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BOOK ONE




Chapter 1

THERE IS NOTHING sadder than the sight of a clever, nervy young man, agulp with ambitions enormous and vague as a headache and flaming with an almost chivalric love of a world he hasn’t yet met, relinquishing his urgent purposes almost imperceptibly, slowing down, retreating, and fizzling out like a planet still shining but dead. His children who patronize him would never dream their father was once alight with such promise. His former champions wonder idly how he lost it, scan his life for the combination of character and circumstance that tripped him up, search for the hidden flaw that made this medlar mushy before it was ripe: a proud refusal to be caught competing, to be judged; a fastidious sluggishness that made distant success not worth the slog; immaturity of desire, a failure of nerve, a wandering and impatient concentration? What fatal sequence of misturnings led into this wilderness of compromise, silence, flinching mediocrity? Was it that he didn’t want fame and greatness brazenly enough, or did he not want it because he feared he couldn’t get it, or did he not know what he wanted and never found a prize worth the fight?

It isn’t vices do a person in. Vices are his consolation for failure. A senator isn’t kept from the presidency by frantic skirt chasing or love of the bottle; he gets to tolerate women and liquor because a man who will never be President must keep busy somehow.

The day Isaac Hooker was born he had already spoiled his mother’s evening. That’s what his father claimed, and Isaac liked to reproach her jokingly for still begrudging him her night out. “Don’t be ridiculous,” said his mom, but it was true.

Sam and Mattie had gone to the movies in Gilboa that night (the night happened to be December 3, 1963), to a double bill at the Marquis, which in those days was owned by a French Canadian with artistic taste and was called the Cameo. They used to go to the movies constantly when they were first married: to the Cameo and to the drive in near the airfield at Sturgis, which Sam liked best. Not only could they stay in the front seat of their ’54 Ambassador, of which he was mawkishly proud, he could maul Mattie freely while imagining and even glimpsing what the other couples were doing in the darkness all around them.

Other nights they would drive miles and miles east along icy country roads to Rockingham and Ulster and westward across the Vermont border to Bellows Falls, one strange evening even down to Northampton, Massachusetts, and back, towns they never set foot in again, just to see movies they hadn’t seen before. And once Mattie was pregnant she longed for gunfire and chases the way other women hankered after Concord grapes or tapioca pudding. Besides, their apartment was so small there just wasn’t room to sit around in the evenings.

Sam, underneath his sheen of knowing cynicism, always expected too much and was always disappointed. In truth he didn’t even like movies all that much, and became edgy and distracted as soon as he sat down, but he simply refused to admit them to the list of things—country fairs and cigars and hockey—of which he preferred the idea to the experience. And indeed, every time, the prospect of going to the movies thrilled him as electrically as if he were slipping off on the sly to a broad-hipped mistress or driving to the seaside on a moment’s whim.

After the picture was over and the audience was uncoiling itself and shuffling out into the lobby, Sam would stay glued to his seat, morosely poring over the credits, memorizing the names of stuntmen (they often had the same last name; it was clearly a family business), gaffer and best boy, and finally announce in lame triumph, “Mattie, I told you it wasn’t really China—see, it was filmed in Spain.” When the lights went on, the curtains closed, and the two of them reemerged into the floodlit darkness of Central Square, he felt fully deflated. But five days later he was eager for a new one, and by the time they changed pictures at the Cameo, he was raring to go. And besides, Mattie pointed out: it beat sitting at home.

Mattie was different. Whereas Sam, once the lights were out, became conscious of how cramped the plush seat was, how his knees were crunched up against metal, of the abominable hairdo of the lady in front of them, and began fussing about how he should be at home working on his thesis, Mattie was like a four-year-old at the circus, screaming with laughter at the punch lines (or else, elbow in his ribs, loudly demanding to know what was so funny), yelping at emerging knives, hissing warnings to unsuspecting victims. And Sam beside her would find himself watching Mattie and not the movie, half-admiring half-resenting the ease and gusto with which this wife of his became one with the collective roars and roilings of the crowd. When you married a woman you expected to melt into her and join forces; instead, every day she seemed more wonderfully alien to him, more a baffling stranger. Except with strangers you were more polite, more forbearing.

Afterward they’d go to Sadie’s for a nightcap or pull up at a roadside diner for a frappe, and then she would start up.

“So how come they drove all the cows into the pen and shot them?”

“Because they had anthrax.”

“Who did?”

“The cattle.”

“What’s that?”

“Foot-and-mouth disease.”

“So what? Don’t they have vets in Texas?” Pebble-blue eyes gazed through him over the rim of her chocolate frappe.

“Don’t you know anything? It’s highly contagious and it’s fatal. People catch it and die like flies. They could have caused a national epidemic.”

“I wouldn’t have destroyed my whole livelihood just because some punk from the government came along and told me to. How come the kid’s mother left town in such a hurry?”

“Mother?! That was the housekeeper. She left because Paul Newman tried to rape her.”

“But I thought she was hot for him.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t want him to be a gentleman about it.”

Mattie would lean over, long-handled spoon poised, and scoop up like a raiding seagull the maraschino cherry bobbing in the froth, or dive for the hot fudge bedded on the ocean floor of his sundae, snatching with painted fingers whatever best bit he had been saving for last, as if gluttony would help her come to the bottom of this problem.

“So when the kid’s father had a heart attack …”

“Mattie … That was his grandfather. The old man was Paul Newman’s father and Brandon de Wilde’s grandfather. Paul Newman killed Brandon de Wilde’s father in a car crash. That was the whole point of the movie: he was cursed because he killed his own brother, and that’s why his old man hated him.”

Mattie burst into delighted laughter, much pleased by her own stupidity and her husband’s cleverness. “Sam, how did you ever get to be so smart? You ought to write movies yourself. You could make a fortune.”

That was Mattie, no opportunity let slip for a dig at his refusal to translate his wits into bucks. And then, seeing Sam already moping, she would change the subject, knee him under the table (evenings out with Mattie left one black and blue below the belt). “I don’t think the old guy should have been so mean to his own son, even if the son did kill his other son. He was kind of a sourpuss, didn’t you think? I mean, it happened years ago. You got to let bygones be bygones.” Thus Mattie, who hoarded her grudges like baseball cards, with no trading.

And Sam, snickering now, “You can say that again.”

But that winter night their fun had been cut short, and during a John Wayne double bill. They both liked Westerns best, Sam because they were American but also somehow still exotic, at least to a Yankee who knew only New Hampshire lakes and pine forest and white clapboard and apple orchards, and because it seemed to him that the women were always better endowed than in police dramas or war movies; Mattie because, even a mere week after Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby had sickened everyone else of it, she liked violence.

They were an hour or so into the heart of How the West Was Won when Sam heard a sound as if a woodchuck were digging itself a home in the seat beside him. He glanced over, startled and annoyed. Mattie was squirming.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“You all right?”

“Uh-huh.”

Then a few minutes later, just as the Law on horseback was descending vertically from all sides, the puffing and heaving began again, more insistently.

“Mattie …”

“Be quiet,” she whispered.

He could see her face, lit up by the intermittent flicker of nocturnal gunfire, fixed with a look of locked, grim determination as she wrestled to subdue the adversary within.

“Is it coming?”

“Shut up, Sam.”

“Is it coming, Mattie?” His voice shot up reedy-high and he grabbed her arm. She was rocking now, between breaths.

“No! It’s not coming for another eight days!” she barked. And then, mercifully, the spasms ceased and she sat in peace gazing at the screen. Sam tried to watch, too, but found himself instead waiting for the next bout, listening to his wife breathe, holding his own breath, cursing that loathsome twangy banjo music that wouldn’t shut up. It was almost a relief when her struggles began in earnest—but now, shamefully, he was stricken with embarrassment, wishing like a child he could sneak out of the theater, disavow any relation to this banshee beside him. People were turning around to stare.

“Mattie, let’s go. I’m taking you to the hospital.”

“No. We paid for the movie—both movies. I want to see what happens.”

“Mattie, we’re going now,” he said, his puling voice ascending.

“You go,” snarled his iron-jawed frontierswoman. “I’m not leaving till it’s over.”

People in front and back were shushing them now, and for a moment he thought he was going to be sick. In despair, he announced, “I’m going to get the car.” (“SSSSssshhhh,” hissed his neighbors furiously.) “I’ll be waiting at the curb in five minutes. We’re going to the hospital now.”

He stumbled out of the movie theater and ran down Mechanic Street to where he’d parked the Nash, only to have the engine conk out on him in the night frost. Finally, sweating and swearing, Sam got her started and in a screech of tires tore over to the Cameo. No Mattie. For a prickly eternity he sat in his boxy frigidaire, too frightened even to talk to himself. She was going to die. For the sake of a dollar admission ticket, Mattie would be the last woman in the free world to die in childbirth. If you didn’t give in to an emerging baby, would it burst, like an appendix? She would murder—yes, she would, she was going to murder his only child out of sheer stubbornness. And now guilt chimed in: his wife, racked by pain, was going to die, and it was all his fault. From one furtive poke in the dark she was going to die, and the baby would die too, but if she didn’t, now the atheist was praying, he would do anything, quit smoking, see his parents regularly, finish his thesis by next summer, put half his earnings every month in their joint savings account.…

Amid these craven ravings, Sam’s wife emerged from the movie theater, deliberately maneuvering the slippery pavement on her high heels. She was wrapped in the rabbit-fur jacket her co-workers at Bolts had given her as a wedding present and was bearing aloft, like the Ark of the Covenant seized by conquering Philistines, the great waxen trumpet of buttered popcorn he had left unfinished on the floor of the theater. On the ride to the hospital, she complained between contractions, “It’s a shame we had to miss the next movie. You should have stayed and seen it, then you could have told me what it was about.”

Mattie chattered, Sam held her hand tight. She was distracted, fighting hard to bite back the yells, but game. She was a rock, his Mattie, a continent of grit.

Just before she was taken into the delivery room she turned to Sam with her dazzling smile, dimples etched clean as a skater’s blades on new ice. In a rush of wanting to forestall whatever she gleefully realized or remembered, to get there first, Sam wondered if he could tell her that he loved her, cough up the obstinate words that had stuck in his throat all the years he’d known her. No, he couldn’t. He held her hand tighter, and her smile broadened: “You know, we can always get Marge to tell us what happens.”

“Isaac?” Mattie repeated in puzzled disgust. She was the one with the committee of friends geared up with suggestions, and it never occurred to her that Sam might have his own, as it turned out, immutable ideas on the subject.

“Isaac,” insisted Sam.

“It sounds kind of weird. It sounds like the name of an old Jewish scientist or something, or a ragpicker,” she protested.

“It was my great-grandfather’s name, and he wasn’t any old ragpicker.”

“How about Duane? Or Marlon? You know, you’re not the only person in the world with grandparents.” He could tell, however, that her resistance was simply for show; for with that pugnacious bargainer’s view of hers that everything in their life together must be evenly divisible, that every good was a good either for him or for her, and if for him, she was owed a bigger one, Mattie subsided, insisting that the next kid she would get to name after one of her relatives. Her ratty Canuck forebears.

“There aren’t going to be any Jean-Jacqueses or Marie-Claudes in my family,” Sam muttered, but he knew there was no real danger: Mattie wasn’t talking to anyone in her family, except for Sue, who had been her vassal so long she didn’t have a word of her own, and Sue’s husband, Jim, who worked at a garage and whom Sam called “Gentleman Jim” because it annoyed Mattie beyond reason. She came on her own, clean as an orphan: that was one of her advantages. Sam had met his parents-in-law no more than half-a-dozen times: the first when they got engaged and the last time at the wedding, when her dad, with a drunk’s bent for malicious melodrama, had begun by weeping into Sam’s carnation buttonhole how he’d reared his Mattie like a queen and now she was leaving him in the dirt, and ended by threatening to shut down the party and get his money back because Sam had been sticking his daughter for years. The older Hookers left shortly after, on the pretext that Sam’s mother wasn’t feeling well: he would never forget the mortified look on his father’s face, as if he were the one who had misbehaved.

From that day forth, Roger Doucette was struck from Mattie’s books. Her mom, whom she’d never had much use for, dropped dead shortly after Isaac’s birth while hanging out the wash: Sue found her in the yard wrapped in wet sheets like a drip-dry shroud. Roger limped along on his 120-proof liver, a merry widower, shooting rabbits, bouncing checks, spying at undressing girls’ windows, threatening the neighbors. You’re a half orphan now, Mattie, Sam pointed out. I been an orphan all my life, was her rejoinder; I’d have been better off an orphan. When they passed Doucettes in a store, Mattie made him look the other way. He didn’t care: it never occurred to him that his wife’s quarrelsomeness was a trait that perhaps should be curbed before it ran wild.

One of the world’s minor gambles is what kind of parent a person will become. To Sam, the humble rapture and perfect concentration his infant son roused in him and just as obviously didn’t in Mattie were utterly unforeseeable, and the reverse of how each had approached the prospect. With all her might Mattie wanted babies. The wife part of marriage played to her material ambitions, but in itself had little hold over her imagination, compared to a hungry certainty as undeniable as a salmon’s urge upstream. She had been undissuadably red-hot to reproduce and dead-set from the start that their first be a boy, and once pregnant she was boisterously happy, a woman in her element.

With her son’s emergence into the world, all this concentration mysteriously ended. Was it, Isaac wondered later, because he was so marred and wretched, so inconsolable an infant?

Whatever the reason, Mattie looked upon the Living Reality with unfeigned indifference. She was as milky as Rubens’s great squirting goddess of the Milky Way, she rose good-naturedly at one and three and six, she displayed a dexterity with diapers amazing in a woman to whom all other domestic skills were alien, who could make a boiled egg taste disgusting, she becalmed his fits of bawling in record time; but she had instantly taken against him. As soon as Isaac was old enough to demand his father, she handed him over for good. More like a wet nurse than a mother. She thought the baby had a discontented look about him and a nasty temper, would never be changed or put to sleep without a struggle. Smile, she commanded, and he wouldn’t smile. Petey Karolis and James Earl Randall burst into crinkly unasked-for grins; Isaac Hooker cast a pall over company with his manifest unblinking misery. He was always sick: she couldn’t abide sickness, it was a kind of selfishness. When she and Sam were told he couldn’t see past his nose and was deaf in one ear—childhood deafness; it some-times went away—that did it.

Sam, on the other hand, had never been keen to reproduce. His own belief was that man’s best course was rapid extinction; why bring another body into a dull and mediocre world? Anyway, the Russians were about to drop the bomb so what was the point?

“How come whenever I tell you it’s time we had a baby, you start up about the Russians? If I got pregnant now, it’d be born in May, just eighteen months after its cousin Sarah. If you get your way, Sue’s gonna be a grandmother before we get started.”

“I’m going to take you to the vet and get you altered,” he threatened, only half-jokingly.

“I’ve got news for you, buster, it isn’t the girls they alter.”

“Why do you want to spoil our fun?” Sam complained, and in a last-ditch appeal to Mattie’s thrift, “A child would drive us to the poor-house.”

“You could always get a job,” said his wife, implacably. In fact, Sam suspected her chief motive, after keeping up with her sister, was to prevent him once and for all from ever finishing his graduate work. These were the days before he had given up on being a college professor.

And yet it was Sam who from first sight cleaved to Isaac with a sure and visceral passion, as if this boy had come out of his gut, and taken a part of it with him.

The Hookers had been living in Jessup County since the 1860s. Sam’s great-grandfather—the first Isaac—had immigrated to the United States from one of those gray northern mill towns along the Mersey. The English Hookers had been a family of Lancashire weavers and laborers, pietists and dissenters, men with Scripture in the blood and argument in the bone, lanky and devout troublemakers, high-shouldered whey-faced sons of England’s traditional revolutionary class. When the first cotton factories were cast up by the spume of Liverpool, they worked as hand-loom weavers and, with the arrival of power looms, they were out of business. They came to the New World so as not to starve.

Sam’s great-grandfather was luckier than most immigrants: he had a language, religion, and skills that traveled. He docked in Boston and headed north for New Hampshire, a state bespattered with several hundred townships the size of a handkerchief, each with a Congregational church, a public library, a town hall cut from Yankee-issue white clapboard, and engirding an immaculate green.

The first Isaac Hooker settled not on dairyland or seacoast or in the mountainous remote North but in the southwestern region of mill towns clinging to the Connecticut River, and found work in the Gilboa Mill, which boasted of providing “red flannel for the forty-niners, blue for the New Orleans stevedores.” His family moved into a narrow and insalubrious red-brick row house built for mill hands, and there the first American Hookers were born: twelve children, nine of whom died in infancy.

Sam and his son used to ride to the old graveyard above town and read from cracked lichen-sooty limestone their baby ancestors’ legends, hefty names, somber and accusing as a crow’s caw, tricked out with ribands of Scripture: Hepzibah aetat 3, and Rufus who departed this earth aged 1 year 2 months, Mehitabel, Asa, J.H., Nettie, Reuel, Rebekah, and Peleg.

Some of the first Isaac’s mobilizing determination wore off on his only surviving son, Sam’s grandfather, who left the mill as a young boy to turn up some years later as the owner of a general store in nearby Hebron. Hooker’s was a spruce and polished establishment that served as post office, market, social club. It sold clothing, hardware, and household goods, farm and garden supplies. By the thirties, it had a lunch counter and soda fountain in front and a warehouse out back, where feed and grain were heaved into the beds of pickup trucks. The store was well situated and did a flourishing business, acting as a kind of covered marketplace in which farmers and townspeople congregated to talk and buy. If you didn’t hear it at Hooker’s, it didn’t happen.

Sam’s father, Ned, who worked at Hooker’s as a young man and later took it over, lacked the mind for it—that detached, gregarious, canny, flexible, and tenacious commercial spirit that guesses what people want before they want it, and when they don’t. A vague dreamer with no taste for business, he introduced new lines when he should have cut back, and couldn’t be bothered to stock the items that proved popular. While his own father was alive, business thrived, but under Ned’s care Hooker’s withered slowly on the vine. Eventually only old-timers came in, mostly to talk. Everyone else bought at Aubuchon’s or Agway or the new Sears in Gilboa, and hung out at the diner on Route 101. With the advent of shopping malls, Hooker’s was out of business. Mr. Hooker ended up selling the store shortly before he died, at the depths of the real-estate depression; later, Mattie never stopped reminding Sam how much his father’s property would now be worth.

In truth, Sam’s father didn’t like work; his secret love was music. As a bachelor living at home he had taught himself to read scores, installed a secondhand piano, and took lessons from a Polish lady. He had a lovely tenor, too, although he could never rise early enough to sing in the church choir. At the great age of thirty-eight, a golden-haired speckled plump and sweating giant with dimpled hands and fingers like parting sea anemones, he married Emily Bramley, the most beautiful girl in the world. As far as Sam could guess, his father was scared of the store and spent his day hiding from customers, took home too many of its goods, loved to spend money, worshiped his wife, and was sorry to the end of his days he had never gone to college.

As for Isaac, he knew his grandfather as an emphysemic old man who wore his trousers belted up high over a round belly and panted like a thirsty dog, a man with small blue eyes very far apart in his pink face, clean as a baby, with a mild high voice, a few streaks of fair hair pasted across a gleaming white forehead, cheeks smelling of soap and shyness, and fingers smelling of cigarette. He always seemed embarrassed to want to cuddle his grandsons so, and afraid he wouldn’t be able to amuse them.

Ned Hooker kept a diary, which Sam discovered after his mother’s death, when he was left to clear out their house. Begun when its author was a lonely, indolent nineteen-year-old, convinced he would never meet anyone who loved him, the journal ran to six volumes, a family of thick, plum-colored accounting ledgers, blue-lined, with red margins, impressed in a hand curly, long, and eager, sprayed with girlish exclamation points and underlinings.

At first Sam scanned the diary mainly to find his own name, and laughed at such items as “Samuel is now five years old and contradicts whatever anybody tells him,” but as the years progressed he cropped up less frequently in his father’s days, usually in connection with the delicately expressed hope that the boy would find his calling and be happy. Vanity disappointed, Sam felt guiltier than ever at not having been a more loving son to this love-starved man.

From his father’s diary Sam learned that the old man called his wife “My Marigold,” “My Sweetness,” or “My Sunshine,” that he wished his little girls would never grow up and violently loathed their suitors, that he dearly loved the sweet pensive valleys, aromatic orchards, and dark hills of his birthplace and the Ashuelot River that snaked its thrusting silver coils around Hebron, and that he worshiped God with a faith more anxious and laborious than need be, perhaps because he feared God didn’t like him as much as he liked God, perhaps because he knew in truth he loved music better. Sam, whose own early stabs at diary keeping alternated “Meatloaf and blueberry pie for supper” with “Uncovered a Russian Spies Nest in cabin behind Bear Ridge,” felt chastened by the transparent sincerity. More unsettling were the items in homemade code intimating that well into their sixties—how could one bear thinking such things of one’s parents?—his mother and father were enjoying the heartiest of conjugal relations. “Holy Moses!” said Sam, and that’s where he stopped reading.

Humility has a dank and shameful smell to the young, the scent of failure, lowliness, obscurity. Growing up, an only son, Sam had added his mother’s resentment of her husband’s improvidence to his own masculine anxieties. He was embarrassed by his father, and avoided him as a kind of sentimental sissy, not very clever, not very manly, certainly not very athletic, a man who had brought his wife down in the world, whose eyes fogged over at “Fairest Lord Jesus” and who was more comfortable talking dresses and hairdos with his daughters than taking his son to hockey games. Mr. Hooker had an odd and unexpected sense of humor. He wisecracked straight-faced so that nobody—especially not Sam, who didn’t think jokes about himself were very funny—knew for sure when he was kidding. On the rare occasions when people understood and laughed, his father, trying valiantly not to smile, crimsoned with pleasure. For ages he pretended to have joined the Shriners and threatened to march down Union Avenue in the annual parade, sporting red velvet pantaloons and a tasseled cap, waving and blowing kisses at Sam’s teachers and classmates. The boy, seething, rose to the bait every time. Only later did he realize his father was a far more serious man than he.

Sam grew up never entirely having banished from his collection of beliefs his older sister’s claim that he was adopted, and determined to make his getaway at an early age. He hated, as all that was cramped and timid, their tiny house on Chestnut Street, and the special voice his mother put on when Mr. Saylor, an engineer who rented their top floor, came by. It made him want to sneeze—he was allergic to his own home. He hated the stifled, halting triviality of table talk every evening over supper, hated being the only boy in a family of girls and getting no help from his father, who succumbed reverently to all this tyrannical overweening femininity. He was ashamed that his father owned a store, simply because he was ashamed of everything his father did and even of having a father at all; the fact that this father demanded so little of him made those few demands insufferable. Asked to help out at Hooker’s after school or over vacation, Sam complied with a churlish and sullen resentment, in terror that his friends might pass by and see him trapped and on display in that musty superannuated hole. Summers he hid behind the counter, reading and smoking, hoping nobody would come in, and enjoying in spite of himself the knowing idle town talk of the old men and the smell of loose tobacco and fresh paper.

“I wanted to be a tough guy, a big shot,” Sam later confessed to his son Isaac. “You know, one of those swaggering, bowlegged loudmouths who play stickball and run the neighborhood poker club out of Bobby Garvey’s basement.”

“Who’s Bobby Garvey?”

“Who is Bobby Garvey?” repeated Sam, incredulously. “You mean to say you never heard of Bobby Garvey, terror of Chestnut Street? Bobby Garvey whose mother was always in our kitchen blubbering that her son was going to land in state prison breaking stones or wake up dead at the age of twenty? Who made me walk half a mile out of my way every morning and afternoon so I wouldn’t get chased with a broken bottle?”

“Where’s he now?” asked Isaac, apprehensively.

“Odd jobs, sick wife. Asked me for a loan a few years ago, which I scraped up for him just for the satisfaction of feeling superior.” (Sam, who was always helping people out, insisted on putting the most unbecoming construction on his kindness.)

“So you weren’t a tough guy?” Isaac asked, disbelieving.

“Me? I was a shrimp. Much lighter and smaller than you. I didn’t grow till junior year of high school, and then I could never make my pounds catch up with my inches.”

“What did you want to be when you grew up?”

Sam laughed. “What does it matter? I haven’t been it.”

“No, really,” pursued Isaac. “Tell me, Daddy.”

“I didn’t know. I didn’t want to be anything. I wasn’t like you.”

“You had to want to be something.”

“I didn’t know,” Sam insisted. How could he explain to his confident, overbearing Isaac what it was like to be raised by Depression-humbled parents in a community whose three or four ruling families were pious, civic-minded, thrifty, and sober, whose sons farmed and served on town councils and went overseas to fight and whose daughters kept house and raised children, in which it was taken for granted you would do what your parents had done and to draw attention to yourself in any way was considered vulgar, unfortunate? Thank God for the delinquency and rebelliousness his fellow teachers lamented in today’s crop of teenagers.

“Well, if you had wanted to be, what would you have wanted to be?” Isaac persisted.

Sam meditated on Isaac’s expectant, almost reproachful face. “A starting pitcher for the Red Sox.”

Isaac didn’t believe him. And funnily enough, Sam couldn’t bring himself to say even or especially to his own son what he really had wanted to be when he was growing up in the late forties and early fifties. This was it: he wanted to be rich. Without having to work for it. And he wanted to be famous. Badly. But famous for what he didn’t know. And he wanted women dripping off his sleeves, strewing his paths. But mostly rich. And famous. But to admit that that was what he had wanted was to admit he had once believed he was owed a special break for nothing, that it hadn’t come to pass, and never would. Who could say it wouldn’t? You might win the state lottery. And maybe—this was more prohibited still—fame would come to him through his son Isaac. Arab patriarchs call themselves “Father of Salah,” “Father of Ahmad.” Glory through children.

In the winter of 1952, Sam’s inchoate yearnings were given a name when Bobby Garvey squeezed him up against the wall of the ice rink and, pretending Sam’s leg was the puck, splintered his tibia with a powerful swipe of a hockey stick. It was then, that housebound February, with only his mother for company, that a fussed-over, restive, and chafing Sam began for the first time to read books. It was a fiery birth. Jack London, Joseph Conrad, Somerset Maugham—and later, when he was a conceited young man, Eliot and Joyce and Yeats—were Sam’s catapult to meaning and importance, to a world of soot and salt and cities, of foreign languages and sailors’ dives and loose women and saxophones and native insurrections. Sam read, picturing himself a rum-and-disease-soaked ruin sprawled in the toasty bronze lap of a Melanesian sphinx; he saw himself manager of a Congolese gold mine, staking his all at the roulette table of a cross-eyed croupier in Brazzaville; or a foreign correspondent swilling Fundador with bullfighters in a cellar in Pamplona. He wanted to grow a beard, to sleep on the beach, he wanted to ride the subway to Coney Island, to wait at the stage door for a crimson-lipped showgirl—at dawn he would lead her home to his garret with a mattress on the floor and a fire escape at the window. He longed to stow away on a freighter to Lisbon and Algiers, to sip murky coffee from tiny cups at an outside café by a harbor stinking of coconuts and grease, and he hungered after these experiences with an intensity that made his chest ache and tears steam to his eyes.

What connection such pinings had to his own life Sam could not see. Only another war could have helped him out, and that wasn’t the mode of foreign travel he hankered after. From high school he went on to Gilboa State, but it was more like a second story of high school than a place where it might occur to someone you could live by literature. Then in his senior year he met an English professor named Christopher Scannon, and everything changed.

Thank God for the fortuitousness with which genius and geography combine, thought Isaac years later. Thank God not all talented men and women swarm to cities and get famous and hang out together and think the same way and preen for the world’s praise. No, sometimes, whether from indolence or obstinacy or reclusiveness or poverty or dependence or accident or missionary zeal, shining and rare talents burn isolated in remote parts, sometimes a first-rate sinologist may be living in Saskatchewan, or the author of a novel unparalleled in ferocity and beauty may raise geese in Maine before migrating to a mobile home in Albuquerque—he did, too—while the tiniest town library in Arkansas, thanks to the bequest of a self-taught son, might boast a stunning collection of books on French history.

And this broad scattering of wealth, this hoarding of precious objects in remote places, is what has secured the preservation and transmission of learning. The earliest extant scrolls of Isaiah and the Psalms survived because a small community of malcontents decided to leave Roman-occupied Jerusalem and live in caves in the desert. Bishop Wulfstan lived in Yorkshire in the eleventh century and by sheer longevity and isolation is said single-handedly to have ensured that English prose outlived the Norman Conquest. You can lament the homogenization of contemporary life, with every hamlet sprouting the same franchises, and local dialects and costume melting into a bland uniformity, but look closer and see the secret richness, the ineradicable quirks.

And maybe this is because people in all serious ways have more in common with their parents than with their peers, moving through their lives as unknowing carriers of these hidden impulses and capabilities, geniuses, blots, and crotchets that only bloom in age and seclusion, leaving the ancestral bone the barer.

The price, save for those few geniuses who have pursued electrifyingly unheard-of experiments in private, is a certain old-fashionedness. So it was, at any rate, with the happy circumstance that brought an accomplished professor of English poetry to a rural state college, boasting a few hundred farmers’ sons and daughters, and put him in Isaac’s father’s path. Sam would tell you it was sheer love of comfort that brought Christopher Scannon to Gilboa, New Hampshire: he had been teaching at Boston College but after his wife’s death came to live with his sister, working out an agreeable arrangement at the college to keep him in pin money and admiring listeners.

In the fall of his senior year, Sam took Scannon’s course in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century English poetry.

“You look like a muscular young Christian,” remarked the old man briskly, fixing upon Sam his pale bop-eyed gaze. It was after class and the boy as usual was loitering about the teacher’s desk, hoping to be noticed. Sam gulped. Who, him? Was he being made fun of? For an instant he considered explaining that he wasn’t a Christian, let alone muscular—no way was he going to be thought a churchgoing meathead like the rest of his classmates—but instead he grinned obligingly.

“Have you got a strong back? Are you willing to cart a few books for an old man? I’ll stand you a drink if you help me move my office.”

Fluttered and dizzy with gratitude, Sam assented.

“Both offices are the size of a small latrine and just as dank,” explained Scannon as they set off at a clip. “My old office, however, looks out on the parking lot; the new one looks out at the blue pinnacles of M-M-M-Mount Menasseh, so that I may lift my eyes unto the hills, while marking your classmates’ m-misspelt plagiarisms.”

Scannon was a tiny wizened dandy, a courtly souse with a broad New England accent who could whip a class into feeling as blessed and excitable as persecuted Christians in the catacombs of English literature. Flirtatiously, he enlisted them in the conspiracy of art, infecting a dozen youngsters with his own feel for the ivory complexity of Sidney’s sonnets, for Herbert’s shivery winged fevers, for the diffident glory of Marvell’s flaming greens, his fruits, his ticklish aromatic hay and sweaty mowers and gelid serpentine rivers, for Donne’s sinewy braggart mockeries of death and desire or Wyatt’s stiff-lipped laments, whose scansion no man yet could crack.

Poets and their readers constituted an immaculate aristocracy, and the rest of the world was, in his two favorite words—he had an occasional willed stammer, the tiny, bowlegged rascal—m-mediocre and m-m-m-meretricious. How m-mischievously—like an anarchist giving instruction in the art of laying explosives—he transmitted to this unformed band the knotted essence of another man’s mind and language, the historical currents that buffeted him, the inherited knowledge and allusions poets turned inside out and bounced against the wall, inverted, laughed at, and renewed, thus asserting by rebellion their own place in a tradition golden and unending. How he delighted in holding a poem like a ruby in his little monkey palm, to be turned over and admired, facet by facet, gleam by gleam.

Sam was in love, from a distance. Today he got lucky.

Fourteen cartons of books and fourteen flights of stairs later, the two men sallied forth into the clear tremulous spring sunlight, steering toward the Stateside Saloon. Sam was apprehensive but thrilled. He had never tasted hard liquor; he had never been inside a bar, let alone the infamous Stateside, and he certainly didn’t know you could visit one at four o’clock in the afternoon, in broad daylight. He did somehow know that liquor and literature went together. Scannon ordered Wild Turkey; Sam followed suit.

“I’m fond of the Stateside,” remarked Scannon, over their first round. “It fulfills the first and central requirement for tavern,” and pausing for effect, pronounced, eyes popping, “It’s dark.”

It was indeed dark, although Sam could spot across the room the fathers of several classmates. The two men fastened happily upon their drinks in the sympathetic murkiness of this dive that smelled like the inside of a barrel, and bantamweight Sam let the whiskey’s treacled flames slide down his throat. He sat, rolling a little, his head unaccountably heavy and his neck unaccountably frail, and his back, wrenched from the last carton of books, unaccountably healed, while Scannon held forth on women and literature and liquor and spring. And Sam soaked up the racy, sonorous talk, clutching the table, saying to himself over and over, in words that ran whirligigs in his head, “This is the life.”

“Have you got a girl, Mr. Hooker?” inquired Scannon.

“Yes. Her name is Mattie.”

“Maggie?”

“No, Mattie. Mattie’s her name.”

“Well, you’d better get it straight. Are you engaged?”

“I hope not!” stammered Sam, ungallantly.

“Well, watch out. Women are very forceful creatures, and a man must be sure to choose one who makes subjugation sweet. My own late wife was thirty-eight when we wed, and just coming into her own, the dear thing. You know, of course, Samuel Johnson’s words: ‘A woman has such power between the ages of twenty-five and forty-five that she may tie a man to a post and whip him if she will.’ ”

Sam got the giggles so hard the bourbon came snorting out of his nostrils. He had barely heard of Samuel Johnson. He had never heard of anybody.

Thus, in Sam’s senior year of college, began a sacred and intoxicating friendship. Mattie, who had no reverence for learning, sarcastically inquired how come every time Sam saw Scannon, he came home and threw up. Your Jesus, she called him. Scannon was one of those fellows who don’t do for themselves, but always manage to find a supply of people ready and eager to do for them; Sam had an as yet unsurfaced hunger to do. When he wasn’t courting Mattie, he was driving Scannon to the barber or mowing his lawn or raking his leaves or trying to fix his toaster, or just sitting in the Stateside getting stewed and memorizing the man’s glorious talk.

There was a creased and faded snapshot of Sam that his son Isaac half loved and half hated (well, hated, really), sitting in Scannon’s backyard on a summer’s day, Scannon plummy, dapper, with bulging eyes, no eyebrows, gnarled hands, Sam a skinny youngster in a T-shirt and dungarees, with a look on his face Isaac never saw, laughing open-mouthed and eyes alight with joy. And another photograph—same afternoon—of Sam hugging Mattie, dragging her down, Mattie in a sleeveless dress, buxom, a dark-skinned beauty, smirking. Was everyone happier before Isaac was born?

Escapism joined with hero worship in Sam’s love for Scannon and the poetic tradition. It was senior year. All his friends seemed to know what they were doing with the rest of their lives, some already had jobs waiting for them, some guys were getting drafted (he was disqualified by asthma), and all Sam knew was that he wanted this raw, snowbound New Hampshire spring to last forever, to keep on sitting in bars and reading sonnets as long as he lived. It didn’t take much doing for Scannon to sweet-talk him into graduate work.

“Go for a Ph.D. in English literature. There are worse fates. You can get a master’s in a year, and become a teacher’s assistant to defray your expenses.”

Sam brooded over the prospect overnight. Was it possible that he could escape from Hebron and its inhibiting small-mindedness, become a college professor, teach poetry all his life, maybe even write a book someday? And even if he didn’t end up an English professor, mightn’t he at least buy a few extra years in which to figure out what he did want to do? He told his parents, who were at once pleased and rather scared. Sam was the first person in the family even to have ventured past high school.

As for his wife-to-be, she was less enthusiastic. She wasn’t really cut out to be a professor’s wife. Still, she’d get used to it, or they’d get used to her.

His life was settled; he had a career. It was a choice at once exhilarating and comforting for a lazy young man eaten up by only the least practical of longings, by ambitions enormous and ill defined. It later appeared to Sam that his interest in poetry was no natural vocation but mere impressionability: if Scannon had been a plumber, he would have fallen for pipes and drains.

When it came time to apply to graduate school, however, Mattie most unexpectedly refused to budge.

“Go to Mars, Samuel, see if I care. I’m staying right here where I got friends and family and a good job.” She was the one who always called him a stick-in-the-mud!

“You never even see your family,” Sam objected.

“How would you know?” was her illogical reply.

Momentarily defeated, Sam applied to the University of Massachusetts and was offered a small fellowship. For one febrile and disembodied year, still living in his parents’ house in Hebron yet in his own mind already married and gone, Sam rose at dawn four days a week and drove southeast to Amherst, rushing through classes and seminars and papers so he could be home in time to pick up his girlfriend from work. Years later, the mention of Brattleboro or Greenfield or South Deerfield—the milestones along his hurtling race from girl to books down Route 5, past a whiz of blue mountains and lone red farmhouses with shiny silos—still jolted Sam’s nervous system into almost unbearable anxiety and excitement.

They would hang out at Sadie’s till it closed, then head back to her parents’ place, where Sam, the angelic hierarchies still tripping through his brain, made love to Mattie on the couch while she between stifled moans argued the merits of live bands versus deejays, sit-down dinners versus buffets, or more sharply announced, “Get off, Sam, my dad’s coming down”—her father at odd watches of the night having remembered there were still a few liquid ounces of Old Crow stowed in the glove compartment of his pickup. Sam must have been out of his mind. How did he pass his exams? Then that summer was the wedding, after which he and his bride moved into a one-room apartment above the laundromat in Gilboa, and Sam didn’t go to classes any more, but hung out at the Gilboa State library, fooling around with his master’s thesis, which was supposedly on Fulke Greville, an Elizabethan poet of an austere and doggedly intellectual religiosity, who was famous mostly for being Sidney’s best friend. That’s the epitaph he had written for his own gravestone: friend to Sir Philip Sidney, who had died forty-two years before and left a big hole in Greville’s heart, which he filled with somber Calvinist sonnets. And Sam, who had begun smoking a pipe and carried in the pocket of his corduroy jacket literary rags with names from the Greek myths, and who still met Scannon at the Stateside every Friday evening, hardly noticed when the Red Sox made it to the World Series. He was learning the new virtues of the age: ambiguity, complexity, and doubt.

Marriage to Mattie made life a little less ambiguous and a little more complex.

“No good, boys. The ice ain’t even froze over yet.” Gabriel Hanes-worth, standing on the narrow rim of shore, poked a broken branch into one viscous green-black corner of the pond. It was early December and the pond in the Hanesworths’ backwoods wasn’t solidly frozen: a skin of wrinkled dark ice lay around the edges like skim on boiled milk, leaving islands and peninsulas of liquid sedge in the middle.

“It’s thick enough for sliding,” Isaac contradicted. “You wouldn’t want to ride a Mack truck over it yet, but it’s thick enough.” He made as if to take a step out onto the crusty surface of this slippery moon.

“No, you don’t.” Gabriel pulled him back. “My dad would beat us blue if he found out we’d been sliding when the ice is too thin. You want to drown?”

The other children broke through the underbrush now, panting and giggling—Isaac’s cousins Sarah and Jimmy Randall; Georgie Hanesworth; Isaac’s younger brother, Turner; Justin James; the Hanesworths’ dog Willy. A pair of brand-new white leather skates with sheathed blades hung expectantly by their laces over Sarah’s plump shoulders.

“What’s the story?”

“It’s kinda thin. The ice ain’t froze over enough yet,” repeated Gabriel.

“Oh.” The children fanned out around the pond, searching, prodding for solid ice.

“Maybe we oughta send Willy out on the ice to test it,” suggested Justin.

“Oh yeah? Maybe we oughta send you.”

Justin, a daredevil, planted one leg on the surface, and leaning his weight on it gingerly, lost his balance and, arms flailing, found himself crunching through knee-deep into arctic water before Gabriel and Georgie could hoist him back. He scrambled back up the slope, leg dripping. “UUUGGGHH. What a mother. JEEEZ, it’s cold as a witch’s tit in there.”

“Whose stupid idea was this, anyway?”

“You want to skate, Sarah? Don’t mind us.”

“Let’s go.”

Damp snowstorm air, white sky, blackish pond, laggard restlessness as the children hung around, preparing to leave. Then Isaac spoke up. Isaac was a fat boy and bookish, but sometimes he came up with wild ideas. This was one of them.

“Well, we can’t slide. So let’s swim.” He spoke decisively, looking from right to left with a strange smile.

Nervous giggles. He was one of those boys you could never tell if he was serious or if he was kidding.

“Now, that’s a great idea.” Justin snickered. “After you, Ike.”

“I’m going swimming,” Isaac blurted out. He was serious, it seemed.

“Don’t be a loon.”

Isaac had already moved into action. He was bent in two now, untying his laces, shimmying his way out of his high-top sneakers, hopping a little as he shed shoes and socks. He laid his glasses in one shoe. “So why can’t you go swimming just because it’s winter? I don’t want to be a captive to temperature. I want to go swimming now.” There were patches of snow on the ground, and his naked white toes curled up in instinctive revolt. It was raw, it was damp, it was December, the pond, half-frozen over, looked like death. Isaac was undressing in the wintry air. A half-frightened solemnity seized the small group. Was he really going in? Who would stop him?

“Your brother’s crazy, you know that?” Gabriel addressed Turner. “Ike, you’re crazy. You can’t go in the water in December: you’d go in shock. Stop showing off, put your shoes back on, and let’s go home.”

“You’re going to freeze your balls off,” warned Justin.

Isaac, frowning, paused to decide whether to go in fully clothed or stripped. Don’t think about it. Just do it.

“Take ’em off, stripper,” yelled Justin. Isaac pulled off his undershirt resolutely.

“He’s not going to do it,” someone said, maybe Georgie, maybe Jimmy. Stripped to long johns, Isaac descended the slope to the pond’s muddy, leaf-embedded frozen edge, his toes kneading that muddy murk. There was an almost sickened fear mingled with fascination that gripped the watching boys and girl. His younger brother, Turner, kept glancing quickly from Isaac to the other children, chewing his lower lip.

Then Isaac waded into the water and plunged, with an enormous splash that made everyone leap back, shivering. BVDs ballooning up like life rafts, he plunged into the black menacing water bordered by floes of ice, his whole body going under, blond head ducking under its clotted surface. For a moment, he was gone. The winter had swallowed him up. Trapped under the ice. The boy was gone and dead for good, frozen, lost. Who would go in after him? Who was going to tell his parents? Sarah let out a little involuntary scream, and Gabriel with his stick rushed to the water’s edge, ready to follow. Finally Isaac resurfaced, gasping like a whale, squirting water and letting out a blood-curdling “Ooooooo-eeeeeeeeh!” of sheer physical shock. Waist-deep he stood, a strange blind white-fleshed whale, pale hair smeared to his unteered, “Your dad was always smart. He was teacher’s pet every year. Honestly, I was in awe of him he was so smart. They used to read his papers aloud, tell the other kids to try and write like Samuel Hooker. I would never have dreamt he’d give a dummy like me the time of day.”

“I thought you didn’t remember me,” teased Sam.

“That was in grade school. I’m talking high school now.” It was true Mattie had no memory of childhood. Only once she hit thirteen, fourteen, did awareness set in: from then on, every encounter, speech, gesture was socked away in her mental archives, reproduced for laughs. Memory was a weapon: Mattie became a mimic.

Did Sam remember Mattie? “With dread,” and he was only half joking.

Mattie had shown up in their class the first day of the new school year, snarly and defiant as a captured Amazon. Which was not far from the case. Doucettes were notorious around Hebron and Gilboa—a warring clan of hillbilly drifters, whose daughters got pregnant before they married and whose sons got caught stealing cars. They were French Canadian, which was second worse in local hierarchy only to Polish. “Mackerel snatchers” was what Sam’s otherwise tolerant father called Roman Catholics, though unlike the others Mattie wasn’t carted off one afternoon a week for religious instruction. A lapsed mackerel snatcher. In fifth grade, Sam looked down on her because she couldn’t spell or add or read and always gave the teacher a hard time. She had a nihilistic streak that waged a permanent war against her native canniness: she not only didn’t know, but was damned if she would ever learn or let anyone else do so. Prime among Sam’s childhood memories was Mattie Doucette throwing her gym shoe at Miss Walters and calling her an old witch. There was a certain amount of controversy over whether the word was in fact “witch.” If they had decided it wasn’t, Mattie would have been expelled, and Sam would have seen the last of her. On that w hung his future.

In high school Mattie was never content to rampage on her own, but insisted on corralling a herd of underlings. The fun was less in the game than in the number she could force to play. The whole class, Sam anonymously included, would be pressed into cutting history or math or hiding in the boiler room or jumping up and yelling, “Boo!” when the teacher came into the room, and if anyone resisted she went into a frightful temper. Sam, susceptible but stubborn, intensely resented these attempts to herd him into collective misdeeds. She was a bully, a female Bobby Garvey, but in female lay all the difference.because he was frightened to, because he so terribly didn’t want to, to keep up Hooker pride. What a pain. Turner felt himself practicing the entrance, testing the muddy, leaf-clogged water; going in would be better than coming out again, wet clothes hanging, having to make your way home in air thirty-eight degrees. But if his head hit that sheet of ice … Just go on, don’t think about it.

“I don’t want to be baptized.”

“You have to be, or else you’re going to hell.”

Somebody said, “Okay,” softly and that somebody was Turner. Somebody was taking off his shoes and laying the folded socks neatly within their warm caves, somebody was slowly stripping down to underclothes, and somebody, shivering in mute anticipation, was treading barefoot in a deliberate trance of disbelief down to the edge and not stopping there, but walking on, big step after big step down into the muddy water, water flooding his shorts, swelling up, ballooning them into buoys, and a cold so mean so intense so invasive it was an ache in the legs and the joints. Eyes fixed on his brother, who was bobbing around just before the ice began, Turner waded deeper on feet turned to knives of ice like the mermaid in the fairy tale, gashed by rocks and sharp branches on the pond’s silted bottom. And now he fell into the pond, and the icy dark water, which was pure ache, smelling of mud and branches and sodden leaves and winter, swept over him, flooding his eardrums like pure pain.

Mattie Doucette showed up in fifth grade, having been kept back a year.

That was in 1950, and she and Sam had grown up together, going on to high school together in that stout brick building anchored to the Ashuelot River. When Isaac, eager to know the origins of the planetary clash that ended up producing him, used to ask his parents when and how they had met, they exchanged vague looks, shrugged unhelpfully. It wasn’t a small-town question. They had never not known each other, although Mattie professed to have no recollection whatsoever of her future husband. Sam could readily believe it. Just as tigers move through the jungle without seeming aware that birds or monkeys exist, Mattie, whose supreme gift as a child seemed to lie partly in an unassailably confident and callous disregard, could not possibly have registered Sam—not because he was a jerk, but because he lived on a different and hence invisible plane. Another time, however, she volunteered, “Your dad was always smart. He was teacher’s pet every year. Honestly, I was in awe of him he was so smart. They used to read his papers aloud, tell the other kids to try and write like Samuel Hooker. I would never have dreamt he’d give a dummy like me the time of day.”

“I thought you didn’t remember me,” teased Sam.

“That was in grade school. I’m talking high school now.” It was true Mattie had no memory of childhood. Only once she hit thirteen, fourteen, did awareness set in: from then on, every encounter, speech, gesture was socked away in her mental archives, reproduced for laughs. Memory was a weapon: Mattie became a mimic.

Did Sam remember Mattie? “With dread,” and he was only half joking.

Mattie had shown up in their class the first day of the new school year, snarly and defiant as a captured Amazon. Which was not far from the case. Doucettes were notorious around Hebron and Gilboa—a warring clan of hillbilly drifters, whose daughters got pregnant before they married and whose sons got caught stealing cars. They were French Canadian, which was second worse in local hierarchy only to Polish. “Mackerel snatchers” was what Sam’s otherwise tolerant father called Roman Catholics, though unlike the others Mattie wasn’t carted off one afternoon a week for religious instruction. A lapsed mackerel snatcher. In fifth grade, Sam looked down on her because she couldn’t spell or add or read and always gave the teacher a hard time. She had a nihilistic streak that waged a permanent war against her native canniness: she not only didn’t know, but was damned if she would ever learn or let anyone else do so. Prime among Sam’s childhood memories was Mattie Doucette throwing her gym shoe at Miss Walters and calling her an old witch. There was a certain amount of controversy over whether the word was in fact “witch.” If they had decided it wasn’t, Mattie would have been expelled, and Sam would have seen the last of her. On that w hung his future.

In high school Mattie was never content to rampage on her own, but insisted on corralling a herd of underlings. The fun was less in the game than in the number she could force to play. The whole class, Sam anonymously included, would be pressed into cutting history or math or hiding in the boiler room or jumping up and yelling, “Boo!” when the teacher came into the room, and if anyone resisted she went into a frightful temper. Sam, susceptible but stubborn, intensely resented these attempts to herd him into collective misdeeds. She was a bully, a female Bobby Garvey, but in female lay all the difference.

A glossy-black-haired beauty, with a raven mantle that rose from her low forehead in waves, Mattie Doucette had plump limbs sealed in an olive wax, freakishly pale blue eyes, and a nose like a hawk. She resembled one of those Assyrian kings with eagles’ beaks and shaggy lions’ flanks who stride in profile across limestone temple walls. By twelve she had burst into precocious bloom and was already accusingly alive, with a woman’s figure almost cartoonishly exaggerated, ready to go.

By ninth or tenth grade, she had begun to assume an equally imperious but now more distant, impatient look. Also, she was flunking out. She wore tight angora sweaters and swung her hips when she moved, and she had a filthy mouth. When teachers saw her on the hockey field brandishing her stick and busting out of her school uniform, or chewing gum in the halls, their hearts sank. Yet Mattie continued to rule the class by a kind of animal majesty that once he hit pubescence made Sam grovel in his dreams at her plump little feet, though he knew that practically every older boy in town had had his hands down her pants, and that her father didn’t mind.

After high school he didn’t see or think of Mattie Doucette. Until one evening, walking down Union Avenue from the college library, killing time in the deepening dusk before heading back to Hebron and his parents’ house, he spotted her through the window behind the counter of Bolts. Without thinking, he went in and said hello. She was working there as assistant manager. He was surprised how pleased she seemed to be to see him, and how happy he was to see her. Aggressively ebullient as ever, she cracked jokes about their former classmates, her old boyfriends.

“Those guys are going nowhere,” she said with a scorn that made Sam wonder with genuine curiosity where she thought she was going. “How’s college? I should’ve gone to college.”

“I’m a junior,” he told her.

“You don’t look so junior, Junior.”

He started poking around the store with the professional eye of a would-be rival, wondering what it would be like to work in a place where, unlike Hooker’s, people actually came in and bought things. Mattie’s boss had gone home early, she explained; it was past closing time. “If you want to hang around while I close up, maybe we can go somewhere afterwards, have a drink.”

Did she mean it? Was she giving him license? How far would she let him go? Did she still live at home? Anything might happen. It would. Sam, tingling in the grip of an unpredictable force, watched her bring down the blinds, empty the cash registers with a slapdash command. Her hips and bottom swayed as she moved. If she were a man you would almost call it a swagger. She was small but packed and curvy. By forty all that voluptuousness would turn to waistless lard: he had seen her mother waddling from curb to car like an arthritic backcountry Buddha. But the knowledge that even now Mattie was almost past her prime for some reason excited him the more.

“Come into the back room,” she said, and led him into the stockroom, where the salesgirls took their break. A dangling lightbulb on a chain revealed a stuffy windowless closet furnished with a coffee machine, a standing ashtray stuffed with butts, a rack for the girls’ street clothes, and a broken-springed daybed against the wall. Sam couldn’t breathe for the blood pumping fast in his chest. “I have to change out of my uniform. It makes me feel like a trained nurse,” Mattie dropped casually, turning her back to him as if the maneuver made her invisible. She kicked off her pumps and hiked the checked tunic up over her wide hips. Sam watched rolling masses of olive flesh unfold like farmland seen from an airplane, bordered by black nylon, no bone or straight angle in sight. He came over to her like a sleepwalker, laid his hands on her hips, and guided by hers freed her flesh from its rosetted confines, unhooking brassière and garters. And Mattie, spreading herself out on the daybed, helped him do to her what he was quite certain many others had done before, meeting his demure entrance with an enthusiasm for which he was altogether unprepared.

It wasn’t till he got home that he started wondering why they had a daybed in the back of a department store, and if it hadn’t been he who looked in the window that night, would it have been Frank Olszewski or Bobby Garvey? But by then it was too late. He never figured out what she saw in him. A pushover. She told him she liked his sense of humor, that he made her laugh. You got class, she said, and this was puzzling and ludicrous since this “class” of his mainly expressed itself to her in ineptitudes—his ability to get drunk on three beers, his inability to keep track of how
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