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Chapter One

The Things That Remain

At some point, Charles Whitmore had stopped choosing flowers for his wife.

For the first two years after her death, he had still insisted on doing it himself. Not because he knew anything about flowers, or ever had, but because Eleanor, while she was alive, had possessed an almost insulting certainty about which flowers belonged to which occasion. White roses were for weddings, red ones were for men who had something to make up for, and chrysanthemums, she had once declared while passing a hotel arrangement, were proof that a florist had already resigned in spirit.

Charles had remembered that sentence without realizing, at the time, that he was remembering it. After she died, he bought roses at first. Then lilies. Once, peonies, although it was November and a young woman in a flower shop in Sewickley explained with a patience Charles interpreted as condescension that this might be difficult. Charles had asked what, precisely, was difficult about obtaining flowers in exchange for money, whereupon the young woman looked at him as though he were a relic from an era in which men still believed every difficulty was merely a poorly phrased price quotation.

In the end, she found the peonies. Charles paid more than was reasonable, and three days later they had turned brown.

Since then, Margaret had taken care of the flowers. Margaret had run his household for almost twenty years, which meant she no longer asked what he wanted but informed him what was going to happen. That morning, a bouquet of white roses tied with dark green ribbon had stood on the small table in the entrance hall, beside his gloves and a narrow black umbrella.

“It isn’t going to rain,” Charles had said.

Margaret had not even looked up from the tablet she was checking.

“In Pittsburgh? In November? That would be remarkable.”

“The forecast says no rain.”

“Then take the umbrella out of respect for the possibility that a weather forecast can also be wrong.”

Charles had left it behind.

Two hours later, it began to rain.

Not properly. Not the kind of rain that demanded a decision or forced a person to seek shelter. It was the fine, cold dampness Pittsburgh seemed especially gifted at producing in late autumn, water that did not appear to fall so much as already exist in the air, slowly gathering on coat collars, hair, car roofs, and gravestones.

Charles stood at Eleanor’s grave and looked at the roses, tiny droplets forming on the white petals.

Six years.

He did not need to calculate.

He calculated anyway.

Six years, two months, and nine days.

In his professional life, Charles had always given numbers a function. Numbers were supposed to explain something, limit something, or make something possible. They described unit costs, credit lines, returns, utilization rates, exchange rates, staffing requirements. A number without consequence had always seemed wasteful to him.

Six years, two months, and nine days explained nothing.

They did not tell him why, on some mornings, he still woke believing he could hear Eleanor in the bathroom. They did not explain why he continued to sleep only on his side of the bed even though the rest of it belonged to him. They did not explain how a man could buy four companies, survive two recessions, lay off thousands of people, and negotiate with presidents, union leaders, and bank chairmen without losing more than a single night’s sleep, while one woman could still keep order in a house she no longer occupied six years after her death.

“Margaret chose the flowers,” Charles said.

He rarely spoke to Eleanor when other people were nearby. Not out of embarrassment. He simply considered it private and had never understood why grief gave some people the urge to speak in front of witnesses.

Today, no one was near.

The path behind him shone dark with rain. Farther down, bare branches moved in the wind, and somewhere between the trees a vehicle passed along one of the cemetery roads. Allegheny Cemetery was large enough that, at times, you could forget you were still in the middle of a city.

Charles liked that.

Eleanor had liked it too, though for different reasons.

She had seen landscape.

He saw space.

“You probably wouldn’t like them,” he continued, looking at the roses. “Too orderly.”

He waited as though an answer might come.

None did.

Perhaps that was the worst thing about death: not absence itself, but the reliability of absence. No bad days. No exceptions. No unexpected return because someone had caught an earlier flight.

Death was the only agreement Charles had ever encountered in which neither party attempted to renegotiate.

He pulled his coat tighter and turned to leave.

At eighty-four, he walked more slowly than he wanted and faster than his doctor considered sensible. His right knee complained especially on slopes, a reminder of a skiing accident in Vermont that Eleanor had used for decades as evidence that male ambition inevitably produced orthopedic consequences.

Charles ignored the pain.

He ignored a great many things his body told him. Not out of courage, but because he rejected the idea that a knee, a hip, or a piece of heart muscle should suddenly be granted voting rights over the course of his day.

His car was not where he expected it to be.

Charles stopped at the edge of the road and looked left, then right, though a black Mercedes of that size was difficult to miss. Nathan had dropped him off there and was supposed to wait at Butler Street.

Charles took his phone from his inside pocket. The screen showed three missed calls from Daniel, two messages from Victoria, and a reminder for a board meeting Charles had officially stopped attending eighteen months ago and for which he still received every document.

He tapped Nathan’s name.

No answer.

He waited, called again, and received no answer a second time.

Charles looked at the phone as though it had failed him personally.

“Excellent.”

He put it away and started walking.

It was perhaps twelve minutes to the gate. Fifteen with his knee. Once, he would not have considered that a distance at all, and the fact that he did now worsened his mood.

By the time he reached Butler Street, the damp air had become actual rain.

Margaret would find out.

Charles did not know how, but she would.

He paused beneath the stone entrance and looked down the street. Traffic moved through Lawrenceville, tires drawing water from the asphalt, people passing storefronts with their heads lowered. Across the road, the windows of a café glowed warm yellow, which Charles considered a poor lighting decision. Restaurants should sell food, not create the impression that one might find refuge from life inside them.

Then he noticed the man.

He sat perhaps a hundred feet away beneath a narrow awning where a vacant store met a recessed doorway. Beside him stood an old shopping cart loaded with two plastic bags, a blanket, and something that looked like a rolled sleeping bag. The man wore a dark wool coat, rain marking the shoulders, though he himself looked surprisingly clean. His gray hair was combed back—not neatly, but with the visible remains of a habit older than his present circumstances.

A paper cup stood near his shoes.

Beside it, a piece of cardboard leaned against the wall.

In black capital letters it read:

DON’T WORRY.

IGNORING ME IS FREE.

Charles read it twice.

When he lifted his head, the man met his gaze without urgency and without appeal. Charles looked back at the sign. The stranger raised one eyebrow.

“Takes a minute, I know.”

Charles turned his head.

“Excuse me?”

“The reading.” The man nodded toward the cardboard. His voice was rough but clear. “Some people make it to the second line and need a break.”

Charles studied him for several seconds.

“I can read.”

“Then you’ve already accomplished more today than some people.”

Charles should have kept walking.

Under ordinary circumstances, he would have.

He gave money to people on the street, though almost exclusively through organizations that, in his view, at least attempted to use it rationally. Direct begging struck him as inefficient, though Eleanor had repeatedly explained that mercy had no efficiency metric.

Still, he stayed.

Perhaps because of the rain.

Perhaps because of Nathan.

Perhaps because the man did not look at Charles the way people usually looked at Charles Whitmore.

No recognition.

No caution.

No practiced smile.

No rapid calculation of whether some advantage could be extracted from the encounter.

The stranger looked merely moderately interested.

Charles gestured toward the sign.

“That can hardly be helpful.”

“With what?”

“Getting money.”

The man looked down at the paper cup as though Charles had just reminded him of its existence.

“Some goes in.”

“Probably less than if you didn’t insult people.”

“So you’re a management consultant.”

“No.”

“Shame. You have the face for it.”

Charles felt something he had not felt often in recent years: the brief, almost physical urge to correct a complete stranger.

“What exactly is that supposed to mean?”

The man examined Charles’s coat, his shoes, then his face. His eyes paused on the watch for a moment, but without the greed Charles expected.

“You look like someone who explains things to people who didn’t ask.”

Charles slowly pulled off his wet gloves.

“And you look like someone making a considerable effort not to receive any help.”

Something changed in the man’s face.

Only slightly.

The irony did not disappear, but it stepped back.

Charles recognized the expression, though he did not know why. He had seen it in negotiations, just before someone decided whether a remark was still business or had become personal.

“Maybe,” the man said finally, “we both have our talents.”

A bus passed, throwing water toward the curb.

Charles stepped back instinctively.

The stranger grinned.

“Still quick.”

“I’m eighty-four, not dead.”

“The two are less mutually exclusive than people like to think.”

Charles considered asking the man’s age, then decided that would be rude.

The thought surprised him.

Usually he noticed rudeness only after someone pointed it out.

He reached into his coat, took out his wallet, and removed a twenty-dollar bill.

“Here.”

The stranger did not move.

Charles held the money out.

“You don’t have to do anything for it.”

“That’s reassuring.”

“Take it.”

“Why?”

Charles looked at the bill, then at the man.

“Because you obviously need money.”

“And you obviously need a driver. I’m not giving you one.”

Charles slowly lowered his hand.

“How do you know that?”

The stranger nodded toward the cemetery.

“You come out of that gate wearing shoes no sane person would walk this far in during this weather, and every thirty seconds you look down the street like somebody missed an appointment with you. Also, you called twice, and the second time you looked at the phone as if you wanted to fire someone.”

Charles said nothing.

The man smiled.

“Wasn’t hard.”

“And yet you’re sitting here.”

The sentence left Charles before he had examined it.

This time, the smile vanished completely.

Rain drummed against the awning. Somewhere behind them, a horn sounded. Another car accelerated. A door opened and music spilled onto the street for a few seconds before disappearing again.

Charles knew he had said the wrong thing.

That knowledge was more unusual than the mistake.

The man looked out at the street.

“Yes,” he said after a while. “And yet I’m sitting here.”

Charles did not put the twenty back in his wallet.

He did not offer it again either.

An odd middle position, he thought, and wondered why he was thinking about it at all.

“What’s your name?”

The man looked at him again.

“Why?”

“People have names.”

“Even if you don’t know them.”

Charles exhaled through his nose.

“You make everything unnecessarily complicated.”

“And I’m guessing you’re used to people becoming simpler the moment you take money out of your pocket.”

The sentence landed more precisely than Charles was willing to admit.

He folded the twenty once.

“Charles.”

The man waited.

“My name,” Charles said. “Charles.”

“I had already grasped the concept of names.”

“You are an extraordinarily irritating man.”

“Frank.”

“Frank?”

“I didn’t want you lying awake all night wondering.”

Charles nodded slowly.

“Frank.”

The man held out his hand.

It was not a request for money.

Charles looked down.

Long fingers. Broad joints. Nails cut short. Skin cracked, red in two places from the cold.

An old man’s hand, but Charles recognized something familiar in it without being able to name it.

Perhaps because it was not held out passively.

Frank did not offer it like someone expecting something.

He offered it like a man closing a deal.

Charles shook it.

Frank’s grip was stronger than expected.

“Charles what?” Frank asked.

Charles hesitated.

Not long.

But long enough.

“Whitmore.”

For the first time since they began speaking, Frank’s expression did not change.

No surprise.

No recognition.

Nothing.

“Nice to meet you, Charles Whitmore.”

Charles did not know why that relieved him.

At that moment, the Mercedes turned the corner.

Nathan saw him, signaled, and pulled up directly in front of them. Before the car had fully stopped, the driver’s door opened.

“Mr. Whitmore, I’m incredibly sorry. There was an accident back there and my phone—”

Charles raised one hand.

Nathan stopped speaking immediately.

Frank watched the exchange with open amusement.

“Ah,” he said. “So there is a driver.”

Charles returned the twenty to his wallet.

Frank noticed.

“Now you’re offended.”

“Not at all.”

“You put money away very offensively.”

Nathan opened the rear door.

Charles walked to the car, then stopped before getting in and looked back.

Frank had already leaned against the wall again. The paper cup stood between his shoes. A drop of rain had fallen from the edge of the awning onto the cardboard and was running through the word FREE.

“You should make yourself a better sign,” Charles said.

Frank pulled the blanket higher over his knees.

“You should buy yourself a better weather forecast.”

Charles got into the car.

Nathan closed the door.

Inside, it was warm.

Too warm, Charles suddenly thought.

Leather. Wood. Quiet climate control. The muffled sound of rain on the roof.

A folder of documents for a meeting Charles did not want to attend lay on the seat beside him.

“Home, sir?”

Charles looked through the window.

Behind the rain, Frank was already becoming indistinct.

An old man beneath an awning.

A shopping cart.

A stupid sign.

“Sir?”

Charles leaned back.

“Yes.”

Nathan signaled and pulled away.

As the car moved, Charles turned his head once more.

Frank did not watch the Mercedes leave.

For some reason, that was what annoyed Charles most.

On the
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