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    One


    THE YOUNG WOMAN ahead of him in line at the Hannaford Superstore was unusually fragrant, smelled like wood smoke and dirty clothes and cough drops or maybe Ben-Gay, eucalyptus anyway. She was all but mummified in an enormous coat leaking feathers, some kind of army-issue garment from another era, huge hood pulled over her head. Homeless, obviously, or as homeless as people were in this frosty part of the worldmaybe living in an aunt’s garage or on her old roommate’s couch, common around Woodchuck (actually Woodchurch, though the nickname was used more often), population six thousand, more when the college was in session, just your average Maine town, rural and self-sufficient.


    Idly, Eric watched her unload her cart: he knew her situation too well. Sooner or later she’d be in trouble, either victim or perpetrator, and sooner or later he or one of seven other local lawyers would be called upon to defend her, or whomever had hurt her, a distasteful task in a world in which no social problem was addressed till it was a disaster, no compensation.


    Ten years before, new at the game, he might have had some sympathy, but he’d been burned repeatedly. Always the taste of that Corky Beaulieu kid he’d spoken for and sheltered and finally gotten off light and who’d emptied Eric’s bank account using a stolen check and considerable charm at the friendly local bank, and who’d then proceeded to drive Eric’s first and only brand-new car all the way to Florida before killing that college kid in a bar fight and immolating himself (and the car, of course, total destruction) in a high-speed chase with Orlando’s finest.


    Her shopping, pathetic: two large bags tortilla chips, a bag of carrots, a bag of oranges, four big cans baked beansa good runbut then three boxes of Pop-Tarts and innumerable packets of ramen noodles, six boxes generic mac and cheese, two boxes of wine. The one agreeable thing after the produce was coffee, freshly ground, also a sheaf of unbleached coffee filters. Finally, a big bottle of Advil.


    Eric turned his attention to Jennifer Aniston on the cover of five different tabloids. Was she aging well? Had she gained a lot of weight? Was a minidress appropriate? Some people in this world got all the attention. Eric noted with odd pleasure that Ms. Aniston was older than he, if not by much.


    In a subdued voice, the young woman chose plastic over paper, and the kindly old bagger in his apron and bowtie packed her purchases carefully, well behind the checkout lady’s pace. But good for Hannaford, Eric thought, hiring the guy at no-doubt minimum wage with his savings all eaten up by his wife’s final illnessthe sadness of late-life loss was in the old bird’s eyes and posture, even in his hands.


    The checkout lady was gruff and impatient, already turning to Eric’s stuff, which probably looked perverse compared with the girl’s, and had come from the new “gourmet” section of the market: organic jalapenos, organic Asian eggplants, organic red bell peppers, a bunch of organic kale for braising, two huge organic onions, a tiny bottle of fine Tuscan olive oil, five pounds good flour, French yeast in cakes, a huge chunk of very, very expensive raw-milk Parmesan (Reggiano, of course), two bottles Côtes du Rhôneand not just any old Côtes du Rhône but Alison’s favorite, thirty-four bucks a pop. Also a packet of Bic razors, the new, good ones with five blades and a silicone-lubricating strip, thick green handles. He was planning to cook for Alisonthey’d always had fun making pizzasand she liked her wine, also his chin, closely shaven, had once bitten him there in passion, but only once, and a long time ago. And fruit: he’d picked out the one ripe mango in the whole display in the event of an Alison morning, unlikely, also a dozen eggs.


    The druid girl ahead of him in line wasn’t saying it, but she didn’t have enough money. The old gent had packed everything and placed her six or seven bags of stuff into her cart. She counted out her fives and ones and piles of quarters again. “I thought I had it all added up,” she said humbly.


    “People are waiting,” the checkout lady said.


    “I’m fine,” Eric said brightly.


    The lady behind him made it plural, pleasant voice: “We’re fine.” Back after that, the line was nothing but patience.


    “I’ll have to put the coffee back,” the young woman said.


    The old gent knew right where the coffee was and dug it out along with the filters, and the checkout lady subtracted them from the register total, apparently a vexing task. Now the young woman’s bill was down to fifty-five dollars and change. She should have gone generic with the Advil, Eric thought. That would have saved her five bucks or more.


    “I’ll return ’em to stock,” the bagger said, meaning the coffee and the filters. He seemed sadder than ever, and Eric pictured the sweet old fellow using half his break to transport the items back to the correct shelf in some distant corner of the vast store.


    “It’s been ground,” the checkout lady said. “You’ll have to keep it.”


    “Then the oranges,” the young woman said. “And the carrots.”


    She didn’t know but Eric and everyone watching the little drama knew that the oranges and the carrots weren’t going to be enough. He found himself rooting against the Advil: keep the fruit, keep the carrots! That big bottle was probably eleven dollars.


    The checkout lady puffed a long breath. But the old gent in the apron said, “No, no, you need your nutrition. I’ll chip in here, honey.”


    “I couldn’t,” said the young woman.


    “Let’s just take the oranges out, Frank,” said the checkout lady, already tapping the buttons on her register.


    But Frank dug in his pockets. “Ach,” he said. He showed the girl, he showed the checkout lady, he showed everyone in line: he only had a dollar and some odd change. Time stood still. Even the motes of dust stopped floating in the fluorescent box-store light. Eric felt something rumbling inside him, rumbling up all the way from his toes, something that gained momentum, something urging him to act, something physical, not articulate at all, something you would have to capitalize if you wrote it down on a yellow legal pad, something you could name a statue atop a fountain in the Vatican, not quite Grace. Charity, perhaps. His hands twitched, his mouth shaped words that wouldn’t come. Finally, just as the girl was going to say something about the Advil, he got it out:


    “I’ll get this. Frank, ma’am, young lady, let me get this.”


    But Frank had already put his buck fifty down.


    “No,” said the young woman. “No, please.”


    Eric added a crisp cash-machine twenty to her pile of wrinkled bills and simple as that, the checkout lady re-added the ticket, gave Eric the change for his twenty, gave Frank back his dollar fifty.


    The young woman regarded Eric briefly, coldly, more or less curtsied in that sleeping bag of a coat, flushed further. That was it for thanks. She ducked her head back into the depths of her hood and just pushed her cart out of there, noticeably limping, her very posture humiliated.


    “If these people would just learn to add,” the checkout lady said. One was supposed to know what “these people” meant.


    Eric’s purchases were already piled in front of old Frank. Eric paid the cashier, more than double the girl’s total, and for nothing but a single evening’s desperate hospitality. Frank, he noted, liked him, cheerfully putting Eric’s stuff in paper bags, two guys who cared about not only indigent young women but about the whole wide world. The checkout lady had no use for them at all, none of them.

  


  
    Two


    A HUGE SNOWSTORM was predicted, first big snow of the season, the inaugural flakes desultorily falling, some kind of unusual confluence of low-pressure and high-pressure and rogue systems, lots of blather on the radio as if a little snow were nuclear warfare or an asteroid bearing down. Eric liked his old Ford Explorer at times like this, even though (as Alison always said) it was a gas pig. He put his groceries in the back, if you could call them groceries, and swung out and across the glazed lotlast week’s ice stormand there was the young woman, staggering and limping under that mountain of a coat but making determined progress, her seven plastic bags hanging from her arms like dead animals. Eric pulled up beside her but she didn’t stop walking, didn’t look.


    “I can give you a lift,” he called.


    “Okay,” she said to his surprise, still without looking. He’d expected her to demur in some proud way. He helped her load her stuff next to his in the back and then the two of them got all of his legal folders and books and naked cassette tapes and envelopes and other junk out of her way on the passenger seat, and she climbed in.


    “Seatbelt,” Eric said.


    She buckled up reluctantly.


    “Where are you?” Eric said as he pulled into traffic.


    She looked puzzled, peered around the edges of her hood, really caught his eye for the first time.


    “I mean, where to?”


    “Oh. Like, Route 138. Out toward Houk’s Corners. Just out of town the other way. Before the bridge. Maybe a mile before the bridge.”


    “That’s six miles easily. Maybe seven.”


    “I didn’t mean to buy so much. I’d already put a bunch of stuff back. I had another box of wine. I had oatmeal. Too heavy.”


    “You thought you were going to walk the whole way?”


    “I can’t believe you still have cassettes. I love cassettes. The way the tape is right there? You can touch the fucking music.” She looked at him quickly, then straight ahead, like someone driving, in fact watched the road minutely, sinking back into her coat. Her stench had begun to permeate the car. In profile, cut by the hood, her chin and nose and forehead lined up in a certain sculptural way. She wasn’t just anybody, Eric realized, and began to string together a tale of mental illness in a good family, runaway patient, perhaps, or just a college kid off her meds. He’d dealt with more than a few of those, too, on both sides of the family equation. He also knew how easy it was to be wrong about these things: best not to have theories.


    Gently he said, “I forgot my wallet once. I mean, it happens to everyone.”


    “I don’t even have a wallet,” she said quickly, and he realized his mistake: whatever had happened to her certainly did not happen to everyone.


    After that, they rode in silence. At the traffic light by the Park ’n’ Ride, Joan Killen was in the next lane, silent Prius. She didn’t look, but might have been interested if she had, her proper small-town attorney accompanied by some scruffy young woman in a darkly quilted hood.


    “Now where on 138 again?” Eric said.


    “Across from the veterinary?”


    “Oh, okay. Right. My dog goes there. Used to go there.”


    “You make it sound like a girl’s school.” Brief glance. Her voice was throaty, melodic despite her.


    He didn’t want her to stop talking. He said, “You go to the college?”


    “I go wherever I want.”


    “And where have you wanted to go?”


    “Nowhere.”


    “And yet you’re here.”


    “Actually I’m not.”


    “Okay.”


    “I’m a ghost, if you want to know.” She slipped the hood back to see him better, tugged it off, whiff of mildew, faint trace of amusement leaving her face. Her hair looked like it had been chopped with a machete on one side, thinned with animal bites on the other, anyway it bunched heavily, with bald spots. Hair like that, you might want to wear a hood.


    Eric said, “What did you study?”


    “Study?”


    “At the college.”


    “Elementary ed and mathematics,” she said. There was an old cut on the top of her ear, might have been pretty bad, dried blood. “I’m good at mathematics. Also archeology, which was great, and English composition, which was okay.” A yellowing bruise on her neck. She said, “I got my teaching certificate, um, last spring. And then in the fall I had an actual, real job. Watch the fucking road.”


    The road was damp, nothing worse than that, and well paved, and empty, not that 138 was ever crowded, or even busy. Eric kept his eyes ahead, said, “You were graduated last spring?”


    “Last May.”


    “Nontraditional student?”


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Well. You’re a little older than the usual, that’s all.”


    “They don’t get many ghosts.”


    “And you earned your teaching certificate.”


    “They gave it to me, anyway.”


    “Who gave it to you?”


    “The college. Who do you think?”


    At the sound of her tone, defensive, Eric said, “Of course. The college.” But he knew from a recent and painful false-credentials case that the state conferred certification, not the college. You had to apply for certification. It cost money. You had to provide fingerprints, full set, and that cost you, too: fifty-five bucks. He also knew when someone was lying. And English composition was a first-year course. Why would you mention that when you’d just been graduated?


    “I didn’t love teaching,” she said.


    He couldn’t help but return her sudden stare, unnerving, the remains of her bangs standing up as if in surprise. Still, face-on there was even more to her than he’d begun to think, intelligence, for one thing. And some kind of basic honesty. Her mouth was full with a dent in the top lip, off-center. Her nose was like a tired dog that had found a warm place to lie down and sleep. And she’d relaxed maybe a notch, kept his eye. She needed to wash her face, that’s allshe was sooty, plain dirty.


    “What grade?” Eric said at last. He’d done hundreds of these interviews. You look at the police report, meet with the client, keep it friendly, try to put two and two together, draw inferences, become a master of observation, figure out what’s true and what’s not, try, when there’s a choice, to take cases you can actually win. Not much choice lately.


    She let the tiniest smile arrive, cut it off short when she saw he noticed. “Maybe third,” she said. “Or maybe all of them.”


    “All of the grades, you mean?”


    She sought protection from his gaze, tweaked her own soft nose, clearly designed by the ghost shop to add some femininity to a rather hard face. “The principal adored me.”


    “What was his name?”


    “He hated me.”


    “Both?”


    “People are complicated.”


    He said, “Two sides to every coin.”


    So quick: “And two to most clichés.”


    “I’ll have to think about that.”


    “Watch the road.”


    They were getting close to the veterinarian’s. Eric found himself driving more slowly. He said, “What was the school called?”


    “Captain Arnold Elementary, named for Benedict Arnold, who not everyone knows made a heroic trek through Maine to attack the French at Montreal. We were happy at first.”


    “Who’s we?”


    “Jimmy and me. He taught phys ed. I loved teaching third gradethird and fourth together, actually. Nine kids with two sets of twins. I miss them slightly.”


    “Slightly.”


    “One of the twin-parents complained. About, like, nothing. I didn’t explain the homework supposedly, which was like a math sheet with instructions, which I copied right off the curriculum they make you use. And Mr. Guest calls me in and there’s no support of any kind coming from him. So I call my advisor back at the college here and she just says, ‘Keep your head down, honey.’ And then the really nice parents . . .”


    “The ones you slightly miss.”


    “I don’t miss them at all. They come in for parents’ night and the other twins’ dad stands uphe’s like this rotund, bank-president, logger-swagger, king-of-the-garbage-men kind of guy with his wife pushing himand he says the meek kids are bullying his kids. But, come on! The meek kids? They’re like these little fragile brainy wisps five years ahead of everyone else. And what Mr. Guest didn’t tell me is that these kids’ very nice parents had complained the year before about how their kids were being bullied. And so anyway the very nice dad bravely says, Nonsense. And the bank-president, logger-swagger dad says, And you, the teacher, just letting it happen? And I’m like, I wouldn’t ever! And Mr. Guest is like, Anyone else? And yes, like two other parents get up and repeat the whole thing, say that these meek little twins have been bullying their kids and as the teacher I’m letting it happen.”


    Eric slowed his car, stopped on the inadequate shoulder, pulled a little further ahead. He said, “There’s the veterinary clinic.”


    “But it’s just not true, outlandishly not true. So I’m like, Well, let’s think about how to communicate about this as adults and role models. And one of the moms gets up and says if I don’t get control of my classroom.”


    There was nothing across from the vet’s. Eric said, “Where did you say your house was?”


    She pointed vaguely to the dense forest. “I’m down there.”


    “Down where?”


    “Oh, it’s nice. Don’t worry. It’s down on the river.”


    And there was, if you looked, a bit of a path. She climbed out of the car. Eric helped her recover her groceries, and between them, Eric felt, was this overwhelming feeling of loss (or maybe it was just Eric, his lonely mood), anyway the feeling that she wasn’t ever going to get to tell him the rest of her story, that he wasn’t ever going to get to hear it, get to the bottom of it, clear the discrepancies, something he was very, very good at and enjoyed, the best part of his work. He couldn’t help it, said, “So you’re not there anymore. At Captain Arnold Elementary.”


    Her head jerked faintly at his remembering the name. “Not there, no. Last April I just got in my car and left. Left them in the lurch, as they say.”


    “So you quit?”


    “Well, not really.”


    A cold wind was picking up, flecks of wet snow.


    “Well then, you were fired. You were unfairly fired.” Eric in the back of his lawyerly mind was already winning a breach-of-contract suit, with damages.


    “I was fired for quitting, I guess.”


    Then again, it might all be rubbish. He said, “Well, maybe sometime I’ll hear the whole story.” The river was pretty far down, by Eric’s estimation. Maybe half a mile or more, and steep terrain. Or maybe the young woman just didn’t want him to know where she actually lived, laudable caution.


    She said, “ ‘It sifts from leaden sleeves, it powders all the wood.’ ”


    “Okay,” Eric said.


    She said, “We had to memorize a poem. In English class. That one was short, at least.”


    Eric let his face brighten: “Oh, I get it. The snow. Nice.”


    “ ‘Sieves,’ I mean. ‘It sifts from leaden sieves.’ ”


    And here it came: one flake, two, a third one over here, and then suddenly the millions, dropping fast and hard, the wind suddenly whipping.


    He said, “We’re supposed to get a lot, I guess. Storm of the century, that’s what I heard. Of course that’s what they always say.”


    “And then there’s something about ruffling the wrists of fence posts.”


    Eric’s car was mostly parked on the road, and the two of them just stood behind it, as if that were where people always chatted. He said, “High winds later and over two feet of snow, three feet or even more in some areas.”


    “Some areas. That’s us, isn’t it? We’re always ‘some areas.’ It snowed I think twenty-five feet up there last winter, in Presque Isle. The roads were like driving down canyons.”


    “I like your poem,” Eric said. “And just the idea of fence posts with wrists, nice.”


    “I didn’t write it.” She let a long moment pass, finally began to gather her bags, picking them up by their many handles one by one till she and her coat were weighted down like a circus tent against the wind. “Well, thanks,” she said.


    “My pleasure,” Eric said slowly. Again, that charitable rumbling up from his toes, a kind of twitching in his hands, his jaw, the words coming to his lips: “I could help you down.”


    “No,” she said.


    The snow was falling in earnest now, large, wet flakes. There had better damn well be a house down there. “Please,” Eric said.


    “No,” she said again and put the enormous hood back over her head. She hefted those bagseasily fifty pounds dangling off her bare handsand hunched off down the path a step at a time, definite hitch in her gait, painful to see. Eric watched her a moment, watched a little more, then climbed in his car, honked a couple of times to say good luck. She turned slightly, shrugged heavily by way of a wave, the weight of all that crap she’d bought. No ghost had ever been so tied to the earth as she.


    Eric tore his eyes from her plight, drove off.


    The snow had already begun to accumulate on the roada kind of slush that would turn to ice when evening came, temperatures to plummet midway through the afternoon as the storm “re-intensified,” or so the serious taller guy on the Weather Channel had warned, possibly several days of snow, likely record-breaking, if the various systems lined up.


    Eric decided to go the long way, enjoy the snowfall, so no U-turn but straight ahead on 138, driving slowly, the sweeping curve down the hill and over the new bridge. Beneath which the Woodchurch River was flowing deep and swift after an autumn of rains, iced now only at the banks and fringes, boulders like mounds of glass. Long glimpse, then up and up to Houk’s Corners, the gas station there, also the defunct video club where he and Alison used to rent art movies. He felt his own temperature had plummeted, something unnamed re-intensifying inside him, that charity again, or maybe plain kindness, the stuff he was really made of and had lately kept too close. That young woman, practically dragging her bags of groceries.


    He turned around in the Mobil station at the Corners and headed back, parked at the veterinarian’s, which was the only building in sight, Dr. Mia Arnold, from Switzerland. He’d won a case against her just the spring before, some ultra-fancy show dog she’d euthanized in a mix-up. The snow was thick, wet, very heavy. But life continued as usuala bearded man chunking down Dr. Arnold’s wheelchair ramp with an enormous black dog in tow, a put-together college girl climbing the stairs the other way with a kitten cupped in her hands, the dogs back in the boarding kennels oddly silent. It was still only early afternoon, plenty of time, but the sky was dark and getting darker, a notch colder, too, the wind picking up, snow in Eric’s face as he crossed the street to the young woman’s path.

  


  
    Three


    HE SNIFFED THAT smell of wood smoke and dirty clothes and mildew as he caught up to her a short way into the forestit was that old pile of a coat she was wearing, not entirely unpleasant, but close. The enormous hood had fallen off her head, and her hair was really very badly matted and frizzed and chopped, little bright beads of water where snowflakes had landed. Around them the trees were scruffy, too, bare and overcrowded in what had been pastureland, the snow blowing through upraised branches, a few last, clinging leaves rattling. Seeing Eric, she unraveled herself from the bag handles and rubbed the twisted imprints in her fingers and hands.


    Eric said nothing, but welling with angershe’d no idea of the danger she was ingave her one of his dress gloves, nice brown leather lined with warm fuzz. She took it quickly and thrust her hand into it, pride knocked back by the cold. He hefted all seven of her bags by the handles in the one gloved hand and she didn’t protest that, either, though Eric got the idea she’d rather. Fifty or sixty pounds, easily, now that he felt it.


    “I just thought,” he said. He just thought some people needed to be protected from themselves.


    “Storm of the century,” she said. “As if they fucking know.”


    “Maybe just the last hundred years,” Eric said.


    And that was an end to talk. Down and down and to the river, at least a half mile, thirty minutes at her pace, then down a very steep approach to the flats along the river, then upstream another hundred yards in the protection of a row of riverside hemlocks that grew under a rocky slope, all but a cliff. The hemlocks blocked the snow and kept the path clear, a soft, six-century duff of fine needles and tiny cones and brittle twiglets fragrant and giving underfoot. The cabin was a surprise, a sudden apparition, brown as the trunks of the hemlocks. Except for the steep plane of its roof under the new snow, it might have been invisible, a rustic old place perched on stout cement piers atop a high rock outcropping above the coursing Woodchurch. Beyond the hemlocks were two of the biggest white pines Eric had ever seen, one then the next, partners over the river, trunks that four people couldn’t hug: no logger had ever devastated this awkward spot.


    So, she really did have a place to go. The young woman climbed three prodigious stone steps and pushed open the cabin’s heavy front door, no locks to fuss with. Eric climbed after her and followed her inside, nice and warm. She hobbled straight to the antique cookstove, a Glenwood (so it said), a fancy thing all decked out with chrome scrollwork and numerous warming shelves and doors and vents and handles, lovely. She built up the fire with sticks of dead pine and a couple of moldering logs, all she had for firewood. Beside the stove, a vintage copper slipper tub with two washcloths hanging stiffhow would you go about using that?


    No invitation, he hefted his load of bags to the top of a stout-legged butcher’s block in the kitchen corner, slowly disassociated himself from the twisted handles. The gray of the afternoon permeated the place. The walls were beaverboard, and small sprays of snow had formed on the floor where there were cracksnot a shred of insulation, was Eric’s guess, the whole thing open to the wind underneath, no kind of winter abode, the sprays soon to be drifts, interior.


    The young woman shuffled around in her huge coat putting things right. So there was a basic competence. She filled a large pot with greenish water from an old joint-compound bucket, lit a kerosene lamp with a long match from a lobster-shaped holder bolted to the wall, placed it smoking on the table, bent efficiently to adjust the wick.


    “Okay,” she said in the sudden warm light.


    “Nice,” Eric said. Probably too helpfully he unpacked the plastic bags item by item, again depressed by her shopping.


    Clearly annoyed by him, she reached to put things away in the rough-hewn cabinets nailed high on the kitchen wall, lined up her ramen perfectly, her mac and cheese, the big cans of beans. At last she shed the huge coat, hung it on a nail near the stove, plain that it had hung there for many years.


    “I’m Eric,” he said, noting once again the cut on her ear.


    “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” she said and limped to gaze out the big window over the river, the only window in the place, blue light: the snowfall was nearly horizontal in the wind. “You’d better get moving.”


    He shouldn’t have stared. “I’d like to help,” he said. “Before I go.” He felt strongly that she was his responsibility now, a kind of pro-bono client he’d taken on. He had nothing pressing to attend to otherwise, God knew, small-town lawyer with no cases, typical for November, or maybe a little less than typical: it had been a bad year all around. Also, Alison had missed their last several dinner dates. But he didn’t like to think of that. Always hopeful, as Alison might say.


    “No, really,” the young woman said.


    Eric noticed a ladder led to a loft above. She must sleep up thereno bed downstairs, only a couple of mission-oak chairs and small matching couch, cracked leather cushions, nice old furniture in the coldest corner of the place. He heard the wind picking up, checked his phone surreptitiously. No signal, nothing. The time was still only one o’clock, but sunset would come at 3:45, and in this weather dusk would drop fast.


    He said, “What’s going on with that limp?”


    “Ankle,” she said. “Pretty bad.”


    “We’d better take a look.”


    She sighed but shuffled to the couch, fell onto it, tugged her shoe off. It was a teacher’s shoe, all right, kind of a felt clog with a negative heel, soaked through. Good wool socks, though, thick and green and fairly new. Whose charity accounted for socks like that? Gingerly she peeled her foot bare. The ankle was definitely swollen, a yellowy-green bruise down to the toes, but none of the deep-blue hematomic color you’d expect with a break. “You’ll want to keep using it,” Eric said, old athlete. He took the foot in his two hands gently, palpated it gently, cool skin, toenails untended. Back before he’d flunked organic chemistry in college, he’d thought he’d be a doctor. “Light use,” he said, “to keep it from stiffening up. And pack a little snow on it for ten or fifteen minutes every so often. You can do that right now, if it suits you. Maybe by the fire so you don’t get chilled?”


    “Okay, Doctor,” she said, abruptly pulling her foot out of his hands. “Don’t you think you’d better get going? Like, right now?”


    “You’ll need firewood,” he said. “It’s going to be a long three or four days with this snow.”


    She looked at his loafers, his dress slacks, his natty sports jacket. She wanted the wood, anybody could see that. She said, “There’re some boots and stuff in the shed.” She pointed to a narrow door in the corner, upstream. He’d assumed it was a bathroom, but of course there was no bathroom. Behind the door he found a rough shed, wind and snowflakes inside. Also vintage water skis and slickers and broken fishing rods and lengths of hose and every sort of summer thing imaginable, a little six-horse Johnson boat motor on a wooden trestle, rakes and shovels and scraps of lumber and a workbench, plenty of tools hanging and fallen, a thermometer nailed to the wall (fourteen degrees), girlie calendar set forever to August 1965. The pin-up was a chubby young woman with red cheeks and an inadequate sweater buttoned strategically, no pants to speak of, but legs folded demure. Funny to think that in real life she was probably about his mom’s age, photographed in a less sexualized era. He wondered where the young woman was now, those plump shoulders, the cute chin tucked in, the finger to her lips, how many kids, how many divorces, what illnesses, alive or dead? He flipped through the calendar, couldn’t stop himself. August was the woman for him, all right, or would be when she grew up, though of course by now she had grown up and then down again, potent gaze. He could see why someone had saved her, and why she’d been banished to the shed.


    In blue rain boots, a stiff yellow slicker, and a pair of pink fish-scaling gloves (very tough, not warm), Eric emerged from the shed carrying a bow saw and a dull hatchet he’d found, closed the door behind him.


    His hostess very nearly smiled at the sight of him.


    He said, “Pretty manly, I admit.”


    The joke killed any amusement. “And then I need you out of here,” she said.


    “Yes,” he said.


    “But thanks, okay?”


    “Tell me your name?”


    “Danielle, for now.”

  


  
    Four


    OUTSIDE HE FOUND an open little woodshed, but Danielle-for-now had depleted the supply to a couple of uselessly huge logs, half rotted in any case. So Eric flapped in his rubber boots up and under the hemlocks, snapped off dead-dry branches and twigs, broke it all into kindling lengths over his knee, made several large bundles in short order, carried them hugged to his chest, tucked them one at a time inside the cabin door. Danielle was in the kitchen corner, paid him no attention, just put the last of her groceries away. She’d pulled off her bulky, practically knee-length sweater and he saw she was slender, not so blowsy as he’d thought, and except for maybe the hair and shiny, unwashed pants pretty much just a person you’d find anywhere in Woodchurch. Her shirt was big like everything else, an old flannel job misbuttoned. She was wet up to her knees. Make that soaked. Well, she didn’t need him telling her to change her clothes.


    Back in the pelting wind, Eric struggled up the path he and Danielle had come in on. Their footprints were already obscured. He found a dead maple standing nice and dry, maybe ten inches at the base, sawed it down more easily than he’d imagined, satisfying crash. He sawed off the bigger branches, sawed the trunk into manageable lengths, more sweaty effort, maybe a half hour’s work in the dumping snow, more and more uncomfortable as his fish-scaling gloves got soaked, dragged the pieces down one then two then three at a time to the woodshed, climbed back up the hill and retrieved the branches, exhausting. He saw himself returning in a couple of days after the storm had blown through, saw himself checking in on her friendly, bringing fresh victuals, a packet of clean T-shirts, unless that was too personal, certainly a decent blanket.


    Under the overhang of the woodshed’s roof at least he was out of the horizontal snow, which had started to mix with flecks of stinging ice. He got himself set up and cut about half the wood into twenty or so logs of various diameters, only a few so big around that they’d have to be split. In the woodshed he found a splitting maul, and he enjoyed the work so much he just kept splitting till even the smaller logs were done. This gave the impression of a lot more wood and he brought it into her house in several trips, no sign of the young woman. So he filled the woodbox by the stove, stacked the rest against the wall, enough for a couple of days at least. Which, of course, meant a couple of days at most. After which he could come back with a chain saw and maybe a friend and do the job right. Or, maybe more to the point, a couple of social workers and a cop, get her out of there. You couldn’t let people die just because they might get mad at you.


    “Wow, sweet,” Danielle said from up in the loft, disembodied voice. “That was above and beyond.”


    “My pleasure,” Eric said. “Like a day at the gym. And there’s more out there, too.”


    “Have some waterit’s boiled. In the small pot. And then you’d better go.”


    He drank directly from the pot, the water still warm, faint biotic taste of the river, deeply satisfying: of course he was thirsty. She’d pulled the two mission-oak chairs up close to the stove and her clothes were arranged on them drying, meager items, pants and shirt and huge sweater, underpants. He stood there and stripped the sopping fish-scaling gloves inside out off his puckered fingers, found himself studying the underpants, elastic emerging from the band, side seam ripped, a picture of desperation. He hung the gloves near them. He could come back in a few days with a chain saw, yes, and also some provisions, even a load of clothes and bedding from the thrift shop. Maybe Patty Cardinal from the church would help him, jolly old Patty the volunteer organist and inveterate do-gooder, woman’s touch, always wearing red.


    “You’re a masochist,” Danielle said from upstairs, her face and naked square shoulders suddenly in view. The color was back in her cheeks. She’d tugged a big knit hat over her hair, looked at him from under the brim, one of those Rasta caps in the colors of the Jamaican flag. So maybe she was growing dreadlocks, fine.


    “Referring to what?” he said pleasantly.


    “To your masochism,” she said equally.


    He didn’t want to appear to be lurking, but didn’t want to appear to be hurrying, either, in case she had any further tasks she’d like done. If that were masochism and not altruism. Which was the joke he wanted to make. But did not. Because who knew what she was actually talking about. It really was time to get moving, the room and the day a notch darker, then two notches, and still the hope that Alison was coming, that Alison who’d broken their last several dates and hadn’t been home for months was on her way back to Woodchurch.


    Danielle said, “Keep the boots and stuff. You can’t walk out in loafers.”


    “I’ll bring them back, don’t worry.”


    “Don’t bother,” she said. “Really, don’t.”

  


  
    Five


    HIS FOOTPRINTS AND every sign of his miniature logging operation were completely obscured. He ducked under the hemlocks to where the path started up the hill. He hadn’t noticed the outhouse right there, though he must have walked past it several times. Solid little building with a blue toilet seat bolted over the single hole, half roll of toilet paper, box of tampons empty, thick soft-cover copy of Anna Karenina, apparently much thumbed, faint stench of shit, which he was something like embarrassed to associate with the young woman. He anointed the depths of the pit with his own urine, only heightening the embarrassed feeling, an intimacy he’d just not ever thought of before in a whole life of using outhouses and wished he hadn’t thought of now.


    Up the very steep hill he climbed, lingering odd feelings, an afternoon of only half-appreciated charity behind him, plodded like making the last steps of a Himalayan ascent, stopping often to be sure he hadn’t left the path, which was increasingly indistinct. The wet snow lay atop the ice from earlier in the week and in the rain boots it was slippery, not only heavy.


    And yet he was full of the surest feeling that this was the night, the long-awaited Alison night, and that his patience had paid off, would pay off, Danielle-for-now’s need and his response amounting to a sign. Of something. Karma being one’s actions. And one’s actions bringing destiny to bear. After Alison left, that time. For example. That time she’d arrived for the monthly visit they’d negotiated as a way to test their separation over the course of a year. The second monthly visit, after a very bad first one. Yes, that second one made a good comparison. She’d arrived early with her bike on the rack at the back of her sensible car, greeted him all bright and lively, a particular vivid mood of hers that he hadn’t seen in years. “Rumble Pond!” she’d announced.


    Rumble Pond was a full-gear outing: saddlebags, food, sleeping bags, bike parts, tent. They pedaled side by side right out of the neighborhood and out of town and up Dairyman Hill Road four stiff miles to the log-company gate and then on gravel onward, then no gravel, mountain biking on an actual mountain, the gorgeous little lake at the end of the ride, the hot swim, the isolated campsite. And he hadn’t seen that game look on her face for years, not since the time he’d just shaved after work and she liked his smooth chin so much that she pushed him to their bedroom, fucked him hard (unheard of!), came to quick climax (unprecedented!), and bit that smooth chin (drawing blood!), just that one time, ancient history.


    At Rumble Pond they’d made dinner excitedly working together, not like people who were separated but like the old kitchen team they’d been in the first flush of their romance. And after they’d eaten, well, instead of cleaning it all up right away they made love, first time in at least months, and the second-best time ever, as he thought about it, and he would think about it lots. She started itkisses of unfamiliar depth, at last an acceptance of his real kisses and not the kisses he’d developed for her overly peckish tastes. And actual giggling and the ripping of his shirt buttons, okay? And a tumble on top of un-deployed sleeping bags and then upon the tent, complete inadvertent disassembly of the poor little thing. And her skin in the moonlight, unforgettable, as if it had grown soft in his absence.


    They stayed up there that way three days, bike excursions east and west and north, a honeymoon like they hadn’t let themselves have in Prague (that she hadn’t let them have), stayed past their food, an extra day, giddy on the way back out with fasting and promises. Give her a month, is all she asked. They felt they’d solved the puzzle of their fractured marriage, one of those long algorithms from college math.


    Tonight would be like those nights!


    He felt a moral tug. Danielle had food. Danielle had shelter. She had firewood, now. But Danielle was alone, and with an injury, and very likely unstable. A small accident would be amplified. What if she burned herself or fell from her loft? He certainly knew of dozens of such cases, small-town law. That little girl who’d cooked to death in the back of her parents’ van parked outside the Sugarwood Grille, hot August afternoon? Or poor Kurt LaFarge, who fell on the North Church steps in the snow one Saturday night, last man out after choir, broke his neck and froze solid, ambulance and police and sheriff and medical examiner still there as the parishioners arrived the next morning. Pastor Tony paid for that one, and unfairly: gross negligence. Eric might have done more for the girl, was the point. Danielle would need more water, for example. Or did ghosts never drink?


    He trudged, made the road, crossed to the veterinary parking lot, climbed in his car and started it, sat a few minutes catching his breath. Really, that was a very hard climb in these conditions. His own pants legs were soaked, but the boots had kept his socks dry. The veterinariana crabbed old soul when it came to humans and a well-known killer of show dogslooked out her window at him, the longest look, no expression on her face. He gave a short wave, and she disappeared behind the curtain so fast that he felt like a magician.


    Findings: Ms. Danielle would be alone down there for several days. A life on Doritos and ramen noodles. At least she had wine. A blizzard called for a box of wine, simple as that, no need to judge. Alison was probably on her way, should really be on her way if she was going to make it. And thenno doubt she’d thought of thismaybe she’d be snowed in and he’d get to make her breakfast after all, maybe a few days of breakfasts, if the Weather Channel was right. Unbidden, a certain bra came to mind, gray satin. From back in the day. He felt his hand upon its clasp. He checked his phone. No calls, no texts, no tweets, no e-mails, not a word on Facebook, not from Alison anyway, not a peep from Alison, who’d done nothing but stand him up for months, if he admitted it. He stifled a wave of anger, checked Troy Polamalu’s game stats one more time: fantasy football. Then the weather: the Winter Storm Warning had been upgraded to a Winter Storm Emergency. He’d never seen that designation. And a link to a checklist for disaster preparedness.


    There was about an hour before the day would get swallowed by the storm and he was wet anyway and there was this terrible sense of responsibility, also the food he’d bought: she’d need everything she could get, and he had all he needed: Alison wasn’t going to show, third month in a row, and who was he kidding? Fourth in a row. He was no masochist. He heard his father’s voice: face facts. The snow was building, building. No more cars coming in and out of the veterinarian’s lot, just the Mercedes with the SPAY plates. No cars on the road, either.


    He retrieved his bags of groceries, left the expensive wine in, why not? He had beer at home. Plenty of daylight. The snarly old poodle of a vet was spying on him again, glowering out the window at him. He’d won the case for his client, that’s all, had never thought twice about continuing to bring his dog to Dr. Mia Arnold, but then he hadn’t needed to: poor Ribbie, living now with Alison down in Portland, another stab of anger.


    A lot of anger, Alison had said sometimes, no matter how justifiably pissed he was. “A lot of anger, Eric.” Heavy on the K sound in his name. Had he been angry on their bike trip? He had not. Had she returned? She had not. The bags were heavy, but not as heavy as Danielle’s had been, and only two of them. More awkward, though: paper. He arranged them in the crook of one arm so as to have a hand free. His own footprints from a mere three minutes previous were already filled in, but no question where the path was through the roadside meadow. The forest, however, was decidedly darker, the balsam firs beyond the stone wall drooping with snow, the branches starting to block the path. He enjoyed tugging on them, watching the snow dump, the branches springing back skyward. This would be a place to come mushrooming in the
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