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  IT WAS FRIDAY. Everyone was somewhere else, doing last-minute chores. The tall young man got out of his little green station wagon, stretched, looked
  around, took off his sunglasses, and started up the walk. Minnie Frederick, who saw him through her bedroom window, dropped the stack of sheets she was carrying and ran down the stairs. But he was
  not at the door, and when she went out onto the porch, he was nowhere to be seen. Back in the house, through the kitchen, out onto the stoop. Still nothing, apart from Jesse, her nephew, a noisy
  dot, cultivating the bean field east of the Osage-orange hedge. She walked around the house to the front porch. The car was still there. She crossed to it and looked in the window. A pair of fancy
  boots in the foot well of the passengers seat, two wadded-up pieces of waxed paper, a soda can. She stood beside the green car for a long moment, then touched the hood. It was warm. It was
  real. She was not imagining things, sixty-seven years old, she who came from a long line of crazy people on all sides, who was both happy and relieved to have chosen long ago not to reproduce.
  What, she thought, was the not-crazy thing to do? It was to make a glass of iced tea and see if her sister, Lois, had left any shortbread in the cookie jar.


  When did Lois first mention him  Charlie Wickett  sometime in January? But Minnie hadnt paid attention, because she was planning her summer trip to Rome. He was Tims
  son, Lillian and Arthurs grandson, produced by means of one of those irresponsible high-school romances that every principal was only too familiar with. The baby had ended up in St. Louis.
  Tim had ended up in Vietnam, killed by a grenade fragment. Charlie now lived in Aspen, said he would be happy to meet everyone, to drive to Denby, and within a week, a reunion had exploded around
  his coming. They were all heading to the farm  Frank and Andy, Michael and Richie with their wives and kids, Janet, alone (Minnie remembered that Janet had always had a thing about Tim),
  Arthur and Debbie and her kids (Hugh, her husband, couldnt come because of exams, though). There hadnt been a family gathering of this size since Claires wedding  1962,
  that was. Minnie hoped everyone would mind their manners. She knew plenty of farm families who did not get along, but they kept their conflicts to themselves and behaved, at least in public.
  Families that had scattered, like the Langdons, could end up looking and acting like alien species of a single genus. Frank had nothing in common with Joe (never had), except that, thanks to Frank,
  the farm was paid off. Frank let Jesse and Joe work the land however they wished. Lillian, whom everyone had loved, had passed three and a half years before, and there was plenty of family gossip
  about what a mess Arthur and Debbie were. Dean kept to himself, and Tina, the youngest, had taken off to the mountains of Idaho. She wasnt coming (but she had driven down to Aspen, met
  Charlie, liked him, and issued a bulletin in the form of a drawing that depicted a handsome, laughing kid. How she had gotten the twinkle into his eye, Minnie didnt understand). For once,
  Henry was coming from Chicago (Minnie suspected that no one in Chicago knew that Henry was a farm kid). Only Claire, who was driving up from Des Moines, was a regular visitor. A big party. Lois was
  in charge of the cooking, Jen in charge of shopping, Joe in charge of the generous welcome. Minnie had done a lot of cleaning.


  Now Charlie appeared on the other side of the screen door, loose-limbed and fit. He saw her, he smiled, and Minnie said, I thought you were a phantom.


  Oh, I am sorry, said Charlie. When I got out of the car and realized how hot it was getting, I decided I had to take my run right away, so I ran around the section. What is
  that, do you think?


  Four miles, said Minnie.


  He said, Well, Im not used to the heat yet. But its really flat, so that makes up for it a little.


  She got up and opened the door. She said, Ill bet youd like some water.


  She took a glass out of the drainer and held it under the tap. Not too brown. Lois had bought some kind of French sparkling water for the weekend, though Minnie was surprised you could get that
  sort of thing in Iowa. He tilted his head back, opened his mouth, poured it down. She didnt see the Langdon in him the way Frank had when he first espied him in a coffee shop in Aspen last
  fall, and, supposedly, was convinced the boy was a younger version of himself. Nor did she hear it in his voice (but, then, she hadnt spent much time with Tim). What she saw was grace and a
  ready smile. His eyes flicked here and there as he drank  he was no less observant than Frank, probably, but he looked like those kids she had known over the years whose parents were
  indulgent and easygoing, kids who understood that redemption was automatic.


  Yes, she was charmed.


  She said, Ive made the bed in your room. You can take your things up there and have a rest, if youd like. Everyone else should be home in a bit. Jen took Guthrie and Perky
  into town to Hy-Vee, but she should be back any time. He filled his glass again and drank it down. She said, My name is Minnie Frederick; my sister, Lois, is married to your
  great-uncle Joe. Gosh, we sound old! Im the dedicated aunt of Annie and Jesse, also nosy neighbor, retired local principal, and arbiter of disputes.


  Are we going to need one of those?


  We should know by tomorrow evening.


  The smile popped out. He said, I thought of bringing my protection squad along, but she had to work.


  Your girlfriend?


  He nodded.


  We heard about her.


  You did?


  You dont know that you were followed, that your license-plate number was jotted down, that your every move went into the photographic memory of Frank Langdon?


  When was that?


  Last September. You sold him boots, too.


  Charlie shook his head, but he didnt seem disconcerted. He looked at the ceiling moldings for a moment, then said, May I look around the house? My mom would love this
  house.


  Its a kit house from 1916. It arrived on the train, and my father, grandfather, and uncles helped put it together. There used to be lots of other houses around, including the
  Langdon place, which we could see from here, but that one had to be torn down. We had a one-room schoolhouse within walking distance, but thats gone now. In some places, there are a few
  trees where houses used to be. Minnie made herself stop talking, only said, But you look around, ask questions if you want. Im going to clean up in here.


  He went through the swinging door into the dining room. She tried to imagine how the place looked to him. Old, though not decrepit. Weighty? Awkwardly set into the tall-grass prairie (maybe a
  sod hut would be more appropriate)? She had lived here her whole life, except for a few years in Cedar Falls, getting her teaching degree. Her parents had died here, and not easily  her
  mother had lingered for years after her stroke, with only Minnie to take care of her and Lois after her father disappeared, and then her father returned, full of drunken resolve to get something
  back that was owed him; Lois had found him at the bottom of the cellar stairs, his head smashed into the concrete. (What had he been looking for? Booze? Treasure? Revenge?) But if every day was
  spent in the same place, then bad days were overlaid by good ones, your home was just your home, there was no reason for restlessness. Even the story Minnie told herself, that shed always
  and only loved Frank, was a dusty remnant now that she had watched him habitually disregard the beautiful Andy, now that shed realized that the small value he placed on his wife had its
  source in him rather than her. If Frank had, by some miracle, appreciated Minnie, lo these forty years ago, and loved her, and married her instead of Andy, he would have estimated her, too, at less
  than her real value. It wasnt in him, whatever it was.


  Charlie came back into the kitchen as Minnie was wiping down the sink. He said, Airy.


  Minnie laughed. Well, exactly. But thanks for reminding me to shut the windows. We can keep out maybe five degrees of heat if we close the place down for the afternoon. Tonight might be
  okay; your room has a fan, at any rate. No air conditioner  sorry.


  Oh, I dont like air conditioners. My grandmothers lived in St. Louis for almost sixty years without an air conditioner. She believes in wringing a cloth out in cool water,
  then folding it across the back of your neck.


  She sounds enterprising. You do what you want. Theres always plenty of food. You werent supposed to be here till tomorrow, but Ill tell Jesse and Jen that
  youll be coming and going as you please.


  And he took her hand in his warm one, squeezed it, and said, Thanks! Thanks, Minnie. You are great! I hope all the Langdons are like you.


  The official dinner was Sunday at three. Janet was standing maybe a little too close to her cousin Debbie, but Debbie didnt seem to notice. She was saying, Why
  would we ever see him again, now that hes seen us roast this hog? I mean, look at the smoke over the house, like a black cloud. Could it be any cruder? Debbie sneezed. They were in
  the kitchen  Janet slicing tomatoes, Debbie chopping celery. Through the window, Janet could see the whole family staring at the sizzling pig; of course her dad looked avid, but everyone
  else was smiling in anticipation, too. Janet had thought meringues and souffls were more Aunt Loiss sort of thing. Debbie went on, I mean, I was ready for Tims
  doppelgnger, you know? But I dont see it in this Charlie. And thats a relief. Janet did see it, though  the hips, the hair, the vocal timbre. Debbie said, I
  admit I was afraid at first, and to you, I will admit why  the comeback of the golden boy. She shook her head. But this is good for me. Ive come to terms with my own
  issues, which everyone has to do at some point, right?


  Janet did not confess the waves of irrational hope that had broken over her these last few weeks. This Charlie would be something of a resurrection; would she adore him, would she embarrass
  herself? Her childhood worship of her cousin Tim was family legend. She said, I hope so. Charlie had turned out to be himself, in spite of his resemblance to Tim. And Janet had turned
  out to have no feelings toward Charlie other than regular first impressions. She said, At least hes not some stray product of my dads youth.


  Uncle Frank had a youth? They both smiled. Who said that?


  My mom, Janet said. She thinks of that as a joke. Debbie rolled her eyes. Janet said, Has anyone told Fiona? Janet remembered Fiona as Debbies
  wild and intimidating equestrian girlfriend, much braver than any horsey girl Janet had known at Madeira or Sweet Briar. That Fiona had been at all interested in any boy, even Tim, and had gotten
  pregnant, was more than a little startling.


  I did, said Debbie.


  How did she react?


  Debbie spun toward her, knife in hand. She said, I quote, How interesting. Oh dear. Theres the van. Ill call you.


  Did she ever call you?


  Debbie shook her head.


  He fit right in, thought Henry, who was standing on the back stoop, letting the breeze blow the stench from the roasting hog away from him. Extrovert, for sure. Charlie
  didnt just shake your hand, he patted you on the shoulder, looked you in the eye. From where he was standing on the porch, a little elevated, Henry could see the pattern  the kid
  would go from group to group, listen first, say something, listen again, his head bent slightly forward. When he was introduced to Henry, hed said, Oh, I hear you teach medieval
  literature! I took two semesters of that, and, you know, it wasnt what I expected. What had he expected? Well, you can imagine: the first book I ever read was The Once and
  Future King. I thought it would be lots of sorcerers, not so many monks. Charming, but he was not Henrys type. Were he to show up in, say, Henrys freshman lit class, Henry
  would prod him, treat him a little severely, imply all semester that Charlie Wickett wasnt putting anything past old Professor Langdon. The boy might rise to the occasion  sometimes
  they did. Minnie leaned out the door and said, Time to get organized! Everyone began moving toward the table.


  Emily said that she had to go to the bathroom, but it was just so that she could wait and see where her mom was sitting, and then sit somewhere else. The downstairs bathroom
  door was closed, though, so she went upstairs, and instead of going to the bathroom, she went through the babys room and out to the back porch. From there she could see over the fields to
  the horizon, and she could imagine her favorite thing, which was flying. She didnt know how this had started, but maybe from dreaming. Now the dreams and the made-up stuff were mixed up in
  her mind. She often thought about a myth they had read this year in her school, where a father figured out a way to fly (the book showed giant spreading wings, like eagle wings), but he put the
  wings together with wax, and when the son got too close to the sun, the wax melted, and the son fell into the ocean. Eli Grissom, who sat behind her in class, pointed out that the son 
  Icarus, his name was (Eli pronounced it EYE-carus)  could not have gotten ninety-three million miles in ten minutes, if at all, but in spite of Eli, Emily imagined it almost
  every day, the wings catching an updraft, the boy feeling himself lifted, the warmth and the brightness all around. It was too bad, Emily thought, that he didnt remember how birds bend their
  necks and fold their wings and swoop downward  maybe he was so excited that, when the wax started melting and the feathers dropped away, he didnt notice it in time. Emily rested her
  hands on the sill and leaned toward the window. The horizon was a beautiful thing, she thought.


  There she is, said Joe. He cocked his head toward the second-story windows, and Janet looked up. She said, I thought she was going to the bathroom!
  She began to push her chair back, but Joe said, Shell be fine. Janet looked up again, bit her lip. She said, Uncle Joe, I should have done what Lorettas done.
  Emily could have gotten lost in the crowd. She hates being an only child.


  Joe shifted his position  his hip was bothering him a lot this year  and said, Sweetheart, any numbers the wrong number.


  Do you really believe that?


  I really do.


  Joe patted Janet on the knee. She gave him an uncertain look, then went back to staring at Emily. There wasnt a time Joe could remember seeing Janet, even as a toddler, when she
  didnt look like a face outside the window, exiled, staring at the warmth inside. According to Lois, this was all Andys fault; according to Minnie, it was all Franks fault. Joe
  hadnt intended to say what he said  it just popped out. But it was true, and not only with regard to inheritances. He and Lois had agreed that Joes childhood on this farm, as
  Franks much-pummeled younger brother by two years, had been a nightmare, and so he and Lois had decided that Annie and Jesse were enough; but as a result, Annie and Jesse had never gotten a
  moments privacy. Joes always darling sister, Lillian, and her adored Arthur seemed to have hit on the right mix, but Debbie, their skeptical oldest, would not have agreed. Your hog
  had a big litter, and you were glad, but then there were always those runts consigned to the hind teats, who didnt have much of a chance. Joe had bred his retrievers twice. Thirteen pups the
  first time, two pups the second time. You are never satisfied, said Lois. The corn crop was too big, the corn crop was too small. Impossible to know what to hope for.


  Well, it was Jesses problem now. Jesse was scientifically trained, and he sank all his dreams into predictive models. When he had gone to Frank and asked for some money to use to trade
  commodities futures, Frank was proud of him  playing both ends, good strategy, and why not  but Joe himself had been too dumb to think of it.


  Still, it made Joe uncomfortable when Jesse talked about growth medium and inputs and upticks. He spent his evenings on a computer, and when he walked
  the fields, it was with soil-moisture instruments and that sort of thing in his hand. If he wondered about the weather, he watched the news, not the western horizon, and he would never in a million
  years name a sheep or pat a cow. What you needed to do these days, just to survive, was to turn it into an equation. With an equation, every solution was interesting, even the one that put you out
  of business. Lois set Joes plate before him, patted him on the shoulder, then said, Kevvie? You want a popover? I made some.


  Now everyone was seated, including Emily, who had come around the house and claimed the seat beside Andy. Andy squeezed her granddaughters hand and spooned some of the
  pork and the potato salad from her own plate onto Emilys. Emilys head dipped forward and her nostrils flared, suddenly reminding Andy of what had happened sometime before dawn. She
  and Frank had the guest room of that funny house where Joe and Lois lived, now that theyd let Jesse, Jen, and the two boys take over the big house. The room suited Frank (twin beds, a row of
  six double-hung windows facing east), and while they were getting ready for the night, he had gotten a little talkative about Charlie: he wasnt entirely wrong, the kid did look like
  him from the back; he had recognized when he bought the boots that the kid had gotten a gene for agreeability from somewhere, but Joe was agreeable, Jesse was agreeable (he smiled automatically
  when he referred to Jesse, couldnt help himself). He hadnt thought of Tim at the time, but if he had . . . Andy had drifted off to the sound of his voice.


  The double-hung windows looked out on the back field, and when a light along the fence line came on, she woke up. There was a fox, triangular head, dark eyes, pointed ears, gray and bushy but
  small, taking a drink from the dogs water bowl. The window was open; she could hear lapping. She stared, wide awake at once. The fox lifted its head, looked away, looked at her. She would
  not have said this to anyone, but she did trade a thought with it before it trotted off  not words, but perspective, the tunnel through the corn, amplified sounds of crickets, the crusty
  feel of the dirt beneath its paws.


  When his twin brother, Michael, started yelling at their cousin Jesse about farm subsidies, Richie saw with amusement that Lorettas immediate reaction, though her hands
  were full with Binky, six months old, who was burping or something, was to knock Michaels bottle of Pabst Blue Ribbon off the table, surely an effort to distract him. Richie licked his lips
  and took a bite of potato salad to hide his smile. Michael and Loretta had been married for almost eight years now, and Loretta had informed Richie that sometimes distraction did work with Michael:
  The last time he was in California, the Labrador retriever had taken Michaels dirty undershorts and was found rolling on them out in one of the horse paddocks. When Loretta came upon Michael
  holding the Lab by the collar and taking off his belt, she rammed the corner of a box she was carrying into his side, as if by accident, and when he jumped out of the way, no doubt shouting,
  What the fuck fuck this fuck that! he lost his grip on the dog, who ran off. Loretta said that they ended up laughing about the undershorts. She said Michael had a good sense of
  humor. Yeah, right, thought Richie. She had also said  with perfect sincerity, as far as Richie could tell  that she and her mother agreed, if you wanted a man with some fire in him,
  and who didnt, you had to deal with getting burned every so often.


  Jesse was shaking his head. I think you have to accept that farming doesnt fit easily into the free market


  Bullshit!


  The free market doesnt control the weather


  Externals can be accounted for, and would be, if the government would allow it. The subsidies are what destroy the market, and let bad farmers keep farming!


  Jesses good-natured wife, Jen, was breathing a little hard. She said, quietly, Why do you care? Why is it your business?


  Because I dont want to pay taxes to keep you in your fucking house if you arent competent enough to keep it on your own.


  Richie reached for another piece of the pork, happy not to be involved, then kissed his own wife of one year, Ivy, on the cheek. Ivy made a face and squeezed his knee affectionately. They were
  in complete agreement that this reunion would count as one of the four times per year that they had to see his brother, Loretta, and the kids.


  The real problem, Richie knew that Loretta knew, was that Michaels mistress, Lynne, had kicked him out two weeks ago, and, worse than that, it had been a surprise  Michael had
  thought he was set until someone he preferred came along. It was pretty obvious to Richie that Lynne had taken up with Michael mostly to get connected to his Wall Street friends as clients for her
  remodeling business. Loretta wasnt supposed to know this, of course.


  Now Michael got himself together. In their whole life, possibly even in the womb, Michael had been good at getting himself together, though often his initial go-to strategy had been hammering
  Richie a few times. Michael coughed and said, Okay. Okay. Then he leaned forward and poked Binky lightly in the chest. He smooched at her, Peek-a-boo, you! He held out
  his arms, and Loretta put their still-fussing daughter into them. He stood up. I think we need a little walk.


  Nothing about this persuaded Richie that it would be good to have a kid.


  The person Charlie reminded Arthur Manning of was not Tim as much as his own father, and not his father as hed known him, but his father in old black-and-white
  photographs from the 1890s  he had short pants and long hair, and had been told to be still but wasnt quite able to accomplish that; the ghost of a smile fluttered around the
  childs mouth, strangely predicting the ebullient Brinks Manning, who spent a lifetime not going into battle, but procuring things for going into battle, not caring for his son, but making
  sure that his son was cared for by kind and amusing nannies, teachers, principals. There was no one more useful, and in some sense more self-assured, than a practical young man, and Charlie Wickett
  was a practical man who, by his own account, had been solving this problem and that problem for as long as he could remember. (When is the best time to escape the house? When Mom is taking a
  shower. When is the best time to talk your way into the high-dive class? When they are fed up with you but cant resist your smile. When is the best time to ask a girl out? When she thinks
  her new haircut makes her look bad. When is the best time to tell your parents you are leaving St. Louis for Colorado? When they are delirious with relief that you actually graduated from college
  and have a job, even though it is with some sort of wilderness rafting company. When is the best time to dive out of the raft? Just above a waterfall that looks dramatic but really isnt
   gives the customers a frisson of excitement and is quite refreshing on a hot afternoon, especially good if the other rafting guides are coached to shout, Hey! Hey! Oh my
  God!)


  Charlie made Arthur laugh, and he made Arthur grateful that he had missed those early years. After dessert, Debbie sat down next to Charlie, and she and Arthur did the thing that maybe they were
  destined to do: they alternated telling him stories about his mother, Fiona  fox hunting, jumping huge jumps in shows, standing on her horses back and racing down the hill  but
  sweeter ones, too, Fiona teaching her horse to push a little tire with his nose, Tim hiding raw eggs all over the house one Easter, playing in his band, the Colts, going to a used-car dealer with
  his best friend and paying sixty dollars for a ten-year-old Dodge with sawdust in the engine that managed to roll down the hill out of the dealers yard but got no farther. And,
  said Arthur, those are only the stories we know. They were pretty good at keeping secrets, Tim and Fiona.


  So good we never realized that your parents knew each other, said Debbie.


  Arthur had told Charlie that Tim had been killed in Vietnam, but none of the details, and that Tims mom, Lillian, universally adored (Debbie nodding), had died of a metastatic brain tumor
   She would have loved you  but none of the details about that. What had Arthur done before he retired? Charlie wanted to know. Debbie looked away; Arthur said that he
  worked in the federal government, waving his hand as if he meant the Department of Agriculture, certainly giving no details about what he had really done, the agency he had really worked for. All
  three agreed that Arthur and Debbie should meet the Wicketts.


  Frank had done his best. He hadnt said anything impatient, cutting, sharp. He had prevented his foot from tapping irritably under the table. He had spoken when spoken
  to, smiled when he had to, bounced his grandson Chance on his knee. When he finally fled, he did it smoothly, with a congenial nod, not saying, or even implying, that the clamor of voices was
  driving him crazy. He strolled as if idly, as if only admiring the straightness of Jesses rows, out toward the bean field. He put his hands in his pockets and looked west and north,
  pretending to care about the weather. Twelve more hours and he could leave, whether the others went with him or not. Yes, he was too old to find his origins maddening. Yes, he was too mature to be
  hurt that Jesse hardly spoke to him. (How many letters had he written to Jesse? More than to anyone else he had ever known, for sure.) Walking along the lilac bushes, remembering his mother,
  Rosanna, clipping the flowers (they had grown so much that she wouldnt be able to reach them now), he took some long, intentional deep breaths, clenched and unclenched his fists, turned
  around at last, stared at everyone. Everything was easier to take if he couldnt hear them. It mattered less that Andy was gazing into the trees, that Emily was jumping up and down, that
  Janet kept wringing her hands without even knowing it, that Richie was practically entrapping Ivy in his bearlike embrace, that Michael was flexing his muscles. Charlie was the prize, but he was
  Arthurs prize. Charlie was a restless one  huddling with Arthur and Debbie, nodding and laughing, then bouncing from his chair. The person Frank saw in him was not himself anymore,
  not Tim, not any Langdon, but Arthur, the only truly charismatic human being Frank had ever known, the one who could get you to do whatever crazy thing he wanted you to, not because he had a good
  argument, or made you an offer you couldnt refuse, but because he wrapped you in a story, filled you with pleasure, dared you to do it. Frank saw Charlie ask Jesse a question, and saw Jesse
  lean forward, intent upon answering thoughtfully. His mother would have said, Well, pick of the litter. No two ways about that.


  Charlie knew that the Highway 61 he was on wasnt the one Dylan meant in the song, but he was glad to be on it  it was much more lost in time than 70, or 80, or
  90. Hed already passed Keokuk, gone over a tiny bridge across the Des Moines River, toll ten cents. Iowa made Missouri look very strange. North of the border, towns were flat, with wide
  streets, grain elevators, and unpretentious storefronts. Houses and barns were close to the road, and fields were neatly planted in corn and beans. South of the border, the landscape was hillier
  and the houses, with their verandas and even a few columns, were set far up long driveways. He remembered from college that Missouri had once been a great producer of hemp. Charlie was in favor of
  hemp, but Riley, his girlfriend back in Aspen, was ready to wear hemp, live inside hemp walls, saut her onions in hemp oil, eat hemp seed for breakfast, write on hemp paper, shampoo with
  hemp, rappel with hemp (Charlie preferred nylon), and then compost her waste products and grow more hemp.


  When he got to Hannibal, he turned off the highway and drove through town; and why would you not leave this run-down but self-satisfied burg when you were eighteen, as Mark Twain had done, and
  head south, west, east, anywhere you possibly could? He stopped on 3rd Street and went into a caf for a Coke, but the cigarette smoke nearly drove him out. At the Langdon farm, only Michael
  had smoked, and he did it on the back stoop, right beside a bowl of sand for stubbing out and burying his butt. Thinking of Michael made Charlie laugh. Hed acted like the arm wrestling was a
  joke, at least at first  Oh, your face is turning red! Oh, your eyeballs are rolling! Okay, Im going to actually try now! laughing, sticking out his tongue. But Charlie
  could feel in his own arm and shoulder and in Michaels grip that Michael was trying harder than he pretended; in the third round, he could feel the jolt of anger that held Michaels
  arm steady just when Charlie thought he had him. It had crossed Charlies mind then that he could get a punch in the jaw, but suddenly Michael had smiled, backed off. Later, the other woman,
  the wife of Michaels twin, came up to him and apologized. Of course, his mom would have called Michael a bully, but Charlie had a lot of experience with bullies  you outgrew them, you
  walked away from them, or you took them down in an unexpected way, like the time in seventh grade, before hed outgrown anyone, when he noticed that his customary tormentor, Bobby Rombauer,
  had just gotten braces; when Bobby grabbed his shoulder that day, Charlie whipped around and smacked him on the mouth, flat-handed. Ouch. Bobby never touched him again. South of Hannibal, the
  highway veered inland, through some areas that made Charlie want to stop and get out and run a mile or two, but he knew Mom was expecting him by dinnertime, and dinnertime was six  he could
  get a couple of miles in before the sun went down at eight, and maybe the humidity wouldnt be so bad by then, anyway. She had been her usual agreeable self about this whole reunion thing.
  His parents had always been open about his adoption. He was blond, they were dark; he was tall, they were short; he misbehaved, they liked rules and catechisms and confessions and routine. She
  didnt say what he knew she was thinking  Youll do what you want to do no matter what  she just said, That ought to be very interesting. Have
  fun!


  The one he liked best was still Tina, who had come by the shop in April. She was quiet and easygoing; even while taking him and Riley to lunch, shed been looking at things, and not just
  the mountains and the clouds, which everyone looked at, but cobwebs and moldings and stray cats half hidden. She was observant, and when she left Charlie her phone number and a sincere invitation
  to come to Sun Valley for a visit, shed doodled his own face beside it, a likeness that Riley now kept in her wallet.


  It was sunny and getting hot; he drove into range of KSHE and turned the radio up. Some Guns N Roses carried him across the Missouri River, a beautiful and evocative waterway and, in
  Charlies opinion, the true main branch of the river. The bridge was a high one, taking him from the bluffs on the north side to the flatlands on the south side. The afternoon sunlight
  glinted in lengthening rays on the opaque water. He wondered if he would ever see his grandfather Arthur again. It was uncanny to meet your family as strangers, to look like them, to see yourself
  in them, but have feelings for them that were only random and new, not conditioned into you. And here he was  this was the oddest thought  alive, speeding through Chesterfield,
  knowing that in two weeks, when he turned twenty-two, he would have outlived his own father.


  Ivy was in the shower, and Richie was lingering over the front page of the Times, when he heard the telltale creak in the fifth step of the third flight of stairs
   their flight of stairs  which meant that someone was on his way up, and certainly it was Michael, since Loretta and the kids were back in California; without them, Michael was an
  early riser. Why sleep when you could get on the motorcycle, zip across the Brooklyn Bridge, terrify everyone on Flatbush Avenue, then get something to eat? Richie hadnt heard the bike, but
  the window of the co-op faced away from Eighth Avenue, onto the tiny yard behind their building. Always drawn to disaster stories, Richie had just finished reading the article about
  hundred-mile-an-hour winds, whirlwinds, and square miles of fallen trees southeast of London (didnt they know what a tornado was?). The accompanying picture was of a beached ferry. A British
  radio announcer had named the storm Hurricane Ethelred, but so far only thirteen people had died. Michael shook the door handle as if he had a right to come in, and Richie got up from
  the table. On the way to the door, he picked up the coffee pot. Maybe a cup left.


  Richie knew about the stock-market dip  everyone did. He had nothing to say about it. He hoped he could remember that when Michael began babbling. He opened the door. Fuck,
  said Michael.


  Richie couldnt tell if he was saying this in a positive way or a negative way. He stepped back and Michael strode in. Richie said, Havent seen you in a while.


  Michael said, Fuck, I am rich. I am fucking rich.


  Sounds like youre the only one, said Richie.


  I dont mind that, said Michael. If you couldve seen those guys yesterday, just standing around with their mouths open  what does Uncle Joe say?
  Catching flies. You got some coffee? He took a cup out of the cabinet and poured out the pot, then pulled out a chair and sat down. What does the fucking Times
  say?


  Havent gotten to the business section yet.


  Michael began rummaging through the paper, and found the article he was looking for. Fuck! he shouted. Three hundred thirty-eight million shares! Ha! He sucked down
  his coffee as if he didnt even notice that it was hot, and leaned his chair back. His head grazed the window. If, Richie thought, he should lose his balance, he would certainly crack his
  head on the sill, maybe even break the window and cut open his scalp.


  A hundred points! A hundred and eight, really. You know how many points the Dow fell in 1929? Thirty-eight. So many guys are just completely fucked.


  But not you, said Richie.


  Fuck, no.


  He might as well be wearing a T-shirt  Fuck No, Fuck Yeah, Fucked Up, Fucked Over, Fuck Me, Fuck You. He did not talk like this when Loretta and the kids were around. You have a
  plan, said Richie, standing up to put some bread in the toaster.


  I went for the delta.


  Whats that?


  Basically, you bet both ways, way up and way down. If the market pisses and moans and piddles around where it is, Im


  Fucked, said Richie.


  God, yeah, said Michael. But if it jumps or drops big, I win big.


  As Michael said this, Richie could almost see the testosterone throbbing through his brothers carotid arteries. He said, What are you going to do to make sure one of these things
  happens? He was joking, but Michael said, I dont know yet, but Ive got till Monday to figure it out. Everyone had a system now. Even his dad had a system,
  something some guy had explained to him in Aspen, a year ago. Frank didnt use the system, but it seemed like his mom was using the system, in her way, which was to wake up in the morning and
  say, I think IBM is about to have an uh-oh day, and then Andy would buy, and then, apparently, IBM would rise, and his dad would say, I think shes going to turn out to
  be a genius after all.


  Richie, of course, would have to have something to say about the crash, too  Congressman Scheuer would be required to issue a statement about volatility and regulation and why should our
  nation be beholden to the fat cats  but it was possible that the market would bounce back, and those remarks could be shelved before they were needed. Richie heard the door to their bedroom
  open, and here came Ivy. When she saw Michael, she gaped, stuck out her tongue, and rolled her eyes, but then she laughed and kissed him on the cheek. She had told Richie over and over that she
  wanted to see Michael and Loretta as little as possible, but in the end she was always won over. The toast popped, and she buttered it. She said, You want jam? I have some pear I just
  got.


  Michael said, Any eggs?


  Theres no such thing as a free breakfast.


  Michael said nothing. Ivy got out the frying pan, opened the refrigerator door. Later, Richie knew, she would say that Michaels attitudes were a kind of performance, blond-guy rap. Sure,
  there was a part of him that was aggressive and inconsiderate, but he was nice to Loretta and better with his kids than, just as an example, their dad had been with them. Michael was a complex
  person, no two ways about that. She sprinkled in the chili powder and the cumin; she knew what he liked. Richie had told her about the girl at Cornell  Alicia. Hed told her what he
  remembered from their sophomore year, that Michael had attacked Alicia, he, Richie, had tried to stop things, and Alicia had stabbed Michael with the scissors in her bag and gotten away. Hed
  also told her what Michael told him after Richie left Cornell for Rutgers  that Alicia told everyone they both attacked him. Ivy didnt believe either story. They were kids, Michael
  had a temper, things got out of hand; what was the girl doing, playing them off against one another, anyway? Richie allowed Ivy to give Michael the benefit of the doubt, because didnt he
  want the same thing for himself?


  She said, You think the computer trading is a problem?


  Nah, said Michael. The computers functioned great. I mean, the real problem is people, not computers. Its hard to keep up with them, and you get tired. Im glad
  the fucking day is six hours, not eight. Should be four, you ask me, but they havent thought about that. I mean, we knew this was coming. We knew that volume would pop, and theyve
  spent years preparing for it, so . . . He shrugged. Things might settle down on Monday, but if they do Im fucked.


  Ivy cast Richie a glance. Richie raised his eyebrows, their signal for I-will-untangle-this-mess-for-you-later. Ivy set Michaels eggs in front of him and handed him a fork, a napkin.


  Michael said, You pregnant yet?


  Is that your business?


  Its not my business, but Loretta asked.


  They waited too long to answer. The latest missed period had presented itself only the day before. It had been five days late. Michael said, Let me try. I have a perfect record.
  Ivy smiled, thinking he was kidding. I mean, as an experiment. If I cant do you, then the problem is yours, not Richards. Down and dirty. Save a lot of medical expense, and if
  it works, the result is the same, basically.


  He lolled back in his chair again, then moved it with a loud scrape. His elbow banged the window-pane, and Richie thought: out the window, three stories, four if he fell into the stairwell
  leading to the basement co-op.


  Ivy scowled, and Michael noticed. He said, What? as if truly perplexed. Okay, I said something. I didnt rape you or go behind Richies back. I didnt even
  make an actual proposal. I just floated an idea. I am not blinded by social norms. I can see solutions. So what? Its called thinking outside the box.


  Or joking around, said Ivy.


  All right, joking around. I know you guys got up and left Beverly Hills Cop 2 because you just couldnt take it.


  Richie said, I like Eddie Murphy. But he sounded so stuffy, and he didnt look Michael in the eye, and he knew that Michael had gotten him again.


  



  1988
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  HENRY FOUND the University of Chicago amusing as a monument to wealth. He didnt go there often; however, he did enjoy the library not in spite of
  the fake Gothic feel, but because of it  the lancet arched leaded windows soaring to the fan-vaulted ceiling, and warmer this time of year than any cathedral in the world. It was less than
  an hours drive from his apartment down Lake Shore if he went in the middle of the morning and came back after rush hour. The snow wasnt bad this year, and he was used to the wind. The
  bonus was that he could get away from that letter on his desk from Turner Klein, which was surely about whether he was making progress on the panel he had agreed to produce about Philip for the
  AIDS quilt. Hed intended to stay away from the AIDS quilt all last summer, and even into October  hed thought it would be a tasteless memorial, a type of headstone in piecrust.
  Much better, he was vocally convinced, to build a shining and searing black structure identical to and parallel to the Vietnam Memorial, but hed ended up going to Washington after all, and
  had found the two thousand panels laid out on the Mall strangely affecting, in spite of, or because of, their bright colors and homey shapes. He hadnt broken down, though, until he and
  Turner did get to the Vietnam Memorial, and he did touch the name of Timothy Brinks Manning carved into the gabbro (in his pedantic way, Henry had told Turner, who was streaming tears, all about
  gabbro, magma, large grains . . .). But when he touched Tims name, he was thinking of Philip and of Lionel and of Warren, the three AIDS victims he knew best, though only Philip had been his
  lover. Turner, who was in his thirties, a little panicky and insistent, would not let him get by without somehow seeing to the construction of a panel for Philip, a panel full of words 
  something severe, he thought, rigorously tasteful, yellow embroidered upon black. How this might be done, Henry hadnt yet figured out.


  He had not nursed Philip in the last year  Turner, Philips ultimate lover, had done that  but he had visited them in New York every month or so and sent them money; he was
  still sending Turner five hundred dollars a month.


  What he was doing at the U. of Chicago was idle work, since he was not doing it in Europe, but it gave him an edgy sort of pleasure. There was that Pope, the evil Innocent III, who had sent
  Simon de Montfort to Bziers to slaughter the Cathars in the Cathedral. Henrys sympathies were entirely with the Cathars, and he had driven around Carcassonne and Narbonne and the
  Hautes-Pyrnes several times now, pondering the Cathars at Foix, pondering them at Pamiers and Lavaur, where one of their female leaders was thrown down a well and stoned to death.
  But through Pope Innocent, he had been reminded of Gerald of Wales, who had met with Innocent several times in order to wrangle himself a position in the English Church, preferably to get Innocent
  to certify the independence and importance of St. Davids Cathedral in Wales, as opposed to Canterbury Cathedral. Gerald (really Ger-allt) had failed, but, out of curiosity,
  Henry had looked into his many volumes of writings, thinking there might be a subject there for a book or a monograph. He had done the work intermittently and idly, a relief from everything else,
  but, perhaps because of Philip, the passage that stuck in his mind was not about the exhumation of the bodies of Arthur and Gwenhwyfar, the real Arthur and the real Gwenhwyfar, from the crypt at
  Glastonbury Abbey in the 1190s. What snagged him was the connection between Arthurs defense of Britain in the sixth century against invading Germanic armies and the Plague of Justinian. He
  imagined Gerald, who was well traveled and lived into his late seventies, as someone not unlike himself, healthy, active, curious, a man of the Church who wrote about the people he met, the animals
  he saw, the places he visited. In all his years of fascination with language, wars, and cultural invasions, Henry had never actually identified with anyone until Gerald of Wales.


  No one talked much about the Plague of Justinian. It had occurred in the darkest of the Dark Ages, but it was at least as interesting as the Black Death. It was easy for Henry to imagine Gerald,
  650 years later, standing there as they lifted the mortal remains of the famous Arthur and his famous second wife. Gerald would have been in his mid-sixties, simultaneously repulsed and fascinated
  by the ragged-clothed skeletons, noticing bits of jewelry and perhaps finery clinging to the bones, thinking: So this is him, what really did happen so long ago, here they are, exposed to the
  sunlight of the modern era, how did they die, what were their lives like? Was he the tyrant that Henry Plantagenet was? In 1191, Henry had been dead for two years, and the murder of Thomas Becket
  was twenty years in the past. Did Gerald of Wales think of that at once, or not at all? Did he think of it the way Henry thought of the assassination of JFK, an emblem of his youth? And it was also
  true that, if you drove three or four miles past the University of Chicago, you came to Avalon Park. Supposedly, Arthur won the Battle of Badon  was that Bath? And he called his Britain
  Avalon  the Isle of Apples (from the Indo-European root, *ab(e)l). Henry imagined Gerald of Wales turning these ideas over in his mind, going into
  libraries, asking questions.


  He found a parking spot.


  There were two editions of the works of Procopius, the major historian of Emperor Justinians reign  an old edition from before the First World War of the De bellis (Of
  Wars) and an edition of the Historia Arcana (Secret History) that was about fifty years old. Henry supposed it was possible that the U. of Chicago Library would loan these to
  the Northwestern University Library  they werent terribly valuable  or Henry could buy them on the used-book market, but, really, he enjoyed this sense of the fan vaulting
  drawing his gaze as he walked into the library. The door closed behind him, shutting out the wind and the cold. Philip had gotten his doctorate from this very university, and had surely spent hours
  and hours in this library, but Henry had never visited him here.


  A plague was a plague, no matter what the infection. That was all Henry was interested in anymore, not friendship or love or student careers or his own advancement, only the nature of infection
  and its passage around the world by means of things that seemed like good ideas at the time, such as grain storage, such as ships passing from one city to another, such as trade routes opening from
  China to Ireland, such as conquest, such as vast armies needing food and something to do. The Plague of Justinian (40 percent of the population dying in Constantinople, a quarter of everyone else)
  made AIDS seem very small, a flutter of mortality, not nearly as large as Philip, thin as wires in his bed, taking sips of water and listening avidly as Henry read an article to him from
  People magazine, oh, back in the early fall sometime, about a family in northern Florida who got a court order so that they could send their three hemophiliac-AIDS-infected sons to public
  school and promptly had their house burned down. By that time, Philip was past feeling sorry for those boys: however long they lived, it would be longer than Philip himself. What amazed and
  delighted him were the ideas of the hate-group that threatened the family before setting fire to their house  they thought you could buy a skin cream, like sunscreen, that would protect your
  child in case an AIDS-infected fellow student touched him, their headquarters was the back room of a beauty parlor, they asserted that head lice were only surpassed in their ability as carriers by
  body lice (Philip had laughed so hard at this idea that he and Turner had to sit him up and give him water to stop the coughing), and that horses were the original carriers. Henry had stopped
  reading twice, but Philip gripped his forearm with his own mottled claw until he went on. Then Philip drifted off to sleep, and Turner and Henry sat in chairs on either side of the bed, watching
  him. Probably that very day, the final pneumonia was setting in, but Philip seemed alert, and Turner could feel no fever. Another thing Henry remembered was that Philip persisted in speaking the
  Queens English all the way to the end  maybe one of the last things Henry heard him say to Turner was a grammatical correction, may not rather than might
  not.


  Henry got his pass from the librarian and walked to the elevator. Did the Plague of Justinian look like the Black Death? There were plenty of descriptions of suppurating buboes and black
  gangrene in the literature. Or did all infections loom, horrifying and gigantic, on the inner eyelids of those who witnessed them, rashes the color of tomatoes, swellings the size of oranges, faces
  like skulls, never to be forgotten?


  Joe was out early, before the dogs were awake and before the thermometer hit eighty. When he opened the back door, they rolled over and stretched in their pen, and Rocky made
  his good-natured yawning noise: Glad to see ya, wheres my breakfast? They stood up with their tails wagging, and Joe let them out. They loped over to the edge of the east field and started
  sniffing and lifting their legs. Joe expected he would have to clip them in the next couple of days. According to Russ Pinckard, the government had three billion, or even four billion stored
  bushels, so a bad corn crop wasnt going to help anyone, but the farmers sitting around the caf taking in the air conditioning, such as it was, agreed that no one knew what was really
  stockpiled. Jeff Green, who ran the NPPC hog facility between Denby and Usherton, had relied on government figures to decide when to buy feed, and his estimated cost had turned out to be too low by
  fifty thousand dollars. Jesse said you could gauge the stockpile by the fluctuations at the Board of Trade in Chicago, but in Joes private opinion, if the quantities themselves were rising
  and falling the way the prices did, then thieves or ghosts were hard at work supplying and removing tons and tons of corn every hour of every day. At any rate, Jesse had admitted the night before
  at supper that prices were falling because traders were hedging their positions. Are you doing that? said Lois, and Jesse nodded one of those Mom-dont-tell-me-what-to-do nods.
  So, at least for now, Jesse was betting that a smaller crop would lead to lower prices. Walter the patriarch, Joes dad, Jesses granddad, would have been vindicated. But upset.


  Lois asserted that either God would provide or the punishment, whatever it was, would be just. However, she was doing some stockpiling herself  two fifty-pound bags of flour, a case of
  dried beans, and two cases of evaporated milk had appeared in the cellar just this week. She had joined a group based up in Wisconsin that saved the seeds of old-fashioned varieties of vegetables
  and fruits, and was carefully labeling and saving her best garden seeds  not only tomatoes, peppers, seed potatoes, and squash, which you could justify in the name of flavor, but onions,
  beets, turnips, carrots, and parsnips, which all tasted the same to Joe. Stashed-away turnips made him think about wartime. Lois wouldnt plant a hybrid in her garden; she still gathered
  butternuts; she still pretended that her apple and pear trees were all about flavor and pies. She tended them not only with care but with prayer.


  Jesse had a soil map of the farm on his computer. Every day or so, he went out with his moisture gauge and his temperature gauge and tested the various soil types, and plugged them into the map.
  He therefore knew that on the field behind his house, where the soil was loamier, the moisture content was 8 percent greater than it was on the east field, where both dogs were now barking, but 2
  percent less than on the west field, where Opa had long kept cattle, sheep, and horses, and for decades had turned their manure under. On the hill behind Joes house, where everyone had
  always been careful to terrace if they planted it at all, you could see the soil shading from dark chocolate to caramel just by looking at it; the dust blowing off the brow of the hill was as dry
  as sand, while on the lower terraces the beans looked like they might survive; but Jesse had mapped it anyway. The map was in and of itself interesting, and Joe liked to look at it and remember
  what had happened in this or that spot over the last sixty years. Not every event had improved the soil, but every one had deepened his attachment to the farm, like it or not. The savior Jesse
  prayed to was Frank. He didnt ask him for money (which reminded Joe that his mother had always said that you were never to pray for goods, only for goodness), but he did ask
  him for advice. Franks most recent advice, handed out yesterday, over the phone from wherever Frank and Andy were spending the summer, had been to sell the place, take the money, move to
  Cedar Falls, and start a commodities-trading office. Jesse laughed, Jen looked shocked, Lois said, Good Lord, Cedar Falls! Might as well move to Milwaukee and live with Annie! Joe
  thought with an inward shudder of being confined to a fenced-in yard with his two dogs and having to greet the neighbors twenty times a day. And whatever the weather was in Iowa, it was worse in
  Milwaukee.


  Jens fallback position was that everything would work out because it always had. She was an optimist  the last Guthrie pessimist had been Jens great-uncle Oliver, father of
  Donald, whod gone to the old schoolhouse with Joe and Frank. Oliver had lived to be ninety-five even so; the Guthries saw this as a proof of the power of positive-thinking genetics. Jen was
  a lovely girl, and very sweet, but she wouldnt have a stockpile in the house  she thought it was bad luck and bad faith. The Guthrie motto was Do what you want to do, and
  everything will be fine. Wasnt her second child nicknamed Perky? And a third one was on the way  Jen had driven to Iowa City at the end of June for an ultrasound, and was
  unsurprised to discover that little Felicity was healthy and already, at twenty weeks, sucking her thumb.


  Joe couldnt tell if Minnie was worried about the drought (there, he had thought the word). She kept her thoughts to herself, smiled when you looked at her, and didnt say much. This
  had always given Joe the feeling that she knew more than she was prepared to divulge. Everyone loved Minnie, including Lois, who was a little afraid of her (but, then, Minnie was a little afraid of
  Lois). However, should the disaster befall, no matter what it was, anything from a well drying up to the End Times (something Pastor Campbell liked to refer to), you had the feeling that Minnie
  would sigh and carry on, whether raptured up or left behind, and nothing about either experience would flummox her in the least.


  As for Joe himself, he fell back on memories. He knew exactly when the last drought that was this bad had been  1936, the year his uncle Rolf hanged himself in the barn. Hed been
  fourteen; Rolf would have been a year or two younger than his mother, Rosanna, probably he was not even thirty-five when he did it. Since Joe had turned sixty-six in March, thirty-five now seemed
  to him awfully young to give up. But he remembered how old Rolf had looked to him then, how desperate, how trapped on Grandpa Ottos farm. He remembered in particular Grandpa Otto standing in
  the barn doorway, yelling at Uncle Rolf in German about something, waving his arm toward the dusty fields and the wizened corn crop. What had been Rolfs fault or mistake? Joe hadnt
  known enough German to understand. Rolfs death had overshadowed the fact that on their own farm his father, Walter, had gotten only twenty-three bushels an acre that year for the corn, and
  sixteen for the oats (though they were then mostly growing the oats for themselves and the animals  the oats and the straw did get them through that winter, if only just). This year, already
  on the first of July, the farmers who fed cattle were talking about selling them off  the corn crop could fail entirely. But it never had. In 1953, the year Joe took over the farm after his
  father died, he got fifty-six bushels an acre and was thrilled; three years ago, he and Jesse were quietly proud of 126 bushels an acre  theyd have settled for 110. Walter would have
  shaken his head in suspicious disbelief: not going to get ten cents a bushel for that, hed have said. And Rosanna wouldve said he was spoiled rotten. Joe stretched his left shoulder,
  pressed the spot that always hurt with his right thumb, and vowed not to throw Rockys tennis ball today, even though Rocky brought it to him and dropped it at his feet. Joe kicked it; it
  rolled away. Rocky glanced at him in disbelief, then ran after it. Snickers was lost in the dusty corn, hunting rats for sport.


  Joe picked up the little shovel beside the pen and went in  one mess in the back corner, which he scooped up and tossed out into the weeds (nutrients in dog shit, too). Then he filled the
  water bowls. Lois had put her foot down about no dogs in the house at night, and no dogs on the new couch, and no dogs alone in the kitchen since last summer, when she happened to come in from the
  garden and see Snickers, his paws on the edge of the counter and the cooling carrot cake between his jaws. He called the dogs and went inside, pausing to turn the face of the thermometer that was
  hanging there to the wall. Maybe that was Joes fallback  the less you think about it, the better.


  When Riley got up to go to the bathroom, she tried to be quiet  if she wanted to get back to sleep, she had to think some blank thought like blah blah blah
  so as to not worry about anything  but shed made the mistake of looking out the bathroom window, and she saw lightning off to the west. She stood there staring at the brilliant,
  silent forks that looked like the nervous systems of giants stalking over the peaks. She could hear no thunder, though, since the storm was far away. That was it for sleep. She went into the living
  room of their one-bedroom; outside the front window, which looked over the town, everything was calm  only occasional brightening reflections of the drama to the west. She sat in a chair in
  her T-shirt, waiting for the apocalypse. She thought it wouldnt take long  it was already happening in Yellowstone, where hundreds of thousands of acres had burned and the Forest
  Service was not even close to containing it.


  All of this Charlie gathered when he got up, admittedly after nine-thirty, to find Riley sitting over her third cup of coffee. Charlie was a heavy sleeper. His hours at the outfitters
  were cut back because of the failure of the tourist season, and no one was rafting because the rivers were so low, but he and Riley had savings from the previous two years, so he was a little lazy
  lately. The TV was on, and so was the radio. Riley needed to know about any wildfires off to the west. As soon as Charlie said, Why would there be she threw back her head and
  rolled her eyes about the Forest Service. Charlie had the expert opinion to back him up. The Forest Service had blown it for years, suppressing every fire, by law, by 10:00 a.m. the day after it
  started. But theyd changed that policy. Now that the Forest Service allowed naturally set fires to burn themselves out, the undergrowth was being cleaned up instead of being allowed to
  accumulate around the bases of the lodgepole pines, 250-year-old lodgepole pines at the end of their natural life cycle, acting as tinder for the next lightning strike. It was not certain, but why
  not hope for the best? It was entirely possible, with controlled burns, that the problems would be eased, here in Colorado and elsewhere, without a second Yellowstone taking place. And the pines
  could be carefully thinned. Yellowstone was a lesson, deserved, but also well learned 


  Riley jumped out of her chair and took her cup to the sink. He just didnt get it, did he? In the first place, the Yellowstone fire had started when weather conditions caused controlled
  burns to get out of control, and in the second place, the drought this year was the sign of things to come, that the ecosystem was going through a permanent shift.


  Right about then, Charlie actually got himself together. He said, What happened?


  Thats when she told him about the lightning strikes shed seen. He adjusted his shorts. He was not angry. He recognized that if you grew up in Stevens Point, Wisconsin, if your
  grandfather was a locally prominent Native American artist who lived on the Menominee Tribal Lands, where your mother had lived until she was twelve, if you studied the Peshtigo Fire in fourth
  grade, it was much like growing up in St. Louis and studying the Missouri Compromise. Then she said the word, the hot-button word. It was Hansen. The button that the word pushed was
  not Charlies, it was Rileys own button. James or George Hansen or Hanson was a physicist or a climatologist who measured long-term temperature changes on Earth as well as on Venus;
  according to him, the last ten years had contained some-number of the hottest years in the last number-of-years. Charlies inability to remember the details was a simmering problem between
  them. He did know that Hansen had gone to the University of Iowa. Since Charlie had been there, and driven around downtown Iowa City on his way back to St. Louis, Iowa was now fixed in his mind.
  Hed also thought about his new aunt Tina, in Sun Valley  just Saturday, at the shop, hed asked Bob how far Sun Valley was from the fires, and Bob had said he thought maybe
  three hundred miles west, which was safer than being three hundred miles east.


  He said a wrong thing: We probably should have stayed in Golden, but


  Golden was where the Solar Research Institute was, but the funding had dropped again, and Rileys internship had been canceled in June. Charlies rafting trips had been so lucrative
  that theyd decided that the most eco-sensitive choice was for her to move to Aspen, where he had a job in a locally owned equipment store and was closer to the rafting company, while Riley
  looked for another position. Riley had enjoyed hiking and camping. However, Hansen prodded her, made her certain she was wasting time. Here it was, mid-September; graduate programs
  were starting up everywhere, and she hadnt applied.


  She said, We should have. I regret that every single day.


  Charlie hadnt realized that.


  But maybe if Riley had not been sitting up since 3:00 a.m., thinking apocalyptic thoughts, staring at the horizon out of the bathroom window for tendrils of smoke rising into the morning sky,
  she would not have noticed the look on his face that said, Oh, be reasonable, a blip is a blip, we need more data. (That was not what he was thinking; he was thinking, I cant handle this
  until I have a cup of coffee and something to eat, maybe shell let me take her out for breakfast in spite of the budget.) The look on her face changed  Charlie could read it 
  it said, Rev-elation. Then she said, softly, I think were done, baby. And she got up and went into the bedroom. He noted the pale curve of her thigh as she left the room, the
  bounce of her half-red hair on her neck. She was his first girlfriend, and he didnt want another. She was patient (most of the time), broken in, used to him; he would drive her anywhere; he
  would try anything she cooked, including tofu, including nettle tea; he loved her breasts and her lips especially. He followed her into the bedroom.


  He hadnt made the bed. She had, of course, and perfectly. Now her big old suitcase was sitting on the smoothed-over counterpane. Charlie said, Ill go with you.


  And do what?


  What am I doing here?


  The ski season will begin eventually.


  Not
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