sl ope rounded to the ridge. The cottage, and Slope Street, were still off to
the right. The rain, cone with the wind, was easing as the w nd eased.

"Tired," Joanna said aloud, as if to confirmit. "Tired. ..." She stunbl ed
al ong the sand crest, and had a grow ng urge, alnost conpulsion to |lie down,
since the sand, wet or not, was so soft.

There was nothing to prevent it. She could lie down and sleep through the rest
of the night, then get up with the sun in the norning, sand-caked and stiff

go on to the cottage for a hot shower ... then wal k back down to Strand,
to the pay phone to nmake her calls. The captains would not have had tine
enough to clear all those bales, get themout. There was nore than a ni ght of
unl oadi ng and | oadi ng there.

Joanna t hought of that--dropping her pack and helnet, |lying down in the
sand--then deci ded not. She took a deep breath of wet and salty air, kept
wal ki ng, hobbling along, and after only a little while saw a streetlanp on

Sl ope. Near enough ... near enough. There was only a | ast |abor through wet
sand, wet sea grass--shaking fromfatigue, her heart thunping--exhausted, and
all glory gone.

No lights in the cottage. No cars parked there. ... Joanna trudged across the
yard to the side door of the garage, took her keys from her pack pocket, and
unl ocked it. She left the light off, and went in to hang her hel net and pack
on wall pegs, unzip her torn coveralls and step staggering out of them

Beneat h, her jeans and shirt were torn as well, certainly bl oodstai ned at
knees and el bows. ... She took her kitchen knife fromthe coveralls--the

bl ade' s point had cut through the bottom of the side pocket--and slid it into
her belt.

She | ocked the garage, linped to the back steps, and clinbed themw th
deliberate effort ... then opened the kitchen door and stepped into the dark
and the pl easant tobacco-and-work-sweat odor of nen.

--Joanna was startled by her body. It spun around while she was stil



consi dering, and | eaped with her out the door and down the back steps. Her
body ran away with her like a frightened horse, as if it had not been worn and
wearied at all, and now was ready to run

She stretched across the yard in darkness, into a spatter of rain--thought of
the street, then decided the hill instead and ran through sea grape and out
onto the sand.

She reached to her belt as she went, felt the fillet knife's handle--and as if
that minor interruption in perfect running had cost her dearly, heard
f oot st eps- - boot st eps coni ng behi nd her

Now her body realized howtired it was after all. Those swift strong steps
behi nd had rem nded it. Joanna stunbl ed, and kept running.

She ran and pulled the knife free--it was surprising how that slight notion
unbal anced her. Heavy steps behind. Heavy and quick ... nuscle mass. Too worn
for fear, though her body seened terrified, Joanna drew in a breath deeper
than the running breaths, and used that to scream

It was a wail ... alnost trilling, not the tearing shriek she'd hoped for. The
ni ght, the occasional gusts of wind and rain, seenmed to swallow her sound ..
so she screaned again as she tripped, then alnost fell down a steep pitch of
sand. She went into the sand up to her knees, and whoever it was al nost caught
her. She heard his breathing, the churning of effort just behind.

Joanna heaved and ki cked out of the sand, |eaped down through sea grass, and
gripped the knife as firmy as she could. Running through the grass, sobbing
with effort, she felt himclose and cl oser --he was al nbst running with her

She took the | ast longest strides she could, all in darkness plunging--then
turned, turned as she ran, and as he reached to take her, swung the knife up
and into the pale indication of his face.

Al most his face, but sonmething stopped it. Hs arm he'd put up his left arm
and the knife stuck in and then slid in farther, a greasy sliding, and he
said, "Jesus!"

For a few seconds, they swayed and staggered together in darkness and slipping
sand as if they were drunk and danci ng--and Joanna knew she should pull the
knife blade out of himand stick it in again and again as hard as she could
until, in the dark, it reached where he wasn't guarding and killed him

She should, but to do it nmeant she'd have to tug it free, pull the bl ade out
of his arm and she didn't want to feel that. She hesitated only that instant,
and the man took her wist and twisted it so the knife was pulled out and
gone--and she kicked him tried to kick up into his groin. He hit her, slapped
her ... sonething, and she fell down, seeing sheets of bright tiny dots

par adi ng and nmarching up and up in her sight.

Joanna tried to stand, but he came to her in the dark, gripped her and shook
her as if she were a child, and she turned her head to where he held her
found his wist with her nobuth, and bit as hard as she coul d.

He grunted, yanked his arm away, then cane again, grappled with her and
suddenly lifted her up into the air, did something, turned her in sone way,
and she was over his shoulder ... being carried over his shoul der

He began wal ki ng up the sand sl ope, holding her over his shoulder |ike a sack
a duffel bag. He had both her hands gripped in one of his at the small of her



back.

Not hi ng had made their difference in strength as clear as this wal king up Sand
Hill with her over his shoulder. It was such ... such a caveman cliche, it
woul d have nade her laugh if she hadn't been so frightened.

And a terrible thing happened--because she was so frightened, so tired. She
peed a little ... just a little bit in her jeans. And it was as if this was
the worst that could happen, that nothing--even being killed--could be as bad,
as humliating. And another attenpt at scream ng would only add enbarrassnent,
before she was clouted to silence. A woman reduced to peeing in her pants ..
to wailing like a frightened baby as she was carried al ong.

Better to be silent, until she could bite again.

He carried her back into her yard, and Joanna withed to turn on his shoul der
bent her head to catch flesh on his upper arm and bit deep

"For Christ's sake," the man said, a voice she just recognized as he yanked
his arm away, so she lost the mouthful of shirt and skin. Joanna w shed she
had the red pit bull with her --wi shed she were the red pit bull, could change
to a weredog. Then there would be a serious bhite.

He went up the back steps as easily as if she weren't on his shoul der--pushed
t hrough the kitchen door into bright Iight, and swng her down, dunped her on
the floor so suddenly she alnpbst fell, staggering against the sink counter

Captain Lowell, in rain-wet jeans, gray shirt, and black rubber boots, stood
staring at her. Hi s sharp fox face was flushed w th anger, and bl ood was
runni ng along his forearm soaking his shirt-sleeve and dripping fromhis
fingers to the floor.

"What did you do to her?" M. Manning-bulky in a khaki w ndbreaker--stood by
the stove, his broad, padded face cal mas pond water

"Not a goddamm thing, except bring her in.

"Di dn' do enough."--Joanna hadn't seen this man. He was standi ng behi nd her at
t he kitchen door, a younger nman, crewcut ... and short, alnpbst squat, his
torso sl abbed with nmuscle under a worn blue work shirt. H s jaw was too heavy
for a small-nosed face. "Didn' do enough to this bitch." The young man had
dream ng unfocused brown eyes.

"She's bleedin'." Manning shifted by the stove.

"She's bl eeding? I'mthe one who's fucking bl eeding. Took a knife to ne. "
Lowell went to the sink, rolled up his sleeve, and exposed a neat, small cut
in his forearm He turned his armover and an identical cut bled on that side
as well. "--Through and through, and hurts like sixty. Thank Christ it didn't
get an artery. "

"Need to put a knife to her." The young man behi nd Joanna.

"Take it easy, George," Manning said.
"I just want to know what we're goin' to do. Need to finish up right now "

Joanna heard snoring fromthe other room the dining room Bobby Mffit was
still in there, sleeping.



Captain Lowell was rinsing the blood off his armin the sink. "--Shouldn't
have parked your car down by the docks," he said to Joanna. "Blue Volvo. W
know peopl e's cars, out here."

"No asking perm ssion to come aboard--to come into my house?" Joanna was
pl eased at the sound of her voice. It seemed inportant they not know she was
afraid, as if knowing that would make it easier for themto kill her

"Apol ogi ze for that, for not asking," Lowell said. He stopped rinsing the
wound, still held his armover the sink, and began searching through the
counter drawers. "--Sure wi sh you hadn't done what you did. And you | ook
tired, Ms. Reed. How d you get out of that buil di ng?"

"The chi mey," Joanna said. "I want you all out of my house."
"The chi mey. " Lowel I shook his head, exam ned her. "WII| you peopl e | ook
at this? Wiman went up a damm three-story chimey fromthe basenent. Chewed
herself up doing it, too." He checked through another drawer. "Where the hel
are your dish towels?"

"Top drawer, on the other side." Joanna w shed she didn't |ook so bad, dirty,
wet fromthe rain, and bl eeding where her clothes were torn. If she | ooked
nicer ... was prettier, younger, they mght not hurt her

Lowel | took out a dish towel, bound it tightly around his forearm and using
his teeth to hold a cloth end, knotted it. "coniThen, | suppose, you cli nmbed
off the roof ... but not down that rope of yours." He nodded to the kitchen
tabl e, and Joanna saw the Ilength of PM there, neatly coiled. "--Beautiful
line," Lowell said. "Had to go up an extension |adder to get it untied from
that vent. Really fine. Wat is it?"

"It's ... a kernmantl e clinbing rope,"” Joanna said. The kitchen light, dul
yel low, seened to vibrate ... fix her and the three men in their places.

"Cost an armand a leg, I'll bet. So you got off that roof what way?"
"Dr ai npi pe. "

"Drainpipe. ... And clinbing is how you | earned to do that chi mey stuff?"
"Caves. |'ma caver." An odd | ast conversation. Joanna supposed nost | ast
conversati ons were odd.

"Caves." Lowell seenmed amused. "I bet you're a pistol down in those caves.

"I want you to get out of my house."

"You shut your nouth." The young fisherman shifted behind her. Joanna knew, as
she'd known when nen wanted to touch her, sexually--knew he wanted to put his
hands on her, but for a different pleasure. And she felt an odd nelting, as if
it were her proper role to be taken into these strong nmen's hands. To be taken
and held ... to be done to, whether she liked it or not. She felt she m ght
like it in a way, even to death. It was a dream feeling, frightening,

si ckeni ng, and sweet.

"I just talked to the deputy, downtown," Joanna said, and renenbered saying
the sane thing to Bobby Mffit, when he'd cone up to fix her w ndow.

"You dirty liar," the young fisherman said behind her. An enraged boy's



insult, and all the nore frightening.
" CGeor ge. " Lowel | adjusted his towel bandage. It was spotted with bl ood
"--We know you didn't do any such thing, Ms. Reed. Had a couple of people
over by that station, and one inside, visiting with the duty nan, and you
didn't call or go in there tonight, and nobody else did either." He pulled out
a chair, and sat down at the kitchen table. "So we cane up to settle sone

t hi ngs before you made any phone calls, tal ked to anybody."

"What did you do to ny husband?" Joanna | ooked at Lowell, not at the others.
She' d spoken to himon his boat. And he'd gl anced at her breasts, and
taken her armto steady her off the Eleanor Il ... wal ked her past w nches and

gear, and down the gangplank to the dock

Tom Lowel | was all she had in the kitchen

"You people," he said, and rested his injured armcarefully on the table.
Touri sts, sunmer people, come out here every year. You take pictures of us
wor ki ng, take pictures of the boats and so forth, and you eat a |lot of |obster
and clans. ... Consider us very quaint out here."

"Right," the young man sai d behind Joanna. "Fuckin' quaint."

"--ationow, we've been fishing off this island al nost four hundred years."
Lowel | paused, considering centuries. " Maybe we got too good at it. Maybe
wi th the Japanese and Russian factory ships, and the Canadi ans. Maybe we all
got too good at it. But whatever, we can't make a living fishing anynore."

"Shippin', processin' either," Mnning said, by the stove.
"--We had two men kill thenselves |ast couple of years. Boat captains that
couldn't pay their crews, feed their famlies."

"My husband--"

"I"ll get to your husband, Ms. Reed. ... Now, we had a choice out here. W
could sell our boats for next to no noney, and then we could get off the

i sland and take our famlies into a city--Portland or Providence or Boston, in
some nei ghbor hood not too good. And we could take a job in a gas station or
doi ng roofing or cleaning up construction sites, if we could get apprenticed
in the union."

"Welfare," the young nman said.

"--That's right," Lowell said. "W could get on welfare, tide us over a few
years in those cities. Real bad for men with famlies. "

"You murdered ny husband and mny father," Joanna said, and coul dn't inmagi ne why
she'd said that, when they m ght not yet have decided to kill her. She
couldn't imagine why in the world she'd said it.

"Her father?" There was still no enotion visible on Manning's round face. No
expression in the striking noss-green eyes. Joanna wondered how his wife knew
what he was thinking, whether he was pleased or not.

There was a sudden bl atting, brassy noise fromthe dining room-a very |oud
fart, Joanna realized, after a nonment. Then a nuffled shout, Ww ... wowowow.
Sounds of stunmbling, a chair scraping on the pine boards.

Bobby Moffit, looking grimy ill, came staggering into the kitchen, naked,



barely wapped in the brown bl anket.
"Hey, people,"” he said, and stood blinking, blear-eyed, in the light. He
| ooked as if she hadn't bathed himat all

"You not herfucker," the young man said. "You' re the bignouth around here."

"... Amnot."
"W can settle all this,"” the young man said. "Paul an' me can settle it."

Joanna t hought she m ght take a chance--get past the young man and out the

ki tchen door again. Run out into the island night--and this time, hide.

And if they didn't find her, wait until norning and attenpt the police, or the
ferry.

She thought of trying it, but some part of her refused. Her body refused; it
had done enough, tonight.--Besides, these were fishernen; this was their

i sland. They woul d net her, tangle her, and winch her in. And she was afraid
of the young man; if she ran again, she would give himthe excuse he want ed.

"--Me an' Paul can take care of it like it never was."

"Ceorge," Lowell said, "--y just take it easy." He picked a |l oop of the PM
rope up off the table, tested it in his hands, and wi nced at the sudden pain
in his arm "Line like this nmust cost a fortune. ..." He set the rope back
intoits coil.

"Am not a bigmouth." Bobby tried to adjust his blanket, hitch it up. "--Am
not . "

"Bobby," Lowell said, "we don't need to hear anything out of you. Sit down and
shut up. | think you said enough to this |ady already."

"It wasn't his fault,” Joanna said. "I made himdrunk."
"Am not what he said." Bobby pulled a chair out fromthe table and sat. The
bl anket slipped to his Iap.

"Tom " the young man said, "--listen, Paul an' ne can take care of this, an
there never will be a word about it."

"Why did you murder ny husband?" Joanna asked Lowell. She didn't think the
others would tell her. They woul d take her and Bobby out to sea on the El eanor
Il1, and never tell her.-And certainly she and Bobby woul dn't be the first to
be taken from Asconsett Island in four hundred years, taken out to sea.

"We didn't kill your husband, Ms. Reed," Lowell said. "--And no way, Ceorge.
W al ready deci ded that doesn't happen.”

"M stake," the young man said. "Real bad m stake."

"It's decided, George," Lowell said. "And that's that--unless you want trouble
with me and Murray Wainwight, and I don't think you do."

"Big mstake," the young man said, and Joanna realized they weren't going to
kill her. It came as change, rather than relief--a change so sudden and
inmportant it was difficult to conprehend. The kitchen |ight seened to alter
with it, becone part of a different spectrum nore orange--as if that were the
color of a future.



She needed to sit down, she felt a little sick, but there was no place to sit
but at the table, and she hadn't been invited. She | eaned back agai nst the
refrigerator, instead. ... The young fisherman turned his head and stared at
her with a bull's dull rmurderous gaze, thwarted by fencing.

Bobby Moffit began to snore sitting up, then slowy slunped forward until his
forehead rested on the table, and slept ... as if to denmonstrate that possible
tragedy was turning to only nel odrama, and perhaps farce.

"Look at that," Manning said, fromthe stove. "Sound asleep."
"My husband. ..."

"We didn't hurt your husband," Lowell said, and checked the towel around his
forearm Mre of the cloth was bl otched with red.

"Some peopl e cane out from Providence," Manning said. "Asked if we were
interested in pickin' stuff up for "em™

"Ten years ago," Lowell said, "we'd have told those clowns to get off the
i sl and real quick. Even five years ago, maybe."

"Not now." Manning shifted by the stove, too big, too heavy to be confortable
standi ng for | ong.

"No," Lowell said, "--n now." He retied the dish towel tighter around his
forearm "Hurts like a son of a bitch. Mddleton's going to have to take a
| ook at this, give ne a shot.--She bit me, too."

"I"'msorry," Joanna said.

"Don't be sorry. You were scared. ... Tell you what goes on, Ms. Reed--what
some of us do is go on up the coast and neet factory ships out there, maybe
once in the sumer, once later in the year. Mst of those vessels are from one
of the republics or whatever was |eft when the Soviets broke up. W go up
there, meet themearly--in fog, if we can--and take those bales of marijuana
off them"

"Why tell her everything?' the young nman said.

"Ceorge, she was in the basenent, and that's that. But it may be hel pful if
she knows the why of it. --Anyway, those bales get trucked out of here on the
ferry ... three, four trips, with whatever fish we've been catching."

""What ever fish" is right,"
the stuff fromthere.”

Manni ng said. "Then people fromthe mainland take

"For fuckin' short noney, you bet," the young man said.

"And, " Lowell said, "what that does for us, is give a lot of fishernmen and
processors out here enough extra, with their catch, so they can salary their
crews, or make boat paynents, or maybe just feed their famlies."

"I want to know about my husband." A courageous Joanna Reed now -who woul d
live, and was denmandi ng answers.

"Ms. Reed, about four weeks ago, that Bo-Peep came up the coast in the
nmorni ng-all the way to Nattituck Cove. She must have got a real early start."



"Too fuckin' early," the young man said.

"--Came sailing up there," Lowell said, "and the first we saw her, she was out
of that fog and right in our laps while we were | oadi ng. Maybe three, four
hundred yards off." Lowell sat stroking the coil of PM rope with his good
hand as if it were a pet, some calm slender, perfectly patterned snake from
South Anerica. "--We neet and load in those early fogs. That's ... just the
way we do things, ducking the Coast Guard. And | have no idea what the hel
your husband was doing coning up so far."

"Told Hollis Porter he was fishin'," Manning said.

"My father was fishing," Joanna said. "My father was with him™"

"Didn't know that." Lowell paused, recalling. "Knew your husband had the Peep
didn't |ook close to see anybody el se on her."

"Fishin'?" the young man said. "Fishin' froma fuckin' sail boat?"

"Why not?" Lowell eased his towel -wapped arm nore of the cloth was stained
red. "Qur great-granddads did it--and on back before them out whaling."

"What did you do to hin®"

"Not a damm thing, Ms. Reed." Lowel| apparently exasperated by the question
"We didn't do a danm thing to your husband!"

"Hollis talked to him" Manni ng sai d.

"That's right," Lowell said. "Hollis Porter spoke to himnext day, after he
cane on us out there. Spoke to himat the Hatch."

"Spoke to him
Manni ng, tired of standing, pulled a chair out fromthe end of the table and
sat with mild grunt. "Hollis mentioned to your man about seeing himup at that
cove--and M. Reed told himhe nust have been m staken. Said he never was at
Nattituck that norning, had sailed south an' didn'" know what the hell Hollis
was tal kin' about."

Lowel | smled. "Your husband didn't tell you any of this, did he?"

“"No. ... No, he didn't."

"Good man. ... So, you see, we weren't concerned about your husband, Ms.
Reed. He was a person who minded his own business.--Good sailor, too, except
he held her a little close on the wind."

"A "good man"? Then you tell nme how Frank died out there."

Lowel | seemed surprised by the question. "Wy, he drowned, Ms. Reed. Not the
first and not the last going to do it, either."

"And what about ny father?"
"What about hi n®"

"My father was burned to death a few days ago. Killed in his cabin in
Chaunette. "



Lowel| stared at her. "Listen ... listen, we wouldn't do anything like that.
W didn't even know your dad was on the boat!"

"No, of course not. You people are snuggling and maki ng money snuggling. And
nmy husband caught you at it--and he's dead. And ny father saw you--and he's
dead. And | would like to know why | should believe your bullshit!"

"Tell you one good reason," Lowell said, pushed his chair back and stood up

"You can damm wel| believe us, because you're still standing there, talking.
W decided up front we weren't going to do anybody over this venture.
Deci ded after sone argunent, | will say." He stood, cradling his injured arm

"--ally think, in the old days out here, captains wouldn't have w apped sone
anchor chain around you and put you in the sea?"

Manni ng | eaned over to shake Bobby Mffit awake. "Bobby ... you get up and
cone out of here.”

Bobby sat up, yawning. "I didn' do nothin'."

"You're goin' to do something," Manning said. "You're goin' to be cleanin

hol di n' tanks off d oucester. An' you don't keep your mouth shut, you'll stay
doin' themtanks till you rot. ... Were're your clothes?"

"I'n the other room-the clean things," Joanna said, and Manni ng scraped his
chair back and heaved to his feet to get them

"Real serious mstake, M. Lowell,"
shitload of responsibility here.™

the young fisherman said. "You're takin' a

"That's right," Lowell said. "Get on your horse, Ceorge, let's |eave the

| ady' s house." He canme over to Joanna, standing near and not nuch taller. He
snel l ed of tobacco and fish. "Up to you, now," he said to her. "You wanted to
know sonet hi ng--and now you do."

"M stake. ..." The young man, Ceorge, went out the kitchen door. Joanna heard
hi s heavy seaboots down the back steps. Gdd to think he'd have killed her
Per haps the catching and killing of tens of thousands of sw ft silver fish had

prepared himfor it.

Manni ng came back with the clothes. "Bobby, you conme on out of here." He took
Moffit by the arm lifted himout of his chair, and marched himto the door
"You can change outside."

Am not goin' out from d oucester.”

"Yes, you are." Manning pushed hi moutside and down the steps.
"Amnot. ..."

"It really wasn't his fault," Joanna said. "I gave himthe |liquor."

"So you said. W're not going to hurt him" Lowell's eyes were a very light
gray, the nmercy in theminvisible. "--ationow, if you want, Ms. Reed, in the
nmorni ng you can go and talk to Carl Early. Up to you, and we won't stop you.
ad Carl will have to come after us, then. ... O you can call over to the
mai nl and and talk to the Coast CGuard, tell "emwhat's down in Manning's place.
That was two ni ghts unl oading off three boats, so no way we could get that
cargo out of there and stowed before daylight--and we won't even try."

Sonet hi ng about these forthright confessionals nade Joanna angry. Now that she



was going to live, she felt she could afford anger. "--And |I'm supposed to
believe that you've told me the truth, told nme everything ... and you're just
an honest snuggl er who saved ne from bad young George, and has nothing to

hi de. "

"That's ... that's right." Lowell seemed to regret the "saving" part. He
| ooked pale; the armwas hurting him

"Bl anket." Manni ng opened the kitchen door, stepped in, and put the fol ded
bl anket on the table.

"Thank you."

"Ckay." Manning went out again, and down the steps.
"--And of course," Joanna said, "such honest smnugglers would never have
nmurdered a man just to protect thenselves and their friends."

"I'f we had, you'd be out at sea right now, weighted down and goi ng
under--instead of us giving you every chance to hurt our people, put sonme of
us in prison. ... Now, you do whatever the hell you want."

Lowel | went out the kitchen door, and closed it behind him ... He'd left
several bright spots of blood on the Iinoleum

Chapt er Fourteen

Still alive in a silent and enpty house, Joanna wandered at first enornmously
relieved, grateful she hadn't been taken away to drown. ... But after she'd
washed both bl ankets, nopped the kitchen floor--and straightened the
di ni ng-room throw rug and chairs from Bobby's awkward rising--she felt an odd
regret that the nmen were gone. Gone with their harsh voices, their boots and
heavy odors, their disagreenents and dangerous company. For a nonent, she
i magi ned herself making coffee for themso they would stay ... serving them
sandw ches.

But in the entrance hall, she found the phone with its cord torn | oose and
neatly w apped around it, a useful antidote to that fantasy of conpanionable
men. ... Weary, her knees and el bows sore, raw where they'd been worn on the

chi mey's brick, she went up the stairs too full of things discovered,
cl aimed, and explained to sort them out, consider them She was sick of all of
it ... all of her loss and rage and adventuri ng.

Joanna undressed, left her ruined jeans and work shirt on the closet floor
and went naked to the bathroomto take her shower. Her knees and right el bow
were badly abraded, crusted with dried bl ood.

She sat sleepily to pee, then wi ped and rose, flushed the toilet, and turned
the shower on. She tested the water's tenperature, then stepped into the tub
and shifted within the spray as if it were a sliding, ever-falling translucent
beaded garnent, stinging her knees and el bow, but conforting. The soap burned
nor e.

Ri nsed, she clinmbed fromthe shower dizzy, a little nauseated with
fatigue. She dried herself, then wal ked into the bedroom turned off the
light, and went to bed.

W ndborne rain tapped softly at the wi ndows. Joanna's bones and nuscl es ached
in relaxation between cool sheets as smpoth as the chi mey had been rough. She
lay still, still as a dead wonman. Not mnoving even slightly, as a dead



womrman- - j ust drowned perhaps, wapped in anchor chain and sunk fading into the
sea--mght slightly nove, her long black hair shifting as the sea currents
stirred it, even so far, far down.

When she woke in the norning, her period had cone--as if it had been waiting
to be certain of her future.

Joanna sat on the toilet with a Tampax, her right foot up on the rimof the
tub, and enjoyed the minor masturbatory confort-disconfort of insertion

She thought of breakfast. She had the eggs and cheddar cheese, and coul d make
a three-egg onmelette. An onelette and two pieces of buttered toast--the bread
buttered before it went into the toaster oven. And coffee.

She stood, and snelled her fingers before she washed her hands. Fish blood, an
Asconsett odor.

Br eakfast took some tinme ... cooking, then eating in a sun-fl ooded Kkitchen,
breathing rain-rinsed air through open wi ndows. She had a second cup of
coffee, then washed the dishes, put them away, and never concerned herself

wi th questions, judgments, decisions.--These seened to slowy stream beneath
her like a flooding basenent spring that would have to be dealt with, but not
quite yet.

Swi ngi ng her red canvas tote bag, Joanna started down Slope Street in
sumer - wei ght khaki slacks and a white silk | ong-sleeved shirt, the cobbles
uneven beneath her sandals. Her knees and right el bow were sore, and scabbed.
The nmuscles at the small of her back ached a little. ... The ferry was in,
lying miniature down at its dock. She saw it through dazzle as the norning sun
flashed off the sea's smashed mirror, forced her to | ower her eyes.

The ferry grew | arger as she wal ked down ... then sank from si ght behind the
chandl ery roof when she reached Strand. Tourists, only a few, were strolling
the street, and she threaded through themto the public phones on the corner
of Strand and Ropewal k. These ol d-fashi oned phone boot hs --pai nted maroon
their narrow doors set with glass panes--seened to demand a deci si on

Joanna stood on the corner beside the booths as if waiting for a friend.

She held the island in her hand. For only several quarters and m nutes of her
time, she could set into notion the heavy machinery of law. Two calls to the
mai nl and--to the state police and Coast Quard--then perhaps one nore to the
Drug Enforcement people. Three phone calls to bring themout in their

hel i copters and | aunches, eager to use federal noney, anxious to denonstrate
how serious the problenms their budgets had to neet.

They woul d display for television the goods at Manning's, then sink their
teeth into the men and wonen of Asconsett--a harder bite than Percy's ever
was. And the island fanmilies would crunble under it, the fishing captains and
their nortgaged boats fading away, gone for bail, for attorneys' fees. ... The
i sl and, under that grim pressure, would sicken, develop tunors of those

i nform ng, those indicted.

The quarters were in her purse, her purse in the red tote bag, and no one to
stop her.

Had the fishernen |lied? Had they been cl ever enough to see that one nore
killing mght be one too many ... and so presented their case, then let her
live to prove it? That m ght be so--though George, the young one, had
certainly wanted her gone, and been eager to see to it.



Per haps the fishermen had been cl ever enough to |ie about murdering Frank--but
they'd been genuinely startled to hear of her father's death in fire, to be
accused of that. That had not been acting.--And there was the fisherman they'd
said had nentioned the matter to Frank at the Hatch, when he'd wal ked down for
hi s eveni ng beer. Supposedly the fisherman had spoken to Frank there, under
the noi se of bad nmusic and nen's voices, and Frank had said he'd seen

not hi ng- - had sailed south, not north, and didn't know what the hell the nman
was tal ki ng about .

And that sounded so like him and like himto keep only that sort of secret
fromher. Men's risky business.--1t was a question why nmen's busi ness so often
caused wonen pain. ... But given that conversation had happened, would Frank
have wanted her to informon these fishermen for their pot-smuggling? He'd
been very Irish on the subject of informers.

It came down to belief--and Joanna found she no | onger believed they'd
mur der ed anyone. She didn't believe Tom Lowel | had planned and carried out the
drowni ng of a decent man, a man who woul d never have betrayed them

Joanna paused beside the phones for a while [onger. Then, an accessory to a
crime, certainly at |least a person with guilty know edge--and possibly a
credul ous fool as well--she wal ked away down Strand Street to Barkley's, for
sal ad greens, apples, and | ean ground beef.

She crossed the street, and as she passed the chandl ery, noticed the boater
supplies stacked in the display wi ndows and renenbered the raw wood of Bobby's
wi ndow frame. ... Poor Bobby, gone on his way to exile off Massachusetts,
hosi ng out fish-holding tanks in sone friend-of-a-friend' s traw er.

She turned back, went into the store--its generous two-story space, painted
bright white, had been one of Frank's pleasure places--and was surrounded by
gallons of marine paint, coils of saltwater line, inflated yellow rubber boat
tenders and nore form dabl e Zodi acs. There were ranks of bins and wall shelves
of fishermen's heavy tools and equi pnent, and boaters' |ess sturdy

gear --decorative chrononeters, navigation el ectronics, gaudy pennants, and
anchor - engraved gl asswar e.

The odors were linseed oil, new rope, nmachine oil, and fresh-sawn wood, though
little woodwork was visible except for prelacquered stern counters, rudders,
and di nghy paddl es gl eami ng dull gold.

"Yes, ma'am" A tall long-faced boy in white T-shirt and jeans, |ooking just
out of high school. BOAT BUSI NESS was printed across his T-shirt in ocean
green.

"I need sone paint. Just a little ... for a wi ndow frane."

"Bust ed wi ndow?"

"That's right."
The boy held out his hand. "H . |I'mJerry Peterson. Jack
Spruel --deputy?-called ny nom about your door ... w ndow in your door."

"Ch, yes. | renmenber." Joanna shook the boy's hand. Strong wry hand.
"Di d Bobby do okay with fixing that?"

"Yes, | think he did a good job, but he didn't paint it."



Joanna wat ched the boy withdraw into that masculine reverie so famliar from
wat chi ng Frank consider some material problem It touched her, a
bittersweetness, as men and boys, she supposed, would now al ways touch her in
rem ni scence

"Wite door?"

"Yes."

"Lots of whites. ..."

"I think the sane white paint they used on the cottage trim"

"Evanson's," the boy said.

"Yes."

"Then you'll want Cargill's Satin Creamwhite. That's what that paint was. Lot
of people out here use it; takes weather real good, and it'll do fine on the
frame, front and back."

"That sounds all right, but I only need a little."

The boy drifted toward an open double door, and Joanna trailed after. "You're

going to want a half pint, and a nunber-two brush ... real small brush.
Paint's self-primng, supposedly. Wwuldn't trust it self-primng on siding,
but | guess for just a wi ndow sash, it'll do." He led her into another, even

| arger room the hardware side.--Passing by when they'd first cone out to the
i sl and, she and Frank had seen a plaque by the store's front door
conmenor ati ng the businesses joining, in 1865. The two brothers owning the
hardware store had been killed on the Kearsarge the previous year, when it
fought the Al abama off Cherbourg. Their w dows had sold to the chandl ery.

A stroll down the shelves, the boy reached up for a small white can, then
turned and sel ected a slender brush froma jar on the store counter. "--Cheap
brush, but it'll do the job. Be sure and stir that paint real good."

"Thank you." Joanna followed himto the register, paid a total of $6.43.

"Sorry for your trouble, Ms. Reed," the boy said, and handed her change from
her ten, and the paint and brush in a small brown paper bag.

Joanna nodded and smled ... but out on the sidewal k she wondered whi ch
trouble he'd nmeant. Frank? Last night's adventure and fright--or sinply her
br oken wi ndow?

She put the small sack into her tote bag, and wal ked on to Barkley's. The
vegetabl es grimas usual, the fruit fairly good, but except for the apples,
expensi ve. The beef was excell ent--Asconsett people, routinely fed on fish,
were choosy of beef, pork, and lanb as delicacies. The chicken was |ocal, yard
hens rai sed on feed, salty grass, and sand bugs.

As Joanna and a few ot her wormen shopped, M. Barkley, tall, elderly, and
sullen, drifted through his small store keeping an eye on themas if, at a
signal prearranged, they intended to plunder his counters and bins and run out
into the street with vegetable booty, quarts of nmilk, and live |obsters from
the ice tub.

Joanna shopped carefully, buying for one, nmoving with the others through the
market in slow circling hunt-and-gather. An ancient fem nine pleasure of small



di scoveries and decisions. ... And considering there was no nman, no Frank to
pl ease with red neat, she decided instead on chicken--a small fryer. She
brought her basket to the counter and paid Ms. Barkley, a shadow retired
behi nd her cash register, for the chicken, a bunch of slightly wilted spinach
a hal f-dozen early yell ow pi ppi n appl es, one pound of new potatoes, and a
bottle of Gallo Hearty Burgundy--Barkley's only habitual w ne.

Her groceries just fit into the red canvas tote bag. Joanna |ugged that back
along Strand to Ropewal k, then went down the alley to dockside parking. The
Vol vo was where she'd left it. She unlocked the car, put her tote bag into the
backseat, and opened the driver's-side door to get in--then paused and stood

| ooking up the alley. Manning' s warehouse seened higher in its three stories
than it had last night, when nmuch had been lost in shadow. At the third story,
just under the eaves, the farthest vent wi ndow was still canted open ... space
enough for a m staken heroine to have slid through on her quest.

Two coupl es, tourists, cane wal king down the alley. One of the wonen was
carrying a |l arge sketch pad under her arm prepared to capture fishing boats
al ong the wharf, their conplicated reflections. ... These tourists would
stroll past Manning' s--its big basenent |oaded with black bales of green
cargo--then go on along the docks, perhaps imagining harsher and nore col orful
days, whaling days ... harpooners, ape-arnmed sailors with their palns tattooed
by ground-in tar, and the no-nonsense captains, with voyage shares and faces
grimas any arctic sea.

The coupl es wal ked past her--Southern accents, Southern people up to see gray
col d Yankee water, hear swall owed down-east speech, notice the nen whose
great - great - grandf at hers had manned the Federal fleets bl ockading their

Conf ederacy from Charl eston to the M ssissippi, starving themof grain, guns,
and victory.

Except for Witman and Stephen Benet, who had witten the poetry of that
war? It had been too big, too nuch of a matter for mnor poets. A fanily
feud--richer, nore tragic than struggle between nations, so Honer's verse was
needed, or Shakespeare's plays. The scope and wy oddness of those arm es of
strong, humorous farm boys fighting ... sewing a | andscape quilt of banners,
gunfire, band mnusic, and bl ood.

The tourists went on their way. There was little doing at Manning's wharf.
Joanna saw no | oadi ng or unl oadi ng--top dock or basenent dock beneath it.
Not hi ng doi ng at Manning's this norning.

She drove up to the cottage, pulled into the drive, and clinbed the kitchen
steps to put the groceries away, all but the chicken and pot at oes. --She' d
forgotten ml k. Should have made a grocery list. ... Food. It would take a
whi |l e before she settled on what groceries, what neals only she

enj oyed-preferences that had been set aside for Frank's taste over the years.
She really didn't know yet what she wanted to eat. Breakfasts, of course
woul d be easy. But dinners ... once this chicken was gone, what next?

Joanna went upstairs and changed to old jeans, sneakers, and a blue work
shirt, for possible wi ndowfrane painting. Then she came down to the kitchen
unw apped the chicken, put it in the sink, and began to cut it apart, clean
the pieces in running water. She had to use a small utility knife. The other
knife--the fillet knife--was out on Sand Hill. Probably findable, if she
sear ched.

The chicken cane apart in the rubbery |ight-pink hel pl ess way birds had under
a primate's steel. "These are all ny parts,” the pieces seemed to say. "See?
keep nothing from you--except my bowels and odd feet, my narrow witless head



and |idded eyes. And those you do not want to see. They are too nuch ne; ny
head woul d spoil your appetite.”

In tinme, Joanna thought, she'd |learn the mechanics of solitude, how to keep
private all she used to share--no shared observations, no shared jokes, no

shared menories anynore. And no di sagreenents; no one would argue wth her

fromone day to another. She would al ways be right.

She finished the chicken, took the two-pound sack of flour fromthe pantry,
and shook a cupful --and pinches of salt and pepper--with the chicken pieces
in Barkley's big brown-paper grocery sack

She poured four tablespoons of olive oil into the big frying pan--weighty

ol d-fashioned iron--turned up the left front burner, and set the chicken

pieces in to brown. Now t hey'd become food, no |longer bird parts. It seened

there was no essential that couldn't be transformed by use and point of view.
And it might be the sane with | oneliness.

Joanna washed the new pot at oes, scrubbed themwi th the vegetable brush, and
cut each in half ... then peeled and sliced an old onion into chunks. Used a
fork to turn the chicken pieces over

There was one | arge pot--battered alum num She rinsed it with hot water,
poured four cups of cold water in, and set it on the stove's big back burner
on |l ow. She spooned in two tabl espoons of olive oil, added a pinch of dried
rosemary, a pinch of dried thyne.

Then she forked out the browned chi cken pieces, set theminto the pot, and

i nstead of the Hearty Burgundy, struggled to open a bottle of nerlot, the |ast
of three they'd brought when they cane out to the island.--Uncorking wi ne had
been Frank's job; he'd used an ol d-fashi oned corkscrew, requiring strength to
haul stubborn corks free. ... Joanna found this one difficult, had to hold the
bottl e down between her thighs, then wench up with both hands on the
corkscrew s handle. It was a struggle, took anger to finally get it done with
a juicy pop and small spill.

One of the little rem nders of his absence. Those woul d recur through the rest
of her days, in one way or another

She neasured a cup of wine into the stewpot, dunped the potatoes and onions
in.--1t occurred to her then that she hadn't bought rmushroons. She |iked them
Frank hadn't.

Joanna stirred the vegetables in restless seething water, then shook in
pepper, added two dried bay |eaves, and checked the burner heat, turned it
| ower to simmrer.

Then, she had nothing nore to do except m nor housecl eaning. Nothing else to
do for the rest of the day. ... She washed her hands at the sink and thought
she might go down to the pay phones again, and call Rebecca, |let her know that
her nmother had descended fromthe heroic to the sensible, which night be sone
confort.-But the call would also bring up what didn't need bringing up

agai n--woul d i nvol ve denyi ng everything she'd insisted on before, involve

of fering expl anations for that change of mind that couldn't be conplete

wi t hout betraying the fishernen.

Better tolet it go ... let Rebecca rest for a few days fromdealing with her
not her, the wi dow s song and dance.

Joanna was consi dering nopping the kitchen floor when the doorbell rang. She



t hought of not answering, then went up the hall to the entrance and opened the
door.

Beverly Wi nwight, massive in outsized stretch jeans and a yell ow cotton
pul | over, stood on the steps. She was hol ding out a quart jar.

"Chowder. An' you're not gettin' any better anywhere."

"Beverly, that's really kind.

"Don't nean to intrude on you--"
"You're not. Cone in. " Joanna |l ed the way down the hall to the kitchen

The jar of chowder was very warm al nost hot in her hands. Behind her, the old
pi ne fl ooring creaked beneath Beverly.

"Sit down. Wuld you |ike some tea?"

Beverly pulled a chair out fromthe kitchen table and sat--the chair vani shing
beneat h her, so she seened to be sitting in mdair. "Don't have tine for any
tea. I'mcatchin' the ferry off to Post Port--just stopped by to bring that
chowder. You think you tasted chowder before, but you didn't, not I|ike

make--fromdiggin' 'emup to doin" 'em"™
"It | ooks wonderful."
"You just stick that right in your icebox. It'll last just fine."

"Thank you, Beverly; I'll enjoy it.'
refrigerator, then sat at the table

Joanna put the chowder in the

"Quarantee you will." Beverly | ooked around, exam ning the kitchen. "Nancy
Evanson changed this kitchen--had a woodstove in here, and she took it out.
Her nother, Pauline, used to cook on that woodstove, sonetines ..."

"It's anicelittle house. | really like it."

"Evansons al ways did keep a good house, kept a good boat--but they're gone.
An' now Nancy's nore a mainlander. She's the only daughter, married a denti st
over in Peabody, had a little boy an' lost himto a disease."

"I didn't know that. | only met her once."

"--Has one brother, an' he's an officer in the Navy."

"You sure you won't have sone tea, Beverly, or coffee? | don't have any
juice.”

"I would, | would have some tea, but | got to get goin'. The old man--M.
Wai nwri ght, Senior?--he's stoppin' in the nursin' hone over at the Port, an'
guess he's stoppin' for good. So I'mgoin' for a couple of weeks to see him
settled. "

"Ch, I'msorry. My husband ... Frank liked old M. Winwight."
"Well, Senior's mean as a serpent, but folks Iike himanyway. Like the old
fool nyself ... damm if | know why."

"Well, it's nice of you to visit."



"Wyul dn' have bot hered you, Ms. Reed--"

"Joanna. "

"Well, woul dn' have bot hered you, Joanna, except for an item of business."
"What busi ness?"

"Business is, M. Wainwight, Junior, and | discussed paynment for the |oss of

our boat, takin' account of the meager, real neager insurance ... and the long
an' short is, we will not require any payment fromyou on the Bo-Peep."

"Well, that's ... that's very nice. That's a relief."

"Mm ..." Beverly snmiled, her harsh face transforned. "Not all that nuch of a

relief, considerin' you wasn't goin' to pay nothin' anyhow. But we figured to
set your mind at ease fromworryin' about it."

"I know, and it's kind of you. WII you please thank your husband for ne, tel
him| appreciate it?"

"Yes, | will. ... You bearin'" up?"

"Yes, | am

"That's good, that's what you have to do. Bear up, or go under--that's what we
all have to do." Beverly grunted with effort, and stood.

"Sure you have to | eave, don't have tinme for a cup of sonething?"

"I"'d like to stay, honey, but the ferry's not goin' to wait--not as |long as
t hat jackass, Andy Ford, is capta*'."

Joanna got up, wal ked with Beverly down the hall. "And how s Percy?"

"Ch, CGod--that dog. He is eatin' us out of house an' hone, an
a dine."

not bringin' in

"So, one-eyed dogs can't fight."

"Now, you said that, Joanna, an' | didn' say a word, don't know what the hel
you're tal kin' about."

"You interested in selling hin?" Joanna opened the front door

"Honey, | would love to sell him-but not to a lady. That is no lady's dog."
"Just thinking about it. ..."

"You're "thinkin' about it" because Percy |likes you--and that is the weakness
of women: anybody likes us or comes to love us, and we nelt soft as butter
That's our weakness." Beverly went down the steps. A big black pickup, |oaded
with fishnet and floats, was parked at the sidewal k, her son behind the wheel

The boy | ooked at Joanna, nodded politely.

"Bear up!" Beverly called fromthe walk, clinmbed into the truck, and was
driven away.

Joanna went out back and sat on the kitchen steps in sunshine. The
backyard--fenced fromthe hillside dune by thick seagrape shrubs and, on one



side, a short remmant section of ancient saggi ng wood palings--was an encl osed
little meadow grown wild. The mixture of flowers and weeds, clustered where
beds had been, |ooked even so early in the season |like weary soldiers, worn
with battle in soil too sandy for them ... Nancy Evanson's

not her - Paul i ne--had |ived here and been a gardener, busy with tiger lilies and
other bulb plants that needed seasonal culling when winterkill became spring's
recovery. There'd been no culling now for several years, and the sumrer had
brought a tangle of overgrown grass, odd lilies, dwarfed tulips, and what

| ooked |i ke asparagus greens.

Tom Lowel | had tranpled through themin darkness and rain, with her over his
shoul der and ready to bite.

Ready to bite, and had bitten. Had stabbed the man and bitten him a terrified
cat with a kitchen knife. Recalling, it seemed clear now that Lowell's mld
reaction to all that--patient with pain and bl eeding, calmat the notion she
m ght have killed him hacking in the dark--now it seemed clear that he and

t he other captains had had no intention of rnurdering her

As it was, there'd been only a chase and braw that seened to have
happened some tinme ago, not |ast night. Seenmed to have happened a nonth or two
ago, and have nothing to do with her now, sitting on her kitchen steps and
| ooki ng out into the backyard.

Frank woul d have loved it, would have thought it wonderfully funny, once she
was safe. |If amusenment could bring back the dead, then he woul d have appeared

this nmorning, laughing. ... The poetess in arms, full of swagger and tragic
sel f-inportance, clanking with gear to clinmb into a fish-processing plant--to
di scover the illegal |ast sad hope of the locals, and not a damm thing to do

with her or hers.

Was there an end to vanity, to vanity's foolishness? How badly had her poetry
been nmarred by it over the years, how much danage had she done to her

wor k?--and not even noticed self-regard snmearing the words, altering a poems
tone to self-congratulation and the satisfied second-rate.

Joanna Reed and her poetry. Joanna Reed and her breast. Joanna Reed and her
husband. Joanna Reed and her father. Too many possessives. After swollen pride
of ownership, what room had been |l eft for her poetry, for Frank, for her

fat her--how much room now for Rebecca?

She had gone into the warehouse enraged because soneone had been taken from
her. A loss that could not be accident; accident had been too trivial, too
random a cause of |oss for Joanna Reed.-But now she was left with it. Accident

ill chance ... bad luck. Bad |uck and possible blunders were what she was
left with--poor clay to turn to tragedy.

She stood, and went down the steps into the yard. The flowers seened ragged
under their sumer colors. Sea wi nd and sandy soil--or the salt sifting from
the air--had pinched them pressed themto produce their bl ossons, their
pol I en, soon as possible. Decorations of the mainland s deep soil

woods-shel tered and gently rained on, here they grew fragile at the sea's
apron, in the sea's washed sand.

But they seemed good conpany for her, providing an exanple of doing the best
one coul d. Joanna knelt--her knees very sore from chimey clinbing --then |ay
down in tall grasses anmong the flower stens. She stretched out amd them and
cl osed her eyes, felt the earth firm beneath her, and sighed deeply as if she
were weeping. Breathed in ... and sighed again so her bones seenmed to slowy
settle, clicking into place, her blood begin to run nore freely through her



She felt, lying there resting in the sun, that she could make do with loss in
pl ace of a husband and a father--that she could nanage | oss and learn fromit,
wor k through the days alongside it, then take it with her to bed.

She lay resting awhile longer, and alnost fell asleep. It was a pleasure to
have only ground and grass and sky to consider--the ancient trinity of the
natural world. Atrinity unconscious, with no interest intime, tinme's
changes, with no interest initself. ... She lay for a while in a haze of
grass stens, small-blossoned flowers, and sunshine ... then she got up, went
to the garage, and sorted through rusting tools and inplenents Iying on the
wor kbench and stacked into a corner

Joanna hadn't |iked to garden, though she'd done it to keep the Wiite River
house | ot neat. The careful attention to witless living things, the
responsibility for them had seened to be poorly rewarded with only tenporary
bl ossoms. ... Now it had occurred to her the work m ght be reward in
itself--the flowers' colors only a sort of seal. She selected a hoe with
cracked handle, a trowel, and a small white weed rake with one tooth m ssing.
There were no gardeni ng gl oves.

She wal ked back out into the yard, and decided to begin at the west corner
where weeds and fl owers fought a silent slow notion battle for a patch of
sunl i ght between sea-grape shadows.

It was heavy hoeing. The sandy soil, nmoving so easily underfoot, was a
di fferent proposition laced with roots and nmatted undergrowth. Joanna enlisted
with the flowers, and fought the weeds. ... Her cave-hardened hands hel ped.

And the clinbing nmuscles | aced through her shoul ders took to the hoe as if
hacki ng weeds and rootlets were another sport and adventure. As she worked,
she | earned one by one the tricks to hoeing--slid her left hand farther down
the handl e and raised the blade with a scissoring nmotion of her arms, her
right hand | evering against the fulcrumof her left, and lifting the cutting
head not too high ... only a foot or two.

Only that high, then letting it drop--but drop where she wanted it, no
fiddling for position once it was down. Letting it drop, adding a little
power, then tugging it back only a few inches through the soil

And up agai n.

After alnost two hours working, Joanna was satisfied with a section of
backyard, roughly three feet by ten, thoroughly weeded and the earth turned at
| east a few inches down. She had killed several flowers too, at the beginning,
victins of friendly fire.--The hoeing in warm sunshine had oiled her with

pl easant sweat, made her callused hands only confortably warm and eased the
nmuscl es of her shoul ders, the | ong nuscles of her arnmns.

The section done, she straightened and stretched in a ghosting veil of sumer
gnats, then stood | eaning on the hoe, considering. It would take three or four
days to hoe the backyard into order ... days nore to reconstruct the origina
beds, decide on new plantings, perennials. Hot work in dirt, with green
creatures that could never know her--but only sun, water, growh, and death.

The hoe's | ong handl e seened to keep her too separate from her work, standing
away and striking at it. Joanna put the hoe down, went to her scabbed knees,
and began to work her border with the trowel and little rake. ... This way,
she killed no flowers. It was a closer conbat. She saw the small weeds she
killed up close, their slender stalks, odd with shreds of greenery along their
length, no two nearly alike--and with flowers of their own, small,
undecorative, ragged and stippled, useful only for sex. ... |If she hadn't



al ready made the accepted choice, she m ght have chanpi oned them and killed
flowers so the weeds coul d grow.

Wl | past noon, she stood, brushed sandy soil from her jeans and work shirt,
and put the hoe, trowel, and small rake away. Then she went up the steps into
the kitchen and turned the burner off. The cog au vin--or alnbst coq au
vin--snelled very good ... |acked only nushroons.

Joanna made space in the small refrigerator, used washcloths to hold the
stewpot's hot handles, and fitted it in. She was hungry, but didn't want to
spend the tinme indoors to make a |unch; the sunshine had been such a pl easure
for her.

She took her purse fromthe kitchen table, then went down the back steps and
around to the car, started it, and backed down the drive and out into the
street. The Volvo's tires runbl ed down Slope Street's cobbles to Strand--and
Joanna turned left, to follow Strand around the end of the harbor, then al ong
Beach Road, out of town.

Trudi e' s Hot doggery--a shabby plywood shoe box, and pai nted pink--was perched
at a slight tilt on the slope of a dune al ong Beach. Trudie's had been built
on the sea side of the road, but a conbination of savage storns, sand slides,
and island road repair had resulted in its relocation to the other side of the
street.

Trudie, very old, freckled, thin, and apparently frail, was still conpetent to
run her restaurant, aided by mrrored sungl asses and a nasty tenper. The
restaurant served only mlk shakes, Cokes, hot dogs, peach pie,
hanbur ger s--seared hal f - pounds of round steak ground--and | obsters steaned out
back and presented, huge and whole, on too-small paper plates with | arge paper
cups of peppered nelted butter. Nutcrackers were |oaned with the |obsters, and
Trudi e kept a close count of them reacting with a snake's rattle of insults

i f one proved nissing.

Joanna parked anmong notorcycl es and dune buggies waiting in Trudie's small
sand- and-gravel lot, got out, and went through the front screen door to a row
of broad tanned bi kers' and beachi es' backs, ranged al ong a twenty-f oot
counter covered wth nail ed-down burnt-orange |am nate. There were pl ywood
booths along the right wall, but Joanna | ooked for counter space, and saw an
opening | arge enough to stand in by the cash register

Trudie permitted no nusic in her place, so the noise was |oud voices, |oud

| aughter, food orders and demands for payment over the sea's soft thudding
rem nder down the beach across the road. Sea wind, drifting through w de

wi ndows' rusted screens, cooled the grills' heat, dried the sweat on the
foreheads of the three girls serving. All three were Trudie's grandni eces, as
sweet as she was sour.

Joanna, wedged into her space, waited for a girl to ring up a biker's bill,
t hen shouted her order. "One hot dog. One Coke. No fries. To go." The girl
nodded, went back to place it at the grills, and Joanna saw Trudi e stop her
and say sonet hi ng.

A young surfer with fisherman's tattoos was sitting on the first stool beside
her, his girl to his right. The boy--long hair red-blond, his skin coffee'd by
an early-sumer tan--seenmed to radiate the perfect heat of youth.

He and his girl were talking as they ate, and Joanna coul d al nost under st and
what they were saying amd the noise of all the others--their ninor nelody
t hreadi ng through. The surfers, the bikers, were alnost all from Asconsett or



the other islands. Trudie's was a | ocal place; the tourists usually ate at
Bucanne's, in town, or the Lobster Trap at the WIlis narina.

Trudi e' s grandni ece, sturdy and snoothly fat, brought Joanna's order in a
| arge brown grocery sack, stained with grease al ong one side.

"Looks |ike too nuch," Joanna said, then had to raise her voice. "--Too nuch.

| don't think it's nmy order."

The girl checked the ticket. "Strawberry shake, two hot dogs, fries, one piece
peach pie."

"Not ny order. Not ny order."

"Yes, that is your order." Trudie, in mrrored sunglasses, had stepped behind
the register.

"No, | just ordered one hot dog and a Coke."

"I said, that is your order. Now you take that food an' make room for anot her
customer there, if you're eatin' out."

"But | didn't order this!"

"You're gettin' it just the same,” Trudie said, plucked the ticket out of her
grandni ece's hand and tore it in half. "No charge for this |ady.--Now honey,
you go out and give us sonme room here at the counter, and you eat all that
good food and God bl ess you." And was gone with a turning reflection of Iight
in her mrrored gl asses.

The girl nade a face of astonishment for Joanna. "That's a first, for sure,”
she said.

... Tears in her eyes over kindness--perhaps to a recent w dow, nore likely
for silence concerning the captains' trade--Joanna went outside, clinbed into
the Vol vo, and put the sack of food on the seat beside her. Too nuch food.
Trudie's split and grilled their fat frankfurters, toasted the | ong buttered
buns.

She ate far down the coast, sitting in solitude am d sea grass where two snall
dunes met shoul der to shoulder. Al the island' s other beaches were proper New
Engl and- -short, shelving, and stony. Only the north shore ran to sand, piled
up out of shallows by driving Atlantic storns.

She | ooked out to sea and into an afternoon sun, mature and bl azi ng. About
hal f of the mlk shake, creany rich, thick with chunks of early strawberry,
was gone--and nore than half of the fries, salty and still snoking hot,
blistered with fat. She'd eaten one hot dog with nmustard and relish, and had
started on the second, plain, only the grilled sausage--spiced red neat, juicy
and edged with char--resting in the toasted bun

The harsh sunlight enriched the food, sharpened its colors so they burned.
Joanna deci ded to save the slice of peach pie for dinner, and wapped it in a
napki n. Then she sat eating until only a portion of hot dog and sone french
fries were left for the gulls and the little shorebirds scissoring along the
surf's scalloped hem ... She stood, brushed sand from her jeans, and went
down to the sea's edge to set out the scraps for them... then wal ked back up
to take her trash and piece of pie to the car

She left the Volvo, and wal ked farther north down anmong the dunes, slowy



wendi ng her way through | ow sand hills whose sl opes, when slunped to certain
angl es, flashed and sparkl ed under bright sunlight. She wal ked through patches
of sea grass, past occasional scul ptural antlers of driftwood, angled and

weat her-worn soft gray, brought far up by sea storms, and left.

She wal ked al ong, then down through the |last of the heaped sand, furred with
wi nd- bent grasses, until the danp hardpack of the beach was firm beneath her
feet. Then she stretched out to wal k herself weary, striding in quick
counterpoint to the rollers' slow rhythns as the surf came in. Amle

of fshore, a white fishing boat rocked sunstruck ... and farther out, a small
rust-red freighter sailed south al ong the horizon

As Joanna wal ked, the sea's sound suggested poetry to her--perhaps had
provided the primal inpulse to poetry and nusic. "I sing the wath of

Achill es, Peleus's son. " The regular crash and murrmur of that grand
unconscious and its wi nds indicating an i mense inbal ance--all the nagnificent

and witless universe wei ghed against the living few, and fewer still who could
consider it. The living sentient fewtenporary growths, collections of
trillions of tiny animals that had found, over ages, better feeding in

clusters. And these, now glued together in wal king watery heaps, believed they
t hought and were aware, even supposing simlar gods to keep them conpany.

But still, even such self-deluding creatures could observe in a linmted way,
coul d speak, scribble down description, and dream of nysteries--their poets'
busi ness.

Joanna began to speak al oud over the sea's sound, walking along ... calling
out in her near-contralto. "There are nountains steep beneath the sea, in dark
and singing silence, desirous of no company. "

But even these, heights and depths at once, vibrated to the distant drumm ng
on the shore. The whales' tunes as nelody line, the chirps and grunts of

smal ler lives, the susurrations of great sharks swimrng ... all were neasured
out by rollers beating beaches far away. There the sea struck at the | and,
whose air no basic thing can breathe--but only oddities discontented, that had
craw ed fromresonant depths into distant, bright dry days.

Frank had died in the ocean, as so nmany others --their huge and sensel ess
not her reclaimng them extinguishing the accidental life she'd allowed so
| ong ago. Hol di ng them dear as ever, floating or sinking, as everything
bet ween her green breasts must do.

Joanna wal ked al ong, murmuring pieces of what m ght becorme a poemto deep
and tide-won water, and its mate, the wind. She wal ked on--nuttering to
hersel f, occasionally calling out over the ocean's toppling noise--wal ked on
until she was weary, then turned and nade a sl ower way back down the |ong
beach to the car, and hone.

In the evening, an al nost tropical sunset stretching away over the sea in
st reaked bl ack, painted rose, and gold, Joanna wal ked around the cottage,
examning its shrubs and stunted flowers ... the light-blue paint checking
along its clapboards, the white paint flaking fromthe palings of the front
yard's picket fence.--1t seemed to her the cottage required better care. Dunb,
hel pless in its worn fatigue and solitude, however charmng and perfectly set
hi gh and apart on Sand Hill's crest, it seenmed needy as a child. Nancy Evanson
hardly visited the island.

Tired from beach wal ki ng, her face wi ndburned, hal ations of bright sunlight
still seeming to linger in her sight, Joanna started to sit on the front
steps, and saw a white envel ope tucked hal f under the black rubber wel conme



mat. It was a short plain drugstore envel ope, unseal ed. There was a fol ded
pi ece of rul ed notebook paper inside. THANKS, printed in large letters, was
the only word on it.

An appreciation, from Captain Lowell she supposed, for the absence of any
federal agents today, swarm ng on Asconsett's docks. ... She wondered how t he
captain's armwas doing.--And even with this courtesy, of course, Manning's
goods would certainly be off-island as soon as that could be arranged.

Joanna put the note in her jeans pocket, and sat on the front steps |ooking
down Sl ope Street--gazing down the cobbled | ane past other cottages descendi ng
the hill ... looking out over the docks and harbor, out to the sea and its

si nki ng sun.

She imagined a life here, on Asconsett, imagi ned never going back to Wite
River to stay --only to sell the house, or rent it, to get her things and

di spose of Frank's. There woul d be just enough noney to rent this cottage year
round--or buy it, if Nancy Evanson woul d sell

She could live here, perhaps get a part-tine job teaching or
assi stant-teaching at the school. Could live out here and wite. And perhaps,
if the Wainwights could be persuaded, buy Percy for conpany.

A wi dow and her one-eyed dog, sharing island summers and the |ong, cold,
stornmy winters, when sea sleet hissed folding and unfol ding over Asconsett.
They woul d take wal ks in that w ndy weather, she in Frank's duffel coat--and
Percy wearing a dog sweater, blue to set off his short red fur.

They woul d wal k toget her, conpanions ... and age, year by year, would cone for
them both on the Atlantic's tide.

Chapter Fifteen

Tar Beach was enpty under a rising noon.

Rebecca had cone up the library's south stairwell--the heavy door out onto the
roof unl ocked as usual. The administration had given up trying to keep
students working or studying in the library off the only flat roof on
canpus--and big, perfect for sunbathing on breaks during the day, or just

hangi ng out, scoping the | andscape ... sonme peopl e snoki ng.

She was al nbost an hour early; it was just past nine o' clock. Geg was supposed

to finish work and conme up at ten. ... Rebecca wal ked over pebbled asphalt to
the south parapet--only a couple of feet high--and | ooked out over the canpus.
Sone graduate students were | eaving d aser Hall, wal king under the light from

the | anpposts along the paths. Math people just comi ng out of evening
cl asses--so she definitely was up here early, and w shed she hadn't cone at
all.

In the first place, the whole thing about Greg suddenly |iking her was
absol utely surprising, because he hadn't ever said anything to her--except

"Hi," which was the same as nothing. ... And then there was the question of
why he would like her better than Charis, anyway, since Charis was very
pretty--well, beautiful--and was al so an adult, not just another college kid

who wasn't especially good-Ilooking, and didn't even know who she was yet.

It seened to Rebecca the whole Greg thing--the Greg Thing--was just another
oddness, as if her father's death and her grandfather's death had changed
everything the | ast few weeks, tw sted the whole world out of shape--and
changed her, too, so she could never be the sane as she was. And al so, her nmom



was acting absolutely bizarre, so there was nobody she coul d depend on

And there was the weird but definite feeling that she was changing a little
day by day, waking up slightly different, a slightly different person each

nmorni ng. That, and everything el se, was becoming very peculiar. ... A perfect
exanpl e being this sudden really off-the-wall thing with G eg. Wen Charis
mentioned it to her--and Charis was still very angry, hadn't spoken to her for
t hree days--but when she'd mentioned it, it had been upsetting ... but, face

it, exciting too.

Now, however, a couple of days had gone by-and maybe she was just grow ng up
getting too grown up to stay excited and think it was going to be a great
thing with Geg.--And that this nice guy, and really nice-Ilooking, had
secretly liked her so nuch he was dunping Charis for her. Dunping Charis.

Did that nake sense? No, it did not nmake sense. So now, what had seenmed to be
so surprising and great had just become strange. ... In a way, it was like her
fat her suddenly dying, being gone forever--it didn't make sense. The Greg
Thing was like that, could al nost be a sort of cruel joke--except that Charis
didn't have nuch of a sense of hunor.

The noon. It was a beautiful moon. You could see it better up here,
wi thout the lights. Monlight on the tops of the hills all around-like snow,
SuUmrTer Snow.

The roof door squeaked open behind her, and Rebecca said, "Ch, God," to
herself ... to sonebody. But when she turned to look, it was a girl, not Geg.
The girl wal ked out of shadow, her face and hair shining pale in noonlight. It
was Charis, in jeans and a gray sweatshirt, wal king across the roof toward
her.--Charis didn't seemangry, didn't look as if she was there to nmake sone
gri mscene when Greg showed up. She didn't | ook upset at all

"H. ..." Rebecca hoped Charis wasn't going to keep on with the not-talking.
"--Geg told you he was going to come up?" She started to say something nore,
about how weird this whole thing was--but Charis just smled as if she
understood all that, and it wasn't inmportant and she wasn't angry anynore. She
cane up to Rebecca at the parapet, and kissed her cheek

"Forgi ve ne, Rebecca," she said, and was definitely smling. Then she hugged
her, a big hug; Charis was very strong, for a girl

It was such a relief things were okay. Before Rebecca could say anything,
Charis asked, "Do you forgive me?" and she held Rebecca's arms, stepped back a
little, and began to turn them both, whirl themaround as if they were

danci ng. They spun, and Charis | eaned back, turning, and swung Rebecca around
and around so fast that Rebecca's feet weren't touching the roof " For gi ve
me, Rebecca." It was so nuch |ike the way Daddy had done it when Rebecca was
little, that it wasn't scary when Charis suddenly |let her go.

It was just surprising to be over the parapet, out so far. ... Then she
realized ... and saw Charis watch her fall

Joanna slept as if her bed were warm sand that snoothed and stirred and
turned with her through the night, so she was always confortable. In this
softness and support, she dreaned of weather, of being able to call up clouds
to shadow a | andscape she'd seen fromthe nmountain, but had never descended
to.

She drifted through | eafed greenery in her dream peering down through its
foliage al ong the slope of her mountain, to see the cloud shadows she had



call ed by nane--nanes she'd already forgotten in her dream-to see those
shadows slowy shade the valley below ... turn its fields to forest green
darken its sinuous river fromsilver to bronze.

Joanna woke still seeing a veil of rain, distant drapery, sweeping slowy
across the valley she knew so well, though she'd never gone down from her
nount ai n.

She stretched--her nmuscles slightly stiff from gardening, her knees still a

little sore--then got up and went to a wi ndow, stepping into a rectangul ar
bl ock of white-gold sunlight to | ook out at a perfect norning, and the distant
sea.

She went into the bathroom peed, and changed her Tanpax. Though she'd
showered the night before, she showered again to wash her hair ... stepped out
to towel ... then stood blowdrying at the sink, conmbing her hair up for the
hot air, and studying her reflection. Her face was still a little flushed from
yesterday's sun and sea wind. There were fanmiliar lines at the outer corners
of her eyes ... at the corners of her nmouth. Sunbl ock--foolish not to use it.

Joanna brushed her hair, pulled it back and through a maroon elastic tie into
a ponytail, then went to the dresser for underwear ... the closet for worn
wor k pants--caving pants till the knees gave out--an old T-shirt and weary
sneakers. Paint cl ot hes.

Dressed, she went downstairs considering breakfast, and decided on cold
cereal. There'd be island blueberries with it, later in the sumer. ... In the
ki tchen, she nade tea--Russian Caravan--then sectioned an elderly orange for
eating out of hand, and used the last of the mlk on a bow of shredded wheat.

She ate sitting at the kitchen table, |ooking into the backyard ... |ooking
past the sea grape out along Sand Hill's irregular crest, the dune ridges lit
various colors of toast by the norning's slanting light. ... The orange

sections were seedy but sweet, the cereal richly coarse.

When she was finished, she sat awhile |onger, sipping the dark, conplicated
tea, and trying to renmenber her dream ... what the names of the clouds had
been, that cane when called. Wen she finished her tea, she got up and went to
t he sink, washed the cup and cereal bowl, and put themin the drainer

Then she spread pages of last week's edition of The Islander out on the table
with a half-roll of paper towels and an old mxing bow full of water, for

cl eanup. She brought her small can of paint and the brush fromthe counter and
set them out.

The paint can was hard to open. Joanna pried the Iid up with a table knife ..
then stirred the paint carefully to keep fromspilling any. The brush was not
a great stirrer; paint got on the handle.

She started with the inside nenbers of the wi ndow frame, standing hol ding the
small can in her hand, and dipping and wiping the little brush for every two
or three strokes. ... She covered the slender sticks with great attention
enjoying the paint's perfect white--brushing lightly up and down-dressing so
nicely the fir's coarse grain. As she painted, and as if the smooth white were
snoot hing over her, perfect as a field of snow, Joanna began to inmagi ne at

| east the possibility of linited happi ness.

She painted carefully ... dipped a little twi st of paper towel into the bow
of water to clean the few snmall streaks of white sneared onto the w ndow
gl ass.



Fi ni shed in the kitchen, Joanna took her paint out on the steps, and closed

t he door behind her to get at its window s other side. She begin again the
careful dipping into paint, neat strokes to cover the whatevers ... what Bobby
had call ed them The nuntins.

She was sorry when the job was done. The wi ndow frame, fresh white, | ooked
better than it had before Bobby broke it.--Poor Bobby. She'd have to check
with Tom Lowel I, make sure he hadn't been mistreated, only sent into exile.

Joanna was cleaning the bow and little brush at the sink when the door bel
rang. And of course her hands were wet and she still had paint on them

"Shit. Just a second.

The doorbell rang again. She rinsed the brush once nore, left it in the sink
and called "Be right there ...!" Drying her hands on her trousers, she went up
the hall to the door, and opened it.

Chi ef Constable Carl Early, in a gray sumrer suit, was standing on the front
steps. An elderly woman--short, plunp, and plain--was standi ng beside him She
was wearing a dark-blue dress, white shoes.

"Ms. Reed ..." The constable was | ooking ol der, |ess handsone.

Troubl e, Joanna thought. Trouble over that goddamm marijuana. | should have
called the police.
"I'"'m Marilyn Early," the plunp woman said. "People have been trying to call--1
t hi nk sonmething's wong with your phone."

"I brought ny wife." Early was wearing a shot-silk tie to set off his suit.
"What is it?"
Nei t her of them answered her.

"Isit ... aml going to be arrested?"

"Ch, mny dear," Marilyn Early said. "Ch, ny dear, it's your girl."

"What do you nean, "my girl"?"

"Ms. Reed," the old man said, "I received a call this norning from Captain
Fetterman, with the state police. ... Your daughter was found | ast night. She
fell froma building on the canpus over at Wiite River. She fell three
stories, and was killed." He stopped talking, to clear his throat.
"--Apparently, people have been trying to call you all night, and | can't tel
you how sorry we are. Everyone out here is just terribly sorry." He took a

cl ean, squared handkerchi ef out of his suit pocket and wi ped his forehead. "It
is the worst goddam thing on top of everything else."

"Carl," his wife said.
"Well, it is. It's outrageous."
It seened to Joanna that she was dream ng and they were speaking a dream

| anguage she didn't understand. She supposed she | ooked |ike a fool, standing
| ooki ng down at them



"I"'msorry to be so stupid," she said. "Rebecca ..." She turned her head to
stare down the cobbled street at the sunny cottages descending, their snall
yards bright with what seemed strange flowers. It was all part of a new world,
not the one she'd known. The air was different, hard to breathe. The |i ght
hurt her eyes, pulsed in slow rhythm

"What' s happeni ng?" she said, and was aski ng what had happened to the world to
change its air, its light and col ors.

"Ch, you poor thing," Ms. Early said. Joanna understood that--and as if it
were the signal she'd been waiting for, |eaned out fromthe doorway to

darkness, and fell into the constable's arns.

Waking to light that hummred, she sat up shouting "Ch ... Ch ... Oh," unti
someone came and stung her left armso she slowy slid away ... and when next
she woke, it was night. Joanna woke, but drove herself back down into sleep as
if a wakeness-tiger would catch and kill her, otherw se.

She didn't rouse again until fading afternoon. And when she did--careful to
open her eyes slowy, so as not to see too nmuch, know too nuch--a girl was
sitting by the white bed in a white room A pretty girl with dark-blond hair
was sitting in a white chair beside her bed, hol ding her hand.

"Are you awake?" the girl said. "Are you awake ...?"
And there was no answer to nake but yes ... to nod yes. O course she was
awake; her eyes were open, and seeing. ... The girl was stroking Joanna's

hand. She seened very sad, very concerned. And familiar, Joanna knew her from
sonewher e

"Do you renenber me? Charis Langenberg?"

"I think so." Joanna was surprised by her own voice. It was a hoarse and
har sher voi ce than she was used to hearing.

"l canme out with Rebecca that time. |'m... | was her roommte."

"I remenber," Joanna said, drew in the deepest breath she could, and used that
to dive ... dive suddenly and deep into sleep. She did it so quickly that
not hi ng coul d catch her--not even the girl who bent fromher chair to | ook
into Joanna's eyes and watch her go, as if to foll ow her down.

Two days later, Charis sat through the norning watching Joanna sl eep--1ying
with her long black hair, threaded with ash gray, spread snmoky on the pillow
Her face was drawn, fine lines carved into it across her forehead and at the
corners of her nouth. Charis watched her sleep for a long tine before bending
to kiss her cheek, then sat back in the chair to watch | onger

"I'ma friend of the famly--1 was her daughter's friend," she'd told the
nurses. "I don't think she has anyone el se, close.” And they'd let her stay.

That had been the evening of the first day, after they'd brought Joanna in
fromthe island. They'd brought her in by helicopter. ... She'd slept,
drugged, and when she woke, the doctor had put her to sleep again. Charis had
sat by Joanna's bed, watching.

The second day, she woke and Charis spoke to her, and she went back to sleep
until late at night, when she woke again and refused to use the bedpan
confused, querulous as a child. Charis had hel ped her out of bed, and stood by



the toilet holding her hand. ... And toward norni ng, when Joanna cried out in
her sleep, Charis had wakened her fromthat dream and sat on the bed to hold
her until she slept again.

But today, flowers had cone and peopl e had cone.--A while ago, Charis had gone
to get orange juice, and seen Wite River's dean and his wife, and one of the
prof essors, MCreedy, and his wife, at the nurses station. Charis had stepped
into the hall bathroom and stayed there for a while.

When she'd conme out, the Wiite River people had left, and |l eft Joanna dozing,
tired by the visit.

Charis sat watching a long time, holding Joanna's hand. Then, in early

aft ernoon, she got up fromher chair and was careful to be quiet as she took
her purse and safari jacket fromthe closet. She felt now was the tinme to

| eave for a while.--And knew she'd been right when she heard Joanna wake and
call her name as she wal ked down the hall. ... Knew again she'd been right
when she passed the nurses station and heard still another visitor--an old
lady in an ancient Chanel suit--asking for Ms. Reed.

It was time to be gone for a while. There was a rhythmto things, |ike
dancing. A rhythm even to contentment.

The first feelings that happiness brought with it were confort and wei ght.
Charis felt those during the I ong drive back across the state to Wiite River.
She'd put the VWS torn canvas top down, and drove one-handed, her left arm
resting on the top of the car's door. The wind of driving touched and pl ucked
at her hair, trying to get it |oose. Touched her blouse front gently, as if it
wi shed to open its buttons to reach her breasts.

The results of happi ness were not what she'd expected. She'd thought it m ght
make her lighter, ease her over things like an airy high-hurdler.--But now
that it was here, now that she was starting over at |ast and had her place
prepared, she felt heavier, nore solid rather than less. ... So, happiness
seened to mean settling into things, resting confortably, as if the world were
fine furniture and she could be at ease on it. A strange sensation; it nade
her smle, driving along, and explained the smles she'd seen on ot hers.

Chapt er Sixteen

"I wouldn't call it a nervous breakdown. Don't know what that is, anyway."
Dr. Chao was young--tall for a Chinese-Anerican--and inpatient, though he'd
been gentle with Joanna. "I'd just say you had a hell of a shock. A series of

personal tragedies, and the |ast one was one too many."

"One too many," Joanna said. She knew she'd been repeating people' s phrases.

And that must be annoying. "--1"msorry to always be repeating what you say."
Dr. Chao reached down and patted her hand. "It's a way of anchoring yourself
dealing with people, while you' re so distraught. ... You know, we have a

psychiatrist coming in part-time on staff here, and we've discussed your
situation. She's really nice, mght be a good idea to talk to her."

"I"'d rather not talk to her.--And | didn't mean to repeat what you'd said.
"Talk to her." That was just part of ny own sentence.”

"I know," Dr. Chao said. "Don't worry about it. Strictly your sentence." He
sm | ed, seemed to think she was amnusing.

"Where's Charis?"



"Charis?"
"The girl who was here with nme."

"Ch ... she left. You were feeling better, so | suppose she thought she could
go."

"I's she com ng back?"

"Well, | suppose she coul d--but you're not going to be with us nuch | onger
Ms. Reed. You're much better; it was just a matter of shock, collapse due to
shock ... call it battle fatigue. And a hospital is not the best place to

recover fromgrief. Continued medication isn't going to be good for you,
either."”

"I'mbetter."
"Yes. ... So | don't see any reason why you couldn't be rel eased tonorrow "

"I can be rel eased tonorrow," Joanna said, nade a baby's face and began to
cry. "This is so ridiculous," she said--tried to say that, and had to put her
hands up to cover her face so she could speak through her fingers.

Maybe day after tonmorrow, " said Dr. Chao.

Greg was in Charis's roomwhen she went up. He was sitting at her desk,
readi ng, and | ooked as though he'd been waiting there a long tine.

"Jesus, |'ve been com ng up here the last two days. \Where have you been?"
"I was with Ms. Reed.”
"Ww. Wth her nother?"

"That's right." Charis opened her closet door, put her overnight bag
in--rem nded herself to do a wash--and hung up her safari jacket.

"Better you than nme, man. ... Well, what are we going to do? | don't know what
to say to anybody."

"Have you tal ked to anyone about this, Geg?"
"You said not to."

"That's right. We don't need to say anything, Geg. It would be really smart
just to keep quiet about it--because believe ne, people are going to be
asking." Charis sat on her bed, kicked off her loafers. "--1t's a death.
Canpus cops and plenty of people are going to keep comng around.” Tired from
the drive, the nights sitting up at the hospital, she stretched out and cl osed
her eyes. She could do the wash when Geg left, take a hot shower, then sleep
"--There's nothing to say, anyway. You never even got a chance to talk to her
try to make her feel better."

"She was gone--1 nean, | went up on the roof and it was dark and there was
nobody there ... just people yelling down on the sidewal k."

"I know, Geggis." She could take a nap now, shower and do the wash | ater
"--ation your fault. If it was anybody's fault, it was mne. | should have
gone to the college clinic, no matter what Becky said. | should have told them



she was just so ... sad, so desperate.’
awnake.

Charis yawned; it was hard to stay

"What did you tell her non?"

"Like as little as possible.” She could do the wash tomorrow, it was just
underwear, socks, jeans, and a sweatshirt. "--And when the canpus cops get
around to you, you do the sane. |I'm dam sure going to keep ny nouth shut.”
"Why? W were trying to help her."

"Why? Listen, if you tell people about our being so concerned and trying to

help ... and she was in love with you and so forth? If you do that, Geg, then
believe ne--long after the details, the facts of Becky's suicide, are
forgotten, your part init is going to be renenbered. You will be the guy who

had something to do with a young girl's death-period."

"Shit. ..."

"You just |let people know you were personally involved with her at all--and
t hanks to canpus gossip, and the dean's office, and the net chat roons, that
will followyou all the time you' re at Wiite River, and right into graduate

school. For the rest of your life, Geggis, you' d never know when Becky's
death could rise up and bite you."

"Ch, man. No good deed goes unpuni shed --and | never even talked to her!™

"I know. - - Anyway, | intend to keep ny mouth shut about having anything to do
with this, except being shocked and saddened--and that's true enough. 1've
done ny crying for Rebecca."

"Ckay ... okay. You know, | never knew anybody who killed thenselves. It's
extrenely unreal ."

"Yes, it is.--So, no matter who asks us, we were really surprised, and we're
very sad about it because Becky was a nice girl. But she did seempretty upset
by those deaths in her famly. Period."

"Period. ... You know, this is the first tragedy |I've been involved with."

"What a | ucky guy.

Joanna lay in sumer |ight made brighter by reflection of her room s coo
white. The wi ndow blinds slatted sunshine to fine stripes across the walls.

She lay resting, reflecting on being alone--with no one left to | ove or be

| oved by. Her family now stood separate, on the other side of everything. They
were there--or nowhere--and she was here, solitary as a wandering animal, wth
only food and shelter as necessary concerns. A cheeseburger, a clean notel
room sone pleasant |andscape view ... those sorts of linited pleasures, like
t he cool ness of her bed's sheets as she lay, |unch over

She coul d do as she pl eased--and had to pl ease no one, wonder about no one,
worry about no one. Now she was alone in the castle of herself, free to wander

fromroomto room viewto view ... and had to let no one in, admt no guest,
no intruder, and no messenger, since there would be no news to receive that
m ght concern her ... until at last, after many years, a doctor at the

drawbridge confirmed her sentence of death.

A "sentence" of death ... as if there were some witten phrase--with subject,



adverb, verb, and object--that was death. Death described so perfectly, so
conpletely, that the description becane the thing itself, a phrase that if
spoken, killed all who heard it.

She, a poet, mght have nmade that perfect sentence, a sentence of death. She
m ght have witten it in rough draft, or spoken it by chance --not realizing
its accidental perfection. But those nearest, closest to her, had heard or
read, and died.

These | osses seenmed part of a pattern past rational cause or interruption
She'd tried action to break open and reveal its secret nmachinery--tried that,
and exposed only the fishermen's desperation

Smal | wheel s squeaked in the hall. Sone patient being borne past, to hope or
hopel essness.

The fishermen, rough innocents. O course the Russians, or whoever, nust
be taki ng advantage of the Asconsett people in the trade--as the deal ers and
t hugs of Providence and Boston were certainly taking advantage of them Even
as crimnals, the captains--clunsy and ol d-fashioned in their seaboots and
sou' westers, their heavy hands net-scarred and scored by salty weat her--even
as crimnals they would eventually lose their boats, as their time was al ready
[ost to them

In Manning's, she had acconplished only an adventure, an inconpetent bandage
for her injury. Poor protection against savage ill chance, ill chance again,
and inconsol able regret.-And proved so swiftly, in only the tinme it took a
young girl to fall three stories onto stone.

Now, there was only dinner to | ook forward to. This evening' s di nner
supposed to be chicken, peas, orange sherbet and a roll. A solitary animal had
dinner to look forward to, and sl eep

There was that dinner, the chicken dinner, yesterday evening.

And t oday, breakfast, sunshine at the wi ndow, and another visitor. Francie, up
from New York and doing nore than an agent's duty to a fiscally very m nor
aut hor .

Francie Pincus didn't | ook New York publishing at all. She was |arge, easy,
flushed, and freckled, with soft brown curls--an lowa farmwoman out of place.
Francie's cal mand good nature ran all through her, so bad news seened to
bruise only for a day or two, then vanish

Thi s news, Joanna's news, had overpowered those defenses, so it was a pale,
| arge, danp-eyed agent who wandered into the hospital roomas if it nust be
t he wrong one, and Joanna not her published poet after all.

"Ch, Jesus ... Jesus, Joanna." And this heavy woman, in a badly fitting bl ue
suit, sagged onto the bedside and put out a strong, plunp hand to pat
Joanna's. Francie scented with strong florals. It was | avender today; she
snelled like a linen closet.

"It's all over," Joanna said, and couldn't think why she'd said it. Perhaps
she' d neant she had no one else to |ose.

"Rebecca," Francie said, china-blue eyes slightly popped and glaring with a
rage of loss. Childless, she'd | oved Rebecca--been happy to offer her

apartment for overnights, happy to escort first the child ... then the young
worman to museuns and Broadway nusicals on her infrequent visits to the city.



Joanna wanted to join her in anger, and speak Rebecca's nane--but that seened
i npossible to say al oud, so she only nodded and gri pped Francie's strong
freckl ed hand.

Francie sat and said no nore for a long time--tine enough for the sun to shift
the room s shadows slightly. Then she said, "Wat a fucking shame,” and bent
over Joanna, her bulk breezing | avender, to kiss her loudly on the cheek, an
al nost comi ¢ smacki ng ki ss.

After that, she sat silent another while--her weight affecting the shape of
the mattress. She sat for those slow nminutes nore, a soft blue nonunent
then suddenly got to her feet with a large animal's sw ft heave, squeezed
Joanna's hand, let it go, and wal ked to the door and out.

Then she ducked back in, only her |arge head showi ng, said, "No business to

speak of--nothing inmportant. Ch, Christ. ..." And was gone.

Joanna lay in her white bed in her white room and feared nmore visitors, but
no other visitors came. She lay and waited for lunch ... found herself sniling
once. The wei ght of tragedy, grown too great, might tilt the balance to
conedy. She had | ost too nuch-alnmost a pratfall, a blowwith a bl adder, a

shove over the back of a surprise clown. She felt she was drifting away into
only observation, and might see hunor in the Auschwitz ovens.

Only the pain kept her human--the bright hook of agony was in her nouth, it
had driven through her gumand jaw, so there was no point beside that point.
The shoals of silver fish taken off Asconsett and dead, now were revenged by
their absence. But she still Iived.

Lunch was ham sal ad, succotash, and a roll. Dessert was a little square white
cake with brittle frosting.

She dozed through the afternoon, with hal f-dreans bright and patchworked as a
child's in its mdday nap. G ahamcracker dreams, cup-of-mlk dreans in which
t here was not enough know edge to spoil the col ors.

They woke her for dinner, and it was Swi ss steak, mashed sweet potato, string
beans, and | enobn sherbet.

After dinner, when they took the tray, said sonething, then | eft her alone,
Joanna t ook deep breaths to be ready for the night--she stretched and eased
her muscles in the bed, and did a little shifting dance beneath the white
covers, as eek warriors had stretched and danced their rhythmc steps in
slow circles with spear and shield, the sun gl eam ng on bronze arnor,

bri ghtening their hel nets' noddi ng crinmsoned horsehair.

Joanna prepared for the night as if for battle, or some dangerous cave. She
arnmed herself, stretched her muscles, and prepared to stay awake to avoid the
realities of deep dreami ng, in which anything or anyone m ght cone to her

Exhaust ed when norni ng canme, though successful against the night, she
wel coned a | ast breakfast-Cheerios, grapefruit juice, a mniature apricot
Dani sh.

Alittle while after breakfast, a farewell visit by Dr. Chao, very breezy,
jovial.-And then, in a flurry of attention, Joanna was up and dressed in
khakis, a white shirt, and a natural cotton sweater she recognized--al

brought over fromthe island for her, she supposed, by Marilyn Early. And nust
renenber to thank her for those and her purse and robe and toot hbrush and



makeup, though they hadn't given her time to put her nakeup on

They placed her in the departure wheelchair, all extra itens bundled in a
small white plastic sack in her lap, with her purse.

She was in the chair and ready to go, when she turned to | ook up at Ms.
Laval, the norning-shift RN. Laval was standing at the wheel chair's handl es.

"Where am | going? | nmean, | don't think there's anyone to neet nme. ..." She
meant that it was too soon for her to | eave, that she would be left alone in
front of the hospital, with no way to get to the ferry, no one to be with her
hel p her. How was she to do all that? ... And what was she to do when she
reached the island? And when she got to the cottage al one--what then?

"There's someone to neet you, dear.”
"Who ...?"

But they were rolling out of the roomand down the corridor, and Laval was
tal ki ng about towels with Connor, the aide. Connor was late, collecting the
t owel s.

Soneone, an elderly woman at the front desk, smiled and said good- bye when she
gave Joanna two pages of health insurance forns and receipts, but Joanna
didn't renmenber her --and was wheel ed away before she could say thank you.

Laval pushed the chair out through heavy automatic gl ass doors, and down a
sunny curving ranp to the sidewal k. There was no one waiting there except a
girl, a young woman st andi ng beside an old VWconvertible. ... Then the girl
smiled and cane to her, and it was Charis.

"I was worried you wouldn't want to see me when you were better. | was afraid
I'"d just remind you of everything." Charis reached down and took Joanna's
hand. "--1s it okay that | cane to get you?"

"Yes," Joanna said. "lIt's okay." She began to cry, but only a little, because

she was tired.

Laval started to assist her out of the chair, but Charis hel ped her instead,
and said, "I'Il take care of her."

On the long trip out through the islands, Joanna didn't want to talk, and
Charis was silent, too. They sat side by side on a deck bench in the sun, and
wat ched the colors of the sea, watched seabirds swing past the ship in
el lipses that brought them by again, after a while.

The ferry's ponderous sl ow danci ng notion eased Joanna slightly. Sitting
silent, silent and swaying to that minor rise and fall, rmade her feel better
as silence and swayi ng m ght quiet the agony of a wound.

Charis sat beside her, a golden girl in jeans and a tan safari jacket--tall

sl ender, and beautiful, beautiful as Rebecca had never been. Charis's face was
made of el egant angles, alnpbst too extrene, and tilted hazel eyes. It was an
oddly famliar handsoneness, |ike sone young actress's face seen in a film
before, and remenbered. ... Sitting by her side, their arms lightly touching,
Joanna could snell the scent of the girl's youth, mngled in the sea's warm
fluttering breeze, the ferry's faint diesel-could snmell the perfune of young
wormanhood, delicate as the odor of a risen cake drifting down the hall froma
ki t chen.



The cottage appeared to Joanna a garden of ease and restful ness. The short
drive up fromthe dock had seenmed as tiring as wal ki ng woul d have been, and
she had yawned and yawned |ike a sleepy child.

Charis, very quiet, hardly speaking at all, had gone upstairs with her and
hel ped her undress ... then had found the bl ue ni ghtgown and put her to bed.
It was only afternoon; the sunlight through the w ndow shades seened too
bright for sleeping. But Joanna slept, and had no dreans after all.

She woke in darkness, confused, and thought for a nonent she was still at the
hospital, but Charis heard and canme upstairs, turned on the bedside |anp, and
asked if she wanted to go down to dinner or have it on a tray in bed.

"I"ll go down," Joanna said. But she didn't get up. She lay with the covers
pull ed up to her chin, looking at Charis as if waiting for another, nore
i mportant question.

Charis smled and said, "Do you want to get up?"

Joanna had the feeling--foolish, she knew --that bad news woul d be waiting
downstairs. "No."

"Well, you don't have to. | was afraid your chicken stew, in the big pot,
nm ght have spoiled --and sonmething in a jar, too. So |I'm maki ng beef-barl ey
soup--warmng it, anyway--and toast. A glass of mlk?"

"Yes."

Charis smled again, and left the room She had a quick |ight step; Joanna
could barely hear her going down the stairs.

Joanna had time to lie still, and think of very little ... notice the
stillness of the room its odors washed faint by sea breezes. She was rem nded
of her grandnother's house in Boston, which had snmelled strongly of age, its

hi gh-ceil i nged roons darkly furnished and conpleted in sepia wall papers of dim
roses and faded vines. Roons seenming to belong to oddly dressed nen and wonen
who mi ght come into them at any nonment, alive again, snelling of tobacco or
perfune, and casually loud as they called ... looking for a missing collar
button or one of a pair of French silk stockings.

But her room this room-furnished with common pai nted pi eces--though dark
now, was bright in daytine. Then, the flooding sumrer sunlight seemed to lift
it free of the house, so it floated slightly, out over the front yard.

Joanna, her eyes closed, was lying inmagining it was daytine, when Charis cane
back upstairs with a tray.

"No mlk," she said. "I'll get some, tonorrow. "

She bent to prop Joanna up, fluff her pillows, then settle the tray on her

| ap. Tea, a bow of beef-barley soup, a piece of whol e-wheat toast, a spoon
and two paper napkins. "Butter on the toast," Charis said. "Wuld you like

some j anP"

"No. Thank you very rmnuch."

When the girl had gone downstairs again, Joanna sipped the soup slowy. She
felt that she had been sliced in two, and it had been done swiftly and
properly, with no ragged edges. There was Joanna, who'd had bad news--and
there was this body, which was not interested. The body, intelligent inits



own way, was where she'd stayed for the last two days. Now it sipped and
swal lowed; it ate a bite of toast and had sonme tea. It didn't care who was
dead.

VWen she was ready to lie down, tired of the tray, Joanna called Charis.
Cal l ed her once--but that business of calling out disturbed her. Calling out a
nane, calling for a person who woul d answer.

Charis cane upstairs, took the tray in silence, and went away. Afterward,
there was soft singing fromdownstairs, of no particular song. The girl's
voi ce was sl ender as she was slender, and wavered in pitch--the sound a
cracked bell's, beautiful and inperfect.

Joanna got out of bed, went into the bathroom and took off her pajanas. She
had sl ept so nuch the |last few days that she staggered a little, stepping into
the shower, as if wakeful ness required better bal ance. She ran the meager

wat er very hot --steanmed herself, soaped herself, and rinsed. Then she stepped
out to dry ... and felt dizzy, sick to her stomach, and had to sit naked on
the bathrooms little white stool. She sat, her head bowed, taking deep
breaths to keep fromvomting

Sonet hi ng touched her shoul der, and she | ooked up to see Charis standing
besi de her, a handmaid with a towel.

"Shhhh. ..." Charis made the soft hushing sound as if to quiet nausea, then
stooped and began to dry Joanna gently and with reserve. She hesitated and was
delicate along the scar where Joanna's breast had been--then stroked strongly
down her back, helped her to stand ... and dried between her buttocks and down
the I ength of each leg, then up again, deftly at her crotch and belly. D d her
arms, arnpits--Joanna lifting her arns like a child to facilitate--then
lightly patted her throat and face.

Charis seated her on the little stool again, found the hair dryer in the
cabi net, and stood behind her, raising banners of long black hair with a
rat-tail conmb to funnel the warmair.

Fi ni shed, Charis brought a different nightgown, the peach, hel ped Joanna put
it on ... and led her back in the dark bedroomto the bed, as if she m ght
have forgotten where it was. Then tucked her in.

"I'f you can't sleep,” Charis said, "I'll take you for a drive. W can drive
somewhere along the sea.”

"Al'l right," Joanna said, turned on her side, and slept.

She woke to norning sunlight freshly golden, and snelled oatmeal cooking ..
and ci nnanon.

Charis cane upstairs. She was wearing jeans and a white sunmer sweater.
"Breakfast," she said. "You need hel p?"

"No, thank you." Joanna supposed Charis would want her to go downstairs.

"Then get dressed," Charis said, "--and cone on down."

Catneal . Charis, lacking mlk, had served it |ike a vegetable, with
butter, salt and pepper. Catneal, cinnanon toast, and tea.

"I"d like to thank you, Charis--for breakfast ... for everything you' ve done."



"You don't have to thank ne, Ms. Reed." Charis finished her tea, stood and
began to clear the table.

"Joanna.--Yes, | do." Joanna hadn't thought she'd be able to finish her toast,
but she had.

Charis stacked the dishes in the sink. "Are you going to be all right?"
Joanna sat startled as if by a gunshot. ""Be all right?""'"

Charis began to wash the dishes, her hands' notions economical as a cat's. "I
have to go. Summer midterns.”

" O course," Joanna said. "O course you have to go." She used both hands
to steady her teacup, put it down on the saucer. "It was good of you to cone
to the hospital, Charis, and stay with ne. I know | was a ness.”

"You weren't a nmess, Ms. Reed."

"Joanna. "
"--Joanna." Charis cane to the table, began cleaning it with the washcl oth.
"Want anot her piece of toast, or nore tea?"

"No, thank you. ... It was very kind of you."
"It wasn't kindness," Charis said, and took Joanna's cup and saucer to the
sink. "Rebecca was younger, and nmy roommate--1 asked her if she wanted to be
my roommate--and we were friends. | didn't pay enough attention to her after
she'd | ost her dad and grandfather that way." Charis rinsed the cup and
saucer. "--1 was careless with her."

"No- - "

"I didn't do what | should have done to try to help her over it. | was too
busy for Rebecca." Charis put the cup and saucer in the dish drainer
"--Thought | had nore inportant things to do."
"You weren't responsible. ... | was responsible.”
say the nanme again.

Joanna hoped Charis woul dn't

"I could have talked to her, listened to her. | could have helped a little
nore." Charis folded the washcloth, draped it over the sink faucet.

"I't wasn't your fault, Charis." Joanna got up fromthe table. She needed to
get out of the kitchen, where this talk about it was snothering, crowding the
rooms air. "--ation your fault." She went out the kitchen door and down the
back steps to stand in the yard, free of the talking about it still drifting
t hr ough t he house.

"I don't know what | am" she said to the bed of flowers she'd fought the
weeds for. "But I'mnot what | was." It was an exhausting notion, that she
woul d have to learn to know a strange self. She stood in the yard, exani ned
the scattered remant fl owers and ragged border of sea grapes. Over years, the
dune hill's sand nust have sl unped beneath the picket fencing here in back
Swal |l owed it, buried it, swept it slowy away. ... Charis was finishing in the
kitchen; the legs of a chair scraped as it was pushed into place.

Alittle later, while Joanna was still standing in the yard al ongsi de her
nmor ni ng shadow, and | ooki ng out over Asconsett Town, Charis cane down the



kitchen steps with her black backpack and overni ght bag. She wal ked al ong the
driveway past the parked Vol vo, dropped the pack and bag into her little
convertible' s backseat, then cane out into the yard.

"I shouldn't have said anything about it," she said. "Forgive ne."

"I"'mnot the only one in the world," Joanna said. "I'mnot so inportant that
ot her peopl e--especially you, who were her friend--that you don't have
necessary things to say."

Charis, hazel eyes studying, had seened to listen carefully to that, her

el egant dar k-bl ond head cocked slightly to the side. She appeared, in the
flood of norning sunlight, too vivid, too brightly symretrical for ordinary
pur poses--somne al nost-angel, stopped wasto confort. "Yes, but necessary things
didn't have to be said so soon. ... And now, | guess | need to be going."
"Well, thank you again for helping me, Charis." Joanna | eaned to kiss the girl
on the cheek ... kissed skin snooth as sun-warnmed gl ass.
"I needed to cone." Charis hugged her--slender arms quite strong--then went
back to the VW got in, started its engine and slowy backed down the drive.

"Be careful,"” Joanna said--then was suddenly afraid the girl hadn't heard her
and hurried after the car and called out again over its engine's harsh buzz.
"Be careful. Drive carefully!"

Charis, backed into the street, sm|ed and nodded, then started down the hill
goi ng sl ow over Sl ope's cobbles.

Joanna t hought Charis had heard her ... but wasn't absolutely certain, so she
went out into the street--saw the girl was already too far down to cal
to--and began to trot after her. She went faster, alnobst running to catch up
to be sure Charis was rem nded to drive very carefully, so that nothing
terrible woul d happen.

Al most down to Strand, Charis nust have seen her in the rearview nmirror. She
stopped the car as Joanna ran down to her, unsteady on the cobbles and oddly
out of breath.

"I just wanted ... just wanted to rem nd you." She supposed someone on the
hill, some wonman in her kitchen, had seen her running after the car. "--Please
drive carefully. Be very careful."

Charis smled, and reached out to take Joanna's hand. "I will. Don't worry,
"1l be careful."”

"Thank you," Joanna said, and nmeant thanks for agreeing to be careful. She
held Charis's hand for a nonent, a living girl's hand, then let it go.

"Good-bye." Charis started her car.

"I'f you want to conme out again and visit," Joanna said, raising her voice over

t he engine's sound, "--if you want to do that, Charis, you'd be ... you're
really wel come. There are things to do out here--the beach, and we could go
| obstering. And boys are out here for the sumer. It's ... there really are
things to do."

"I"'d like that. 1'd like to come out, but | wouldn't want to bother you."

"I't wouldn't bother ne! You could cone out anytinme, come right back after your



exanms--1 don't know why the hell they have sunmer mdterns, anyway; it's
ridiculous. Ch, but you still have cl asses. "

Charis put the VWin gear. "I only have five weeks left. | think | can finesse
that--just wite papers for them"

"Well, then please think about it.

"You're sure you want me hangi ng around?"

"Yes. Yes, | do."
"Ckay. Well, 1'll see if I can. ..." And she sniled and drove away, put up a
hand to wave good-bye at the bottomof the hill ... then turned right on

Strand. There was plenty of time for her to make the ferry.

Chapt er Sevent een

Joanna clinbed the hill, and wal ked down the drive into the backyard. The
house seenmed too enpty to go into. She was so glad she had the whol e day
before night ... and the backyard' s struggling flowers, its tough little weeds

and countl ess threading insects to keep her conpany. Here, in a small green
handker chi ef draped across a dune, was life enough for a city. Life enough so
death made no difference, and could never catch up

The worl d outside was full as the house was enpty. Qut here she'd mss no
voi ces, and no one would think it strange, in such sunny sunmer weat her, that
she stayed in her backyard.

She went up the back steps and into the house, then upstairs to change into
old clothes--and did that as quickly as she could, humring to fill the
si | ence.

When she cane out, she collected her few gardening tools fromthe garage, then
went into the yard and |lay down along the flower-bed border ... sinking into
soft grasses, volunteering again to be conmander and comrando in the war

agai nst the weeds. --She had wondered why so many nmen enjoyed at |east the idea
of war, and now she knew. It was a second, separate, and sinpler universe,
much | ess cruel and arbitrary than the first.

She worked through the norning, and into early afternoon, her right
shoul der aching fromdigging and pulling roots. And it was an odd thing, but
the nore weeds she cane agai nst, dug up, defeated, and destroyed for the
flowers' sake--the nore she admired the little plants' determ nation, their
sl ender rough-stenmed courage. And as she honored the dyi ng weeds, she began
to doubt the flowers--that had nothing to offer but slavishly colored pl easure
to the people who had planted them

The tel ephone rang in the house just after three, and didn't stop ringing.
Joanna had thought it was still broken, disconnected, but they nust have cone
into the cottage and fixed it while she was gone.

Rel uctant, her rnuscles sore and stiff fromworking |ying down, Joanna went
into the house ... walked up the hall to the phone.

"Ms. Reed ...?"
"Yes?"

"It's Marilyn. Marilyn Early?"



"Yes. ... Oh, yes. | believe you brought ny things over to the hospital, and
I'd like to thank you."

"You don't have to thank ne, dear--and | don't want to trouble you; | don't
want to be a nuisance. But | would like you to know that 1'd be happy to help
in any way | can. Sone friends and I--if you do want something done,

housecl eani ng or shopping, we'll be happy to do that for you."

"Thank you. That's very nice. But | don't think | need anything.
"Al'l right. But now listen, Joanna--may | call you Joanna?"
"Yes."

"Well, listen, now If you do need hel p-maybe just sone prepared dishes so you

don't have to cook--if you do need help, or just want conpany for a little
while, you call ne. The Earlys --we're in the island book."

"Thank you very nmuch ... Marilyn."

"Well, | won't trouble you any | onger, dear. But if you need sonething, you
call. Ckay?"

"Ckay. ..."

Joanna put the phone down, and got out of the house.

Too hungry and tired by the end of the day to stay out any |onger, she
cl eaned the tools and put them away, then went into the kitchen

Still no mlk. ... There was a can of BandMore baked beans in the
pantry--easi er than maki ng spaghetti, easier than nmaking a sardi ne sandwi ch,
or peanut butter and jelly sandwi ch.

Joanna opened the can of beans, and turned back the Iid. She took a spoon from
the counter drawer, went to sit on the back steps, and | ooked out over the
yard ... out along the ridge of the hill as she ate. The baked beans were

good, cold; she could taste the nolasses in them

Joanna had just finished, was scraping the bottomof the can with her
spoon, when the phone rang again. She got up, went into the kitchen and down
the hall to answer it.

Soneone said sonething she didn't understand ... then her nane.

"Yes, |'m Joanna Reed."

"Ms. Reed--1 deeply regret troubling you at this tine. My nanme's Gosden, Jack
Cosden of Wiite River Menorial. W' ve been called by the County Cinic, and
|'ve checked with the police and talked with Dean W.ner, and the dean

suggested | get in touch with you out there."

"Why are you calling ne?"

"This is really difficult. ... | amvery sorry, but some decision is required
about your daughter's remmins. The | aw enforcenent people have rel eased t hem
and County Cinic also has released them--1f you prefer, Ms. Reed, sone

ot her funeral home could handle the matter. And there's al so the question of
any service or nenorial gathering you mght wish to be held. Dean W.ner has



of fered the coll ege chapel
"What's your nanme?"

"CGosden, Ms. Reed. Jack Cosden."

"Do what you want. Do what's fastest. | don't want her to be dead there any
| onger. "
"Well ... cremation would be the nmost ... it would be quickest."

"Then do it. Do that."

"Wuld you like any service, any view ng--"

"No. "

"No service?"

"No. "

"Well, on cremation, Ms. Reed--the costs there would anount to ... to
approxi mately one thousand, five hundred dollars, with a small bronze urn.
That woul d be pretty much the total cost."

"I know what it costs--you're the people who did that with nmy husband."

"... M. Reed? Wen?--Ch ... that's right, we did. Another person handl ed
that--1'msorry."

"So, just go ahead with it."
"All right, then. W will."

"Wait, let me get you ny credit card nunber." Joanna went through her purse on
the entrance-hall table, found her wallet, and took the card out.

"Are you ready?"

"Yes.

Joanna read out the nunbers, and expiration date. "Do you have that?"

"Yes ... | do. And Ms. Reed, |I'mvery sorry to have had to call you with
this."

"That's all right. ... And pretty soon | will come and get her. Just keep her
and | promise I'lIl come and get her." She hung up, put her credit card away in

her wallet, then reached down to grip the tel ephone cord--gripped it with both
hands--and yanked as hard as she could, but it wouldn't cone out of the wall.
Hauling on it only hurt her hands.

She | ooked down behind the table to see if the wire's connection was that
little plastic fitting that clicked into place--but there was a small round
thing fastened to the wall, with no way to get it free.

Joanna went to the kitchen and searched in the top counter drawer--regretting
the fillet knife lost on the hill. She selected a paring knife, went back to
the entrance hall, picked up the phone cord and sawed at it. It was a tough
cord, with nmetal in the mddle, but she cut it through



She took the knife back to the kitchen, drank two gl asses of water at the
sink, then went outside to sit on the back steps again. ... It was startling
to be so perfectly alone; a constant rem nder seened to flow under every

m nute |like groundwater, recalling her solitude to her

The sunmmer evening was slowy comng on, softening |light and easing the
brilliance of every color. The quality of air changed as the |ight
changed-Joanna could feel it by rubbing her hands together. She held them
open--aching, dirt-grimed--then clapped themtogether in slow notion to
capture a texture of the air. Rubbed themlightly together. The evening's air
was nore manageabl e than the afternoon's --it felt like soft cloth ... al nost
gat hering, pleating between her hands.

Joanna sat on the back steps for a long time, until the last of I|ight had
risen up, and the dark canme down. Then, by starlight, she got up and went into
t he house. She wal ked to the staircase, clinmbed hal fway up--then turned and
cane down agai n, took one of Bobby's blankets fromthe hall closet, and went
out si de. She wrapped herself in the blanket, lay down in the grass beneath the
sea grapes, and went to sleep

She dreant that the noonlight woke her ... found that was so, and sl ept again.

Joanna woke to norning sunlight and the odor of earth, turned her head, and
saw a pair of shoes--brown tassel ed | oafers.

"Ms. Reed. ..." Carl Early, in a tan sumrer suit, bent over her. He was stil
handsome, viewed fromthe ground. Joanna saw what she supposed was the bottom
edge of a pistol holster--black |eather--under the hemof his jacket. ... And
he was carrying sonething in his left hand, something small in plastic wap.

"Too warmin the house ... decided to sleep out," she said, so Early woul dn't
think she was crazy to be lying in the yard. She wiggled out of the bl anket
and stood up.

"You all right?"
"I"'mfine. Fine."

Early | ooked her up and down, blue eyes taking in the caving pants, smeared
with dirt ... her grinmy work shirt and torn sneakers.

"--Grdening," Joanna said. "l've been gardening."
behi nd her back.

She put her dirty hands

"Your phone's out again--did you know t hat ?"

"Ch, yes. Yes, | did. I'"'mgoing to town today; | was going to stop at the
of fice and have them cone out."

"I"ll do that for you."

"No, really. 1'lIl take care of it.

They stood together in the sunshine, silent a few nmonents, like friends too
fam liar for constant conversation.

"Chief, before the phone went out? Your wife called ... to see if | needed
anything. It was very good of her. WII you thank her for ne?"



Early nodded, seened to be waiting for sonething.

"Do you ... do you want to go inside?"
"I guess we better," the old man said, and foll owed Joanna across the yard and
up the steps into the kitchen

He pulled out a chair, and sat at the kitchen table. Joanna stayed by the
si nk.

"CGot sonething here for you, Ms. Reed. My wife sent it over--some of her
banana bread; it's very good."

"I"'msure it is. Please thank her; | know I'Ill enjoy it. ... Wuld you like a
cup of coffee?--Tea, |I'mout of coffee. Get some when | go to town."

"No, thanks, Ms. Reed. | already had ny coffee." The chief suddenly tilted
his chair far back--a boy's or young nan's nove, carel ess of accident.
Apparently a coordinated old man. It made Joanna nervous to watch him

bal anci ng that way.

"--1 do have sone things to tell you ... let you know, Ms. Reed. First thing
is, | need to apologize to you for my brusque manner those two tinmes you cane
to nme. That was out-of-line behavior with a | ady who'd | ost her husband and
then her dad. I"'msorry for it."

"No, no. | knew you were busy.

"No excuse for rudeness. \What happens to a man been a law officer a long tine,
is he sonetimes confuses hinself with God al mi ghty. So, you have my apol ogi es
for that."

"Not necessary. ... You don't want any tea?"

"No, dear, | don't." He |leaned forward, brought his chair upright, and fol ded
his hands on the table in front of him "--ationow, let ne tell you what |'ve
done the | ast few days. Wien | got the call that your girl died Iike that

well, that really tore it. | never in ny life heard of anything so bad, that a
person's famly would go like that--one, two, three. About the worst thing
ever heard."”

Joanna nodded and sniled. Then, so as not to listen anynore, she turned to the
sink and began to wash her hands.

Early sat and watched her soap her hands, scrub, and rinse them Watched as
she dried her hands with a dish towel taken froma counter drawer.

"... So, what we did was review everything we have on your husband's

dr owni ng- - and we rechecked the Coast @uard's findings, and the coroner's,

| ooking for anything out of the way, no matter what. ... Then | sent a deputy
down to G oucester, to interview Bobby Mffit again--man had to rent a

hel i copter, go out to the Banks to find that boat, then go down a rope | adder
at sea."

"That ... that was a lot of trouble."
"Wul dn't believe what they charge to rent those machines.”

"Thank you, Chief. It was good of you to do that."



"Then | went up to Chaunette," Early said, and Joanna couldn't think of
anything to do so as not to hear. "--Went up to Chaunette and talked with the
of ficers up there--checking on possible harassnment of old people out at that

| ake, vandalismand so forth. And an officer and | went out and we
reinterviewed the people living two, three houses each side of your dad's
cabin. ... | also went to see your dad's attorney of record-lady was hone,
sick--but the secretary, paralegal, assured ne there was no amount in the
willed estate worth a serious felony."

"I see," Joanna said, because she thought she should say sonething.

"Went out to the | ake again that evening, and had a talk with the fire people.
And they just do not have evidence of arson.--Checked on the stain. Their
opinion, it was a drink of some kind spilled the evening of the fire, or a

gl ass of water thrown on the fire. There was no residue of any flanmmabl e usua
in arson cases."

"I really appreciate ... | really appreciate your doing all that." Joanna
wi shed she had a radio in the kitchen. Early probably wouldn't mnd if she
turned on a radio while he was tal king, kept it |ow

The old man | ooked down at his fol ded hands. "Am | hel ping you here, or
hurting you?"

"Nei ther one," Joanna said, and smiled so he woul dn't feel she was ungrat ef ul
"I don't know why--but it doesn't hurt and it doesn't help. | suppose that's
st range. "

"Well, then I went over to Wiite River, yesterday. ..." The chief stopped, sat
uneasy as a child unsure his tale of yesterday's adventures was wel cone.

"Yes?"

"I can ... | can just send you a witten report of all this stuff.”

"No, Chief--go ahead. It really doesn't bother nme that much.

"Ckay ..." The chief began to speak faster, apparently anxious to be done--and
seened to edit for brevity as he talked. "... Went over to Wiite River
yesterday, and talked with the town police, a Lieutenant di Sinobne--just
checki ng whether they'd had a complaint filed on some student or person
bothering girls, threatening people on canpus. Stalking girls, and so forth.
Last conplaint was over a year ago, no reference at all to your daughter
Early cleared his throat, refolded his hands, left over right. "I then spoke
to the college security people--seemed to know t heir business--and they al so
had no current report of any harassment, strangers on canpus, students being
too aggressive with girls, and so forth. Last case of that was two years
bef ore- - Egypti an boy, just cone over here, was bothering a girl, sending
letters to her and so forth."

"Ab Nouri."

"That's right! That's the boy."

"I remenber that. | don't think he was really dangerous."

"... So, canpus police had nothing current, nothing referring to your

daughter. No evi dence what soever of anything but suicide. --And | spoke to two

of her instructors. They hadn't noticed anything out of the ordinary, except
her being nuch quieter, obviously very upset over |osing her dad." Early



paused, |ooked up at Joanna. "I'm al nost done."

"No, go ahead, Chief."

He drew a deep breath. "... And | did check with sone students, summer

students. Spoke to kids in her dormtory--definite odor of pot snoke, by the
way. | don't think they even go after the kids for that, now Just let them
snoke that stuff and the hell with it." He shook his head. "--Anyway, talked

to a couple of friends of hers. Talked to her roommate. And everybody pretty
much agreed your girl was badly shocked by her dad's death--and then her
grandfather on top of that apparently hit her real hard. ... Friends were
still surprised at what happened, hadn't realized she was ... so
upset.--Well." The old man pushed his chair back, and stood up. "Well, fact of
the matter is, all of this comes out just like it did before. Two terrible
accidents, one right after another--and nore than a real sensitive girl like
yours coul d take."

"Yes. "

Early went to the kitchen door, seened anxious to be gone. "--Young girls,
young wonen are delicate that age, they bruise so easy. | had a girl nyself,
then a granddaughter. You catch them one way, they're strong as iron. Catch
them another ... if they're already troubled, sonme female stuff bothering
them -and t hey break."

Joanna tried to think of something to say, but she couldn't.

"So ... sol'll be on ny way. |'msorry to have brought all this up again, but

| thought you should know we went back and doubl e-checked everything, just in
case."

"I do appreciate that, M. Early.--And renenber to thank Ms. Early for the
banana bread."

"WIl do."
" Cood- bye." Joanna watched the old man go out the door--relieved to be
goi ng--and down the steps to the backyard. He'd winkled his suit jacket,
sitting dowmn. Early's age, conceal ed by his neat novements when seated and
stable, was betrayed in the alnost tentative way he'd descended the steps ..
the slight hesitation for bal ance down each riser

She wat ched his handsome head--white hair gilded faint gold by the sun--as it
passed the kitchen window ... then listened to his footsteps along the drive.
A few nonents later, she heard his car's engine starting in the street.

Joanna sighed with great relief--and to avoid any recalling of what he'd said,
all rem nders, she picked the small paring knife up fromthe counter, and
stuck it ... pushed it through the skin and down into the muscle of her |eft
forearm Dull-pointed, it didn't want to go in--but she made it, and a blurt
of blood came out as if it had been waiting, then ran down to her wrist.

It was a sickening feeling, but so specific-and the blood so bright, even in
the kitchen's shadows --that it left little roomfor renenbering. Even |ess,

when she tugged the paring knife free and dropped it in the sink. ... How
dreadful, when nen had fought with edged weapons. How personal an invasion
when the steel went in. ... Tom Lowell had felt that when she'd stabbed him

Now, they both had sore arns.

She stood hol ding the wound out to bleed in the sink. It was a small steady



wel ling fl ow-not broken jets of blood coming--so she'd only stabbed through
muscle and little veins, not sliced an artery. But it had hel ped trenmendously,
t hough anyone wat chi ng woul dn't think so. It was keeping everything in three
dinmensions ... instead of flattening to two, |ike folded pieces of paper

Joanna |l et the cut bleed awhile under running cold water. It hurt and felt

pl easant at the sane time. There was gauze, nedical tape, and antibiotic
ointnent in the upstairs bathroom cabinet, but she didn't want to go up there.
The kitchen was far enough into the house, where those other people used to
be.

She dried her arm and wapped it tightly with a clean dish towel --the second
di sh towel used as a bandage in her kitchen. She wondered if it had felt good
at all to Captain Lowell, when he'd been injured. ... Probably not.

And since she was in the kitchen, Joanna felt she might as well eat sone
banana bread, and drink a | ot of water. She opened the wapping, and cut a

pi ece of banana bread. \When she picked that up to eat, she saw a slight snear
of blood on it fromthe paring knife, but she ate it anyway, since the bl ood
was hers. She chewed that piece, swallowed it, and drank three gl asses of

wat er at the sink.

Then she was very reluctant to go to the bathroom even though the first-floor
toilet was just off the hall. She was reluctant, but she did it, and was
surprised to see what she | ooked like in the bathroom mrror

She came back through the kitchen, and went out into the backyard. Qutside
seened where people should spend nost of their tine.

Joanna gardened through the | ong hours of the day, weeding, clearing beds, her
wr apped di sh towel nmarked maroon with drying blood. She slowy worked her way,
troweling and uprooting, crawling across the yard and back again, hands raw
and aching, sore armvery sore. She wove through passing time, and only paused
now and then to lie still and rest awhile, before resuning

The sunset, after so long a tine of light and heat, cane as great relief
and weary, reluctant to go inside just for banana bread, Joanna w apped
herself in her blanket, lay down in the grass, and went to sleep

Chapt er Ei ght een

"What are you doi ng? What the hell do you think you' re doi ng?"

Joanna first thought she was dream ng, then was roughly shaken

"What the fuck are you doing out here?" Rage in a wonman's voice. "Get up! GCet
the fuck UPI"

Her sheltering bl anket was pulled away to norning light, and Joanna saw a
gol d-and-i vory Medusan nask--fury--and Charis haul ed her up to her feet and
shook her. Strong girl.

"I'"ve been sl eeping outside," Joanna said, still waking in that grip. "It's
it just felt better."

"You get in--you get in here!"™ And Charis, an angry nmother with a foolish
child, chivvied Joanna across the yard and into the house.

"... Charis, I'mglad you could cone back," she said a while later



No response froma girl pale with anger, |ean and beautiful in gray slacks and
a man's white dress shirt. The kitchen table was cluttered with scissors,
bandage tape, ointnent, gauze pads, and hydrogen peroxi de.

"Exans went okay ...?"

Charis had nothing to say. Her hands spoke for her, nopping crusted old bl ood
away, squeezing new bl ood running fromthe cut ... then wiping that with coo
per oxi de.

"Strong hands," Joanna said, pleased to be done to, even hurt. "Have you ever
done any cli nmbi ng, cavi ng?"

"No caving." Her first words in sone tine. "--But | know you do that."

"Well, if you're not claustrophobic ... and not afraid of the dark or falling,
you mght try it."

"I"ve rock clinmbed. Last sumer | worked five-two | eads in the Shawangunks.™"
"Then you can come caving with ne! If you want to. Wien |I'mbetter."--Joanna
consi dered what she'd just said. When |'m better. Wich must nean she wasn't
better now.

"If this gets infected, we'll have to go to a doctor. It's deep."
"Accident," Joanna said. "I was prying up a can lid, and the knife slipped."

"That's a lie," Charis said. "Don't lie to ne."

"... Okay. | did it because it kept ne fromthinking about things. Chief Early
was here, and he went over everything, and there was nothing new. ... He said
he tal ked to you."

"The ol d guy? He tal ked to everybody. ... Mist have been great-|ooki ng when he
was young."

"He is handsone."

Charis finished with Joanna's forearm-handling it gently now-placing the
gauze pad, taping it, then bandaging lightly, neatly over that. ... She
finished, and sat hol ding Joanna's hand. "lI'msorry if | hurt you."

"You didn't hurt ne."

"You hungry--ready for breakfast?"

"Yes, | suppose | am"

"Good." Charis stood up. "Wy don't you go take a shower, and wash your

hair.--Try to keep this bandage dry; if you can't, we'll just do it again.
Breakfast'll be ready when you are."
"I don't ... | don't really need--"

"Joanna, you need a shower. You need to wash your hair.--What is it? Don't you
want to go upstairs?”

"I can go upstairs.



"Then come on." And as if Joanna were a stranger, unfamliar with the house
and reluctant, Charis led her out of the kitchen, encouraged her up the hal
to the staircase ... then went up behind her, insisting.

In the bedroom she hel ped Joanna out of her dirt-caked trousers and sweated
shirt ... sat her down on the edge of the bed to tug off old sneakers and
soi | ed socks. Then she offered her arm for balance as Joanna stood to step out
of her panties.

Naked, Joanna put her hand up to cover the scar where her breast had been. "I
know | | ook terrible. "

"You don't look terrible; you have a beautiful body.--You |ook dirty." Charis
went into the bathroom started the shower--tested the water for heat --and
folded a clean towel and Joanna's robe on the little white stool

"Thank you."
"You don't have to thank me, Joanna.-Don't forget to do your nails."

"I was gardening."

"I saw you've been gardeni ng.

Joanna cane downstairs into mingling odors of coffee, frying bacon, and
buttered toast.

Charis was at the stove, forking the bacon strips over in the big iron
skillet. She was cooking a | ot of bacon

"Good nor ni ng--now you | ook great."
"Good nmorning." Great apparently resulting fromthe shower, washed hair and
clean nails, along with noccasins, old khakis, and a short-sl eeved plaid
sunmer shirt.

"I had to make a quick breakfast-stuff run into town. W can make a list, do
the mai n shopping this afternoon.”

"Ckay." Joanna sat at the kitchen table, both uneasy and pleased with such
energeti c conpany.

"I know this is really nutritionally incorrect, but I think we need it."
Charis transferred the bacon--eight strips, fat and snmoking--onto a plate. And
cracking their shells in swift succession, dropped four eggs hissing into the
pan. "Cot toast going, too--regular, not cinnanon. Butter already on them"
"Yes," Joanna said, amused by how difficult it would have been to say even an
uni mportant no to the young woman at the stove, radiating light through a
faint haze of smpoking grease. The house seened bearable now, filled, vibrating
to this handsone creature ... a distraction offering greater relief than the
pari ng kni fe had given her

Charis | eaned over the skillet, harassing her eggs as they cooked, poking them
into conformty with a steel spatula. She stared down, intent, gave thema few
nmonents nore, then ran the spatula under them and served two onto each

pl ate--swi ft novenents--divided the bacon slices four and four, and brought
the plates to the table. Then to the oven for four slices of toast--each with
yel l ow spots of nelted butter--and back to the stove to pour the coffee.



The coffee nugs canme to the table, and Charis sat down, salted and peppered
her food, and began to eat.

Joanna recogni zed the energy and task-concentration, the pleasure in a
produced result. It was the way she worked ... when she worked. It was the way
she' d handl ed cl asswork and gradi ng papers--the way poens cane to her, the

i deas |like stray puppies to be taken in.

"Charis, your classes ....

"I'"'mdoing papers for them instead. Professors have agreed | can do that, so
everyt hing's okay.--Now, you eat."

Joanna broke the yolk of her first egg with a corner of toast, caught sone
sunny spill on it, and ate the piece runny. Started with a bite of bacon, then
slowly chewed it all, greasing, oiling her throat for nore eating, for the
rhyt hns of eating.

Hal fway through her breakfast--still an egg left, alnmost a whole piece of
toast and two strips of bacon--Joanna gl anced up and saw Charis | ooking at
her, watching her with pleased affection

"It's very good."

"Eat it all," Charis said, and began finishing her own food. She ate as she'd
cooked, swiftly, neatly, absorbed as a hungry child or fastidious animal, only
glancing up fromtinme to time. There was no conversation

A vaporous, uncertain tail to Charis's conet, Joanna sat in the little
convertible' s passenger seat as the girl rowed through the VWS gears at the
bottom of Slope Street--then took a fast left turn to drive out Beach Road at
Joanna's direction

"This is your island," Charis had said, washing the breakfast dishes. "Take ne
on a tour.-W'Ill pee and hit the road."

They' d peed, and hit the road.

They went out Beach, past the last of the town's weathered gray houses, to
ride the slowrise and fall of sandy bl acktop along the sea, the norning' s
heat and cool ocean breeze weavi ng together over the car's open top. The VW
an elderly nmetal turtle, its worn black shell sun-dazzled here and there,
bucket ed over the road's sandheaves past Trudie's, and went on

"CGood food, there," Joanna said.

Charis nodded, smiling. She was hardly tal king now, was only present, a
conpanion, as if silent conpany was the nedici ne Joanna needed nost.

They drove up the beach, past stilted beach houses staggered al ong the dunes,
past drifts of sea grass stirring to sea breezes. Joanna sat with her head
back, resting, her eyes half shut to glittering Iight. She sat noving only to
the car's notion, content to be carried and cared for

They drove all the way to the end of Beach Road, then turned back a nmile to go
right on Wllis ... and continue touring as if the island were Joanna's own
estate, its heat and light and beauty enough to reconpense any |oss, and be
bound to heal her.

They drove down through WIllis, its sheds and shacks and rusted



machi nery--cane to the Wai nwights', and Joanna saw Percy sitting alone by his
tree in the front yard. Slightly smaller, stockier than she'd remenbered him
the red dog sat watching as if he'd been waiting for her

"Percy ...!" Joanna called as they went past, and had time to see the stubs of
ears alert, to catch a glinpse of his grimone-eyed stare

They drove to the WIlis marina, where the sportfishers rocked at their
nmoori ngs, and sail boats--anchored out--seesawed gently to a sout hwest w nd.
"Beautiful," Charis said, pulled in beside Chester's Bait 'n Tackle, and
stopped the car. They sat for a while, silent in a glass-and-nmetal dish of
heat, | ooking out over the channel. The mainland shore was | ost in heat haze
and sun-mrrors flashing off a slight chop

"Beautiful now, " Charis said, "
have to | ook for color."

--and | bet nore beautiful in winter, when you

"Probably so."

They sat watching a while longer, then Charis started the car and drove out
the only road east of WIIlis--South Sound Road. And as they travel ed al ong

t hat hard-shel ving stony coastline --so different fromthe island' s north--the
ocean came in boom ng, fetched for three thousand niles to foam and fountain
agai nst the rock.

They stayed on South Sound around the island s southeast tip--the |ighthouse,
built of blocks of granite, the | ast object off the Point--then drove al npst
two miles north into Asconsett Town.

At Barkley's, carrying one of their two baskets, Joanna trailed behind as
Char|s shopped. Cans of tuna and sardi nes. Cans of corned beef. Saltine
crackers and cans of pork and beans. Catmneal, bran flakes, raisins and prunes.
Peaches, a dozen | enons for | enpbnade, and three grapefruit--spelled
greatfruits at Barkley's.

"I"ll pay today, then we can start splitting the bills. " Charis shopped
very directly, no wandering; she sliced through the other wonen to the
counters and bins she wanted, and picked out quickly. Two small yell ow
squashes, two yanms, a bunch of carrots, string beans, six onions, a garlic
bul b, broccoli, and the best head of romaine.

Two wonen--one Joanna recogni zed, had spoken to coming out on the ferry once,
t hough she coul dn't renenber her nanme--these two wonmen were stealing constant
quick little glances at her as she followed Charis fromone side of the store
to the other. Quick |ooks, as children watched frightening novies, glancing,

t hen | ooki ng away. The wonen were curious what catastrophe acconplished in a
worman' s face, what sores marked such a | eprosy of |oss.

O her women nust be | ooking at her too, but Joanna kept her head down as she
foll owed, so as not to notice

"What the fuck are you staring at?" A clear snarling cavalry trunpet. The
bustl e and conversation stopped in Barkley's. A plastic blue basket sw nging

fromher arm Charis glared past others at the two wonen ... and they did as
Joanna had done, and | ooked down as if for sonmething in the sawdust, a dropped
plum "You keep your fucking eyes to yourselves!" It was the kind of order

that prom sed enforcement, and prol onged the silence.

Then Charis said, "Lanb chops,” to Joanna in an ordinary voice, and went over



to the meat counter. Other wonen there, all silent, were exanining the trays
with great attention. The lanmb | ooked very good, beef very good. Pork |ess
attractive.

. At hone, Charis set a kitchen chair in the backyard, then brought out the
string beans in a big blue plastic bow to be snapped, stripped of their small
threads, and put into a snmaller blue plastic bow, part of the set.

"You do this," she said to Joanna, "while |I put things away and make | unch
Then we can garden."

"Ckay. ..."

Joanna sat in the sunshine, snapping string beans; she needed a paring knife
to cut the sharp little ends off. She was listening to her heart--could barely
hear it thunping, noving her bl ood around-and sat listening until Charis
brought the paring knife fromthe kitchen as if Joanna'd called for it.

They had sardi ne- and- chopped-oni on sandwi ches for |unch. Peel ed peaches,
banana bread, and gl asses of mlk. Charis enjoyed the banana bread, had two
slices. "But coconut cake is really ny favorite. "

Joanna had been anxious to lie in the backyard grass--see what she'd done,
what she had left to do ... see how the weeds were nanagi ng. She hurried her
lunch and tried to | eave sone of her sandw ch and the peach, but Charis asked
her to eat them so she did. Then she had to wait while Charis
finished--eating in that neat, deliberate way, and |ooking up fromtinme to
time as if to prevent surprises.

It was such a relief, afterward, to change to clean caving clothes--then go
outside and lie down in the grass, feel things she m ght remenber draining out
into the ground ... and then the hot sun slowy putting sonething back into
her, sonething sinpler and nore bearabl e.

Charis canme and crouched to work beside her, using a foot-long flat pry bar
and | arge screwdriver --both rusty fromlying on a garage shelf--to dig out
the weed roots so she could pull them since Joanna was using the trowel.

"I"1l get nmy gardening tools in the norning," Charis said, and seened happy to
join Joanna in this safari--giants |aboring over a nminiature jungle nore
savage than the Mato Grosso, a patch where a thousand thousand hunters roaned,
si x-eyed spiders, searchers and snmall spinners and nore tens of thousands of
others less theatrical ... smaller and smaller. The grass was full of deaths
dreadful beyond consideration, but none with nmalice. Deaths innocent as ice
cream

It seened to Joanna that she and Charis were soldiers, volunteers against the
weeds, but lacking a lethal eneny to give them honor. "W need a giant weed,"
she said, histo come hissing along the ground into the garden."

"You nmean to make it fair?"

It was such a startling conpletion that Joanna woke from her weedi ng, woke
from her dreany day, and | ooked sideways at that alert and angul ar face
--elegantly spare, even snmudged and sweating in the sun

"Yes, that's exactly what | neant."

The girl | ooked at her, hazel eyes bright as if illum nated. "And that woke
you up, didn't it?" Then she turned back to her weeding, slender hands deft



and nercil ess. "Fairness would only weaken weeds."

At di nner--they were having | anb chops-Joanna found it difficult to stay
awake to eat. Charis had to remind her ... renmind her twice to finish her
m | k.

Afterward, while Charis did the dishes, Joanna went upstairs by herself,
undressed, put on her robe--and sat dozing in the bedroomrocker until Charis
| ocked the doors, turned off the lights downstairs, and cane up to wake her
for her shower ... then brought the yellow nightgown for her, and put her to
bed.

Charis tucked the covers, kissed Joanna on the cheek, then turned the bedroom
lights off so the rising noon could substitute softly, and left the door half
open when she went.

In bed, though very tired, Joanna lay still, and still awake, recalling.

But the noonlight, so silver, helped her. The bed floated in it |like a boat,
so Joanna cruised that small quicksilver |ake of light until she grew too
tired to remenber, and gave herself up to sleep

Charis waited awhile in her roomacross the hall, then canme quietly to
stand outside Joanna's door. She listened there a long tine ... and heard
Joanna's breaths | engthen and deepen, becom ng, in alnmobst an hour, gradually
harsher in the sleep of exhaustion

She opened the door and went into the bedroomthen, and stood just beside a
bar of nmoonlight falling through the seasi de wi ndow. She stayed there for sone
time, watching Joanna, listening to her

Then Charis went quietly out of the roomand downstairs into darkness--and,
her arms outstretched as if she were preparing to glide a distance, began to

slowy turn and turn in the entrance hall, stepping to waltz time in silent
sneakers. She turned, dipped, then spun sideways into the living room. ..
danced there ... then whirled out and down the long hall. She wept silently

wi t h happi ness, her tears shining in nmoonshadow as she danced into the dining
room whirling, touching nothing.

After breakfast--grapefruit and cold cereal --the day becane a day like the
one before, the only changes what Charis served for breakfast, |unch, and
dinner ... her checking Joanna's armto be certain the knife cut was healing

and their stop at the hardware store for gloves, trowel, spade, and a hand
rake. Ot herwise, the girl allowed no novelty, introduced nothing new.

There was breakfast, the stop at the hardware, then the drive--the same drive

out around the island, with the sane turns onto the same roads ... and nothing
new except variations in sunlight and cl oud shadow, variations in the ocean's
colors and notion. Fromthe town, they drove the north beaches ... then

southwest to WIlis--Percy in his yard again, head cocked for his good eye to
see t hem pass.

They parked down at the WIlis marina to watch the tethered boats for a

whi | e--then went east along the harsher coast, its stone shelving struck by
the sea. Passed the lighthouse ... and so up to Asconsett Town, honme, and
gardeni ng through the failing heat of afternoon

The next day was the sane.

And the day after was the same, except that day there was shopping, and Charis
didn't take Joanna in with her. That was the only change.



Those nearly duplicate days--guarded by the girl against difference--becane
several days nore, all alike, so Joanna nested in their sameness as if in a
swi ngi ng hammock fastened to unchanging trees, that swayed only so far

t hen swayed back, allowi ng resting, requiring nothing fromher but being cared
for.

Charis appeared to need no changes either, and seened content ... seenmed very
happy.

After nore than a week, Joanna--spading one of the long, cleared beds in the
aft ernoon--began to be able to whisper famliar nanes, whisper themto herself
and call no ghosts when she did. It was as if the dead were beginning to
become only acquai nt ances.

The next norning, Charis, tuned to her |ike a conpanion instrunent,
suggested for the first time that Joanna nake their breakfast--pancakes wth
mapl e syrup--then asked her in what different way she would like to spend the
day.

So, after prelimnary hours wal king the beach, they lay glistening with
sunblock in their bathing suits, below the dunes past Trudie's. Beside them
in a grease-stained cardboard box, a |arge steanmed | obster waited, with a
contai ner of melted butter, ice-cubed root beers, two oily paper bags of
french fries, and two pieces of peach pie.

Joanna had noticed Charis's body as they took their beach robes off and spread
their bl anket. Long-Ilegged, |ong-arnmed--her forearns pollen-dusted with
down--Charis was slightly too solid, too heavy-boned, for delicacy. It was a

| ean body-type familiar enough; had been Joanna's when she was young.

Charis's forearns and wists | ooked thicker than nbost wonen's--her
rock-clinbing, like Joanna's caving, had wapped fine cords of muscle around
them ... Rebecca had always been slightly plunp ... a partridge.

They lay side by side--Joanna in her old one-piece Catalina, gray stripes on
lighter gray, Charis in a two-piece, in blue bandanna material. Lying so

cl ose, they | ooked nearly the same height, al nbst the same wei ght--Joanna
slightly taller, heavier, a little softened by age. ... In tinme, as they
rested cocooned in heat and light, the patterns of their breathing gradually
acconmmodated to each other, then to the rhythm of surf softly thundering in.
Under the odors of cooked food and sunbl ock, hot sand and salt air, Joanna
snel |l ed again, as she had on the ferry com ng out, the girl's faint sweet
scent.

Drifting, drowsing, enjoying their silence beside the sea's sound, Joanna
considered Charis, and the girl's willing sacrifice of a sutmmer just to nurse
her, keep her conpany. Some eccentricity there ... and it had been taken
advant age of .

"Charis, | need to thank you--and thanks can't be enough for what you've done
t hese past days, and before that, in the hospital. | knowit's partially
because of Rebecca. "
"I wanted to be there." The young woman's voi ce soundi ng snooth as polished
stone. There had only been that snarl of challenge in Barkley's, when the
worren were staring. Otherwi se, Charis's voice sounded as she | ooked, certain
of its next note--except when she was singing.

"I hope that's so. | can't tell you what it's meant to have you here."



Gratitude spoken with closed eyes, face up to the sun as if that brightness
were internedi ary, a nmessenger of |ight.

"Joanna, | wanted to be here."

"It's good of you to say so--but what | need to say, sweetheart, is thanks for
bei ng so kind, such a wonderful baby-sitter, when | needed baby-sitting
badly." Joanna got up on an el bow, opened her eyes to sunlight burning in
reflection off the sand ... the girl seenming to lie floating in brightness.
"--But aren't there people, young people, you' d rather be with this sumer?
What about your famly, friends--a boyfriend?"

Joanna felt a slight tug at the bl anket, a nmovenent of the soft sand beneath
it as Charis shifted, turned toward her. She was wearing sungl asses with white
plastic frames. "The people who raised me are dead, Joanna.--And the truth is,

| don't have any real friends. Never did ... except maybe for Rebecca, a
little. 1've had casual friends. And |I've fucked nmen. | fucked and sucked--you
nane it--for ten years, until | was fifteen." Said as pleasantly as "Good

nor ni ng. "

Joanna | ay back and cl osed her eyes, thankful that the ocean's noise permitted
pauses in conversation. ... Arithmetic left Charis five years old when that
began. Rebecca had nentioned she'd been abused ... the nmother ill, then dead,
and the father's denons freed.

Five years old. ... There could be chill after all, under the hottest sun
"Charis, I'mterribly sorry."

No answer fromthe girl. The ocean, in chaotic repetition, answered for her
To be sure, an eccentric ... alnmpst odd. Certainly serious damage had been
done. Her father--an aninmal--had ruined his own child, a child that nust have
been, as Charis renmained, intelligent and beautiful. Wth what pleasure the
creature nmust have destroyed her.

So, on Asconsett's beach, an anguished little girl lay in a young wonan's
body. An invalid of grief and | oss as great as Joanna's, and less likely ever
to recover. This crippled child would try to mend herself and her worl d-woul d
al ways be trying to nend herself and her world, but neither would ever be

whol e.

Blinded with tears turned di anonds by brightness, Joanna felt for the hand
besi de hers, found and gripped it. "You have a friend now, Charis."

And felt her grip returned so her bones ached. Held for a nonent, then
rel eased.

Charis said nothing for sone tine, then sighed and sat up, searched through
her bl ack book bag. She cast a shall ow shadow that cool ed Joanna's arm "If |
don't keep this stuff on, | burn."”

Joanna, squinting, watched as Charis found the little yellow plastic bottle of
sunbl ock, squirted a white wormof it into her palm... and turned as she sat,
to massage the ointnent along her arnms, making that slightly awkward posture,
t hose awkward angl es, graceful.

@ull's had noticed them suspected their |unch, and now passed over to see
better, to give themnotice of hungry birds. Joanna, shadi ng her eyes, saw one
of them-frost-white, nouse-gray--sailing overhead, haloed in nolten gold ..
and noticed an instant later the swifter shadow of the gull flick across her



touch Charis, and be gone.

Arms oiled, the girl started on her legs. "You need a hat, Joanna. Too much
sun. | have a big straw hat at the house, but | didn't bring it."

"I hate hats. Especially big hats-they're always in the way and you can't see
t he sky because of the brim " The heat settled onto and into Joanna, a
personal matter. She blinked the last of tears away, and saw the intol erable
center of the sun. Then she lay drowsy for a while, her eyelids presenting an
enpty bright-red | andscape ... put her hand up to check the bathing suit's
top, make sure her prosthesis was in place.

"Drinks are going to be warm
"Hungry?"

"I"'mvery hungry." Charis, sitting in hot citrus light, put her sun-block
away.

Joanna sat up, dragged the cardboard box nearer. ... The lobster's going to be
a mess.

"Use a towel. We can put everything on one towel, and then wash it."
n (](ay. n

Charis flapped a towel free of sand, and spread it on the bl anket between
them "If we spill, we spill. "

Joanna set the | obster out, brick-red and baking hot, too big for its paper
plate. Trudie's nutcracker and the plastic container of butter went on the
towel with it. Then she tore open the small sacks, left the french fries-dul
gold in the sunlight--in two heaps on their grease-spotted paper, the slices
of peach pie beside them

The root beers, ice cubes nelted, were warmas blood in their tall white
cardboard cont ai ners.

Charis and Joanna sat facing each other over the food, and reached to attack
the I obster--shifting their grips to detach legs and then its arnored tail

They broke the | obster open ... worked on the pieces with the nutcracker, and
scooped pal e nmeat out of scarlet shells. They took busy turns dipping into the
melted butter ... sucked snaller threads of meat fromnarrow, jointed |egs,

and paused only for warmroot beer, bites of pie, or heat-blistered french
fries. There was no ketchup. Trudie sprinkled her fries with vinegar, salt,
and pepper after she shook themout of their boiling bath of oil, and thought
that fixi ngs enough

Sitting cross-1egged on bl anketed sand, eating in such fiery heat and light,
it seemed to Joanna a neal that night be served in hell, if hell were heaven
after all. ... In less than half an hour, she ate her belly tight, just this
side of sickness, to the steady thuddi ng of the surf.

"Ch, fantastic." Charis, holding one of the lobster's littlest legs in her
fist. She sat sucking the |last neat out of it--a holl ow cheeked fashi on node
for a nonent.

"I"'mgoing for a swm" Joanna stood up, staggering as if the sunlight had
weight. "I need to cool off. "



Charis finished the |obster leg. "I'll come wade and watch."

"Don't you sw n®"

Charis picked up the I obster's head. "I can swmif |I have to; I'mreally a
very good swimer. But | don't like it. | always think there's sonething
comng after me in the water, even in a pool. ... | know that's weird. You

want this blue stuff?"

"Charis, | never eat the blue stuff. | don't know what it is, and | don't want
to know. "
"I think it's his little liver. ..." Charis scooped it out with her finger

tasted it. "Tastes like liver,
fol | ow Joanna down t he beach.

she said, licked her finger, and got up to

Joanna said, "Cold water," as if to warn her body--and it was cold, al nost
bitter after the heated air. It iced her ankles, then her |egs as she wal ked
in, the waves thunping at her knees. ... She waded in to her groin, then dove
straight out, had an instant of air, then struck and sank into freezing green
It nade a contrast so delicious that she lay under and rolled in it, salt
slipping into her nmouth, the sound of surf softened by being beneath. There
was a ringing noise, faint and constant ... and she surfaced into noderate
waves and began to swminto their strong shifting.

"Col d?" Charis was calling fromthe beach
"Very cold ...!"

Joanna swam out a few strokes nore, then stayed treading water, gently lifted
and | owered as the waves went by. Charis was stal king al ong the shore, |ong
legs ... narrow feet tentative in the surf's fringes. She yelped like a child
as she stepped through the water

Joanna called, "Come in a little way--it's better once you're in!"

"Bullshit!" But Charis took a few swift heron's steps into the sea, then
suddenly dove and was gone ... rose swi nmming very strongly, surprisingly
strongly and fast--and as suddenly turned back, ducked under, and was gone.
Joanna ki cked up higher on the rise of a wave to | ook for her--felt a foolish
appr ehensi on--and was relieved when the girl splashed to the surface farther
in, stroked once or twi ce, then stood, |ong dark-blond hair soaked

dar ker - Aphrodite to any anci ent G eek--and waded out onto the sand.

She cal | ed somet hi ng back, perhaps "Enough for ne," and stood stripping the
water from her hair, shaking it out for the sun ... watching Joanna swi m

Behi nd her and hi gher, at the base of the dune, the gulls had found their
scraps of lunch, and a slow tornado of white w ngs and mnustard-yel | ow beaks
funnel ed and rose and fell. Sone birds fled, successful, and were chased into
a sky that was perfectly blue.

Joanna swama little nore, swinmng north a few yards against a slanting
current ... then turned and stroked in toward the shore ... finally kicked and
found her footing. She wal ked out of tumnultuous cold into heat, stepped onto
hot sand--Charis comng to her with the clean towel--and realized she hadn't
nour ned her dead all afternoon

After dinner--they had cooked it together--Charis sat at the dining-room
table to work, wth notebooks, textbooks, a |ooseleaf and her | aptop set out



bef ore her.

Joanna was washi ng the dishes, drying themand putting them away while

t hi nki ng about the garden--what flowers should be planted. Even with no work
done today, they already had the beds cleared and turned along the yard's
edge. Bulb plants--or seasonal flowers? Wuld pansies last into autum ...?

She rinsed the m |k glasses and put themup on the shelf over the sink. Her
skin felt slightly rough with the sea's salt. ... They'd need nore mlKk;
Charis drank it thirstily as a child.

The I ast of the dishes done, stains of spaghetti and meat sauce soaped away,
Joanna went upstairs for one of her |egal pads and the fat bl ack Mntblanc
pen--a gift to herself years ago

She came back downstairs and sat across from Charis at the dining table.
Joanna had the sea poeml s essence in her head, had stepped aside a little to
let the ocean flood in with words ... withdraw with words that wouldn't do ..
cone back with others to consider

The poem woul d be the wind' s--that in breezes and gales, in stillness and
hurricane, stroked and struck the sea, sailed over it, knewit ... had known
it longer than the billion years since it was shallow and fresh enough to
drink. Since lizards, later, grewto greatness and oared through it, hunting.

Theirs was an ancient narriage, never faithful. But the wind was first. It had
hi ssed and howl ed al one anong vol canoes, and curtained down a mllion years of
rain and then another million, and other many millions until small pools
reflected a furious sun in sulfur, here and there.

The wi nd brought rain and filled the first seas up. And after mllions nore of
circling years, it humred and blew and ruffled at |ast across the waves of
conpany, and was no | onger al one.

The waves are the wind-bird' s feather that

di splay Their plumage colors with the weather; so far today, Wite is their
sheer shade shown, and green waiting For a turning nmoon to tug the rollers

i nto breaking, And row the deeper currents, heave theminto notion By the haul
of swi nging stone that shrugs the ocean

This introduction of couplets, sonetinmes broken --and to be broken further

rhymes separated. Then the poem sw nging out to stanzas ... and those to
be steady marchers, wi nd-driven, until smashed as surf along the land. Al
undertowed to cal m coupl ets once agai n.

Joanna sat back and put the fat pen down ... imagined the poem as she often
did, a small smooth oval egg resting in her head, warmed by worry and
desire--by pleasure, habit, and consideration while its odd chick matured ..
one tiny, clawed, four-toed foot already beating in time with her heart.

"... Charis, I'd like to be sure you can afford all this time out of class.
Al the rest of the summer?"

Charis finished a conputer entry with a quick rap-a-tat-tat on her keyboard.
"Well, 1've already done ny paper for Anerican Novel --and Sue Harriman'|

grade me on that. And | talked to Engletree and Singleton. They know |I'm out
here with you--and they both said | could wite papers for theminstead of the
| ast weeks of classwork. | think Engletree was glad to see ne go. ... The
dean's office said okay if the professors said okay. And it was all right with



Cavelli, for Statistics, if | take his end-term exam"

"How many papers?"

"Three. Have to do a poet for Engletree.-I was thinking of doing you--"

"Ch, for God's sake, don't do me. Chris really dislikes my work. Places nme in
the nineteenth century with Tennyson and Longfellow-in intention, not

acconpl i shrent . "

"Joanna, | think that's really good conpany. | |ove "H awat ha."--Maybe I'Il do
Longfellow just to piss himoff. He'll hate it."

Longfel l ow, the too-popular poet and his trochees. And m ghty

unf ashi onabl e now. -Charis, | really don't advise your teacher's annoyance as
the basis for choosing a subject. ... But if you do decide to, and find our
old romantic rich enough, there is a library out here, very small, across from
the school. 1'd guess Longfellowis a poet they m ght have, anong ot hers. But

I'"d think twi ce before doing himfor Chris.--And what else?"

"A paper on peripheral wars.
to check it.

Charis nade another short entry, read the screen

"Peripheral wars ...?" It occurred to Joanna that it mght be a good idea to
read through Wite River's fall catal og--be ren nded what they were teaching
t hese days, besides English literature and poetry.

"Right," Charis said. "Peripheral wars.-Sociology, "A dobal Perspective." And
t he paper's supposed to be about whether First World countries pronote small
conflicts to advance inperialismand so forth. Peripheral wars, the new
colonialism"”

""Peri pheral

"That should be the name of the course.” Charis opened a textbook, turned to
t he index. " It's really dreary, because Singleton just wants agreenent.
"You bet the First Wrld starts little wars to screw the Third.""

"And t hey don't?"
"No, | don't think so." Charis was frowning at the textbook's index. "Advanced
countries go in with these good intentions, and it always turns to shit. Those

little wars are blunders, nore than anything." She found her entry, opened the
textbook to it.

" Wrse than crinmes.”

"Was that Tall eyrand?"

"No. De la Meurthe."

"Tell you what | think. | think a few of the Third Wrld countries would be
better off back under colonialism You know, Joanna, some of them are turning

into zoos."

"A possible truth you mght want to keep from Professor Singleton. ... Leave
himhis illusions."

"Ch, | wouldn't say that in ny paper. That woul d be heresy."



"Yes.--So, that's two papers.”

"Well, the other one isn't really a paper; it's a critique. Just maybe three
or four pages on statistical method in collation and application of census
material in the Us."

"CGod, that sounds grim"

"It's a hard course--Statistical Means. |1'll pass and get the credit, but
won't do very well. Cavelli likes math proofs--even if they don't prove
much--and ny math is terrible.”

"I didn't think Cavelli taught summers."
"dd guy's teaching this sunmer.”

"He's ancient.--But if you turn in those three papers, Charis, and pass
Cavelli's end-of-term exam you do get your course credits? Because | don't
want you to stay out here with nme, if it costs you a sumer's work."

"No, | get ny credits, so I'll have ny B.a. Then I'Il go for ny master's next
year--at Wiite River, if | can get accepted. I'mtired of picking up stuff
sumers, and at city colleges." Charis sighed, closed the textbook, and
entered sonething into her |aptop

"Wiite River?"
"Well, | knowit's hard to get in--so |I'mthinking backup at State."

"... Charis, if you let me look at your work, and it's good, |I'd be happy to
hel p you with the personnel people.”

Charis | ooked up fromthe laptop's screen, smled at Joanna. "Happy to
hel p--if my work's good."

"I shouldn't ... shouldn't have qualified ny hel ping you, Charis."

"Yes, you should."” Charis finished her entry. "--ally should do exactly what
you think is right. Especially about English, about poetry. ... If you didn't,
I wouldn't respect you as much." She | ooked at her computer screen. "How do
you say ... what do you call a really devoted foll ower? A disciple--but I

al ready used "disciple.""

"Votary."
"Ckay. ..." Swift typing. "Very-o-that-a-rather-you?"

"That's right." Joanna sat with her notebook, the poenmis begi nning, and her
handsome bl ack pen, and watched Charis work. She observed with an easeful

pl easure the girl's absorption. That el egant face, usually guarded, al nost
expressi onl ess, had now becone nobile as a little girl's--intent, frowning ..
then suddenly relieved, satisfied with sone conclusion, an idea conme to

conpl etion. The child she had been could be seen in her face--in slow turns
curious, puzzled, and pleased as she worked along. A face as open as a fl ower.

Joanna wat ched for a while, then felt she was sonehow taki ng advant age ..
seeing nmore than Charis would wish. The little girl revealed in the tender
accept ance of new know edge.

"I think "Il go up early. Joanna stood, picked up her notebook and pen



"Good night." Charis | ooked up fromher |aptop, smling.

Joanna felt an inmpulse, acted on it, and went around the table to kiss
Charis's cheek, kiss her good night. "Sleep well. "

Then she went down the hall, and clinbed the stairs, considering the reasons
for respect. Charis had said, "If you didn"t, | wouldn't respect you as mnuch."

Wthout the neeting of certain standards--a |ower grade given. And though
Charis presented herself as an experienced young adult in attitude and
conversation--with none of the teenage catch-phrases clung to by the uncertain
young, often into their thirties --there still seemed to |lie beneath, the
simple, swift, and nmerciless judgnents of a little girl. As if she contained
within herself both a child who'd never grown up, and a worman who'd never been
a child.

Joanna went into her bedroom and sat by the window in the rocker, her notebook
in her lap. She thought of the ocean ... and Charis. Geology, and the

massi vely sl ow formation of lands to cup the seas. Periods of formation

It was what Charis nust have missed, the time of normal transition to
adul t hood. Those years wrecked by continui ng abuse, and the reiterated
menories of her nonstrous chil dhood, so a ruined adol escence was replaced by
judgrment's iron bridge between a little girl and her grown self ... wth
strict requirenents that Charis felt she nust neet, that others nust neet,

that |life nust be nade to neet for her.

Joanna sat by her bedroom w ndow, rocking a little back and forth, witing in
her not ebook as the evening came slowy down toward dark ... working while the
light failed, enjoying the race the black pen ran across darker and dar ker
paper, until the verses faded as all |ight faded over the sea. The ocean in
deep darkness heaving ... its difference then absolute. By day, the sea m ght
be dealt with--and under the noon. But beni ghted, except for glow ng nonsters
finning deep, all fish swam blind.

She heard Charis singing downstairs, in the dining room-sonmething in poetry,
or sociology, or statistics having pronpted her to song. She was singing a

nmel ody Joanna had never heard before, her voice as spontaneous, frail, and

unsel f-consci ous as she was not. ... O course. It was the child s voice,

si ngi ng.

Joanna wote while she could see, only a few nminutes longer ... then got up
put her notebook away, and turned on the roomlight. --Wndering if she was

ready, if it was too soon, she went to the closet for the shoe boxes of famly
phot ogr aphs Rebecca had brought out for her.

Joanna brought the boxes to the bed. ... There were many pictures of Rebecca.

One of her on a sunny lawn--in G oucester--sitting up just over a year old,

and | aughing. Her fat little hand was gripping a stuffed toy dog in her |ap.
Roscoe. Wiite with small black spots. He had been her dear friend.

Joanna sat on her bed and | ooked at pictures--but kept com ng back to that
one. She began to weep, as much for the small toy dog that had been so | oved,

as for the little girl laughing on the lawn. ... Joanna sat | ooking at
pi ctures, and found Frank smiling at her out of many ... found her father
standing at the corner of their old house in Chaunette, tall, wthheld,

slightly stooped even when younger, and al ways caught just in or out of
shadow.

There were no pictures of her nother. Her father had put nost in the garbage



after her nother died, apparently so no reninder would tornent him
"I"'mnot that brave," Joanna said to the bedroom and sorted through a bunch
fromthe back of the second box. Fading photos in torn yell owed envel opes.
Col l ege pictures, early pictures with only a few of Frank. O her old
phot ogr aphs stacked in back of those.

Too many to look at all at once. The faces too insistent, all saying,
"Renenber nme--recall, and be reminded. | was this ... and now |l'mnot. | was
yours ... but no |onger, and never again."

Joanna put the pictures away, carried the boxes to the closet, and undressed
to take her shower. She stood naked in front of the closet mrror, and
recogni zed herself in the glass as she m ght have recognized a slightly ol der
sister, tired, flushed hot froma day in the sun, and a little worn. A
sensi bl e sister, who had accepted with nore grace than Joanna her cancer and
m ssing breast. A sister who had nore gray threadi ng through her hair.

"I's there anything | can do for you?" Joanna said to her reflection ... and
recei ved no answer. She went in to take her shower, didn't linger, and stepped
out to towel dry. Then she put on pajamas, instead of the yell ow ni ghtgown ..
turned off the light, and went to bed. There was a faint glow of |ight through
t he hal f-open door, light fromthe stairwell. Charis was still up, downstairs,
wor ki ng on a paper.

Per haps peri pheral wars.

Joanna | ay enjoying the sheets' cool ness agai nst her sun-heated skin. Charis
a friend. And who woul d be the heal ed, and who the heal er, when their

sumer ended? Friends--perhaps for a tinme, perhaps forever. Wo else did

ei ther of them have?

Joanna felt the weight of responsibility, fanmliar as famly--though for a
chil dhood lost to Charis |long ago. Responsibility, purpose, settled as she |ay
there, billowing softly down |ike a warm bl anket flung over her

Chapt er Ni neteen
Joanna made br eakf ast.

Over coffee, they decided on no drive today. "And the phone?" Charis sml ed.
"Do you think it's tine to get it fixed?"

" Yes, it's tinme. Wiile we're in town we can go by their office, and
schedul e sonebody to cone out."

"And lawn furniture. We'll split what it costs."

"No, Charis.--You're a student, for God's sake, and you've bought nore than
your share of groceries already. It's for the cottage, and I'Il pay for it."

"I want to pay for sonmething." Charis poured nore coffee for each of them
"Fine. Pay for one chair.--Sweetheart, do you have any noney? It's none of ny
busi ness, but you're in school, and you haven't had a chance to work this
sumer . "

"But | worked before. |I've always had a job--and | had a trust fund for
coll ege, so | saved some noney."



"Ckay, pay for one lawn chair, Charis--and don't pay for anything else for a
while."

"Ckay ... for a while." Charis |ooked into her coffee mug. "--1s the cream
turned?"
"No. It's just Jersey cream Thick. ... You know, with the phone will cone

things to be done."

"Right." A businesslike nod, the girl's face striped in horizontal shade and
gold by the kitchen blinds.

"At the end of the week, I'Il probably have to go over to Wite River. There
are things ... a lot of things that just have to be done, and | haven't
want ed- - haven't been able--to do them The mail. ... And | want to bring

Rebecca' s ashes back."

"I know. ... Can | go with you?"

"Of course you'll go with ne."

Charis put her coffee nmug down. "Joanna, you're really ... you' re so nuch
better now, you don't need ne. You have things you have to do, and your
work.--1 know we thought 1'd stay all sumrer, but it mght be |less trouble for

you if | didn't. You mght |like some time alone."

"Charis, | wouldn't like some time alone. 1'd like you to stay with ne.
Unl ess you'd prefer not to--unless you have other things you'd like to be
doi ng. "

"l don't."

"Then stay with me. And--1 know this may be premature--but if we can get you
into the regul ar graduate program and | decide to keep teaching, we m ght
share the house at White River, do our work ... maybe go caving, if you want
to try it."

"I"d like that.--And going caving." Charis picked up the spoons and nugs, took
themto the sink

"Then--if we're still speaking by the end of sunmer --we'll do it. But if we
do, anytine you decide to take off ... then you just go, and it's no problem"™

"I won't want to." Charis started washing the dishes.

"Well, soneday you may.--You know, even after the hardest times, terrible
times ... it isn't inpossible for you to have a wonderful life, find soneone
who cares for you, a decent man."

"Not interested."”

"And you m ght want to have chil dren.

"Joanna, | already have--alnost." She began rinsing the dishes. "I got
pregnant when | was thirteen, and he did an abortion on ne in the
garage.--After that, | went on the pill. | was afraid |I'd have a baby, and

he'd take it."

“... 1"l dry." Joanna got up, went to the sink



"We're al nost out of detergent."

"We'| | get some today. Add it to the list. ... Sweetheart, because that
happened, that doesn't mean you nmight not have children, later."

No answer, only dish rinsing.

Joanna | ooked over at this injured angel, and was startled by the weight of
her grief for the girl --grief and great anger

"Not your fault, Charis." She took the next dish and put it down, touched the
girl's armand turned to hug her. It was the first time she'd held Charis in
this way, and she hugged her hard, as if to heal all those ancient
injuries.-Held her close, felt the soft-solid |length of perfect youth ... the
light burden of the girl's head agai nst her shoul der

Charis was trenbling, a fine vibration. Joanna ki ssed her cheek, and oddly
reluctant, let her go. "Ckay ...?"

"Yes," Charis said, and smled. Her eyes were bright, blurred with tears. "I'm
okay now. "

"So--we shop this norning, pick up the plants? Then we can put themin this
afternoon. "

"Sounds good." Charis rinsed the last plate, handed it over to be dried.
"Sounds good to ne. "

They spent the rest of the norning buying plants --some at the hardware,
little green plastic boxes of pansies ... and nore at Fuller's, on \Wat her
Road, a dead end south of town. Fuller's, a very small nursery in apparently
per manent decay, was owned by two stout wonen with one cat and several fat and
friendly dogs--and Joanna and Charis were given a great deal of advice, sacks

of dried manure and potting soil, and a carl oad of boxed seedlings and small
pl ants.
They stopped back in town, but the phone conpany's snall island office was

closed for lunch--so they cane home for their own, tuna sandw ches.

When Joanna cane downstairs after changing into her gardeni ng cl ot hes,
Charis was already kneeling out back with the small hand rake, getting the
| ast stones out of the south bed's turned soil

"Here." She stood and handed Joanna a baseball cap. "This isn't a big hat, and
you need sonething in the sun."

It was a Cardi nals cap, worn, stained. A red baseball cap

Joanna supposed this was only the first of many acci dental associations she
woul d encounter through the years. Random gri mreni nders of mystery and | oss.
Better start getting used to them Start with this baseball cap Iike
anot her red baseball cap--seen or not seen on a boy. A boy seen or not seen

sailing with Frank the day he died.

"Thanks." She put the cap on. It fitted her

"Same big heads,'
i ntent on raking.

Charis said, and knelt, wearing her w de-brinmed straw ..

Joanna knelt beside her, digging a row of small holes in earth enriched with



potting soil along the border of the bed You know, what we were talking
about, what happened when you were thirteen? Well, that's sonething we have in
common. Except that | had choices, Charis, and you didn't. | was responsible,
and you weren't."

"Choices ...?"
"Charis, when | was seventeen, | got pregnant. Well, | was already a freshnman
in college, not young enough for that to be an excuse. | had the child. ... M

not her was Catholic; both ny parents were Catholic--they were separated
t hen--and my not her cane down to Canbridge and stayed with nme the last few

nmont hs. " Joanna dug the last planting hole of the row -concerned they m ght be
too shallow, even for such little flowers. "--1 had the child, and | gave it
away. "

Charis stopped raking, knelt |ooking down at the carton of small green plastic
boxes of pansies, rows of little flower faces. " Are you sorry you did
t hat ?"

"Yes. You bet |I've been sorry. It was an act ... it was an act of cowardi ce.
Sel fi shness. The father was definitely not interested, and that left it up to
me and | didn't want ny life interrupted, taken out of my control by

anyt hing." Joanna | eaned over to pick out a flower, try the size of the small
hol e she'd dug. "--1 thought | was too inportant, too valuable for that, so
gave the baby away |ike a new sweater that didn't fit."

The pansy was | avender, a gay little lion, roaring. She eased it fromthe
pl astic basket, then troweled nmore roomfor it. "I saw the baby once, in the
hospital, and it was given away for adoption."

"Hard choices," Charis said.

The flower fit. Joanna tanped soil carefully around it. " When you nmake a
decision like that, it has permanent consequences. At least, it did for nme. It
meant that | wasn't the person I'd thought | was. | was ... less. | have never
forgiven nyself for it." She planted a second pansy, bright orange, pressed
the soil firmaround it. "W need to renenber to water them " She reached
into the carton for another flower, picked one blue with black borders, took
it fromits basket, and bent to tuck the little flower in.

"Joanna, everybody mekes m stakes--but you can correct m stakes."

"Not all."

"Determ nation and | ove can correct m stakes." Charis chose a | enpon-col ored

pansy fromthe carton. "This one next."
"You're asking a lot fromlove, sweetheart."

"I believe init. Joanna, it's the only perfect thing ... if you can start
over again, with love." She held the little flower in her hand, gentle as if
it were a baby chi ck.

They worked awhile in silence, Charis selecting and Joanna pl anti ng,
pl easantly lost in |abor

Joanna cane to the end of a row, and sat up to ease her back. She heard a car
pull up in the street. Its door open, and slamshut. ... Then footsteps down
the gravel drive. She supposed Carl Early m ght have cone back



"Can you stand a visit?--Or would you rather not?" Captain Lowell, wearing

| oaf ers, good gray slacks, and a blue short-sleeved shirt, nmight have been a
prosperous tourist except for his arnms' exaggerated muscles, the wear of
weat her in his face. There was a narrow neat white bandage around his |eft
forearm He was carrying a small brown paper bag.

Joanna stood. "No ... no, a visit's fine." And here was the nman she'd struck
with a knife, a man who had at |east contenplated killing her.--Had life
al ways been so odd, so risky and unstable? And how had that been conceal ed
fromher for so many years?

Lowel | | ooked slightly older than she'd renmenbered, certainly in his early
forties. " Just wanted to stop by, tell you how sorry | was to hear what
happened--and ask if there was anything at all | could do for you." The island
speech, its pleasant drooping cadences. " Any chores, any work needs to be
done, 1'd be pleased to do."

"Thank you, Captain, but really there's nothing. ... This is a friend, Charis
Langenberg. She's staying with ne."

IIH.II

"HLoLLL"

Lowel | smled, held out the paper bag. "I brought you sone fresh oatneal

cooki es from Cooper's. Not much to bring.
"Ch, that's wonderful. Thank you."

"I thought of a pie, but I didn't know what you I|iked."

"Captain, believe me, we'll enjoy the cookies." Joanna stepped out from anong
t he boxes of flowers, and saw Charis still kneeling in the grass, small rake
| oosely hel d--and on her face, besides a slight social snile, an odd
expression ... famliar.

"W have | enonade, if you'd like sone."
"I would I|ike sone | enpbnade."
"Charis? Wuld you |like sone?"

"Yes, | would--and I'Il get it. You stay and tal k." She put her small rake
down, stood, and went across the yard to the back steps.

"Pretty girl," Lowell said, and cane to | ook at the fl ower beds. "You've done
a hell of a lot of work."

"Yes ... she was Rebecca's roommate at college.” And having said that--and
satisfied at how smoothly she'd said her daughter's name-Joanna was rem nded
of the expression she'd seen, recalled to her by Charis's just then. It had
been Percy's intent and coll ected consideration, as she'd wal ked into the red
dog' s yard.

"--How s your arm Captain?"

"My armis still damm sore--two doctors visits for it, and a shot. Good thing
you didn't go for the liver." There'd been no hunor in the fox face, only in
t he pl easant uneven stresses of his speech--"Good thing you didn't go for the
[ivah."



They stood side by side, observing the garden beds. There were faint sounds of

preparation in the kitchen. ... Captain Lowell snelled of cigars and clean
cotton. There was the lightest, very lightest of begi nnings--begi nnings al nost
certain to come to nothing at all. And if anything, if ever, then not for a
very long time. ... Still, Joanna felt that faint vibration in the air, of

t hi ngs unsettl ed between them after that violent and foolish adventure.
"See you got a little bandage of your own, there."
"Not serious. | was prying up a can lid, and the knife slipped.”

"I suspect you're just not safe with anything sharp." Light-gray eyes
observi ng her.

"Could be. ..."

And of course it was precisely the i medi acy of tragedy, of her |osses, that
had roused the instinctive tropismtoward a man, to resune any possibility
left of Iife, whatever her griefs. ... The bestial element of cock and cunt,
of continuing, risen swollen out of a billion years of |oss and recovery. To
t hat process, her sorrow -however fresh, unbearabl e--was beside the point.

"You two have done a lot of digging. Planting just the flowers?"
"Yes, we thought just flowers. W' ve got pansies, nmarigolds, petunias ... and

some perennials, too. Phlox--it's | owgrowing, so the wind won't bother it
and sea | avender."

"I't'"ll be very pretty," Lowell said. There was a long silence, then he cleared
his throat. "--Really cane by here to apol ogize to you, personally, help any
way | coul d. Apol ogi ze for coming up here after you that way, when you'd | ost
your husband and dad ... and worse to cone.” He took a deep breath. "W nust

have seened pretty much a pack of hoodluns to you, that night."

"Yes, you did. But | understood how serious it was for your people."

"--Woul d never have | et George hurt you, Ms. Reed. | wanted you to know
that."
"I do know. | knew it then; | relied onit, Captain. But the truth is, al

that seenms unreal now-as if it were a scene in an opera. Do you know what |
nmean?- - Somet hing very dramatic, and slightly ridiculous.”

The captain had a rusty |augh, apparently not exercised lately. "--Damed if
it doesn't. Us ... and Bobby. 1'd say by those Englishmen, G| bert and
Sullivan. W had everything up here but the nusic." And after another |ong
silence while they stood exam ning the garden beds, the first row of pansies.
"--1 still want to apol ogi ze for nmy behavior, handling you roughly, and so
forth."”

In that ol d-fashioned formality, Joanna saw a young fox-faced boy with a
grimy traditional island father--a hard-handed captain hinself, no doubt.

"Apol ogy accepted, Captain. |I'mcollecting apol ogi es on Asconsett."
"Tom-not "Captain.""

"Tom "



"Well, you' ve been hit hard.”

"l have been hit hard.

"Here we are!" Charis came down the steps with a tray. A small pitcher of
| enbnade, three tall plastic glasses with ice cubes in them and a plate of
t he oatmeal cookies. She was smling, and Joanna saw nothing el se in her face.

"I'"ll hold it." Lowell took the tray, shifted it slightly to take nore of the
wei ght with his uninjured arm

"W need a chair." Charis went back up the steps to the kitchen
"W need |lawn furniture.--W saw sone at the hardware store, but we were busy
with the flowers."

"Hardware's the place," Lowell said. "--Light-built stuff, but it'll last a
few sumrers. " When Charis canme back with a kitchen chair, he set the tray
down on it and took two cooki es.

Joanna enj oyed watching himeat. First cookie was gone in three quick bites.
"How s the fishing going, Ton"

"Not going at all, just now El eanor's down --getting her diesel fixed--and
that' Il take a while, since I'"'mthe one doing the fixing. Doing that,
days--and preparing construction sites with a backhoe tractor."

"Sounds |ike hard work," Charis said, and finished a cookie.

"Well, the hard work is hand work, going in with a shovel at night, finish
shapi ng the excavations-septic pits and drainfields for those two newbuilt
houses down South Sound. ... Good nedicine for excess pride." He smled, and

bent to take anot her cooki e.

"Excess pride?"

"You bet. A while back, | thought | was a real special article. Lot of us did,
out here. Omed three boats--well, half-share in the third--naking very good
nmoney. "

"But not now.

"Now, |'mdigging-in septic tanks.-Good for ne, is the truth of the matter. M
dad woul d have said so."

The three of them stood in sumer sunshine, drinking | enmonade, chew ng bites
of oatmeal cookie. A slow breeze fromthe sea, passing through, shifted the
sea- grape stens.

"He likes you." Charis, in green pajamas, was standi ng brushing Joanna's hair
by floor-lamp light as she sat in the bedroomrocker. "--Likes you even better
because you stabbed him"

"Charis, that doesn't interest me at all. Just the idea makes ne tired."
"But you like him"

"I think he's a nice man. He's ... interesting."

Charis had waited for the captain's story since his visit. Wiited al



afternoon, very patiently, while they planted the rest of the snmall flowers
prepared the back beds for the perennial s--the phlox, cal endula, and sea
| avender.

Joanna had seen no reason not to tell the tale, with the basenment cargo--its
only evidence-1ong since gone off-island. ... But enbarrassed relating her
sel f-inportant adventuring, the show off in-and-out of Manning's, she'd been
startled by Charis's reaction.--No surprise or disbelief, no cautionary
uneasiness at all. Instead, there'd been a clanor of delighted | aughter over
di nner's hanburger and nashed potatoes, enjoynent alnbst masculine inits
force. The girl had listened, |eaning forward in physical synpathy--wth
Joanna all the way.

"Ch, that is absolutely wild!--And shit, | missed it!" Charis restless in her
chair. "I would have hel ped you; we could have gone in together. Then, if

t hey' d chased us, that woul d have been just too bad." And hearing the |ast of
it--nighttime melodrama in the cottage, in this kitchen--she'd said, "He was
[ ucky." Meaning Tom Lowel | had been | ucky.

"Don't you know how to use a knife?" Charis had put down her glass of mlk and
gotten up fromthe table with a small steak knife, to demonstrate. "Never
over hand, Joanna. Always up fromunder--left and right and left and right.

" Doing a little dance down the kitchen, grunting, striking quick as a
sewi ng- machi ne needl e, guarding with her |eft hand.

Sitting down, she'd said, "A major creep showed nme that. | guess it was all he
had to give." Then salted her sal ad.

"Sweet heart," Joanna had said, "--y're as odd as | am"
Charis had seened pl eased. "Merci du conplinent.”

The brush was snoot hing, soothing its way down Joanna's hair. "So, not
even a future interest in the captain?--Maybe in a year or two, if you do
decide to cone out to the island to stay?"

"Charis, | suppose anything is possible. But if the time ever comes that | can
bear to think about that, about sone nman--even if | was living out here--|
probably woul dn't consider a fishing captain.”

"No? He seems very nice."

"No. ... It's an occupation thing, a cultural difference. There have to be at
least a fewinterests in conmon."”

"But your husband--wasn't M. Reed a soccer coach?"

Charis had been right, the shrewdest stroke was up fromunder--and as if
Joanna had forgotten conpletely until now, as if he hadn't died until now,
Frank stood in front of her, listening and nerry--and then was torn away.

Charis stopped brushing. "Ch, that was so stupid. That was such a stupid thing
to say."

Joanna tried to answer, reassure her, tell her that she'd already spoken
nanes, herself. That persons had to be nmentioned sonetines.--Wre better
nmentioned, than not at all. She intended to say that, but she couldn't, and
sat silent.

"Forgive ne," Charis said, and the brush recomenced its sl ow nmassage.



That night, in Iight uneasy sleep, Joanna dreaned she was crew ng on the
El eanor I1. They were at sea--riding a rough swell the color of steel being
twi sted and turned under |ight. She was crew ng, greasing sonething in the
machi nery of a winch. She didn't know what she was doi ng, but her gl oved hands
seened to.

Frank cane forward, a happy man in stained coveralls and rubber seaboots. Salt
spray had soaked the right side of his coveralls. He came forward as she was
wor ki ng, stood beside her, swaying to the sea's notions, and watched. Then he
reached out and touched her shoulder. "Use plenty," he said. He needed a
shave.

Then the job was sonehow done, and Joanna wal ked around to the starboard
side--the boat was rolling as Lowel|l turned her. Looking up at the bridge's
si de wi ndow, she saw his face, the notion of his shoulder and left armas he
spun t he wheel

The boat was rolling heavily in the trough. Joanna felt vibration surging

t hrough the deck plates as the engine worked to bring her round. She reached
out to steady herself, gripping the wire rail with her right hand. She nust
have taken her gloves off; the wire was so cold it burned.

Rebecca, bundl ed in yellow oil skins, was standing far down near the stern
holding on to the wire rail and talking with a friend--a tall girl, her face
fam liar, her dark-blond hair broken loose in the wind. The girls were

| aughi ng at somet hi ng Rebecca had said. ... In the distance, rain was coning
slanting into the sea.

"Ch, dear." Joanna, sounding to herself like a dismayed old woman, woke. She
lay recalling the dream but renenbering no enpotion init--as if it had been a
pai nting of people at sea, in which she was only a figure standing by a
trawmer's rail

She lay half in nmoonlight, and heard the soft crawling sound of beginning rain
t hrough the bedroom wi ndow. It nust have wakened her. ... The sound grew
gradual | y | ouder, but no rain cane down.

A soft sound and cl earer, now. Gravel crunching under a car's slowtires.

Joanna turned the covers back and got out of bed. She stepped fully into
nmoonl i ght, went to the wi ndow, and | ooked down through the screen

The VWwas passing slowy underneath. Charis, in nobonshadow, strained al nost
hori zontal behind its open driver's-side door--pushing the little car along
the drive. She stretched, silent, strove like a running |leopard in sl ow

nmoti on, and the car noved along. It passed with soft shifting-gravel sounds
under the wi ndow, steadily out the driveway ... then past the curb and into
the street.

Joanna went to the bedrooms front window ... and saw Charis, blond hair
bur ni shed by noonlight, stand up from shoving and clinb quickly into the
driver's seat. Then, with the car's door still a little open, she freewheel ed
the VWWsilently down the hill ... under tree shadows, and was gone.

Joanna heard the car's engine start below, at the end of the street, and

t hought for a noment she might still be dreanming, it had been so strange ..
and seen in the moon's dreamlight. She started back to bed --then knew she
was awake, by the cool specifics of the floor under her bare feet.



But it had been so odd that she went out into the hall, crossed in darkness to
t he ot her bedroom and knocked softly on its closed door. No answer. And how
could there be. She'd seen Charis | eave.

Joanna opened the door and | ooked inside. This was a snmaller, darker room
Charis kept it very neat. Kept the bed neatly made up ... and it was neatly
made up now.

"Charis ...?" It was becoming a habit, calling people who were not there.

Shanme came to Joanna like a chill--shanme at seizing on a young girl's

ki ndness, and renorse at her roonmate's suicide. Leaning on it, gripping it,
stretching it to assist her loneliness through a sumer--through a sumrer and
into the next year. She'd grappled Charis to her with need, used her and used
her up, even taking advantage of the girl's own |oneliness, her chil dhood
tragedy, to hold her closer

Now, at night and silently, Charis was apparently running for at |east a
little freedom A short escape, if only a drive alone and wi thout Joanna Reed.
A short escape, because all her things were there, her suitcase still in the
corner. It should be funny--a savior angel having to steal away for a breath
of her own air.

Joanna thought it would be funny, if it didn't mark so conpletely her future
| onel i ness. Charis would be back, returning silently later in the night ... to
pretend to contentnment in the day.

Joanna went back to her room and to bed-fled into bed under noonlight and the
covers, to drive herself to sleep as she'd done before, when her deaths were
fresh.

Charis drove south through Asconsett--the town deserted under a noon al npst
full, only the streetlanps warmng its light. She drove through town and out
on South Sound Road. There was no traffic at all. The night breeze, cool
saltier than the day's, poured through her as she traveled a rocky coast, its
surf silver.

Charis was weeping, the wind chilling her tears as she drove. Unaccustoned
tears.--Tears of anger at being disturbed, threatened even obliquely just when
everything was perfect, perfect after so nmuch tinme, so nuch effort. ... And
anger at having to | eave Joanna al one, having to sneak out of their house I|ike
a teenager dating a bad boy.-And all just to gather information in case of

i ncreasing intrusion, in case sonething needed to be done. But careful was
better than careless; she'd |l earned that | ong ago.

More than a mile down South Road, the shore rising higher above a stepped
reach to the sea, she'd passed several houses. Fishernen's cottages higher

above the road ... nmainlanders' vacation houses down to the left, along the
sea.
There'd been lights still on in tw or three hones, but no work site, no work

bei ng done.-Charis drove slower, so as not to mss it.

The distant |ighthouse's whitewashed granite was just visible, its beam
sweeping ... slow sweeping ... to flash out over the sea.

That great light's passing made the night's dark deeper, so Charis noticed

| esser lights down on a shelved clearing to the left, below the road' s bluff.
She sl owed, steered into the left lane ... and saw a big white pickup truck,
worn and rusted, parked on the shoul der beside the top of a rough construction



driveway. The driveway, graveled dirt, was cut into the bluff and ran very
steeply down to the clearing, the grade apparently too much for the old pickup
truck to manage

Charis pulled over to the right side of the road and stopped. She opened the
gl ove compartment, found a clunp of old Kl eenex, w ped her eyes and bl ew her
nose. Then she got out of the car and wal ked back to the pickup. Keys had been
left inits ignition--an Island habit--but the big truck was a mess, nothing
anyone would want to steal, anyway.

She stood, |ooking out over the site. ... There were two houses bel ow. New,
still scaffolded for painting, they stood side by side in moonlight out at the
clearing' s edge, above a stony shore. They were big two-story houses,

el aborate with decks, w dow s wal ks, and cupol as.

The work lights were nearer, set on wooden poles down by the foot of the
drive.--They lit a snmall backhoe tractor bright orange. It was parked to the
left of a hole that |ooked, to Charis, about ten feet by ten feet, and ten
feet deep. Big enough for a really major septic tank.--This side of the
excavation, along the bottomof the drive, they'd built a rectangular barrier
of heavy planks, propped up at each end by heavier tinmber ... angled to hold
an uphill nound of spoil out of the hole.

And there'd been considerabl e digging besides that. Of to the left,
besi de the bluff, parallel ditches of the drainage field ran out froma
smaller pit. It all looked like a ot of work

She stood watching in nmoonlight, the sea wind stroking her, gently conbing her

hair. ... And after a long while, she saw a man clinb out of the excavation on
a ladder ... then begin hauling at a rope running through two pulleys chai ned
to the top of a tall steel-pipe tripod set beside the pit. ... A big netal

bucket came slowy up out of the excavation, heave by heave, and the nan tied
the rope off, swung the suspended bucket to the side, tilted it, and dunped
its dirt up over the planking onto the nmound of spoil.

Then he | owered the bucket into the hole, and stood for a nmonent ... either
tired, or thinking a problemout. The work light threw such shadows, Charis
couldn't see his face clearly.--Then he noved, and she coul d.

It |ooked like very hard work--night work, too. The contractor must have said,
"CGet this done, all right? Finish it up. What you can't do with the nachine,
you do however.--But get it done."

And Captain Lowell, fisherman down on his |uck, must have said, "Ckay."

Charis watched for a long tine. Saw Lowell go down the | adder into the pit
again ... and after a while of digging down there, clinb out to haul nore dirt
up and away. She watched himdo that three tinmes. Interesting work,
interesting to watch.

It was going to be a big septic tank

Chapter Twenty

Joanna woke in early norning, dawn |um nous at her wi ndows. A door quietly

cl osing had wakened her. Then there were soft, sneakered footsteps past her
room... and on down the stairs. Charis, returned during the night from

what ever short passage of freedom she'd required.

Joanna wanted to get up, get dressed and go downstairs. She wanted to see the



girl--be certain she was honme and all right, though she certainly was. It was

an inpulse surprisingly difficult to resist ... to go down to see her, to nake
sure.

Lyi ng awake, Joanna waited for full morning ... for sufficient tine to pass so
the girl wouldn't feel pressured, watched for, her presence required to salve
a stricken woman's loneliness. ... Wiat a sad thing it was to be so needy; to

be left with only the requirenent of courage so as not to burden others with
t hat needi ness.--And what was left of life, if so much of it had to be spent
enduri ng?

VWhen sunlight touched the wi ndows, spilled a little on the floor, Joanna
got up, put on her robe, and went downstairs.

Charis was sitting at the dining table, entering in her laptop anid a
confusi on of not ebooks.

"HLoLLL"
"Good nmorning!" The girl looking bright, rested. "--1 got up alittle early.
This math. ..."

"I'l'l do breakfast."

"Ckay. W have sausage."

"Sausage and scranbl ed eggs?"

"Geat. ..."

Begi nni ng breakfast, and a pleasure to do even sonethi ng uninmportant for the
young wonman wor ki ng on her Statistics in the dining room ... Mdern college
wor k now such an interesting conbination of superficial courses--the various
"Studies" of this or that sex, group, or culture--and very difficult work,
like Cavelli's painful statistics math. It nust confuse the students as to the
effort required for mastery of any subject.

"Two patties?"

"Sounds good." Charis peering at her laptop's screen

"I think if we're doing country sausage, we ought to do it."

"Right on."

The bl essing of concentration on tasks. Setting the table, then buttering
bread, making toast. Frying sausage ... then scranmbling the eggs. Soft
scranbl ed. And coffee, putting the coffee on. Small acconplishnents, that in a

whi | e come toget her.

"Sweet heart - -breakfast." Joanna put the plates on the kitchen table, went back
to the counter for the coffee.

"Coming. ... Ch, it |looks great."
Joanna sat, and reached for the sugar. "Charis.
“"Mm . .."

"You' ve been playing nurse out here for quite a while, and I know you said



you're fine with that. But really, wouldn't you |like a break? Maybe just take
off to the mainland for a week or two?"--Close as it was possible to cone,

wi t hout nentioning last night's quiet exit down the drive ... the apparently
even quieter return.

"Joanna, | don't need to do that."
pi ece of toast, and ate it.

Charis put a dab of scranmbled egg on a

"But would you like to do that?--1'mvery nuch better, sweetheart, and | don't
want you to feel you can't come and go as you pl ease. Because you can."

"I know that. And | want to stay--unless you need sone space, sone tine
al one. "

"I don't want any tine alone, Charis." Joanna took some marnmal ade, and passed
it.

"Neither do I."
"Al'l right. ... Then | guess we're stuck with each other."

""Stuck with each other,
t oast .

Charis said, smiled, and spread marmal ade on her
Leavi ng the m dni ght passage a mystery. "--Ckay. Another subject. You know, |
menti oned goi ng over to Wite River?"

"Ri ght."

"I really have to--things have piled up over there. And | thought we'd
definitely do it, go this weekend."

"That woul d be good."

Joanna deci ded not to nention Rebecca's ashes ... that she wanted to bring
them out, scatter themon the hill. "So, we'll |eave early-take the norning
ferry, day after tonmorrow. And that'll get us off the island for two or three
days. ... \Were's the pepper?"

"Here; it was hiding."

"And since we'll be going across the state anyway, | thought you might like to
try sone caving. --Probably on our way back."

"You bet!" Pl eased enough to pause between bites of sausage. "I know I'Ill Iike
it."

"Well, you may--and may not. Lots of people don't. But it is a spectacul ar
cave. Inmense ... and miles and mles of it. The only formation of the kind

ever found in the Northeast."

"Ch, Joanna, | want to do that!"

Then we will." A pleasure, of course, that entail ed another trespass--no
qguestion a stupid and selfish thing to do. And only to be happy, at ease in
the cave ... and enjoy introducing Charis to sonething she mght find
wonderful . "--1"mgetting nore coffee; want sone?"

"Yes. ... Here's ny mug."



At the sink counter, Joanna filled the nmugs fromthe coffee-maker's pitcher
"This isn't keeping the coffee hot enough. " She canme back to the table. "I
brought out ny old harness and helnet, just in case | coul d persuade Frank

down sone sea cave.--Against all odds, | might add. He didn't like caving."
She felt some satisfaction at how snmoothly, with al nost no pain, she'd spoken
of him "So, we have two fairly conplete equi pment sets. ... This coffee is

barely warm "

Jerry Peterson, the boy who' d waited on Joanna when she'd needed paint for

t he wi ndow frane, canme over, smling, when they wal ked into the store. He was
smling at Joanna--paying no apparent attention at all to Charis, as if she
were too bright to | ook upon.

"H, Ms. Reed. ..."

"Good norning, Jerry. W bought sone flowers here yesterday, pansies, from...
somebody. "

"Must have been M. Shepherd. He's part owner."

"M . Shepherd, right.--And today we're |l ooking for lawn furniture--the | east
expensi ve you' ve got."

"W have | awn chairs and stuff in the back."

"That's what we need to look at. ... Jerry, this is a friend who's cone out to
stay with me. Charis Langenberg."

""Charis,"" the boy said. "Charis." And | ooked directly at her for the first
time. " That's a very pretty nane." A conplinent surprisingly direct from
an island boy.

"Thanks," charis said, and smled, a Christmas gift. "Wien | was a little
girl, I hated it."

Jerry had nothing nore to say. He stood grinning.

"Lawn furniture," Joanna sai d.
"Right. Right. ..."

Most of the lawn chairs and tables were nol ded white resin--a fewwith tied-on
pl aid plastic pads.

"Wthout the pads, | think.--Charis?"
"No pads. They're always wet."
"Well, Ms. Reed--we have just these two sets without pads. They're al nost the

same, except one table has the clear plastic top, and the other top is gl ass.
@ ass is nore expensive--and that whole set's a little nore sturdy."

"d ass,"” Charis said.
"Four chairs and the glass-top tabl e--how nuch would that be?"

"This set--" Jerry bent to check price tags. "This set is ... eighty-nine
dol lars.”

"Wt hout the unbrella?"



"Wthout the unbrella, yes, ma'am Unbrellais ... fifty-two dollars.
G een-and-white is all we have."

"That's a ot of noney," Charis said.

"It is--but this stuff is pretty tough." Jerry picked up a chair, and put it
down. "It'll really last."

"--..Urbrella'll go three sumers. Four, tops." Tom Lowel| was standing by a
croquet set behind them "W neet again, |adies--don't nean to bother you
Jerry, is Greg around back? Need some chain.”

"Yes, he is, Cap."

"Ckay. Ms. Reed, Charis ...." He smled and strolled away, nautical in worn
cotton coveralls and bl ack rubber boots.

"Anyway ... anyway," Jerry said, "it's really a pretty good set of outside
furniture.”

"Except for the unbrella," Charis said. ""Three sunmers. Four, tops.""

"Yes," Jerry said, "--b you're ladies. You're not going to beat it up as much,

| eave it open in the wind and so forth."

"So, with the unbrella?"

"Ms. Reed, that would be ... a hundred forty-one, before tax."
" Hrm

... 1"l tell you what. If that unbrella--if that unbrella doesn't last five
years, store'll replace it. And that's a pronise.”

"Ri ght.--Charis?"
"I don't know if we need an unbrella.”
"It's nice to have, though. G ves you sonme shade."

"Most people want an unbrella," Jerry said
"... Well, Jerry," Joanna said, "we'll take it."

"Il buy the chairs."

"Charis, you'll buy one chair."
"Two chairs, Joanna, | want to buy two chairs."
"Well, let me give thema check, and you can pay me later--or spend it for

groceries or whatever."

"d ass-top set, with green-and-white unbrella." Jerry took a pad from his back
pocket, carefully wote out a sales slip. "W'll deliver that for you this
afternoon, and we don't charge for delivery. "

"I"ll give you a check.--Jerry, do you have a phone?"



"Yes, ma'am we do. Down at the end of the counter."”

"Charis, back in a mnute. | need to call the gas station--the only gas
station--to get ny inspection sticker sonmetine this nonth."

Joanna wal ked down the counter. The phone and island phone book were tucked
behind a |l arge anti que cash regi ster decorated with enbossed netal scrollwork.
Its cash-drawer handl e was a steel flowered vine.

Cooper's was in the sl ender phone book under Bakeries. There was no ot her
bakery.

"--Cooper's." A wonan's voice, stony New Engl and. Coo- pahs.

"I"'mcalling to order a cake."

"Order over the phone ...?7"
"That's right."
"Well ... can | ask who this is? Because on cake orders, unless you' re an old

customer, we like to get a paynment before we do the cake. Who is this?"

"My nanme's Reed. Joanna Reed; | live up on Slope Street.--1t's a surprise and
I"'mwith the person, so | can't come over now "

"Just a mnute

A silence alnmost restful. Joanna had found it an effort, speaking on the
phone.

"Hell o--Ms. Reed?"

"Yes."

"You just tell us what you want, and it's okay."

"Well, thank you. ... What she likes is coconut cake."

"No problenm we make a great coconut. Big cake?"

"No, a small one. It's probably just going to be for two people.™
"Decor at ed?- - Bi rt hday?"

"No. | think ... | think just the cake."

"W have sone little rosebuds. W can put those on around the edge, |ook rea
ni ce. "

"Well, | suppose rosebuds would be all right."
"They will | ook real nice."
"Al'l right. Rosebuds."

Your order is in."

"When could | pick it up?"



"Pick it up tonmorrow nornin'.
"Thank you."

"That's what we're in business for. Good-bye."
" CGood- bye. "

As they got into the Volvo, Lowell waved to them from down the street
clinmbed into the cab of a big, rust-spotted pickup

"Well, your captain definitely |likes you.--Saw you yesterday, had to see you
agai n today."

"Charis, please. It's a small town."

"Not that small. He sees your car parked out here--and suddenly renenbers he
needs sone chai n?"

"Charis ..." Joanna started the car, pulled out into Asconsett's m nor
traffic.
"I"'mnot saying he isn't nice. I'mnot saying he's out of line. |I'mjust

saying he's interested, has sone long-termintentions.--Ch, the phone. Are we
going to try the phone conpany agai n?"

"Dam. --Ch, the hell with it. W'Il get it fixed after the weekend."
"Ckay. "

"Do you m nd?"

"No. No, | don't."

"Because if there's ... if there are calls you'd like to make--"
"Joanna, | don't want to nmake any calls.”

"Then the hell with it."

"The hell withit."

They finished planting the flowers by eveni ng-the marigol ds, geraniuns,
petunias, and pansies all watered with B-1 starter, and arranged in
checkerboard patterns down each side bed. Patterns interrupted occasionally to
accommodat e those tall veteran flowers that had survived so | ong
uncared-for.--The perennials were set out to plant--sandy soil manured and
mxed in the two | ong back beds ... and checkerboarded there, too, but with
nore space between them
"W have a garden."
shadows, sati sfi ed.

Charis put down her trowel and knelt back in evening' s

"Yes, we have a garden." Joanna's right knee clicked as she stood, and began
to ache mldly. Penalty for nmany deep mles crawl ed t hrough stone passages.

"But we still have to plant the perennials. And then we'll have to keep up
with regular fertilizing, and weeding."

"I know," Charis said. "But we have a garden!"



They cooked di nner together |ike dancers, changing places in the kitchen
as they worked, never in each other's way.

And while cleaning the spinach, cutting away the stens, then soaking the
deep-green leaves in the big pot, stirring themto get the |last grains of sand
out ... while doing that, Joanna felt--not happiness, nothing so rich--but a
rel axation, an al nost contentnent.

It seened very inportant, made her hands trenble with its pronise that
pl easure in living woul d be possible. Not just bearing loss, with such relief
fromloneliness as Charis had given her. But nmore than that.

She cl eaned the spinach, rinsed the pot, then set the steaner in. Charis was
vei ni ng the shrinp-whol e Loui siana shrinp, shipped frozen, and strangers to

these seas. Little mndless things ... biomechani snms. Wo was the Victorian

British naturalist that lost his faith in South America? He'd been unable to
believe in a God who nindlessly created redundant thousands of varieties of

billions of beetles.

--But had the beetles a god of their own, uninterested in British naturalists?
A god the col or of seasoned wood, and jointed |ike trenendous planks hinged
together ... slowy folding and unfolding through the forest, naking beetles,
spilling themfromits long cracks and crevices.

D nner, eaten late, was delicious. Curried shrinp, brown rice, and the
spi nach. Vanilla ice cream

" How are you doi ng on the Sociol ogy?" Joanna put down her notebook, and
sat across fromCharis at the dining table. A work table; they' d never eaten
there. ... She and Frank hadn't eaten there, either

"I think I"mokay." The girl--so neat otherw se--sat with her |aptop behind a
| ow semicircul ar heap of notebooks, reference books, textbooks, and orange
Post-it notes. "--1've got Singleton in at least a little small-tinme trouble,
with the Vietnam War. W got zip out of that one--no fab new markets. But he
probably won't even notice. Wn't want to notice. It's ... it's like it nust
have been for the Schol astics, dealing with the church's bullshit. If you
don't go along with these professors' agreed-upon crap, they have hysterics.”

"1've had them"

"l don't think so."

"Wait till you do that alnost-certainly-unw se Longfell ow paper. You show ne
that, I think I can guarantee some hysterics."

"I don't believe it. Joanna, | have a very good argunent."

"We'll see. But if it ain't anchored in the text, honey, in the work--you're
in trouble."”

"Trust ne, you will really like it. ... But you know what | nean. The
professors ... | mean they yearn for a society |like a medieval manor, you

know? Sonepl ace ordinary people can't just do what they want, are kept on a
| eash by their betters.-And of course, they're anong the betters.™

"Charis, that superior position is what they're used to."

"Then they need to get booted out of it!"



It was such a touching thing to hear, touching to see the girl's lovely and
determ ned face. Still so young. ... "Sweetheart, you're tal king about a
mount ai n of self-satisfaction and |ight workl oads-tenured faculty diseases
with which I've certainly been infected--"

"No, you haven't."

"Yes, | have.--You know the best way to affect that so often nisplaced pride?
It isn't with angry or silly papers. It's with very good work. --That is the
only thing that truly inpresses teachers."

"I shouldn't do Longfellow?"

"No. You should do Longfellow, though Benet m ght be nore deserving. But do
himwell and thoroughly, not as an argunent to annoy Chris Engletree--or do
soneone el se.”

Charis sat thinking ... considering it. As often, when the girl fell into
reverie, when the energy of her personality, her display of elegance, was
subdued, Joanna saw so nmuch nore clearly the child she'd been. Seen in
stillness, in a softer face, in hazel eyes shadowed.

As she wat ched her, Joanna felt something new and old at once--and deeper than
affection. It was a fondness very frightening, a certain harbinger of |oss.

She woke to what she'd been waiting to wake her, sooner or later. The sl ow,
whi spering crush of gravel down the drive. ... The npbon was down, its soft
filtering light fading to dark. It was dreaming tine, the hinge of the
nor ni ng- - but she was awake and not dreamn ng

She got out of bed and went to her side wi ndow. Below, but in deeper shadow
than before, Charis leaned into her little car's door post--pushing ..
pushing. The VWrolled slowy along like a bul ky donestic ani mal, sleepy,
wakened fromits parking.

Joanna, suddenly angry, alnost called down, "For Christ's sake ...!" But
didn't. Charis was being too careful, too effortful, too quiet.

Taki ng her robe off the back of the rocker, Joanna put it on, and went into
the dark hall and down the stairs, barefoot on cool uneven pine.

She unl ocked the front door--but opened it only a little, concerned at the
awkwar dness of confronting Charis ... the rudeness of aborting all the girl's
secrecy, her quiet and care.

She opened the door slowly, just wi de enough to see the car roll out into the
street. There was no noonlight, no tree shadows. The car was only a shape in
night, with Charis a smaller shape beside it. A shape still shoving, noving
the VWWalong ... possibly reaching in to turn its wheel ... then blending with
it, climbing into it.

The car rolled away down the hill, its engine still off--and Joanna opened the
front door, cane down the front steps, and hurried out into the street. The
cobbl estones hurt her feet. ... She could see the car going downhill. Its

brake lights glinmered, glimered as it slowed a little.

"Now, what the fuck ...?" And asking al oud, Joanna supposed she knew t he
answer --had known it, really, the last time Charis had nade her silent
getaway. The girl was going to--not running from ... There was soneone el se

she cared for, in alife not so perfectly lonely after all. A boy, or man,



apparently interested enough to have cone out to the island to be near her for
only an occasi onal night.--Soneone too special to bore by being introduced to
the so-tragi ¢ Joanna Reed.

The VW paused at the foot of the hill. Joanna heard its engine start ... saw
its headlights flash on as it turned south. South, to town. But there'd be
not hi ng open. Her |over nust be staying at the inn, overlooking the

har bor - expensi ve, for a coll ege boy. Too expensive for a college boy.

The cobbl estones were cold under Joanna's bare feet. She wal ked back up to the
cottage's front door, and inside.

Jeal ous, she thought, and went up the stairs. Jeal ous of any shifting of the
girl's attention away fromsad, suffering Joanna. And jeal ous of Charis's
having a lover--the rich affection, and the fucking. Jeal ous, when she shoul d
be glad for the girl --should be enbarrassed that Charis felt she had to make
such silent nighttime escapes to avoid upsetting her

In the bedroom Joanna took off her robe and draped it over the rocker. "Stop

bei ng such an ass," she said to herself, sat on the bed to brush the sol es of

her feet clean with her hands, then slid under the covers. "--ally are not the
wor | d. "

It was the size of the things was the trouble. Just the begi nning of the
year, sone state bureaucrat had said larger distribution boxes, bigger
doubl e-wal | ed septic tanks out on the islands.--Supposed to be effl uent-proof,
| ast forever and so forth. Wole thing was to protect sand crabs, protect sand
fleas ... sonething.

Lowell leveled the filled bucket with the edge of his shovel, then | eaned the
shovel against the pit wall and went to the | adder.

Let that state fool come out and dig a field and box hole, and then a
major pit for a pair of big purple fiberglass tanks with those double walls.
They' d have to handl e ei ght bathroonms in these two houses, plus--plus--four
nor e bat hroonms when the third house went in. Twel ve bat hroons draining into a
field nmostly sand.

Qut of the pit, Lowell went to the steel-pole tripod, and started hauling the
bucket up--which bothered his sore armnore than shoveling did. ... Wrk had
taken six hours a night-eight o' clock till two in the norning--for two, now
three nights. And not done yet, since the little Kubota hadn't been up to the
job. Bucket was okay for basic ditching, but couldn't reach to clear the
bottom of the pit--which left a couple of tons to shovel and dunp, Larry being
too cheap to rent a big machine, ferry it in.

The bucket up and swayed over, Lowell tilted it slowy to enpty sandy dirt
over the spoil dam s planks.

Shape the ditch so the inlet pipe had enough slope, then shovel out the
pit, then hand-finish the box hole and field runs--all for an inspection would
take maybe ten or fifteen mnutes. ... Truth was, Larry Hooper didn't know
what he was doing, putting in these houses. No surprise, man had been a
| obster-boat builder; didn't know a whole | ot about contracting.

And another truth was, a certain fisher with his boat down was damm | ucky
to have the work.

Lowell let the line run through the block and tackle, and the big steel bucket
fell back into the pit with a heavy clank. He went to the |adder and down it



pi cked up the shovel, and started diggi ng. Shovel was a | eaf-point,
supposed to be conmercial heavy-duty grade.-And just three nights' work had
pol i shed and thinned its steel sharp enough to slice bread with. There was
that rmuch sand packed into the dirt, even this far back under the bluff. The
mracle was Larry passing his perk test down here.

Lowel | dug along the pit's back wall, began filling the bucket. ... He was
working with his mind on the Eleanor's diesel. The Cummi ns needed heavy shop
wor k, and what he was doing was fooling with the thing hanging off a

doubl e-chain hoist--and getting a | ot of advice fromevery man wal ked down the
dock.

It was costing himdays not fishing. Costing himnoney, just working on that
diesel. Pete was off the crew Jackson still hanging on, but not by nuch.

Lowel | dragged the heavy bucket closer to shorten his swing with the shovel.

Frances used to | ook up from doing the books, and say, "Tom it's a sl ow
decline."--A slow decline. A slow decline for both of them too. And the baby.
Baby boy ... not such a baby anynore.

Lowel | began edging with the shovel blade, carving the pit corner clearer

A sl ow decline, and poor confort that it was noney trouble had seen her say
good- bye and take the baby--rather than Monash just being a better man. Poor
confort. Solid m ddle-class back to working-class in about five years, and
Frances not up for that at all

Strange, in all those prograns on TV-tal k shows and so forth--nobody ever said
anyt hi ng about |iving nmoney. They tal ked about nillions, sometines, but never
about day-to-day noney ... the kind that sent wonmen running to | awers for a
better deal. Taking the kid--you bet--and if they were lucky, getting a | awer
as a better deal

Frances Boot he Monash, now. And little Charlie a Mnash, too.

It's less confusing for him Tom He's starting kindergarten next year, and
I"msorry, but it's just better for himto take Bud's last nane.--1t was a
pecul i ar thing how conpletely a woman changed once she turned to soneone el se.
She became a different person--not the one who'd made those sounds when you
were in her, not the woman who'd cried while you held her ... not the wonman
who' d cooked your breakfast, not the woman who'd worried about the El eanor I
out in storny weather.--That wonan was dead as Ms. Reed's husband, dead as
her dad and daughter.

Bucket was al nost full; maybe eight or nine nore | oads up, and the pit'd be
ready.

... So, two ways of |osing people, and hard to say which was worse. Have them
die, as Ms. Reed' s people had died--or have themjust wal k away, |ike his.
Last time on the mainland--April-Charlie had still known him still said

"Daddy." Still thought of himthat way, and was happy with the Tonka toy. But
for how rmuch | onger?

Wrmen. ... Ms. Reed. Joanna Reed. Hard to forget her--1ooked |like a caught
witch in the noonlight with that | ong black hair, and flashing her knife into
him Not easy to forget.

Shoveling dirt out of the pit's corner, Lowell thought he heard an engi ne
start, up on the road. It ran for a minute or two, and stopped. ... Sounded
like his truck, but probably not. He'd left the keys in the pickup, but no kid



woul d choose it for joyriding.

He topped the bucket, started to set the shovel aside--and heard a steady
crunchi ng noi se high above the pit. Dirt and sand sifted down where he'd just
shovel ed the corner clean.

That sound was coming down ... rolling down the gravel. Sonething com ng down
the steep drive with the engine off or in neutral, making nmore dirt shake
| oose. Coming way too fast. Maybe his truck, after all

The driveway's dirt and gravel slumped just above with a sudden harsh hissing
sound--and as if this excavation were his Eleanor's hold, and trouble conme so
fast at sea, Lowell dropped the shovel and went for the ladder, to clinmb up
and out.

But there was a draft of air, an instant of silence he'd known at sea, though
never on the | and, and sonething--rolling off, fallen off the edge of the
drive--hit the retaining wall's tinbers a terrible blow He was al nbst at the
| adder.

Heavy | unber broke, with smashing nmetal --and the retaining wall caved in above
and behind the pit. The earth came down with falling tinbers, sheaves of
splinters, and the truck's front wheels came down with them

Lowel | , deafened, buried to his chest in fast-flow ng sand, was struggling up
as if fromflooding in a boat's bel ow decks, when a tinber or one of the
truck's wheels suddenly shifted to drive himdown again, and deeper

Under neat h, somet hing caught his left leg. He felt it snag his | eg beneath the
knee, press it down and break it. There was a twist and splitting as it broke.

Then he was sunk under a dry and heavy ocean, with no air. It was quiet except
for settling sounds he felt rather than heard, and his body began a slow ..
slow ... sw nming, one-legged, through sandy soil to where it hoped the | adder
m ght be.

H s body began trying while he was still catching up, figuring his
chances--that he mght have a minute and a little nore for terrific effort,
sl ow notion swi mm ng under tons of shifting weight, before he snothered. And
only two or three feet to the ladder --if he was still turned toward it.

It was that, or wait for Larry Hooper to stand goggling at himin the
nor ni ng- - once people had dug himout--lying on a blanket with sand in his
nmout h, sand in his open eyes.

Lowel | caught up with his body, and went to work. Hard work ... a sort of very
slow and effortful breast stroke. The sand made that barely possible; solid
dirt wouldn't be giving way at all. ... Mracle that Hooper passed the perk

Lowel | struggled in the soil, inched and wiggled, slow haul ed handful s of
sand and dirt to himand hoped that neant he noved--and wasn't just tw sting
and curling in a slowcircle with no air to breathe at all. The bad leg felt
st range-the bone seened to poke out, catch in the sand.

The wei ght above him pressed down so he lost direction, and didn't know where
his small pinched strokes and one-| egged ki cks and pushes m ght be noving him
He tried breathing in, only a little, and sand slid down his tongue.

In a fucking sewer pit, Lowell thought-and was so humiliated he westled and
twi sted and reached as if he'd breathed a breath.



He hit sonmething with his finger

He scrabbled with that finger ... then all the fingers of that hand--right
hand. He clawed and tried to kick, beginning to die for lack of air. H s heart
was m ssing beats; he could feel the skipping rhythm

"Keep fucking beating," he said to it in his head.

Everything el se was still but that working hand ... and Lowel| tapped what
he'd touched, and curled his fingers around it. He'd forgotten what the thing
was ... but he gripped it and convul sed and twi sted, felt things pulled away

and torn in the nuscles of his back

He used that grip, used it though he'd gone blind. It was not just being
buri ed, unable to see; it was a deeper darkness.

He used his grip on whatever it was as an anchor to work from... and | evered
his left armand hand slowy up, burrowing up as if he mght catch a handful
of air and bring it down to him And the hand bunped sonething. He felt it
could feel it and get a grip on the sanme kind of round thing his right hand
hel d.

H s heart was hesitating ... hesitating. Lowell pulled hinself slowmy up three
rungs of a | adder--which |adder, and where, he'd forgotten

Then his head canme up out of cascadi ng sand, and he spit sand, and took a
br eat h.

Chapter Twenty-one

Joanna woke from breakfast ... to breakfast. She'd been dream ng of a norning
with her father--a different Louis than the one she'd known ... perhaps a
young Loui s Bernard her nother would have recogni zed.

He' d been very nerry in the quipping French fashion, telling a story she
couldn't remenmber, while buttering his toast. They'd been at breakfast, but

she'd eaten nothing, only sat at the table and enjoyed her father's conpany.

There' d been sonmeone on the porch. As her father'd tal ked, Joanna coul d see,

t hrough the di ni ng-room curtains, a shadow novi ng. Hear footsteps. ... She'd
wat ched Louis, listened to him but was conscious of the person waiting on the
porch. Her father had smiled and said sonething to her ... then said, "Not

so?" His dark eyes had shone in nmorning sunlight reflected fromthe table's
gl assware and sil ver.

Joanna had eaten nothing, only snmelled the rich odors of her neal--and woke to
t hose odors, her father's voice sounding softly for a nmonment nore.

She lay in bed, sad before she recalled the reason for it--then renenbered it
was a norning to begin granting Charis her freedom wth thanks. A norning, a
day to at least begin to say good-bye, with gratitude for the girl's kindness.

Then, odd | ate-night escapes would no | onger be necessary, the girl freed
to be with sonmeone she | oved.

It was liberty owed her, and the only gift Joanna had to give for such patient
tenderness. Still, bittersweet to have had such delightful company, then | ose
it. It was sad, and frightening, to have to learn to be alone after all

It grew nore frightening as Joanna lay there, so she got out of bed to | eave a
little of the fear behind, and went to the closet to dress in worn gardening
pants and shirt. Dressing to say good- bye.



"... Still have perennials to plant!" Charis, in worn jeans and white
T-shirt--and fresh as if she'd been in and slept all night--served two
over - easy eggs each

"Then that's it. Done."

"We' || have a garden.--Jan? There's marnal ade, and raspberry."”
"Raspberry. I'Il get it."

"1'Il get it--"

"Charis, I"'mup. You sit, and start eating. "

It was a difficult subject to open--over bacon and eggs, toast, grapefruit
juice, and coffee--w thout enmbarrassing the girl. ... Charis, you don't have
to sneak out in the nmiddle of the night anynmore. You know -push the VW down
the drive and so forth? Really, you can just take off, be w th whoever--and

t hanks, endl ess thanks, for your help. Joanna put the raspberry jamon the
table, and sat down. ... An unpleasant little speech. But if that wasn't said,
what coul d be?

"W still going, tonorrow?"

"Tormorrow norning." Charis had fried only six slices of Barkley's thick bacon
Moderation. "--But you know, sweetheart, you don't have to go. | nean it. Wy
don't you stay out here and enjoy yourself? And 1'l|l be back Sunday night or
Monday. "

Charis spread raspberry jamon her toast. "You don't want ne to cone?"

"Yes. | would like you to cone with ne, but not if you have sonething el se
you' d rather do--maybe just stay out here and take it easy."

"I don't have anything else | want to do."

You don't. Well, in that case--if you're really sure you want to go--then
yes, I'd like to have you cone with ne."

Charis took a bite of her toast, and seemed content. Apparently had no

| at e-ni ght dates planned for the weekend. "... Bird feeder," she said

"What ?"

"Bird feeder. Joanna, | was thinking it mght be nice to have a bird feeder
and a birdbath. --1 bet birds have a tough tinme finding fresh water on the

i sland. "

" It's an idea. | don't know about the feeder; it mght interfere with
their normal eating patterns. W could check with the Audubon people. ... But

I like the birdbath."
"The garden shoul d have a birdbath."
"I didn't see any at the hardware store."

"We're going over to the mainland; we could | ook for one. A small one ... on a
pedestal ." Charis finished her toast, and returned to bacon and eggs.



"Maybe one of the weat hered bronze-Iooking ones.”

"We could set it so we could see it fromthe kitchen

"I think it's a good idea. | really don't know where they find fresh water out
here, except rain runoff." Joanna got up with their nugs, poured nore coffee,
and came back to the table. "--1 think there's only one real pond on the

i sland, over behind WIlis. Wren't for the seasonal rains, | understand the

i sl and woul dn't have a water table."
"Are your eggs done too nuch?"

"No. Perfect.--We'll look for a birdbath. ..." And the subject of freedom
post poned.

The little sea | avender plants rel eased | avender's odor when their |eaves
were gently pinched. They were the |ast of the perennials going in.

Kneel i ng, Joanna dug the row of holes along the back beds, allowed Charis the
pl easures of planting, nesting the | avender into pockets of dark potting soil
m xed with manure and the yard's sandy dirt.

They wor ked together down the row, the | ate-norning sun | eaning on their

shoul ders, planting their shadows beneath themin the beds. They set the

| avender to edge the yard, where the remants of the old fence were weathering
away in the hill's tall grass, the clustered sea grapes.

They finished the |last planting, watered with m xed B-1 starter ... then
weeded once nore through the yard's grass, side by side.

"I's it done?--Joanna, | think we're done."
Joanna stood, and stretched to ease her back. "W're done."

Toget her, they surveyed their plot--its grass bordered by dark turned beds
al ong the cottage's back wall and the edges of the yard. The ranks of young
pl ant s--dozens of them-resting patterned in their various greens.

"Have to keep it weeded." Charis bent to stroke a pansy as if it were a pet
chucked it under its small chin.

"Per petual weeding.--A walk before | unch?"
"Let me pee, and I'mwth you." Charis trotted up the kitchen steps.

Joanna | ooked out over the garden--begun in such a |lonely agony of |abor
furious and repetitive. This was the yard where, frightened of the house's
menories, she had slept out in weather. ... Then Charis had cone.

--And woul d go, once her silent |ate-night rendezvous were di scussed. Then
she'd be free to be with whoever it was who'd cone out to be with her

Whi ch woul d | eave Joanna Reed with only herself for conpany. Perhaps good
enough conpany, now.

"I"'mpeed, and |'mready!" Charis cane swiftly down the back steps, past
Joanna and across the yard--then junped their new back bed, eased through sea
grapes, and paced away along the ridge of the hill. "Youth," Joanna said

al oud, and trotted to catch up

They wal ked t oget her across the dune hill, moving quickly over slipping sand



and through clunps of tall sea grass to work the gardening's

bendi ng- and- kneel i ng out of their nuscles. The sumer sunlight sifted
reflections fromthe sand, glittering in Joanna's sight. ... This was the
sl ope where Frank's ashes were scattered; those nyriad white fl akes and
powder ed dust contributing to the sand sl opes they clinbed down to cross ..
and clinb up again.

Good exercise ... in bright light and air and hei ght above the ocean perfect
enough to prom se everything, if only men and wonen were inmort al

"Wonder ful . "
"What ... ?"
"All this."

"You bet." Charis, as if lifted frombelow, took off in her stride, junped a
clump of tall grasses--and landed as if she'd | anded on just that downsl oped
spot many tinmes before, in casual balance. ... It was a pleasure for Joanna to
wat ch her nmove. There was no doubt in what Charis did.--Very nmuch, Joanna
supposed, as she had been at that age. As she had been in many ways, as if
this girl were an avatar of her own youth, conme back to her when she had
not hi ng el se.

Charis waited for her. "You getting tired?"
"No. No, | feel good."

"W can go back."

"No, let's keep on truckin'.

They set out again, wading through deep drifts that ran downsl ope Iike sl ow,
tan water, curling in small tugging currents around their sneakers. And as if
this | abor were a key to changes--as gardeni ng, weedi ng had been when she was
wi t hout hope--Joanna, wal king fast over uncertain ground, felt again the
possibility of contentment, even happiness. It rose in her throat, a physica
thing, a manifestation that nmade it difficult to catch her breath.

"Ckay?" Charis circling back, concerned.

"Better. Better than okay, sweetheart." Joanna noved faster, to keep up.--To
be happy. Not yet, of course ... but soneday to be happy. She was afraid to
try to i magi ne what shape that mght take. Mich better just to walk the hill.

Charis, |ong dark-blond hair | oose and breezing in the ocean w nd, was
climbing a little ahead again, noving up a steep slope of sand and sea grass
wi th that perpetual easy engine of youth that no tried and hardened fitness
could quite equal.-And arrived, waiting at the crest of the dune, the girl
stood a slender figurehead, seenming to sail through the air. Below, the town

and i mrense bright seascape appeared to vibrate in sunmer sun. "... | hope

t hey never spoil it."

Joanna clinbed to join her. "Well, they've been considering buildi ng wooden
staircases up the hill--but they' ve been considering that for at |east three

hundred years."
"They rmustn't ever do it."

"I"'msure they won't."



Charis turned, her eyes still brilliant with the view "Doesn't it have to be
good for you? Seeing sonething so beautiful ?"

"I think so--probably good for the liver."

Charis turned away, started down the ridge, and spoke to Joanna into the air.
"You want to stay out here, don't you?--1 nean all year round."

" |'ve been thinking about it. A beautiful, smaller world, with fewer
people.” dinmbing down in sand was much easier than clinmbing up. Just dig in
your heels.

"I think it would be wonderful. ..." Charis, in slower, nore reflective
nmoti on, wal ked the ridge north, toward the cottage. Joanna barely | engthened
her stride to stay with her

"I't's something to think about, if | can get by without my job at Wite River.
And | suppose | can, if I"'mcareful ... find something part-tine out
here.--Wuldn't interest you, you're a little young for that, but maybe you
could conme out to visit, sonetinme--"

Charis stopped wal king and turned an al nbst angry face--a grimface--to
Joanna. "It would interest me," she said. "It would interest me a lot."

"Well, | thought you--"
"--1 would rather do that than anything!"

What to say to this odd, contradictory girl, with her nighttime departures?
"Charis ... you mean stay with ne out here? W tal ked about White River--"

"Yes. Qut here."

"Sweet heart, you woul d al ways be welconme to do that. 1'd love to have you stay
with ne as long as you like. | just thought you m ght want ... some ot her
choices in your life."

"I don't." And Charis marched away, so Joanna had to hurry to catch up--the
cat chi ng-up thing becom ng habitual; sone serious getting in shape obviously
called for in this girl's conpany. A conpanionship that, for whatever reason
seemed assured at |east for a while.

They circled the long crest of the hill a last tine, and into the
af t ernoon--Joanna noving nore and nore easily, effort oiling her nmuscles. They
hi ked with ocean in viewto the east and north ... two smaller islands seen to

the south and west, with the mainland only a green mark beyond t hem

"I have to run into town." Joanna, changed to clean shirt and sl acks, canme to
the kitchen door. "The big car inspection. "

"Want some lunch first?" Charis, by the backyard faucet, was washing their
gardening tools in an old yellow plastic bucket found in the garage.

"Not hungry yet. ... I'll be back soon. Do we need anything for the stew?"
"We' ve got everything."

"Enough oni ons?"



"Plenty of onions."
"Ckay, " Joanna said, and went back in to get her purse.

She parked on Strand, and got out of the car in the shadow of |ow racing
dark clouds, a sumer rainstormconing in fromthe sea. She wal ked to the
bakery, four doors down, and went in to wait behind an elderly fisherman
apparently buyi ng doughnuts and crullers for a boat crew unl oadi ng.

"I need sone plain."

"How many?" Ms. Cooper, rail-thin for a baker's wife, stood patiently behind
her counter.

"Three ... no, five."

"I"mgoing to give you four, Edgar. Let's keep to even nunbers.”
"Ckay. ... And two jellies.”

"Two jellies.” Ms. Cooper began filling a cardboard box top
"Two sugars."

"Two powdered sugars."

"And we need three crullers.”

"Two crullers.”

"--Ckay. ... Well, | guess that's it."

"That's it. Now, Edgar--you're off the Big Boy?"

"That's right."

"Big Boy already owes thirty-four dollars and seventy-one cents."
"Ch. ... |'msupposed to charge it."

"I see.--Now, Edgar, I'mgoing to |l et you have these doughnuts and crullers.

But | want you to tell Dale Boynton that | expect payment on this account. Do
you under st and?"

"Yes. "
"And your total is now... thirty-nine dollars and el even cents. You got that
figure? You'll remenber that?"

"Yes."

"Al'l right, as long as that is understood."
"Ckay. "

"You tell Dale what | said."”

"Yes, | will."

"Al'l right." Ms. Cooper handed the box top over the counter



When the fisherman was gone, the door's harness bells ringing behind him Ms.
Cooper smled sadly at Joanna. "lsn't that a shame?-But you know, Ms. Reed

t hi ngs have got so tight we have to draw a line just to stay in business. W
can't give these captains credit like we used to."

"It is too bad."
"Well, your cake's ready. ..." Ms. Cooper went into the back of the shop

Joanna stood waiting, watching through the bakery's big w ndow as peopl e
wal ked by. ... Ms. Cooper was talking to someone in the back

There was a stack of Islanders on the counter, Asconsett's two-fold weekly
just out, out every Thursday afternoon. Its news usually concerned wth
weat her, social notes, fishing reports, boats for sale, and an occasi ona
cranky editorial concerning the State Bureau of Fisheries.

Joanna picked up the top copy, and began reading the |left-hand colum: "Bottom
Fi shing." Bottomfishing forecasts were really prom sing, stocks al nbst equa
to last year's, though | ast year's had been di sappointing. There was a
cartoon--badly drawn--of a bottom fish | ooking worri ed about being caught.

A two- paragraph editorial, at the top of the right-hand colum, dealt with the
ri ght whal e-swarns of them and endangered only in the fantasies of

mai nl ander s.

The [ ower-right colum had a piece titled "M shap." There'd been an excavati on
accident --runaway vehicle rolling down into nighttinme workings on South
Sound. An island man, seriously injured, had craw ed up to the road and been
found in early nmorning by a Coast Guardsman coming off-duty fromthe Iight.

Joanna read to a name, then stopped readi ng.

"Here we are." Ms. Cooper carried in a |large white box. "--Man back there
with a sampl e of cake doughnuts. You just order 'emin, frozen." She set the
box on the counter. "... Well, you never tasted such stuff in your life.
Cooper's has been doin' oil-bath doughnuts for nearly a hundred years, and
guess we'll stick to it.--Now, here's your cake, coconut with rosebuds. And we
make from absol ute scratch.”

"Ch, but | ordered a small cake."

"That's what you got. Snall cake. Should serve ... oh, four to six, couple of
good slices each. Don't get a lot of call for these small ones.”

"Well ... thank you. I'msure it'll be wonderful."

"You can bet on it, dear."

"And what do | owe you?"

"That's twelve dollars and fifty cents.-And the paper?"

Yes. Can | give you a check?"

"Your check' |l be just fine. Wth the paper, twelve dollars and seventy-five
cents."

Joanna, purse strap over her shoul der, the cake box and fol ded newspaper held



in both hands, stepped out of Cooper's into a warm pattering rain.

At the car, she put the cake box over on the passenger seat and got in,
only danp. The rain spattered, hesitated, then came |acing down through
sunshi ne as she closed the door. Rain marched across the w ndshield, and made
the car's netal softly ring.

There was no good reason to keep readi ng the newspaper. That Tom Lowel|'s
acci dent had happened late |ast night--and south, south of town --was no
reason to read the rest of it.

But the sumer shower seenmed to bring a reason with it--that not reading, that
i magi ni ng, woul d be worse. So Joanna sat beside the coconut cake in
rain-curtained privacy, and read.

When she finished, she tucked the newspaper behind the seat. Then she started
t he car--but when she put both hands on the steering wheel, her fingers began
to trenble ... then flutter |ike feathers. Her hands shook as if they were no
| onger hers, and bel onged to those parts of the Volvo's idling engine that
noved and nuttered.

What had that news introduced to set her trenbling, signifying sonething even
graver than the captain's agony?--Only that a girl with no | over had gone out
secretly at night? Had driven south, where an accident occurred? That
signified nothing. As a red baseball cap, one of so many, signified nothing.

Joanna put her hands together on the steering wheel, and | eaned to rest her
forehead on them keep themstill. She was afraid she'd sound the car's horn
but she didn't. ... The rain was so helpful. Its small sounds were very

hel pful , and the veil it provided.

When she sat up, her hands and fingers were still. She put the car into
reverse for a foot or two ... then drive, to pull out of the parking space
into Strand, headi ng south. She drove out of town-looking, only |ooking, not
t hi nki ng of anything at all

Al most two miles out on South Sound, Joanna saw red and yellow |ights flashing
down off the road to the left. She steered onto the right shoulder ... got out
of the Vol vo, and wal ked across the road. A tow truck and police car were
parked bel ow, al ongside a steep driveway cut out of the side of the bluff.
Severely injured. ... Crawed up to the road, and was found in early norning

Al most at the foot of the drive--fallen off it--a big white pickup was |ying
half on its side, its hood and front wheels buried in a collapsed excavation
with splintered pl anks, heavier tinmbers. A small orange backhoe was parked
near by--and farther off, past sone ditches, two big houses stood above the
sea.

Joanna | ooked down at that scene ... then out over the ocean for a while. The
rain had come through and bl own over. Now the sunmer sun laid its light on the
sea, painted it bright green, glazed its whitecaps fromwhite to a warner
ivory. The sea wind gently buffeted her as she stood, persistent as a puppy.

Joanna went up the kitchen steps, purse on its strap over her shoul der, the
cake box held carefully with two hands. She freed one hand for a nonment, to
open the door.

Charis was at the stove, peering down into the big frying pan. "I'm browni ng
the lanb. ... Want some | unch?"



"No, I''ll wait for dinner. ... | have sonmething for you."
"Wat ?- - A cake!"
"Coconut . "

"Ch, CGod, that's great!" Pleased as a child, Charis dusted flour off her
hands, took the box and put it on the table. She broke its white string with
one sharp tug, and lifted the top. "It | ooks wonderful. Rosebuds!"

"I ordered it yesterday."

"Ah, the phone call.

"Yes, | lied; no car inspection.--1 ordered a snmall cake, but apparently they
don't do really small ones out here. Big eaters.”

"We' || have sone for dessert.”
"... 1I'"ll be upstairs for a while--sure | can't hel p?"

"No way, Joanna. It's nmy stew, I'mgoing to do everything. And thanks so much
for the cake."

"Hope you enjoy it, sweetheart."

Joanna clinbed the stairs as if she were | eaving some of herself still wth
Charis in the kitchen. A strange feeling--as if this part of her were com ng
upstairs to wait for something expected, but not yet quite arrived.

She went into her room took the boxes of photographs fromthe closet, and sat
on the bed with them odd she'd never cared enough about the past to fil
al buns. ... Joanna sorted through small stacks and bundl es of pictures,
deal i ng the photographs out until she sat anong scattered drifts of them-sone
quite old, fading--and began to search, alnost aimessly, for a faniliar face.

She found a picture of Frank with his first teamon the field at Wiite River,
and was surprised how young he | ooked, al nost the sane age as the boys.

Then, a few forgotten | andscapes |ater, a yell owed photograph of her nother
and father--also very young, |ooking too young to be married. They were
standi ng together by the |ake cabin. H s armwas around her waist, and he was
smling. Adifferent man, smiling and young. Her nother had put up her hand to
shade her eyes fromthe sun

Several bundl es held only Rebecca. Her babyhood ... the round, alert little
face squinting into the sun. In so many phot ographs she was wearing her yellow
sunsuit, with the shoulder straps.--Did they even make sunsuits now? The
sunsuit and a tennis hat nuch too |large for her. Good shade, though. The
baby's skin had been white, soft, and tender as fine paper.

Then, from a stained brown envel ope, some New Mexico pictures. Muntain
vistas. ... A pueblo. Photographs she hadn't seen for so many years.

There was one of an ol der man whose nane Joanna had forgotten, a caver who'd
been with themin Lechuguilla. Then a picture of the cave's entrance--and
after that, three nore photographs taken at the sane tine, views hardly
differing. She and Curt Garry, just out of the cave--hands, faces, and
coveralls smeared with nud. Even so, a striking couple, grinning, pleased with
t hensel ves.



Curt such a golden boy, tall, blond, and slender, his face el egant as an

ol d-fashioned actor's ... and Joanna in dark contrast, with Indian eyes and

| ong bl ack hair--hair just released, she recalled, froma danp and dirty bl ue
bandanna.

Curt, alive and | ooking out at her fromnore than twenty years ago. Hi s eyes
and nouth so well renenbered--and echoed now, in another's face.

Downstairs, Charis was singing at the stove. A show tune ... a song from Paint
Your Wagon. "--Qut the wi ndow go the beans. Qut the wi ndow go the beans.™

Joanna sat on her bed am d phot ographs--oddly satisfied by catastrophic
machi nery, polished and perfect, that had slid to its fit at |ast.

Charis's voice was nothing like her father's. Curt had sung nmadrigals at Yale.
Her voice, sweet and uncertain, was nothing like his. But her eyes--set at a

slant like a cat's--now recalled his eyes, absolutely. The nedi eval definition
of her face was his as well, as he'd stood snmiling for the canmera so | ong ago.

And what had Charis fromher nother? Strong long | egs and arnms, a certain
athleticism Self-concern, talent for language ... and a strict requirenent
that she be | oved.

Joanna | ay down anong the pictures, felt their pasts like cool fallen | eaves
beneat h her. Now everything was known. Now, even she knew it.

"To begin again, at the beginning," Charis had said. A recipe for happiness
that had seenmed obscure, and now was not. ... She nust have searched for her
past, backtracked her poisoned chil dhood to its begi nning--to reconmence her
life as it should have been, as a little girl kept with her nother, guarded by
her nother, and | oved absol utely.

Frank had had no place in that new life--he would have proved it false,
expected attention, affection that should be hers. So what seened a sl ender
boy, in a red baseball cap, had gone sailing with him

Louis, that odd and retiring man, rust have decided to search for his |ost
granddaughter, had finally found her and--an anonynous benefactor-supported
her through college. But Charis would not have known, or cared, who had cared
for her. Louis Bernard would only have been the second sharer of what could
not be shared.

As Rebecca had been the third.

Al'l renmpbved, so Charis--replacing a childhood of horrors--mght claima
birthright hers al one.

Joanna lay with her eyes closed. In what course, in what book, had Charis
found suggestion to call the classic elenments to her service? Water, Fire,

Air, and Earth.-And only Earth had betrayed her, and let Tom Lowell live. Two
al nost silent |eave-takings in the night. The first must have been
reconnai ssance. ... The four classic elenents--and in which would her nother

find solution, when what nust be done was done?

Joanna | ay anpbng the pictures for a while ... then got up and gathered themto
put away, before she went down to dinner

The | anb stew was perfect, needed only a little salt.



Charis served it in soup bows, with hot whol e-wheat rolls and
| ettuce- and- cucunber sal ads. Then she poured out w ne.

"Charis, it |ooks wonderful. ... It is wonderful."
"Well, | was worried about the stew "
"No. It's really good."

"Sal ad dressing is fromthe bottle. |I don't know why | can't make vinaigrette;
| just never get it right."

"It helps if you whip it up--and you put in just a pinch of sugar, too."
"Well, next time I'Il try it."

Joanna sat eating her dinner, and part of her becanme another Joanna. Both sat
eating dinner. And as they ate, these Joanna's slowly becane several --each a

little different--sheaving away froma core, like lily | eaves. \What was
happeni ng seened nmuch stranger to her than rage or sorrow. Stranger than the
ever oddness of being alive. ... Mich stranger than inevitable death. This was

somet hing so new, there were no railings for it. Nothing to prevent flying, or
a fall forever.

Joanna, now one of many, sat and buttered a roll--Charis had warmed four--and

wat ched and listened to her daughter. Enjoyed her particular beauty, enjoyed

it more now that she knew -such striking beauty, slim delicate, and strong.
Frank must have felt that wiry strength. And Rebecca, also. Louis had

experi enced her intelligence, her cleverness, as the fire fl owered.

Beautiful, intelligent, and strong.

And had those I oved and | oving dead a better claimto Joanna Reed than her
daught er Chari s--di scarded as an inconveni ence, a baby girl abandoned to a
random nonst er ?

Charis asked for the butter, and Joanna passed it. Passed the butter to the
only famly, the only child she now woul d ever have.--And no nurder to be
proved agai nst her. Suspicion, certainly. Possibly an arrest, perhaps even a
trial. But no proof, no witnesses. And in the end ... no conviction, no
sentence. Unless to an insane asylumfor the rest of her life.

"Want nore stew?"
"Yes, just alittle.”

"Ckay. Not too nuch. ..." Charis ladled stewinto Joanna's bow. "Need to
| eave room for cake."

But if not that, if not police and punishment, then what? Could there ever
be forgiveness for a famly murdered? And if so--then forgiveness for Charis,
per haps. For her nother, never. ... Wat but her youthful cowardice, |aziness,
and sel fi shness had created this engi ne of destruction?

Could that responsibility ever be borne, and those | ost voices silenced? ..
Not likely. And even if that became possible--what then? Wat |ife hereafter
the two of themtogether? Charis was not safe to keep. Never certain, never
satisfied to share the perfection of her nother's | ove, she would forge a
silver circle around them And if anyone approached--any nman, with |ove ..
any worman, for friendship's sake--if any canme close and touched that dragon's
ring, Charis would kill them



Failing to answer questions, tired of them sonme Joannas had died sitting
in the kitchen chair. They had withered and fallen away |like flowers. The
others still ate and talked with their daughter, and enjoyed her, enjoyed
knowi ng she was theirs ... this bright and lovely girl come back to her after
so many years, and when she was all al one.--But every Joanna renai ni ng agreed
it was best that Frank and their father and Rebecca were dead, so as not to
suffer a sorrow so strange

Still, Joanna died. And when the second buttered roll was eaten, all had died
but one, and she was not quite the Joanna who had conme down to dinner. --There
was no single part of her so very different. But everything was changed a
little.

Charis took the dishes to the sink. "Cake tine!" she said, and she shone |ike
gol d.

After dinner, Joanna went to the dining roomw th her notebook, to sit
with Charis as she worked. It was better to sit with her, much better than
bei ng upstairs alone, with nothing but Charis to think about.

"Joanna, are you okay?"

"I"'mfine. Maybe a little tired."

"Well ... | decided I"'mgoing to do Longfellow for my poetry paper."

"Ch, dear. ..."

"No, really. | think he had some inportant things to say."

"Mm About what ?"

"--About Anerica, the values the voices of wlderness represented to the
Native Americans, and still do to all of us. Voices. Joanna, it's all about
t he voices of nature, addressing man--which, of course, is man addressing
hi nsel f, speaking through trees and wind and rivers in that odd incantatory

meter."

"Charis, you don't even have the poemyet. You haven't gotten the book from
the library."

"I know, but | renenber enough to know that's what H awatha's about. 1'll get
t he book next week."

"I see.”
"You don't think it's a good idea."

"I think you may | ose some inportant class credits by irritating Chris
Engletree with a Victorian Romantic poet. ... And you will also find the poem
itself presents sone problenms with your "nature's voices" thesis. | believe
our hero canoes away at the end, and | eaves his people to the nmercy of the
Jesuits--not precisely lovers of the natural world."

“I'l'l handle it--after all, he was a man of his time. I'll handle it."
"Well ... if you really decide to do this, and you work fromthe text
carefully, | suppose Engletree mght find it interesting enough not to fai

you. ... Poor Longfellow is due for a mnor resurrection. He's been an object



of fun for quite a while."

"Then that's it. I'mgoing to give it atry. "By the shores of Gtche Gunee
By the shining Bi g- Sea- VWt er "

Joanna sat watchi ng her daughter, searching that near perfection for the
i nperfection beneath it, a linestone fault, its river run below to fashion a
cave of the heart.

Charis glanced up, saw her watching. "Wat?"

"Nothing. ..." For something else to say, Joanna al nost mentioned the death of
Longfellow s wife. Her long dress cloaked in flanme, caught fire at the hearth,
she had run through their house to him blazing, and fallen dying into his
arms. ... Joanna alnost nmentioned it, began to nention it--then, remenbering
her father's death, did not ... she supposed fromfear of enbarrassing the
girl, recalling the nmurder to her

What strange delicacy. A killing rage and tenderness turned so tangled in her
t hat she supposed she nust have gone mad to bear it.

"What ?" The girl's brilliant eyes on her. El egant dark-gold head cocked to
hear. A bright bird, flown out of deep jungle into light, with a jungle spider
riding.

"Nothing ... really.” She wi shed so nuch to say al oud, Sweetheart, in your
madness, you have driven nme mad.--Wy couldn't you have cone to ne? | would
have gone on ny knees, | would have begged and begged you to forgive ne. Then
all of us would have | oved and cared for you. Those you killed, they would
have cared for you

I f she kept thinking those things, she would say them and that woul d be
i nsupportabl e. There was not enough left of her to say those things.

"I's somet hing wong, Joanna?--Are you okay?"
"I'mfine, sweetheart. Just tired."

"We're doing too much. The gardeni ng was too nuch.”
"No. | love the garden."

"You're crying!"

"No. No, I'mnot."

"You are! And it's ny fault--all this bullshit about my paper. |'m bothering
you about this crap, and you just need to be peaceful, and rest. "

"No, no."

"Yes, you do! You need quiet, and |I'm going to keep ny nouth shut and stop
bot hering you. I'm so sorry. "

What el se could Joanna do but reach out and touch her? Charis's flesh, her
snoot h skin, her comencing tears of distress, were fresh daughters to her
mother's flesh and skin and tears. The two of them were one thing, separated.

"--1 prom se, Joanna. |'Il just be quiet."



And if, by right, permitted to touch and confort her-then whose right greater
than a mother's to destroy a dangerous child? A knife fromthe kitchen, and
justice with it. If not for Frank, if not for Louis and Tom Lowel | --nen, after
all, with violence and violent death an ancient heritage --if not for them
then for Rebecca. Rebecca had been gentle, defenseless as a baby bird.

"--ally'll see; I'll just let you rest. It's a prom se."

Justice called for--but surely no harm just for now, in touching. Touching
her only daughter. That small pleasure was surely owed and earned--at | east
the affection due to any young creature, beautiful and dooned. Joanna reached
to stroke the girl's cheek ... then couldn't help but cup her face, so warm
and snoot h, in both hands.

"You' ve been very good to ne, Charis." And that was true. That part of the
truth was true.

Chapter Twenty-two
"1 think we should take the coconut cake."
"Charis, it's a lot of cake. We won't eat it over the weekend."

"But supposing we stay over? If we stay a few days, then we'll have it. Here
it'll just get stale."

Bring the cake."
"And what about the stew?"

"No. Sweetheart, we're not taking the stewwith us. The steww |l be fine in
the refrigerator for a couple of days."

"Ckay. ..."

Joanna went upstairs for her small suitcase. They'd gotten up early to pack
and have breakfast, which was just as well. Friday, the ferry left at nine in
t he norning--and her captain had a reputation for taking pleasure in |eaving
| at econmers on the dock

"Charis--are you ready?"

"I'"'mready.

Joanna had forgotten to pack her hairbrush. She put her suitcase back on the
bed, opened it, and tucked the hairbrush al ongsi de her notebook. Then she shut
t he bedroom wi ndows, picked up her suitcase, and went downstairs-surprised how
possible it was to live for a little while alongside life, rather than in it.
Very much like wal king by a river too savagely turbulent and swift to swmin,
wade, or cross.

Charis, in jeans and green T-shirt, was waiting in the kitchen with her small
duffel and her book bag. "Do we have the caving stuff?"

"I put the equipnment in the trunk |ast night."
Charis smled. "Cake box is in the backseat."

"That cake was not small enough



A while ago, they'd backed away fromthe last out-island stop. O eague.

Now, the ferry--crowded with islanders and tourists m xed--was neeting white
horses with small shudders of effort, heading into an east w nd bl owi ng warm
of f the mainl and. Approaching, the coast was a lumpy line of gray-green, its
bui | di ngs becoming nore visible ... the Coast Guard's white station clearly
seen.

Charis and Joanna sat together on a deck bench vacated for thema while ago by
two young men --coll ege boys, vacationing--the courtesy their chance to speak
with Charis.

Wth these young nen, Charis had adopted the tone of the slightly ol der
womrman- - al nrost an ol der sister--know edgeabl e, anmused and anusing, and finally
di smi ssive, so they had wandered away di ssatisfied.

"Cruel fair one."

"Joanna, | only do that, act a little snotty, because they make ne uneasy.
When there are two of themlike that, and | don't know them it just makes ne
uneasy." Rel axing, Charis stretched her |egs out straight, as Joanna's already
were ... tucked her hands in her w ndbreaker's pockets, as Joanna's were
tucked in her sweater's, and | ooked out over the sea toward Post Port. The
ferry, groaning softly, began its slow turn for that distant dock

It occurred to Joanna that anyone wal ki ng the deck and seeing them together
woul d know at once what they were.--A nother and daughter, their poses
identical, their bodies certainly suggestive of each other's. ... It seened
ast oundi ng she hadn't seen, hadn't known, what any stranger mnust.

The ferry's horn blatted out, made the deck trenble.

"Last stop, coming up," Charis said. Then, perhaps reninded by the small waves
they traveled, "Can | ask how your sea poemis going? Does it bother you to
tal k about it?"

"No, it doesn't bother ne. It's going well, just a question of decisions.
"What deci sions?"

"Well, putting in and taking out. Decisions about its nature. For exanple, if
you're interested ..." The teacher's eternal query, voiced or not.

"I""minterested."”

A gull, striated gray as a warship, kited in and | anded on the deck rail wth
a stunbl e and hop.

"Well, poens. ... Each line of |anguage affects the lines to cone, and the
nmeani ng and wei ght of the lines that have gone before. That conplicates

deci si on- maki ng so nmuch that you have to rely on notion, on intuition, on ..
trust. You have to trust that it's possible. You have to be ... joyful about
it.--That make any sense?"

"Better than sense.

The gull sauntered; its twig |egs, knob-kneed, ending in webbed feet the color
of bubbl e gum

"About the poem ... |I feel the introduction is going well; it's fairly fornal.



After that, | want to allow the poemand the sea and nyself nore freedom |
tend to be too concerned with structure.™

"But without form there's no poetry."

"So | think, sweetheart--but others disagree, and they have a point. A poem
about ocean should nove |ike the ocean; it should have a heavy surging

relentl ess nmotion, at the same time unpredictable, that foans out lightly here
and there ... blankets little sea-beasts, strikes stone in quick flickering
sprays of cold salt water. ... Really, it's the wind s poemI|'mthinking of.
The wind's love song to the sea.”

"It's going to be wonderful,"” Charis said. "I can hear it in your voice."

Approval that gave Joanna pleasure despite all deaths and injury. So fixed, so
woven in were pride and self-regard, apparently no horror could rip them out.
For only this hour, then, two wonen--their bl ood and bones the sane, and one
now mad as the other--mght share a bench, and let tragedy rest.
The gull |eaned out into the wind, unshelved its wings, and lifted away.

The ferry reached Post Port's dock, backed its engines with a grunbling
roar, then scraped, struck ... and rough-mating, slid groaning between the

wharf's guardi an pilings.

They stood, went inside the ferry's cabin, and waited in the short line for
the stairway down to the vehicle deck

"Joanna, can | drive?"

"You can drive--but | want to stop at the hospital. Captain Lowell was hurt; |
want to go by and see him™"

"He was hurt?"

"Yes--an accident where he was working. | read it in the paper, yesterday,
when | was at the bakery."

"God, you should have told nme!--And he's such a nice nman."

"Yes, he is." So much for conversation. So much for the subtleties and power
of the English | anguage, that ultimate instrument, to force the gate of lies.
"God," Charis said. "I hope he's going to be all right."

"He probably will be.--A truck rolled down, collapsed the excavation he was
working in."

"That sounds terrible. "
"Yes, |'msure it was."

There were three cars parked in the hospital's w de, curved drive, but room
enough left for them

"Charis, do you want to cone in?"

"No. You go on. You're the one he'd want to see.”



Mich relieved at not having to watch Charis standing in Tom Lowel|l's room
saying this or that, Joanna got out of the car and went up the entrance steps.

Two wonen she didn't recall were engrossed in paperwork at the main desk.
"Excuse ne. "

"Yes?" The younger wonan.

"I'm... I'dlike to visit TomLowell, if he's well enough."

"Lowell ... Lowell. Thonas Lowell. He was on critical, so he probably can't
have visitors. He was just brought in yesterday." As if hospital words had
brought hospital odors with them Joanna snelled faint disinfectant, and a
nore adamant scent.

"I only wanted--just a quick visit."

"Fani | y?"

"We're old friends."

"Well ... we have a "No visitors" here. But if you want to go up to Two, and
ask at the nurses' station, you can. | think they' |l just tell you the sane
t hi ng. "

"I"l1l go up and check with them
Dr. Chao was at the second-fl oor nurses' station, |eaning on the counter and
witing on a netal clipboard while an elderly nurse watched. He | ooked even

younger than Joanna renenbered him dapper in beige slacks and a tan summer

sports jacket.

"Ms. Reed!"

"Doctor. ..."

Dr. Chao seened pl eased to see Joanna up and around, enployed the physician's
swi ft accounting glance. "You doing all right? How are you doi ng?"

"Much better, thank you." And she supposed she was. She wasn't weepi ng,

collapsed ... wasn't depressed. She was sonething el se.
"Ckay. Ckay. ..." Visual check compl eted.
"l came--1've cone over to see Tom Lowel | ."

"Ah, not ny patient."

"Two-C. Just adnmitted yesterday, and had surgery," the nurse said, and reached
to take the clipboard. "And | think he's still sleeping."

"Sleeping,"” Dr. Chao said to Joanna.
"I wouldn't wake him | only want to go in for a nmonment."
"Don't wake himup." Dr. Chao waggled a forefinger

"I won't."



"I'n and right out?"
"Yes."
"Ckay. "

There was one vase of flowers--red and white carnations--on the dresser in
Lowell|"s room He |lay asleep, tucked under white hospital sheets, a white
cotton hospital blanket. An IV tube, froma high stand's coll apsing plastic
bottle, was taped to his arm-another tube snaked from beneath the covers.

The white bl anket was nounded into a large cylinder over his left leg. There
was a bitter odor drifting in the rooms air.

Joanna saw a snall card propped against the flower vase, and stepped to the
dresser to read it.

To Cap, fromthe crew.

Lowel |, looking smaller, paler, was frowning in his sleep, breathing deeply,
deliberately, as if he were working at it. His fox face was gaunt, weather
lines cut deeper by some dream concern or pain barely buried. ... Joanna went
quietly to the side of the bed to watch himsleep. A wounded baron of the sea,
his green estates gone, his teemi ng silver fish now ghosts and lost to him
forever.

She whi spered, "My fault, Captain," and reached down to stroke his forehead.
He didn't wake. And, it seened to her, was waiting to wake until she'd cone to
her responsibility.

"... Howis he?"

Joanna got into the Volvo, closed her door. "He'll be all right. He was
sl eepi ng. "

Charis started the engine, pulled away down the drive. "Poor man," she said,
and drove the four blocks to the second light and intersection with the state
hi ghway west .

It seened odd to Joanna to be riding on the mainland, to know there were
t housands nore mles of people, soil, forest--mles of cities and nountains
stretching west, before the other ocean

Charis was a very good driver; she drove with full physical attention that
still left roomfor talk. ... Frank had been a good driver. Louis had been
dangerously bad, with a history of close calls while he thought of other

t hi ngs- per haps, given what \Wanda had said about him imagining early-norning
artillery introducing the dawn with flashing Iight and dreadful noise al ong
sone battlefield.

In less than an hour, Charis drove fromcoastal country--drifts of glacial
pebbl es al ong the hi ghway, stretches of pine with the hardwoods, small summer
stands selling hot dogs, and french fries with malt vinegar and salt --to the
first slow swales of rising |and, darker dirt, and the comencenent of denser
forests of birch trees and mapl es standing with the evergreens.

Joanna rested as passenger, looking out, recalling car trips in her chil dhood
when she'd sat up in the passenger seat--on a suitcase for better

seei ng--whil e her not her drove, snoking Chesterfields and listening to folk
musi ¢ on the radio. Songs sung by long-haired girls, snottily certain of

voi ces clear as water.



"I's he really going to be okay?" First break of confortable silence in sone
tine.

"His leg was hurt, but he should be all right." And interested in the girl's
response-curiosity the nost dependabl e human narker, after vanity--coul dn't

hel p addi ng, "Although I'mnot sure he'll ever be the sane. In the paper, it
said he had to cram fromthat site up to the road ... crawl, with a broken
| eg and whatever else. I'mnot sure if even a strong man i s ever the sane

after something like that."

"Yes, he will be," Charis said. She spoke as if she and Tom Lowel | were privy
to a secret Joanna had not yet discovered, some conversation of blood and the
sea. Her voice, in that short phrase, was a veteran's considering an eneny
respect ed--and though in higher pitch, didn't sound like a girl's voice at
all. ... The under-Charis had been heard for a nonent, alert, inplacable, and
dangerous. This dull gray razor-edged netal was what had been hamrered out of
alittle girl by years of tornent.

They were driving through forest now, hardwood | eaves clustered dense and
veiny green, filtering sunlight as they went.

Joanna rode, and worked on her poem s introduction, small changes, the
coupl ets beginning to break apart.

The waves are the wnd-bird's feather, that

di splay Their plumage colors with the weather; so far today, Wite is their
sheer shade shown, and green waiting For a turning nmoon to tug the rollers

i nto breaking, And row the deeper currents, heave theminto notion By the haul
of swi nging stone that shrugs the ocean. So crawls the water child across the
carpet planet, Overseen by sailing tern, plover, gull, and

gannet. O this child and stirring wind, all children after, Bearing their
decoration of claw, fin, and

tentacle. Qut of sea, and breezes, canme the awkward

variation That names itself thoughtful of its own foundation. Endowed for a
nmonent with consci ousness of spectacle, And riding the tidal occasions of
sorrow or

| aught er.

She nurnured the introduction to herself, thinking about the inverted
rhyme-schene ending. The last six lines rhynm ng EFG GFE. She |iked the
oddness, a slow, diverging drunbeat--a rhyne only in recollection after the
st eady rocki ng nmusic of the couplets.

"You okay?"
"I was just talking to nyself."
"The poen?"
"Yes. "

"Rhynes cone first?"

"No, sweetheart, they don't--not for nme. When |'min the poem rhynes cone



bobbing up Iike apples ... you know, when you're bobbing apples for
Chri st mas?"

"In a pan? Trying to bite them"
"Right. No hands."

"I"ve heard of that, but I've never done it." Charis swung out to pass a snall
yel low truck overl oaded with stacks of sawn | unber.

"I't's fun."

"W'|l do it at Christmas," Charis said, and pulled out again, to pass a
years-old Mercedes the color of tomato soup

As they went by, Joanna gl anced over, and saw the woman driver turn her head
to stare back. A niddle-aged woman. Joanna regi stered that in the first
instant--and in the second, saw the woman was naked, her white upper chest,
her breasts exposed. And they were past, Charis noving back into |ane.

"God ...!"

"What ?"

"You woul dn't believe it. ..." And there'd been sonething fam liar about the
woman's face. A face she should be able to renenber. ... Joanna | ooked in her

door mrror, and could see the Mercedes dropping farther behind them The sun
flashed across its windshield, so the driver couldn't be seen

A m ddl e-aged wonman. Naked, and staring at Joanna as if they knew one anot her
or should. Faniliar eyes.

"Joanna- - what ?"

"Wirman driving along with no clothes on."
"Are you ki ddi ng?"

"No, I"'mnot."

"Weird. ..."

"It's surprising, Charis, when you think about it--surprising that people
manage to act and dress nore sanely than they often feel. Surprising you don't
see nore naked people ... or people wearing bathroomrugs, wth

hal f-grapefruits on their heads."

"Bankers with penis sheaths and propeller beanies.”

"Coupl es singing duets down the sidewal ks.

Charis humed a | ong note, then began singing. It was another show tune--an
odd taste for someone so young ... an indication of her displacenment. This was
"d' Man River."

"There's an old man called the M ssissippi " Charis sang out in her uneven
soprano--singing with no black dialect, filling in the apostrophes--and wth
such passion that serfdomin the old South m ght have invol ved young bl ondes
nore than any, and her ancestors anong the sufferers.



Joanna enjoyed listening to her--the forthrightness, her singing out with al
her heart. The girl's voice filled the car with the best of her, with reninder
of all she might have been, and Joanna began to sing with her--her voice, |ow
alto, alnmost contralto. Hers was a woman's voice, richer, nore certain than
her daughter's ... enbracing, supporting that fragile soprano. It was the
first song Joanna had sung in a long tine.

"What does he care, if a man gets weary. ... \Wat does he care if the |and
ain't free ...?"

They sang the song through, hunmm ng where they'd forgotten the words--and as
t hey sang, Joanna felt again that faint shifting that prom sed happiness, wth
now no reason at all.

They rested in the dessert of conpletion of nusic, and Charis drifted the
Vol vo out to the passing lane ... then speeded up to overtake a station wagon
with children seen in dimrestless notion through its rear w ndow.

As they pulled even, Joanna gl anced over for some confirmtion of normalcy.
She | ooked--was | ooked at, and struck still.

It was the same worman, sitting naked at the wheel. She was staring over at
Joanna while two nude children, less distinct, |ess individual, were battling
mldly in the backseat, |ike nenories of two little boys.

The cars streaned al ong side by side through sunmer air, and as Charis pulled
away, Joanna | ooked into the wonan's eyes and saw that it was Rebecca--grown
ol der in death, grown into the woman she woul d have becone, the nother she
woul d have been.

Joanna cl osed her eyes as they went by. She sat still as Charis steered back
into the right lane, and felt she could sit that way for many years and never
nove ... sit still while the car rotted around her.--Rebecca had had no | ove

in her eyes, no marveling at her own return. There'd been only determination
stern and requiring. Wat Joanna's father mght have forgiven, what Frank

m ght have forgiven, what Tom Lowel |l m ght forgive--Rebecca woul d never.
Chari s had been her friend.

"Charis--stop passing cars."

"Stop passing ...?"

"Yes, stop passing other cars.”

"I'"'mnot going fast."

"I know, but please stop passing them™

Charis | ooked over at her, worried. "Want nme to stop?--1 can just pull over."
"No. No, it's all right. Just ... don't pass anyone for a while."
"All right, I won't. ..." A concerned daughter, her bereft nother stil

del i cately bal anced.

Not bal anced, but broken, and past any notion of bearing the unbearable.--1t
had not been a ghost returning, who'd cone to her. It was she who'd called
that inmage to herself as punishment for singing, for the enjoynent of singing,
the evasion it represented. ... For irresponsibility.



Dead Rebecca, with her time-touched face, her soft and saggi ng woman's
breasts, her lost life and | ost children, would be watching whenever Joanna
passed by anyone--riding, walking ... any overtaking--since time was nade of
passi ng notion. She woul d be watching, until what must be done was done.

Now, as Charis drove nore slowy, staying behind other slow drivers, there was
only | andscape. Joanna conjured no nore Rebeccas, no phantom grandchil dren
There was only forest, and an occasional farm... farmanimls that didn't
l[ift their heads to see her.--But there would cone a time, and soon, when she
woul d i magi ne even the beasts turning to watch as she went by.

Joanna | eaned back in the car seat, took deep breaths ... and each one hel ped
alittle nore, until in a while she was only a woman who' d deci ded sonet hi ng
while riding in a car through a beautiful sumrer afternoon. She m ght have
been anyone, her daughter anyone's--though brighter and nore beauti ful

"Charis, what do you think? Wuld you rather stop off and do sone caving
before we go on to Wite River? ... W' d be going deep, and be down there for
a while."

"You bet!"

"Sure? You might not like it at all."
"You like it. You love it."

"Yes, | do."

"--Then so will [I."

They drove on for al nost anot her hour, Joanna at ease, watching the sunlight
on scattered sunmer flowers--weedy w ldflowers, dull gold, pink, and pale
powder - bl ue, growing in the ditch along the road. They drove, and the hi ghway
heaved slowy up into wooded hills, the sun slowy tilted to the west.

Nine mles fromWite River, two mles from Witestone R dge, Joanna asked
Charis to pull over and change pl aces, so she could drive. ... It was
conplicated. There would first be a right turn onto a county road, paved,
goi ng north through the hills for alnost a mle. Then two intersecting farm
roads, graveled ... the left one clinbing to a barbed-wire fence gate and
no-trespassi ng sign--marki ng Howard Newconb's | and, and the rising flank of
t he ri dge.

Fromthere, the gate closed behind them it would be a maze of hunters' autumm
tracks, rutted by high-sprung pickups, w nding up and around through dense
woods and berry brush.

Only one--overgrown, and hardly traveled in any season--clinbed high as the
cave's entrance. It would be |ate when they got there.

Chapter Twenty-three

Joanna had steered off the end of the track into undergrowth beneath
evergreens, small shrubs crackling under the Volvo's tires.

"We are trespassing, right? | mean, the sign down there ... and you're getting
under cover here."

"The | andowner has sealed the cave ... so yes, we are definitely trespassing."



"Ckay!" And Charis was out of the car. "Have to pee."

"We'| | pee first, then unl oad gear.

Joanna was back out of the woods, and opening the car's trunk, when Charis
canme stonping through the brush. They undressed there side by side, under pine
trees filtering failing light. Rain-clouds were bringing darkness early.

They fol ded their clothes as they took them off, and tucked theminto the
trunk. Joanna haul ed out the duffels, and unpacked cavi ng cl ot hes--1ong johns,
flannel shirts, coveralls, thick socks, and two pairs of her boots ... one
pair fairly old.

Joanna's shirt and coveralls were slightly big for the girl. Charis rolled
her sl eeves and pants cuffs up a turn, then propped a foot on the Volvo's
bunper to try on boots. "... Boots don't fit."

"Try both pairs?"

"Tried the left foot of both. ..."

"Charis, are you saying | have big feet?"

"You have elegantly mature feet.--Wn't my |ight hikers be okay?"

"Not best, but okay. You'll need to watch where you step; you won't have quite
t he support you should." Care, and concern.--1t should be possible, now not
to care, not to be concerned. That shoul d becone possible.

Joanna pulled out the rest of the gear, closed the trunk, and | ocked the car
Then, dressed and hel net ed, burdened w th equi pnent--the supply pack, gear
pack, rope sack, and sl eeping-bag duffel--and draped with a braid of dynamc
rope, sets of webbing harness, and slings of jingling carabiners, they made
the clinmb to the cave's narrow gate in one trip through brush and pine, Joanna
| eading. ... Thunder was grunbling over the hills.

The steel -bar gate unl ocked and pulled to swi ng squealing open, Joanna stepped
aside with it, and paused for a monent, fiddling with the padlock. It was a
test for newbies she'd learned fromJimFeldt in Tennessee, wi th begi nners

facing for the first tinme a cave's black, breezing, and vacant nouth.

Charis went past her and in |like a badger-ducked in wthout waiting,
shoul deri ng packs and rope braid to hustle away into darkness.

"Wait, wait!--don't go farther!" Joanna foll owed, slanmed the gate cl osed
behi nd them and reached through the bars to set the padl ock and snap it shut.

--A useful test. Charis would have to be reined in, not reassured.

"Stay right there, sweetheart, and switch on your helmet |light. Bad place up
ahead. - \Where the hell did you think you were goi ng?"

"Just ... in." Light blooned from Charis's helnmet [anp. Eyes bright, she stood
hunched under gear and the passage's |ow, sweating ceiling.

""Just ... in"? Please, pause to think next tinme."
"There's a hole in the passage back here."

"Stay away fromit. It's a slide. --Just stand where you are." Joanna crouched
and went up the passage, hauling the supply pack and rope sack behind her



"Here we are!l" Charis made a little girl's face of excitenent.

"Yes, here we are. Just ... just be a little thoughtful. There's a saying
about pilots, and it's true for cavers, too. There are old cavers, and bold
cavers--"

"But no old bold cavers. Right."

"Keep it in mnd.--Ckay, we'll rig you first. | really should have roped you
froma tree, let you practice ascending and descending ... practice those
changeovers. "

"I'"ve done that a lot."

"You've done it in daylight, rigging-in dry, clinmbing dry rock. This is not
the sane."”

"Joanna, |'Il be careful."

"All right. Al right, let's see you rig for rappelling. "

Charis sorted through the gear--apparently at ease working by hel met | anp--and
was swiftly sit-harnessed and chest-harnessed, buckles checked, and the little
ascender bag attached on a three-foot web tape. "Okay?"

"Put three extra 'biners into your harness |oops--you can |ose a sling. And
you may as well attach the tapes for the equi pnent sack, and sl eeping-bag
duffel, too. ~th'll be yours, rappelling; they'll hang free bel ow you. --And
clip on a safety shunt and runner."

Charis snapped the carabiners on, attached the gear and duffel tapes. She
sorted through the pack, found the shunt, and clipped its runner into her
harness link. ... Then she dug for a descender

"What's that?"

"Your grigri."

"I knowit's a grigri, Charis--what are you doing with it?"

"A descender."

"Charis, you use a grigri as a descender?"

"Yes. Lots of clinbers do."

"Well, you're not going to do it down here; | don't give a damm what ot her
people do. It's a belayer--to help control the belay rope if sonmeone falls.
It's not a descender. This drop, you use ny rack or the bobbin."

"lI've used a bobbin."

"It's an autol ock."

"I'"ve used 'em Case of trouble--let go of the handle.™

"That's right, and your safety shunt exactly the same." Joanna felt tired

al ready; contradiction, that malignancy, was exhausting her. She began riggi ng
hersel f, testing her harness buckles, her gear attachnents, maillon, and



car abi ners.
you do it."

'--ationow, you tie us into these ceiling-bolt rings. Let's see

Charis reached up and, her hands throwing swi ft shadows al ong the stone,
snapped sets of doubl ed carabiners--positioned with their gates opposing-into
both rings. Then she snaked the rope's running end through the |ower pair

and into a figure eight on a bight, and backed it. She led the remaining line
t hrough into anot her backed figure eight off the higher bolt ... tested both
knots, and crouched smiling in lanplight, waiting for approval.

"Al ways that thorough?"
"Nope. "

"Well, you should be. Charis, you need to keep in nmind that single rope neans
single rope. It's all we've got."

"Right. "

How many wonen had sighed the sigh of instruction only possibly heeded?
"Now, listen. I'Il rig on the rope | ower, descend bel ow you.--W have a very
slippery nud chute here, a tunnel slope down to the lip, and it's killed a
man. 1'll pause there to rig the rope up over the lip--a 'biner anchored high
to keep the line out of the nud."

"Al'l right."

"Charis, it's a long drop. Four hundred feet. An amazing drop for this part of
the country." Joanna clipped her shunt and descender rack to the seat harness,
then attached the web tapes of her ascender bag, supply pack, and rope sack
"I"ll be descending about thirty feet below you, and I'll go slow, you'll see
nmy hel met |ight whenever you | ook down."

"No sweat. ... Joanna, |'Il be okay."

"I"'msure you will. But it's a long drop, and it's very dark, easy to get
di soriented. You call to ne, stay in contact as we go down. If you have a
problem 1'Il rig ascenders and cone back up to you, and we'll fix it."
"Ckay. "

"Your hair's up? Sleeves rolled up?" Joanna searched the passageway around
them nade certain by her helmet's light that nothing had been I eft behind.

"My hair's up, sleeves rolled up. | won't jamthe bobbin, Joanna."

"I"ll be pausing at two hundred feet to tie on the second rope, so watch for
that knot, be sure to clip in a cow s-tail for a safety while you transfer
your descender-don't trust in the shunt."” Joanna wove a |length of rope into
her rack, and rigged on.

"Ckay. "

Joanna tried to stop tal ki ng, warni ng--when worry was so stupid now, so beside
the point. But how not? How not to feel what was felt?

"--Charis, going down so far in the dark, a free drop, you'll tend to obsess
about the rope because that's all you have. That's all you have in darkness
for a long way down--no rock, no holds. It isn't like clinbing in daylight,
where you have a bright world and see everything. ... But the rope will hold



you, no matter what. You're as safe on it as you woul d be wal king a paved
road."

"Joanna, | know that." Inpatient to be going.
"Knowing it is one thing--feeling it is another."
“"I'"ll be fine; 1'll be fine. 1've been clinbing for al nost two years!"

"Al'l right. But anytinme you want to stop rappelling and rest, just |ock off

t he bobbin and call down. Any problem 1'll cone right up and be with you.
" Joanna backed away toward the slide, feeding the Blue Water through her
rack. "--And Charis, watch this nud down here. |I've slid right over the |ip.

Not this tine. Once down on the nud--standing braced in that narrow chute, so
like a children's slide --Joanna ki cked the pack and rope sack down to the end
of their tethers. Then carefully stepped backward, |eaning against the
rope--paused at the stone lip to raise a loop and clip it into the roof's

bol ted car abi ner.

Joanna waited there, at the edge of the drop, to see Charis back down into the
chute after her ... watched the girl's balance and footing as she cane.

A natural, of course. So all that was necessary for her nother to do, was
keep just to the side of reality--as trespassing boys nmight stand pressed
against a railroad tunnel's danmp and dirty brick, while the train, thunderous,
bri ght - wi ndowed, mnassive and full of life, went tearing by, only those few,
absol ute i nches away.

Joanna stepped off the stone backward, and fell--rope humm ng through her rack
to slow her ... slow her ... then hold her still thirty feet down in darkness
and enpty air. She swung there slightly, waiting for Charis, head up, hel net
light barely touching the chute's opening.

Charis was at the lip, then back off it with no hesitation at all, and com ng
down fast.
It was such a relief-- "Slower. Slower, goddammt!"

No spoken words could cross the i mense space they hung in, and woul d never
reach the pit's floor, forty stories down. Joanna had shouted | oud enough for
the faintest del ayed echo fromdistant walls. ... But fromthe depth of

bl ackness bel ow, only silence and a slow welling breeze, snelling of stone.

Charis braked ... braked again, and was drifting snoothly down.

"You keep it just like that," Joanna called up to her. "All right ... now we
go together." She relieved her rack, and fell coasting away, matching Charis
as she canme down. It was going to be a trial, keeping tabs on M ss Hotshot.
Wasted | ecture.

The faintest shafts of light, fromsurface cracks in the great done, had
qui ckly faded. They sailed and sailed slowy down, thirty feet apart on a
singl e slender rope, and the di stance and darkness devoured them

Joanna | anded on the long ridge of rubble-then stepped aside as Charis slid
down out of darkness, her helmet light strobing left and right as she turned
her head, surveying a boundl ess rubbled plain, its horizons dark as Erebus.



She | anded and said, "Ch ... Joanna." And they stood together in a cool and
steady wi nd, hoisting the duffel, rope braid, and packs. The ascender bags to
be I eft behind, and the rope sack --weighting the working end of the Blue

Wat er .

"--1t's the Seventh Circle,” Charis said. "It's wonderful ."
"Used to be a lake, a fewnillion years ago. ... W go down this side, and
straight across to the north wall. It's a | ong way.--Watch your footing on

this drift rock."

The last said to enpty air, as Charis slid and trotted away down the great
slabs of the ridge, followi ng her small lenmon circle of helmet Iight. Joanna
went after, keeping up.

They traveled as if across the floor of forever, since no end to it could be
seen. Joanna--rested as she always was by such darkness, strangeness, and

i ndefinite space--picked her way, clinbed up occasional |ow rises and over
them and watched the girl nove ahead and around her. Charis, her helnet |ight
di m ni shed by di stance, wandered w de and rock-strewn pastures--then through a
nmetropolis of stone, questing, searching past buil ding-sized boulders like a
ferret--the darkness, depth, the oddness of everything disturbing her not at
all. Sane bone ... and sane bl ood.

The girl circled back and they stood bright-faced in each other's hel net
light.

"Vl ?"

"Qooh, | love it! It's so ... secret." And she was gone agai n.
Above them an unchangi ng never-sky of silence, vaulted distance, blackness
deeper than the dark of interstellar space.

Charis, after alnmost an hour, had reached the north wall's driftrock sl ope,
had clinbed it--and was rangi ng al ong the base of the wall when Joanna cane

up.

"\Where does it "g"'?"
"Anot her twenty feet or so along here. ... The river's old tunnel is about
forty feet up. That's our way in."

"Can | | ead?"

"... Al right. W won't rope-up on this short a pitch. There's a ninor |edge
at about twenty-five feet.--And Charis, it's danp on these rocks, and they're
friable--so never trust one hold. These are unstable routes.”

"Il watch it." And as if her load of pack and duffel were only airy forns,
she drifted down the base of the wall, found holds she |iked, and started
easily up beneath her shifting cone of light. She rose with a rock clinber's
rhythm step up and swing fromside to side, hold to hold. Poised clinbing,
with few pauses.-Cavers tended to caution, concerned with the quality of stone
they held. Wet rock and rotten rock were always on their mnds. ... Charis was
climbing as if the wall were dry and pillared granite up some New York
nount ai n.

Still, she was very good, good as young Joanna Reed had been. Maybe better
| ess sel f-conscious, |ess self-considering, self-questioning on the rock



Joanna nmoved beneath her, clinmbing nore slowy, watching for trouble. If
Charis slipped, she should be able to catch her, at |east break the fall
And contradi ct what nust be done.

A few mnutes later, when Joanna mantled the top of the wall--Charis, above
her, had rolled it froma foothold and cone to her feet in one notion--she
found the girl standing at the wide nouth of the river's ancient route, the
spillway into the great black | ake that had | ain beneath. Now, enpty of its
t hundering flood for eons, the enormous tunnel, its |inestone polished to
pearl, reached away out of their lights into shadow, then dark

Charis reached over, put her arm around Joanna and hugged her. "Oh, thank you
for this," she said. "This is better than anything. An adventure. ..." And

fl ed seeking away i nto darkness behind her snmall flare of lanplight, as if
trolls mght have left gifts for themunder the hill.

In ong hours of caving, Charis seened to grow only nore at ease with narrow
pl aces ... grand spaces, and the difficult ways to get to and through them
She seened as confortable beneath the earth as she had been on it. Perhaps,

i ke her nother, nore confortable.

They caved hard. Joanna |l ed the squeezes and duck-unders--marking al ways a map
in her mnd. Charis, scranbling, curious as a kitten, led the clinbs. In three
hours fromthe bottomof the pit, they were deep in the labyrinth of the Wite
River's past courses ... and the traps, chanbers, and tw sting tunnels of
other, even nore ancient streans that had subnmerged after wandering mles

t hrough the sunshine of drifting continents three hundred mllion years

bef ore.

The stone seenmed to formand reformaround themas they walked ... crawed ..
worned their way along into passages that turned, dead-ended, broke into
branches, and a few tinmes opened higher, to form pal aces of frost and glitter
inthe helnet lights ... their reflections mrrored in pools of water clear as
air.--Then the stone mght |ower, press down so they scraped their el bows and
knees raw to manage past.

As they tried a fissured entrance to a possible new chanber, Charis,
i nching after Joanna through the squeeze, got caught--her hel net wedged--and
was unable to bring a hand up to shove or yank it |oose. She |ay sandw ched
bet ween t housands of tons of stone, in space too snall for easy breathing.

"Sweetheart ... relax and rest in there. The stone will never get closer--and
| got through it, and |I'm bigger than you are."

"No sweat," Charis said, panting |like a puppy, better breathing not possible.
Joanna coul d see the white top of the helnet, an Ecrin. She saw how it had

j amred between the slabs, wedged in--and could see the girl's shoul ders, but
not her face; her face was turned to the stone, held by the helnmet strap
cuppi ng her chin.

Charis would not be able to back out. The hel nret woul d wedge tighter, and
hol d.

She coul d not back out. And she could not cone forward. The hel net, so superb
a design for safety, had happened, this one tinme, to trap its wearer

absol utel y.

Joanna knelt back on danp stone, and thought for a few nonents. Then she dug



in her coverall's side pocket, took out her Leatherman, opened the serrated

bl ade, and reached into the squeeze to the Iength of her arm... slowy forced
her knife hand through the only opening the wedged helmet left. She felt
Charis's soft cheek against her knuckles ... and little by little turned the

bl ade, blind. Turned it, feeling its keen edge's position |like a fencer. She
heard Charis nurnmur as the cool steel touched her, stroked slowy al ong her
lips ... to rest at last against the helnet strap's taut webbing.

Then began cautious slicing, in the smallest notions. "You'll be out in a
m nute,"” Joanna said, though she wasn't sure that was so

"Not worried. ..." Words barely breathed out.

Joanna slowy sawed, her cranped fingers and wist alert for a change fromthe
strap's resistance to sonething softer.

It took a while ... and when the chin strap parted suddenly, the blade jarred
t hrough, touched Charis's face. She made no sound.

Joanna pulled the multitool carefully out--then reached in with her other arm
and a clenched fist, and hit the crest of the helnet hard. The snpoth rounded
surface sprung and popped sideways with a "tock™ ... and Charis butted it
free, and withed out as if born fromthe stone, pushing the hel nmet before
her .

Joanna hel ped her stand ... haul her tethered pack and duffel through behind
her. Then she examined the girl's face by helnet light, |ooking for knife cuts
any injury. "Are you all right?"

"I"'mgreat--thanks. It was like it was hugging ne." Charis examni ned her hel net

strap.

"Here; we'll substitute a piece of prusik cord ... change our lanmp batteries
while we're at it."

They travel ed awhile after that, crawled to a blind passage end through slick
mud- - backed out a distance, and found another way to go, an entrance over a
| ow slide of stone.

Past that, a short dry passage opened into a snmall chanber forested with
sl ender pearl stalactites and stal agnites neeting, and snowy soda straws

delicate as spiderweb. The small space cupped a shallow pool, its surface
perfectly still as it had been still for a thousand years ... or a mllion
years ... Or nore.

"Everything ol d--and new," Charis said. Mid-streaked, and | ooking at last a
little weary, her too-large coveralls torn, the girl knelt at the pool's edge

and | ooked down into it ... into the orange reflection her helnmet |anp created
of her.

Joanna, standing beneath the ceiling' s brilliant decoration, watched her
daughter at the little pool --inmortal water reflecting a creature |ovely and

temporary as a flower.
"Tired, sweetheart?"
"I feel great. W can keep going."

"No. We're in far enough. It was going to rain, up above--that'll affect water
| evel s of the streams coning down through here. W don't want to stunble into



really deep duck-unders with only two cavers working. --Besides which, | am
tired."”

"Ckay--we canp here?"

"Good spot, and we'll take it. ...1'lIl set us up, get the sleeping bags out,

and food bars ... if you'll take the filter and punp us sone water fromthe

pool . "

"Ri ght."

"We'll put a candle out for light, Charis, save our helnet-lanmp batteries.--I

don't like to use candl es nuch; they snoke-stain the rock. But we've got a
breeze bl owi ng through here. "

"Joanna, it's wonderful." Charis, sitting cross-legged on her sleeping bag,
paused for a bite of protein bar, and chewed by candlelight. "... This is al
ours--there isn't anybody el se here. It's a whole huge country, under the
ground. "

"Dark country."

"But it's ours."

"Tell me ..." Joanna reached over to stuff the food bar wappers into the
supply sack. "Are you happy, Charis?"

"You mean not just about the cave? About everything?"
"Yes."

Charis smled. "Yes, |I'mhappy.--And it feels really strange.”

"I know. | know how strange that feels."
"Poor Captain Lowell. ..." The girl apparently rem nded of unhappiness by its
opposite.

"Yes, it was too bad."

"I suppose he'll be in the hospital for a while. ..." Charis, golden in soft
candl el i ght, turned her head slightly aside in absent consideration, certainly
of a task inconplete. Unfinished business.

"I"'mtired," Joanna said. And she was; tired to sickness, and past sickness.
Tired to death.

"Bedtime. ..." Charis finished the protein bar, and drank a canteen cup of
water to wash it down. She unlaced her hiking boots, pulled themoff, and set
them on the passage stone ... then turned and tucked her feet into her

sl eepi ng bag--Joanna's bag--thrashed her way down into it like a child, then
reached out a hand to zip it up

"Good ni ght, sweetheart."
"Joanna ..."

n \Mat ?u

"Thank you for this, for bringing ne down. | love it. It's |like being |ost



and found, at the sane tine."

"Yes, that's what it's like. And you did very well ... a natural."
"Good night. ..."

"Good night."

Joanna sat on her sl eeping bag-Frank's sl eeping bag; she'd snelled faint

rem nders of his odor, unrolling it. ... She sat looking into the candle's
flane, its warmlittle circunference of nmoving light. She sat for a while, the
cave's silence allowi ng her to hear the pul se thunmping softly in her ears,
nmeasuring time's passing. The candle's light, as she watched, seemed to slowy
expand to fill the passage, the small chanber and its pool--growi ng ..

growi ng to becone |Iight enough to brighten the cavern's tangl ed passages,
tunnel s, and dark streams' flow ng, until there could be no shadow left init,
but everything reveal ed.

Charis nmurnmured in her sleep ... shifted in the sleeping bag. Atired girl.
The excitenent, the newness of this underworld--even nore than the hours of
hard | abor, disconfort, and occasional risk--had wearied her. ... Soon, youth

and her great vitality would bring her back, elastic in energy. But not for a
whi | e.

She had said she was happy.

The candl e's |ight now shrunk to ordinary. Joanna got to her feet and went
down the passage quietly as she could. She found one of several quartzite
rocks, worn froma wall's softer |linmestone by water flow ng |ong ago. The rock
was a heavy doubl e handful, one side a ragged crystalline edge.

She picked it up and brought it back, moving carefully, quietly ... and cane
to kneel by Charis as she slept. The girl was breathing the deep sweepi ng
breat hs of dreani ng.

Joanna hel d the rock high in both hands. She'd deci ded what nust be done, and
wanted for Charis only a half-known instant of inpact-its cause and effect as
much dreamed as real, and never to be understood. She would be--then not. And
lie in her great cool dark pal ace forever, a princess never discovered for
waki ng.

It was an easier death than any she'd given

Joanna held the rock high in both hands ... and slowy discovered that she
would hold it there forever, hold it until she herself becane stone--rather
than let it fall.

It was not that she was unwilling to do what nust be done. It was not that she
couldn't kill Charis-couldn't kill her just because she was her daughter, and
beautiful, and the last left of those who' d | oved her

She could kill Charis--but she couldn't bring herself to hurt her. And how to
do what must be done, and not do that? To hit the sleeping girl with a heavy
stone ... to tear her skin, break the bones of her face. To beat her to bl ood,
splinters, and a broken eye--that sinply wasn't possible.

Killing could be done--but damage coul d not.

Joanna turned aside, kneeling, and set the rough rock down--set it down wth
great care to make no sound.



How, then? A blade folded out of the multitool? And which one--the serrated
edge that had al ready saved Charis? The sinple edge? One would be a sawing ..
the other a slicing through the girl's soft throat as she slept. And Charis
woul d wake as she lay dying, drowning in her blood, and would know that her
not her had kil led her.

Trenbling, astonished to fail at a task so sinple, so necessary--one Charis
woul d have acconplished at once--Joanna | ooked across the candle's |ight,
expecting to see what she saw.

Rebecca, naked and | ooki ng nuch ol der--her hair woven with gray, her breasts
and belly sagged and stretch-marked, sat on Frank's sl eeping bag, watching.

Joanna knelt between her daughters, one alive and sleeping ... the other not.
She |listened to Charis breathing--and saw Rebecca nod as if she'd al ways known
she woul d cone second to another sister. Had known al so of her nother's deep
avoi dances, the cowardi ce she conceal ed behi nd her poenms and cavi ng.

Joanna got to her feet and went silently where Rebecca had been sitting, and
was no |longer. She stooped for her helmet and put it on ... picked up her
harness, and the supply pack, with its reserves of lanp batteries, flashlight,
lighter and light sticks. Then she cane very quietly to gather Charis's hel net
and | anp, tuck theminto the pack

The girl slept.

Carefully ... carefully, holding the pack and harness bundl ed, Joanna stepped
cl ose, bent to pinch the candle out, then put it in her coverall's side
pocket, smelling of hot wax.

In perfect darkness, Charis sighed, turned a little, and slept.

So slowy and silently that her boots seenmed to refuse the rock, Joanna
felt her way down the passage through bl ackness thick as nolten tar. She
touched damp stone, her fingers trailing al ong the passage side to gui de her
to a narrow turn. Then she went to her hands and knees to craw carefully
away, dragging the harness and supply pack behind her.--She crawl ed out onto
the lowrock drift ... and down it, turning to Iift the pack and harness
al ong, dislodge no stone. Then she stood, sw tched on her helnet |anp, and
buckl ed her harness, squinting in the light.

Fol l owi ng the map in her mnd, she went down a nuddy corridor ... |eaving
behi nd her, cool ness, stillness, and engul fing dark

Down that short corridor to the fault ... and she eased and tw sted back
t hrough the squeeze, dragging the pack after her on its tether

On the other side, standing free, Joanna heard a noise ... a sound. A distant
sound that resolved itself into a called " Joanna?"

Her nanme echoed softly through the | abyrinth on cool stone-snelling air.
"Joanna ..."

She turned and ran--as nuch of running as was possible through a maze of rock
corridors, graveled crawl ways. She stunbled, crept ... scurried away,
panting--and heard in distorted echo, over her animal grunts of effort, faint,
thin-drawn as fine wire, a girl screaning

"Mama .. "



Then Joanna began to injure herself, trip, scrape, and slaminto stone in her
great hurry. The route out--so conplex in choice of turns, slides,
duck-unders, and descents--was still in her head, and she fled as if Charis
could find and follow through darkness, was follow ng, was just behind her
"Marmaaa ..." Barely heard, even as echo, so Joanna was sure she imagi ned
it--and needed to control herself, forgive herself for what she'd done so | ong
ago, and now was doi ng again. Forgive herself, so she wouldn't go nad and
wander as Charis woul d wander, blind and scream ng

She forgave hersel f, was sure she had, but went faster just the sane, frantic,
struggling through hard places with bl eeding hands and knees and el bows ..
wadi ng fast flushing small streans that foaned out of bl ackness.

And in time that seemed such slow time, she cane staggering, exhausted, out
into the river's old course, its polished tunnel nore than a hi ghway w de.
Then, with no excuse for hurry, with only silence heard behind her, she began
to run again--stunbling, |egs shaking. She inagined the sun, which mght, in
its rich heat and light, forgive her

. At | ast, she cane to the corridor's end, and slid and funbl ed handhol ds
down the northern wall, fell the last few feet and turned her ankle. Then
hobbl ed ... hobbled away over the great, rubbled plain still containing the
ghost of ancient waters, its lost black and silent |ake.

Joanna managed slowy, |inped al ong, gasping with exhaustion, and was certain
there could be nothing follow ng, nothing coni ng behind her.--But having
crossed the plain, having done so nuch, she found it difficult to clinb the
ridge of fallen rock to the rope. The clinb, up great heaped and tilted sl abs
of stone, was very difficult.

There was a tine she would have done it standing, and lightly. But now she
went on all fours, |eaving bl oody handprints and kneeprints she did not
see--it was the last of her run, and she was very tired.

She found the rope, after only a little wandering along the ridge. It hung,
snake-skin patterned and slim out of nowhere ... hung tethered to the rope
sack on a slab, alongside the sets of ascenders. It was the way to the sun

Hal fway up the rope, weary, aching, clinmbing no | onger, Joanna hung in her
harness. She hung suspended on her slender line deep in the well of darkness,
in a silence only her heartbeat neasured. She rested in enptiness, swaying
slightly in cool breezes fromdark to dark. ... She'd clinbed the rope nore
and nore slowy, foot by foot. More slowly ... until now, she clinbed no nore.

VWhat was left of Iife was waiting high above, with its ghosts and | oneli ness,
its warnth, light, and poem unfini shed. \Wile below, deep in the maze in

dar kness absolute, only a mad girl wandered the sane few passages, blind, and
calling for her nother.

Joanna waited for a while on her beautiful rope, that offered sunlight if she

wi shed it. She waited ... surprised she hadn't known what nust be done.--The
answer, now so obvious, was what had foll owed, pursued her through |inestone
corridors ... and now had clinbed the Blue Water to her

She swung the supply pack up on its tether, released it from her harness, and
clipped it to an ascender to hang fixed there on the rope.-Then she rerigged
for descendi ng, wove the rope through her rack, and started down. ... The line
humred softly through the descender as she went.



Her helnmet |anp, her only light source left, should | ast the retracing hours.
Near the bottom of the pit, she'd knot the ropesack high, and drop the

last ten feet or so to the slabs of the ridge. Free of her, the rope would

recoil a few feet higher still ... to hang out of reach and hidden in

dar kness, swaying to cool winds until her car was found in the woods

above--perhaps in a few nonths, perhaps in a year or two, by sone trespassing

hunter.

Then, after their long tine resting together, she and her child would be
finally found in sone far chanber--1ight brought to themat last with the
voi ces of weary nen, so they lay suddenly spangled, revealed in the glory of
their vault of jeweled and shining stone.



