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One ought not to have to care

So much as you and I

Care when the birds come round the house

To seem to say good-by;

 


Or care so much when they come back

With whatever it is they sing;

The truth being we are as much

Too glad for the one thing

 


As we are too sad for the other here—

With birds that fill their breasts

But with each other and themselves

And their built or driven nests.

 


from “The Hill Wife” by Robert Frost

 


 



 


Driven Nests

Book One


Part I

 


The phone rang from the kitchen with a muted
jangle as Barton Cosgrove, the highly regarded middle-aged novelist
and professor at Avery College, enjoyed dinner with Zachary
Sandstrom, his friend and writing student and a senior at Avery, at
the off-campus bungalow of Garrett and Owen, two friends from
school. Barton and Zach had returned to Shefford, North Carolina
the night before after two glorious weeks in Israel, including
Christmas Eve in Bethlehem early in the trip. They both found
themselves still caught in the mesmerizing trance of that full and
fulfilling trip, that surreal fog enhanced by jetlag and the shock
of returning to sleepy Shefford locked down in mid-winter chill and
inter-term deserted dormancy, from the bustling and cosmopolitan
and history-drenched realm of twentieth-century Palestine.

Garrett’s last-minute invitation to join them
for a light and informal dinner seemed the perfect way to ease back
into their real world—the world of grocery shopping and laundry and
reading lists and reviews to write—from their recent escape to
touch the live rock that cradled the resurrection, share thick
sweet tea in tiny cups with faces old and craggy enough to be
Abraham or at least his son or grandson. They regaled Garrett and
Owen with tales from their adventure while simultaneously reclining
in the comfort and companionship each offered the other, a seamless
multi-tiered bond that had been affirmed and sanded to a smooth and
beautiful patina over the course of their trip into the heart of
western religion. The real world would return soon enough, or they
to it (had it ever stopped, or only their awareness of it?). What
harm lay in perpetuating their escape a few hours longer?

Garrett rose and slipped off into the shadows
beyond the candlelit table to answer the phone. His movement
coincided with a pause in the conversation; and the other three sat
in a bubble of relaxed silence, feeling no need to speak or eat or
drink despite the tasty fare on their plates and fine wine in their
glasses. Owen looked across at the other two and smiled broadly,
simultaneously rejoicing in their easy attachment and envious of
it.

Garrett pushed open the double-hinged door to
the kitchen. “Barton, there’s been a break-in at your house.”

There was just a second’s pause as Barton
struggled to get a handle on the words, then he bolted out of his
chair and raced off to the kitchen to take the call.

Turns out the call was from Jensen Wright,
the Departmental Chair and a close friend of Barton’s. He was last
on the list of people for the dispatcher to call in the event the
alarm was tripped and the dialer put through an automated recording
directly to the Sheriff’s Department (in the days before paid
monitoring services handled such alarm signals). Unable to reach
Barton at his campus office or Zach at his off-campus apartment or
Barton’s brother in Winston-Salem or Larry, Zach and Barton’s
friend who had watched Barton’s house while they were away, the
dispatcher finally reached Jensen who tried Garrett on a fortunate
guess as to where Barton might be on the evening of his first day
back.

“The dispatcher said deputies are already on
the scene,” Jensen repeated.

“And?” Barton asked, his one-word question
drenched in dread and welling fear.

“The back door ‘has been compromised’.”
Jensen chuckled at the curious, poetic phrase.

Barton sighed and hung the handset on its
wall hook, forgetting to thank Jensen for his diligence in tracking
him down or even to say good-bye. The real world had returned with
a vengeance, broadsided him.

Zach gladly accepted the keys and guided
Barton’s new Japanese sedan through the intricate and sometimes
confusing series of turns and one-way streets in this old and dark
residential neighborhood before finding his way to a short section
of highway then onto the rural two-lanes that led to Barton’s house
in the countryside a few miles beyond town. The ten-minute drive in
silence—what was there to say except “Oh, shit!” and that a rather
useless vulgarity—seemed to take forever despite exceeding the
speed limit the whole way. Barton’s voice, indeed his whole being,
was being crushed by an involuntary return of the numbing anxieties
that had left him in deep despair following a series of “home
invasions” (the latest law-enforcement jargon) a few years ago, the
last of which included a shootout with police and a face to face
encounter with the thieves while testifying at their trial.

Zach was in the midst of a related
visceral reaction of his own, though prompted by a different
emotion. He’d been thrown into the heart of Barton’s life on the
day of that last break-in, had helped him through that trauma with
both emotional support and the practical services—for nominal
wages—of clearing the brush hiding his house from the road and
watching over the property while Barton was out of town, as he
often was for professional and personal travel. In the process of
offering those services and that care, and with that care
reciprocated by Barton’s patient attentions to Zach’s many
young-adult turbulences and troubles, they’d become each the
other’s best friend, and were near daily companions and confidants.
A few months after the last break-in, Zach had made a simple if
reckless vow to Barton in the form of a prose poem, the last line
stating I will protect you the rest of my
days. Zach had fulfilled that goal these last eighteen
months. Tonight, apparently, his promise had been
challenged.

By the time they reached the gravel drive
curling up to the house, a half-dozen sheriff’s vehicles blocked
the way to the carport. Last in that line was a pick-up truck with
two dog cages in the bed, the cage doors hanging open in the
headlights’ glare, their four-legged cargo turned loose on the
night. Zach pulled over onto the leaves he’d piled at the drive’s
edge last fall and cut the lights and the engine.

In that new dark and stillness interrupted by
the intermittent baying of a bloodhound in the middle distance,
Barton turned to Zach across the front seat and they somehow found
each other’s eyes out of the inky darkness. “You’ll stay with
me?”

Zach nodded then realized his gesture might
be invisible in the dark and added, “Of course. Long as it
takes.”

“Thank you,” Barton said in a grim whisper.
“I don’t think I can make it alone.”

Zach felt a sudden sadness for his teacher
and friend. Though besieged by near constant fears and longings,
Barton rarely admitted his weakness. Zach was one of the few people
to ever hear such an admission, or understand the sheer force of
will it took to contain those demons.

Barton opened the door on the cold night and
sloshed through the piled leaves to the drive, and across the drive
to the pine-straw path leading to the front door. Zach jumped out
and followed close behind.

The solid wood front door was still locked,
its double-cylinder deadbolt secure and undamaged. Barton unlocked
it with his key and stepped into the empty foyer. Though the
alarm’s siren was silent (it was programmed to shut off after ten
minutes of ear-splitting howl), the control panel hidden in the
locked coat closet sounded its pulsing warning beep of a sensor
breach. Barton unlocked the closet and disarmed the alarm
system.

In the new quiet they could hear low voices
originating from the living room to the left beyond the foyer.
Barton turned to Zach with plain dread weighing down his handsome
features. Most days his youthful vitality and enthusiasm made him
look a decade younger than his forty-seven years. Just then, he
looked a decade older—his skin ashen, his jowls slack.

Zach tried to twist his twenty-four year old
features into an expression meant to be reassuring. Failing that,
he’d trust his tall frame and unflappable manner to carry them both
through whatever lay around the corner. He nodded toward the hall
to the living room but wouldn’t take the lead. This was Barton’s
house, after all, however familiar and attached he was to it.

Barton shivered once the length of his body,
like a slick-coated dog shaking off a dusting of snow, then strode
quickly down the short hall and into the living room.

The normally beautiful room—its walls covered
with artwork, its shelves with first editions, its tables with an
eclectic array of precious trinkets: the whole cathedral-ceilinged
space a carefully arranged reflection of Barton’s interests and
ethic—was a mess. Tiny shards of tempered glass glittered on the
dark carpet, the remains of the full-lite door out onto the back
patio. That door’s fir frame was still securely locked in its jamb,
the reinforced deadbolt holding tight. But the glass was strewn
across the room and the metal blinds that had been drawn over that
door were a twisted wreck dangling to one side across a chair in
front of the window. A large and scarred oak log—firewood Zach had
cut and stored outside for the woodstove insert Barton had just had
installed in the downstairs fireplace—lay on the carpet at the foot
of the shattered door. Barton’s cherished first editions were
strewn across the floor, the heart-pine bookshelves overturned. At
the far end of the large room, a scrawny uniformed deputy and
broad-shouldered plain-clothes detective with a badge dangling from
his coat pocket looked up from the stereo cabinet where some of the
shelves were yawning dark holes.

Barton walked across to the policemen, trying
to avoid the innumerable bits of glass and flinching every time his
shoe crunched down on one. “I’m Barton Cosgrove,” he said as he
approached and extended his hand. “The owner of this—well,
disaster!” he said with an unsuccessful attempt at a chuckle.

The detective shook his hand. “J. D. Henry,
Mr. Cosgrove. We met on the last one.”

“I remember, J. D. Your uncle recovered from
that tractor accident?”

The detective laughed. “Told him not to pop
wheelies on that thing! He’s got him a little limp but nothing to
keep him from coon hunting and beer drinking.”

“Hopefully in that order.”

“If it ain’t, I won’t tell.”

Barton laughed. “Give him my best.”

“I sure will.”

Barton looked past the men to the stereo
cabinet. The receiver and the tape-player were on the floor, their
cords and cables still running up into the cabinet. The turntable
was askew atop the cabinet, its smoke-tinted plastic cover cracked.
Barton shook his head at the awful sight but managed to ask, “Is it
all here?”

J. D. said, “You tell us.”

Barton slid between the two men and opened
the doors to the reel-to-reel tape player, then checked his album
and tape collection in the adjacent cabinet. “On first glance, I’d
say yes—a little worse for wear, but all the parts present.”

The burly detective nodded. “We figure
he—seems to have been a lone perpetrator—was just starting to
collect the loot when the alarm went off. Soon as that siren
sounded, he took what he could carry and high-tailed it back out
the door and through the woods. Hounds trailing him now, out toward
Mount Zion,” he said, referring to the two-lane paved road about a
mile to the south through thick woods. “Thank God for your alarm,
Mr. Cosgrove.”

Barton looked around the jumbled room. “I’ll
try to remember that.”

“Better than coming home to find your house
cleaned out.”

“I suppose,” he said but was thinking
returning to a house stripped to the walls might feel less
traumatic than the chaos he observed here, the savagery and
violence it intimated to his always over-active imagination. How
could he possibly live here with this brutal intrusion burnt into
his mind?

“You want to do a quick check of the place?”
the detective asked.

Barton looked up nervously. “You’re sure the
house is clear?”

“We’ve checked it twice. You’re secure.”

Barton looked to the shattered door’s yawning
black hole on the night.

“Except the door, of course,” J. D. said.

Zach, who’d been standing at the far end of
the living room this whole time, said, “I’ve got a sheet of plywood
in the carport. I can screw it to the doorframe to keep the heat in
and the animals out.”

“Two-legged or four?” J. D. asked.

“Both, I hope,” Zach said.

Barton quickly introduced Zach to the
policemen then did a tour of the house. He could’ve inventoried it
blindfolded (he was that meticulous and observant—and lived alone,
after all: nobody else to move something once it was set down), so
this check didn’t take long. He returned after about five minutes
to the kitchen—no glass shards to worry about—where J. D. was
waiting alone. The uniformed deputy had gone to check on the
tracking team (or maybe catch a few winks of sleep in his patrol
car) and Zach was out under the carport cutting the sheet of
plywood to fit the door.

“All the Christmas gifts to my family, which
were wrapped and sitting on my bed, are gone, as well as my 35 mm
camera and a single dirty pillowcase from the hamper.”

J. D. laughed. “You inventory your dirty
pillowcases?”

Barton managed to return the big man’s smile.
“I stripped it off the guest bed this morning, left from my house
sitter’s stay.”

“House sitter?” The detective’s investigative
antennae almost seemed to sprout from his thinning salt-and-pepper
hair.

Barton nodded. “A friend kept an eye on the
place while Zach and I were overseas for the holidays. Got back
last night—that’s why my gifts were still waiting to be
distributed. Lots of beautiful pieces from Israel.” He felt the
weight of loss, held at bay these last fifteen minutes, again begin
to descend on him.

“You trust this house sitter?”

“Yes, sir,” he said firmly in a proactive
response to head off this line of questioning.

“And all the friends he might’ve had over
here?”

Barton fixed the detective with a cool stare.
“J. D., if I didn’t trust this friend I just left in charge of all
my property and possessions for two weeks, that would be my
problem, wouldn’t it?”

“Unless you passed it off to us, Mr.
Cosgrove.”

“I’ll keep it for now, but thank you.”

J. D. nodded. “So only the presents and the
camera and a dirty pillowcase?”

“Far as I can tell.”

“No other damage?”

“None that I could detect. I’ll check again
in the daylight.”

“And make a detailed list of the stolen
property. I’ll come by tomorrow afternoon to pick it up, if you’ll
be around.”

“Be here all day,” Barton said.

“Hunkering down,” J. D. said.

“Guess that’s what they call it.”

“Good luck,” J. D. said as he shook Barton’s
hand before exiting out the intact front door.

By then Zach had installed the plywood panel
on the doorframe, returned the oak log to the woodpile outside,
removed the damaged blinds from the door, and was starting to sweep
up the bits of glass before breaking out the vacuum cleaner. He
looked up as Barton stood in the hallway, beyond the ring of
shattered glass.

“Already looking more civilized,” Barton said
with a weak attempt at a grin.

Zach nodded. “Looks worse than it is. I think
we might be able to reuse the doorframe, just replace the
glass.”

“Only if it’s still secure,” Barton advised.
His first instinct was to tear out and discard everything that had
the touch of violence attached to it. Then he realized that at that
rate, the whole house might have to come down.

Zach understood Barton’s knee-jerk reaction
to try to rid the place of all evidence of his vulnerability. He
knew he’d being doing battle with that response for days, maybe
longer. “I’ll look it over carefully tomorrow. We won’t keep it
unless it’s in perfect order.”

Barton nodded wearily. “Do you mind if I call
Garrett and Jensen and my brother?”

“Go ahead. I’ll have the worst of this
cleaned up in no time.”

Barton thought—if only it were that simple—but said, “Can you
stay here tonight?”

“Sure,” Zach said without hesitation. He’d
made that decision on the ride out. “Got a gun?” Zach already knew
the answer to this attempt at a joke—Barton’s revolver had been
stolen in the previous break-in and never returned by the police,
but he did have a .22-caliber squirrel rifle in the upstairs hall
closet.

“Don’t need one,” Barton said, rising to take
the bait of the joke. “I have you.”

Zach laughed. “To protect you or toss to the
besieging hoards?”

“Your choice.” He went to the study to make
his calls.

Zach resumed sweeping up the glass
shards.

 


“And so, as kinsmen, met a
night—we talked between the rooms,” Barton quoted
Emily Dickinson in low voice to the dark air above his bed twenty
minutes after they’d retired and turned out the lights.

“Until the moss had reached
our lips,” Zach continued, with hardly any pause, in
appropriately somber voice from the guestroom beyond the dividing
wall. “And covered up our
names.”

In the ensuing silence, there was an audible
sigh in the night. But was it Barton’s or the house’s or maybe Miss
Dickinson’s grading of their recitation? Zach smiled at the
thought.

“I had a whole roll of pictures in the
camera,” Barton said. “Everything from Israel.”

“I’ve got mine,” Zach said. He made a mental
note to get them out of his camera tomorrow and take them to the
developer. “I’ll have a set made for you.” This last went without
saying, but he hoped speaking the promise might help assuage
Barton’s loss.

“And all the gifts for Tony and the girls—of
no value to anyone except me and them.”

Zach knew there was no rationalizing or
defusing of the damage that had been done, a wreck only magnified
by the hour. Still, he tried. “We can go shopping tomorrow—find
replacements for what was lost.”

“Have to stay here all day—make a list of
what was stolen, call the insurance adjuster, meet the
detective.”

Zach made a unilateral decision to abandon
this line of conversation as worse than useless. He hoped that
silence would lead to sleep, and sleep would lead to morning, and
morning to the fighting chance at hope—or at least a stalemate with
despair—in the fresh light of a new day.

Silence did indeed ensue; but sleep didn’t
follow, at least not in the near-term. What rose in the minds of
both men and formed a kind of palpable presence in the grainy dark
air of the rooms, the house, was the simple understanding that the
only path to ground for the sparking static of fear and anxiety in
Barton’s soul was for Zach to rise from his wide and firm bed in
the guestroom, pad silently across the carpet out his open doorway
and into Barton’s bedroom; and still without a word peel back the
covers to Barton’s bed and lay his tall body full-length against
Barton’s. Then his tormented friend and teacher and mentor and
father and brother and son would finally rest in peace and comfort
and security, at least for a little while.

But both men also understood that such
an action would unlock its own set of sparking anxieties and
tensions, ones vastly different from and perhaps more lethal than
those already loose in the dark house. At that moment, Barton
would’ve been glad to take that chance, had been taking it with
other heterosexual men all his adult life. He knew the risks, knew
the exquisite pain of the inevitable abandonment, but was powerless
to resist the irrepressible urge, an urge all the more insistent
this night for the dark terror descending on him. Come on,
Zach; come on!

Zach held in place in his lonely bed—he
couldn’t say why. He was no longer avowed to Allison. Their divorce
had been finalized a month before. He’d never been avowed to Becca,
though his heart clung to her in permanent devotion despite the end
to their physical relationship eight months earlier. His few casual
relationships in the period since had soothed his body but done
nothing for his soul. And though he was unwavering in his
heterosexuality and heir to a fierce prejudice against homosexuals,
he’d long since untangled that bias through his love for
Barton.

Yet stayed in place that night—despite
Barton’s silent howl, despite the conspiring of the night, the day,
the trip, their lives these last two years, stayed in place as he
had those fourteen nights in the King David Hotel, their beds
separated by less than an arm’s reach. Stayed in place in shared
rooms in hotels and motels and houses up and down the east coast,
in venues far and wide.

Stayed in place, till the moss had reached
their lips and covered up their names.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Several days later, with the house thoroughly
cleaned by Barton’s steadfast and redoubtable housekeeper Dottie
and everything put back in its place (the door was indeed reusable,
its glass replaced the next day; the stereo equipment all intact
and functioning, returned to their proper shelves—only the door’s
missing blinds, measured and ordered by the local tradesman but
with a two-week delivery time, recalled the chaos of the break-in)
Barton invited Garrett and Owen over for dinner in an effort to
complete the exchange that’d been so harshly interrupted. It was a
Saturday evening and classes had not resumed, so everyone—the whole
town, it seemed—was still in a post-holiday torpor, waiting for the
students to return and life to resume.

Zach and Barton had planned the
meal—cassoulet, a tossed salad with home-made vinaigrette,
sourdough rolls, crème caramel—and Zach had bought the ingredients
the day before and spent most of that afternoon preparing them in
Barton’s well-stocked kitchen. With Zach watching the house, Barton
finally ventured out to pick up the mail from his campus box, shop
for replacement gifts for his two nieces (he’d give his brother and
sister-in-law a generous check, too chastened and heartbroken to
try to find a substitute for the delicate gold-plated filigree
sculpture of a jewel-bedecked elephant he’d bought for them in
Jerusalem’s Arab suk) and pick up the wine for the meal.

With Barton gone and the house otherwise
empty, Zach cooked away in blissful oblivion—the double-hung
windows to either side of the sink’s picture window cracked to let
in a wisp of the cool clear day, the stereo’s receiver tuned to a
local rock station and turned up loud (he’d reset the receiver to
the public-radio station and turn down the amp’s volume before
Barton returned), the onions and lamb chunks browning in the fry
pan, the white beans simmering in their pot with three bay leaves
and a sprig of thyme he’d snipped from the plant on the living
room’s window sill (undamaged despite its proximity to the
shattered door). Zach loved to cook—if by himself in the kitchen
and if preparing hearty rib-sticking meals for others (he hated to
cook for himself, would just as soon open a can of soup or boil a
hotdog; and couldn’t stand bumping into another—in the kitchen or
anywhere else for that matter—with his lanky frame).

His joy this day ran deeper than dinner
preparations. For one thing he loved this house and the rural
setting that surrounded it, in resplendent sunlit display just now
beyond the window—the broad pond (edged with ice from last night’s
moonlit hard freeze) off to the right; the deep gully between here
and the road with its lofty oaks and hickories clicking in the
breeze, a narrow creek winding its way west then south; the huge
beech trees (their nubbled gray bark “like massive elephant’s legs”
Barton said) bordering the drive and the turn circle beyond the
carport.

But more than the house and its
surroundings, he loved the house’s owner. And now, for the first
time since the previous break-in, he saw clearly a purpose for his
life, a calling to match his sizable ambition—he needed to watch
over Barton and all that Barton cared for and about, to
protect you the rest of my days.
He’d never forgotten that promise made a year and a half before,
had lived it to the best of his ability under the prevailing
circumstances. But those circumstances had included a jumble of
flourishing then failed affairs in both his life and Barton’s, and
the associate redefining of what “protection” might mean for them
both. After these last several weeks—the glorious and gratifying
time in Israel followed by the break-in—a new-old vision of his
future had emerged, as clear as the winter afternoon laid out
beyond those windows: take care of the one
that needs you most and is asking. Zach, never one to
ignore a duty or calling, stood ready to rise to that challenge,
whatever it might require.

At the moment it required these
meticulous dinner preparations. He’d combined the white beans,
parboiled to when their skins curled back if breathed on, with the
lamb and onion and tomato sauce and gently simmered the mixture as
he prepped the burgundy enameled cast-iron casserole by coating it
with a butter and crushed garlic paste. He then poured the bean
mixture into the casserole and topped it with a generous layer of
freshly grated parmesan cheese mixed with fresh bread crumbs. He
was smoothing out this topping with a spatula when a shadow knifed
across the kitchen windows. He looked up just in time to see a
great blue heron sailing through the bare trees in a steep glide
toward the far end of the pond. The bird disappeared behind a clump
of cedars when it was still a few feet off the water’s mirror
surface, sparing him witness to what would surely be a clumsy
landing. Zach smiled and took the sighting as a portentous omen.
Barton had written a lengthy poem about a heron some years ago and
each year awaited the bird’s (the same one, he’d convinced himself)
return. This was the first sighting for this year, and Zach felt
both honored and obligated by the sign. He jotted the time on an
index card on the counter, under the heading The Return, then slipped the card into the
pocket of his T-shirt, a reminder to tell Barton.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


The four of them sat in sated silence
following the meal. Garrett and Owen each toyed with their white
demi-cup, sipping the last of the thick black espresso Barton had
made with the electric espresso machine Zach had given him for
Christmas. Zach cradled in his palm a green-glass snifter holding
cognac, and Barton held a similar snifter containing a well-aged
Madeira (another Christmas gift, this from Jensen). The combination
of the rich meal (topped off with the decadent crème caramel) and
the late hour and the peaceful rural setting left them each in a
quiet reverie, a silent honoring of the moment and their
sharing.

Barton broke the spell. “I just don’t know
what to do.”

The others turned to him but none spoke.
There’d been no mention of the break-in the entire evening, save a
passing reference to the dessert they’d missed out on earlier in
the week. Broached now, the others chose to let their host lead
them in this line of conversation.

“I don’t want to leave,” Barton continued
quietly, gazing at the floor. “But I can’t live here like
this—jumping at every sound in the night, scared to come home for
what might be waiting for me. It’s unbearable.”

Garrett nodded. “You’ve been traumatized,
Barton. You’re still in shock.”

“I know that, and I won’t make any rash
decisions. But each time it takes longer to recover, or maybe I’m
just less resilient. I’m afraid soon anxiety and fear will come to
define this space.” He looked up then and glanced around the room,
and in that glance seemed to be both honoring and resenting the mix
of deeply personal objects and artwork that covered the walls and
mantel and tables (even the tables themselves—special finds from
antique shops or handed down from family members—with detailed
histories). “I don’t want to move, but I don’t want to be a
prisoner of fear either.”

Garrett asked, “So what will you do?”

Barton shook his head slowly and offered up a
rueful grin. “You tell me. I could move into town—at least I’d have
neighbors.”

“All bemoaning the latest break-in or act of
vandalism,” Garrett said.

Owen laughed. “On Halloween, they plastered
our house with tomatoes from my garden! I didn’t care so much about
the house, but I was going to use those tomatoes to make a batch of
spaghetti sauce!”

“The sauce ended up on our siding,” Garrett
said, still missing the gastronomical treat of Owen’s delicately
seasoned sauce made with home-grown tomatoes.

“I suppose there’s no place safe,” Barton
said. “But at least there’d be security in numbers. I’ve only got
the hawks and the heron to talk to, and they’re not talking
back.”

“In your poem they are,” Owen laughed.

Barton laughed. “Copy speech,” he said.

Zach recognized the Frost allusion. “I saw
the heron today.”

“You did?” Barton said with a touch of
surprise. He’d worried he’d missed the old bird while they were in
Israel.

Zach nodded. “Flew past on his way to the
pond, while I was cooking this afternoon.”

A smile spread across Barton’s face, first
relaxed glimpse since the break-in.

Garrett said, “You can’t leave the heron,
Barton.”

“You need a guest house,” Owen said. “Then
Garrett and I will come keep you company.”

“Or Zach,” Garrett said.

Everybody turned to Zach. He still had a
semester left at Avery; but beyond that, his plans were unclear.
Divorced from his wife and cleared of another passionate
affair—well, not cleared exactly, least not in his heart, but no
longer actively engaged—he had no plans for beyond his graduation.
He’d checked into Rhodes and Marshall and Fulbright scholarships,
possibly to follow in Barton’s decades-past footsteps with graduate
study in England or Europe. But he was a few months too old for
some of those grants, had been married (at that time) and excluded
from others; and besides he wasn’t really interested in continuing
his education, at least not immediately. So what he’d do after May,
and where he’d do it, remained a very large mystery.

The last five years, he’d lived in numerous
places—Shefford, Boston, Wyoming, Dover—and visited many
others—Israel, Rome, Virginia, New York. Throughout these travels
he’d been unconsciously seeking a home, a locus of familiar faces
and streets and houses and countryside where he would feel both at
ease and welcomed—in short, a home to replace the farm in Dover,
where the roads and countryside were as familiar as his hand and
welcoming in their way but the watching eyes of family and
generations of history and tradition had seemed oppressive. He’d
shrugged off that weight in a single act of defiance and escape—his
marriage to Allison—without ever contemplating the cost of the act.
In so many ways, the turmoil of his recent years could be tied
directly to this loss of home and failure to find a suitable
replacement—not in Wyoming or Boston, not in Allison or Becca. He’d
begun to wonder if he’d ever find such a substitute, and feared the
price to his life if he didn’t.

So when he looked up at Owen then Garrett and
finally Barton and said “I have no idea what I’ll be doing after
graduation,” the casual response hid a far more desperate and
determined search.

Barton understood Zach’s dilemma; knowing
that, he knew not to push. “Guest house?” he said. “I hadn’t
considered that.”

“Call it a rental house,” Garrett suggested.
“Then you can take it as a tax write-off.”

“Rental house, then. I’ll have to think about
it.”

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Zach met Allison at her duplex late the next
afternoon—a clear brisk day, continuing the cold snap. He drove her
Honda through ten miles or so of country woods and farm fields to
Axton, the sleepy (all the more so on this January Sunday) county
seat, in early dusk to eat dinner at the Cornwallis Tavern, an inn
and restaurant in a building dating to the colonial period (and
looking the part, with its chipped paint, leaning columns and
swagged floors). The owner, Edward Hollins, greeted them warmly,
all the more so for the quiet evening and near-empty dining room,
and sat them in their favorite corner away from the main aisle and
beside the long dormant stone fireplace.

Once they were seated and Edward
shuffled away following one of his signature lame jokes—“Hunter
came to a sign by the road that read BEAR
LEFT, so he turned around and went home”—Zach leaned
back into the hard wooden chair, folded his arms easily in front of
him, and stared with unabashed serenity at his ex-wife. It’d been
nearly five years since they were married, fifteen months since
they separated, and just over a month since their divorce became
official. And never in all that time had he felt free to look at
Allison as he looked at her now—with love and trust unencumbered by
fear or doubt or resentment. With the commotion of the break-in and
all the added time he’d been spending at Barton’s, this was the
first chance he’d had to see her since before Israel, before
Christmas. And he couldn’t help but wonder at this sudden flush of
warmth he felt toward this girl—woman now—he’d known in almost
every way you could know someone over ten years.

—Yet maybe never known her as he saw her now:
a person standing on her own, no need of his approval or
affirmation, no need of him at all but choosing to be with him,
across this spindly table in this ancient inn, the two of them
fresh-born in this fresh-born year. He suddenly thought her the
most beautiful person on earth—her pleasant long face and even
features, her fair skin setting off her dark brown shoulder-length
hair and still darker eyes, her long neck and fine hands and
delicate fingers with no ring. He wondered how he’d missed her
beauty all these years. He should’ve been ashamed but somehow felt
quite the opposite—justly rewarded. But for what?

She set her menu aside, already knew she’d be
ordering ham with raisin sauce and iced tea and the sides all
served family-style, and glanced up at Zach. “Why so happy?” she
asked, returning his beatific smile with a tentative grin of her
own and a slight tilt of her head.

“Dazzled by my date.”

She laughed. “What happened to you over there
in Israel?”

He shrugged but kept his eyes on hers, his
smile never faltering. “Nothing that I know of.”

“So when did I become dazzling?”

He thought about that. “Always?”

She frowned and looked away. “Somebody forgot
to tell me.”

This just reproof didn’t faze Zach. He’d long
since accepted full blame for all their mistakes and pain. Instead,
her comment only reinforced his sense of a new start. “Maybe
something did happen in Israel—a break with the past.”

“Like the new year.”

Zach nodded. “For us anyway.”

“I still work in the bursar’s office; you
still go to school.”

He let his glow dim a few shades, at least
the outward version. He’d not force his intuitive vision on Allison
any more than he already had. He’d forced so much on her over the
years and it had all ended badly for them both—worse for her.
Wherever they were headed in this new year, their new relationship,
he’d have to constantly remind himself to let her lead, or at least
keep pace. He didn’t want to screw her life up again; he didn’t
want that responsibility or burden. He doubted she’d let him, but
he wasn’t going to find out. “Same people, then,” he agreed. “But
there’s nothing wrong with new chances, is there?”

She thought about that, then said finally,
“How new? How big the chance?”

He grinned broadly. He really liked this
Allison. “Just a little new. Just a weeny chance.” He held his
thumb and index finger about a quarter-inch apart.

“That’ll be a first for you.”

This stung him a little more, for its
uncanny accuracy. He took a long slow breath then gave it back as a
silent sigh. All the turmoil of their five years of marriage, their
nine years together, had appeared to fall heaviest on Allison. Yet
here he was as at the beginning—adrift, asking to tie up to her
mooring. And she could say No, just might, probably should. “We all can
grow up,” he said.

“So we hope.”

“I don’t want to grow up,” said a voice from
above. It was Andrea, the one of the twin waitresses that wore
glasses (the other, Dorea, wore contacts to make it easier on
customers). She’d snuck up on them, which was surprising in the
near empty room.

“You’ve been watching
Peter Pan,” Zach said.

“Favorite movie,” Andrea said as she pulled
her pad out of her frilly apron over her full colonial skirt. “I
always play Wendy.”

“And Dorea?”

“Cap’n Hook, of course,” she laughed.

Zach nodded. “Should’ve known.”

“What would y’all like?”

Allison ordered her ham and tea, Zach country
ham and tea, all served family style. Andrea stood there grinning
but not writing anything on her pad. When they finished ordering,
she said, “Should’ve known,” and turned the pad over for them to
see their orders, written down before she’d come out.

“Some things don’t ever change,” Zach said
sheepishly.

“Or ever should,” Allison added as Andrea
turned and headed back to the kitchen.

 


Later that evening, as they sat together on
Allison’s used gray couch watching a crime drama on her small T.V.
with rabbit-ear antenna, feeling sated by the heavy meal and
something more, Zach swung his legs toward the empty end of the
couch and leaned his head back against Allison’s shoulder. She made
no move, either to enhance the contact or slide out from under it.
They sat like that—together, unmoving—for the longest time, till
the crime show ended and the late news came on.

During an ad for the news, Allison said
quietly, “Zach, I’m scared.”

Clearly Zach wasn’t. He’d fallen asleep, his
head pillowed by her chest.

She sighed. She’d let him sleep till the news
ended, then wake him and shoo him on back to his apartment that had
once been theirs.
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