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Epigraph

God have mercy on the man

Who doubts what he’s sure of

—BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN
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Prologue

On the seventh day, the boy broke the window.

It had been sealed shut by a coat of paint applied years earlier, and after several futile attempts to open it, he picked up the nearest dining room chair and heaved it against the glass.

Even though it happened during the quiet of a Saturday afternoon in May, no one appeared to have heard. No heads stuck out from their own window to examine the source of the shattering, no feet hurried to the apartment where the boy had stayed alone for seven days.

It was a miracle, really, that he had survived. Outside, the worst heat wave in a decade was raging, and when the police got there, they reported indoor temperatures of ninety-five degrees. The electricity had been cut off four days earlier. If there had been food in the refrigerator, it surely would have turned moldy. As it was, he had finished eating whatever little was in the fridge—a few slices of pizza and two hot dogs. The rest of the time he had survived on bags of potato chips, crackers, and candy bars.

Still, he had not sought help. Nobody could understand why not. When the police asked if he hadn’t wondered whether his mother was dead, struck by a car, maybe, or worse, he had simply stared back at them with those big amber eyes. The officer suspected that this was not the first time he had been left alone while his mother went scouring for drugs, but the boy was noncommittal. “She told me she’d be back” was all he said. And so he had waited.

Waited. In the tiny one-bedroom apartment that had no air-conditioning and only one ceiling fan that could not operate with the power off. Waited in the apartment with the dead fridge and food running out and no television to watch.

Even when he smashed the window of the first-floor apartment and tumbled out onto the tiny patch of lawn outside, what greeted him was the indifferent world. No middle-aged woman walked over to see what the commotion was. No elderly neighbor appeared curious about the shards of glass sprinkled on the grass and the cement walkway. The young punks hanging around the housing project didn’t look up from their self-absorbed jousting to see the young boy dripping blood from where the broken window had sliced his left leg.

In the end, it was the blood that saved him. The cop in the cruiser who patrolled the Roosevelt projects was used to spilled blood in this neighborhood. But even from a distance, he could see how fragile and vulnerable the young boy looked. And yet he was walking, walking away from the desolate brick buildings, as if searching for something, dragging his left leg along. Something about the boy’s posture, frail but resolute, made the officer leave the air-conditioned comfort of his cruiser and step out into the blistering heat. “You okay, sonny?” he asked, but he knew the answer even before he finished the question.

It all happened quickly after that. The call for the ambulance. The call to Children’s Services. A short hunt for the mother. Turned out she was in a crack house less than three blocks away. When they found her, she was passed out and half-naked, semen caked on her thighs. A pipe lay on her chest. They arrested the other two women and four guys in the house and confiscated multiple drug paraphernalia, along with two thousand dollars’ worth of crack cocaine.

When she came to, she asked repeatedly for her baby boy. Swore that she’d intended to go out only for a hit and return home straight away, but Victor, her drug dealer, had raped her and kept her doped up. She’d locked the apartment door from the outside because the housing project wasn’t a safe place for a young boy to be alone. Hell, she did that even if she went to the food pantry. All the mothers did this to keep their babies safe, ask any of her neighbors. The cops ignored her mewing. There was nothing here that they hadn’t heard or seen before. It was 1991. There was a crack epidemic raging across the country. A few towns over, the rich white kids were snorting cocaine. But here, in the inner city, it was a goddamn jungle. Filled with animals like this disheveled, wild-eyed woman who had left her son to bake in a locked apartment in the middle of a heat wave.

If they had their way, if they had any goddamn power, which they didn’t, of course, they’d lock up the bitch forever. Make sure she never got to hurt that poor kid again. But as it was, they knew she’d walk free in a couple of months. And so they shook their heads and drank their beer and shot some pool until they could forget about her, her and her ilk, people who seemed to exist only to make their goddamn jobs even goddamn harder.





Book One

June 1991





Chapter One

The room where he was to meet the boy was painted a cheery blue, its walls covered with posters promoting the county’s foster care program, but David Coleman barely noticed any of it as he walked in, escorted by the social worker. He was too nervous. The two men made their way to the maroon couch, and David eased his lanky frame onto it. They made small talk for a few seconds, and then the social worker looked at his watch and stated the obvious: The boy was late.

The older man nodded. His right hand fluttered for a moment and automatically made its way to his front pocket, where he typically kept his pack of cigarettes, but then he remembered. He had quit smoking three months ago, a promise to Delores on their wedding anniversary.

Delores. It seemed wrong that she was not beside him now. She’d had a terrible migraine the previous day, but still, he’d been shocked when she’d begged off this morning. Becoming foster parents in their mid-forties hadn’t particularly been her idea, but he was here today in large part in an attempt to wipe out the sadness that had taken root in her eyes for the last five years—ever since . . .

Ever since The Calamity. He’d be embarrassed to say those words out loud, but that was how David thought about it, what had happened to them that night five summers ago. He knew that bringing another child into their home could never change what had occurred, that in the pristine, close-knit community where they lived, they would always be the Colemans, the cursed couple who had suffered the unthinkable. But still. Even if all he could do was turn the sorrow that had taken root in Delores’s eyes into a smudge, something faint, rather than a live, burning thing, it would be worth it.

And could there be a more deserving case than the boy he was scheduled to meet, the boy who was running late? Neglected, abandoned, the son of a junkie, a woman whose case was being heard by his colleague, Superior Court Judge Robert Campbell. Quite a coincidence, really, that this was the boy they were offering him. Not that he’d needed to hear about the boy’s situation from Bob. It had been in the newspapers, how the poor kid had fended for himself for seven miserable days until he finally broke out. That was a month and a half ago, around the time David and Delores had completed their training to become foster parents. In fact, one of their workshops had been on how to take care of a black child. David had felt mildly uncomfortable as the speaker gave them pointers on how to groom black hair and how to understand black English. And really, what would’ve been the odds of them landing a black foster kid, given the racial makeup of their county? But they’d sat through it, and now David was thankful, although he hoped Delores remembered the section on black hair better than he did.

The social worker was talking, and David forced himself to listen. The young man—his name was Ernest, and David thought he’d never met a man so perfectly suited to his name—was asking whether David had any last-minute questions about Anton.

“I don’t think so,” David replied. “I think we’re okay.”

“Yes, well. It’s just that . . . I don’t want you to think . . .” Ernest looked at David for a minute and continued, “He’s a really good kid. You’ll see. I mean, it’s too bad it didn’t work out with his current foster parents. It’s not his fault, really. We never should’ve placed him with a family with five kids. After what he’s been through, he needs extra attention. And the Brents just couldn’t . . .”

David smiled. “Are you this strong an advocate for all your clients?”

Ernest looked pained. “Well. Yes. I mean, I try.” His face brightened. “But Anton is special. You’ll see.” There was a short silence and then Ernest said, “They should’ve been here by now. Mr. Brent was to have dropped him off half an hour ago. I’ll go see what’s taking so long.”

“Okay.” David smiled again. “But they’re not really that late, you know. I don’t mind waiting.”

He watched as Ernest walked to the door, reached for the knob, and then looked back. “Judge Coleman?” the younger man said. “I . . . I just want to say . . . I’m a huge fan. I think you’ve done a fine job on the bench. And I’m awfully glad you’re taking in Anton.” Inexplicably, Ernest blushed. “That is, I think you’ll hit it off. I mean, it’s a good match. So many of these kids . . .”

“Thank you.” But inwardly, David felt weary. Just once, especially on an occasion as fraught as this one, he would like to be anonymous, just Joe Schmo the electrician, say, looking to foster a kid. Anyone but Judge David Coleman, whose father had been a U.S. senator for almost twenty-five years, whose grandfather had been a much decorated admiral in the U.S. Navy. Anyone but the man whose son’s death had made the papers all over this small northeastern state. He shook his head, a gesture so slight as to escape the younger man. David had spent his entire life in the public eye. It was wishful thinking to believe that things would be different now. “Thank you,” he said again. “Appreciate it,” and he nodded in a gesture that was at once humble and dismissive.

Ernest straightened. “Be right back,” he mumbled.

Alone in the blue room, David felt a tightening in his chest that he recognized as nervousness. He should’ve insisted that Delores come with him. In an attempt to tamp his restlessness, he rose to his feet and paced the room. Was something wrong? Could the boy’s current foster family have changed their minds and decided to keep him? From what he had read in the boy’s file, that didn’t seem likely. Or could some relative have come out of the woodwork to claim him? As far as he knew, before Children’s Services had placed Anton with the Brent family, they had contacted his only available kin, a grandmother in Georgia. But the woman, legally blind and of little means, had been unable to take him in. What would that feel like, David wondered, being rejected by your only blood relative after spending seven harrowing days in a dangerously hot apartment while your mother was cavorting with her junkie friends? He stopped his pacing as another thought struck him: What if this abuse was only the tip of the iceberg? What else had this poor child endured? Would the damage be too severe, too lasting, for him and Delores to handle?

And then there was the race thing. The boy had grown up in the Roosevelt projects, and shuddering, David remembered touring them with Pappy, then still a senator. What would Anton think when he saw his new home in Arborville? His new school? David and Delores had been so surprised when they’d offered the boy to them. Yes, there was a dearth of black foster parents, but still. The only dark faces in the tree-lined, affluent town belonged to janitors and the street-cleaning crew. Though wait, there were now two black cops on the Arborville police force, weren’t there?

Delores had balked when David first mentioned the call from the county. “What do we know about raising a black child, David?” she’d protested. He had put up a brave front. “For crying out loud, Dee,” he’d said. “It’s 1991. If the Spelmans can adopt a child from China, why the heck can’t we foster a black kid for a few months? Until they figure out what to do with him?”

David ran his hand through his hair as he recalled how he’d gotten on his soapbox. He’d fed Dee some bullshit line about how it was time to walk the walk, how this was a chance for people like them, to whom so much had been given, to give back. The old noblesse oblige bit. He’d believed everything he’d said, but he had also felt a sense of unreality as he’d said the words. Delores had looked at him dubiously, her lower lip jutting out. But she hadn’t fought back. She rarely did anymore. He suspected she’d given in for his sake, thinking mistakenly that this was something he wanted. But he knew the truth—he was doing this for her. Giving her something she didn’t know she needed. Not that this could take the place of James, obviously. Nothing ever could. But here was the thing: Delores had been a fabulous mother. Fabulous.

David shook his head swiftly, unwilling to let the image of James’s mangled body nestle there. He wouldn’t think of his dead son. Not today. To the best of his ability, he wanted to go into this new venture clean, openhearted, and unburdened by the past. And above all, to do it for the right reasons. This was an opportunity to give a damaged kid a stable home.

He looked around for a phone, but there was none in the room. He would’ve liked to call his wife, to inform her that nothing had happened yet, that he wouldn’t be home for at least another hour or more. She would be anxious to know. She had promised to make dinner for tonight, something simple—salad, baked chicken, and potatoes. Ice cream for dessert. He had felt a twinge of excitement when he’d run to the store for ice cream this morning, and then a twinge of apprehension when he’d realized he had no idea what flavor the boy liked. He’d picked up a pack of the Neapolitan, deciding to hedge his bets.

He heard the door open and spun around to see the boy walk in with the social worker. Ernest had his arm around his young charge, but David was struck by the boy’s tentative posture. David took a few steps toward where the pair stood and, suddenly aware of his great height, stooped from the waist as he stuck his hand out. “Hi there,” he said gently. “You must be Anton. I’m David.”

“Hi.” The voice was weak, barely audible, and David felt a stab of disappointment. But then the boy tilted his head up, and David’s breath caught in his throat. Anton’s skin was golden, almost luminous. His large amber eyes dominated a beautiful, slender face. When those eyes landed on David, he felt—there was no other way to say it—privileged, as if some rare bird had alighted on his shoulder. But he was also acutely aware of the guardedness with which Anton Vesper was looking at him.

“It’s good to meet you.” David smiled. “Finally.”

Anton looked up at Ernest for guidance. The man gave the boy a slight nudge. “Go on,” he said, pointing to the couch. “The two of you can chat for a few minutes. I’ll be back to check on you soon, okay?”

David waited until Ernest had left the room to ease himself down on the couch beside the boy, who stared resolutely ahead, as if hoping David would disappear. David had seen defendants in court who had seemed less upset by his presence. And he’d never had to take one of them home.

“Was there a lot of traffic getting here?” he asked.

The boy shrugged. “Some.”

David nodded, unsure what to say, feeling ungainly and old. Again, he wished Delores was here. She’d know what to say to this boy, how to ease his apprehension.

“You know why I’m here, right?” David said. “You’re . . . I . . . we’re hoping you’ll come live with us for a while. My wife was sorry she . . .”

Anton turned toward him. “I wanna go home,” he said loudly. “To my home. To my mam.”

David had witnessed some version of this impulse for all the years he’d been in the legal profession. People seldom acted in ways you’d expect them to. Wives returned to abusive husbands, husbands forgave their cheating spouses, and children always, always loved their parents, no matter how shitty their behavior.

“I understand,” he said. “Of course you do. But . . . for right now, it’s not possible. So the real question is, do you want to go back with Mr. Brent? Or come home with us, where you’ll have your own bedroom and stuff?” He forced a laugh. “I should tell you, my wife’s a terrific cook.”

He waited for a response, but there was none. Anton simply stared ahead as if, now that he’d stated his intentions, he could withdraw into himself again.

“Anton.” David lightly touched the boy’s shoulder. “Listen. I can imagine how hard this is. And I understand how scary it must feel. But all I’m asking is that you give us a chance, okay? Let’s just—”

“Are you the guy who did it to my mam?”

“What? Did what?”

“Are you the judge who locked Mam away?”

“What? Oh. No. God, no.” The relief that he felt was palpable. And there was no way he was going to admit to his friendship with Bob Campbell, or the fact that he had run into Bob at the club just days after Juanita Vesper first appeared before him, and the older man had vented his disgust at the irresponsible, child-breeding vermin clogging his courtroom day after day. “No, no.” David shook his head. “Uh-uh. That was another judge. Not me.”

Under his hand, he felt Anton’s shoulder relax. “Well, can you let her out?”

David sighed. “Anton. I can’t. It’s not my case, you see.” He gave the boy a sidelong glance and decided to plunge ahead. “Also, your mommy did a bad thing. We need to make sure—”

“She made a mistake. She said she was sorry.”

David was about to respond when he thought the better of it. This is a young boy, he reminded himself, a scared, traumatized child about to go home with a stranger. A white male, to boot. Cut him some slack.

“So what do you like to do, Anton? You play any sports?” he asked.

Anton flashed him a look that he couldn’t decipher and fell silent.

“Basketball? Baseball? Soccer?” Eyeing the unresponsive boy, David felt a desperate need to get a response. “Cricket? Lacrosse? Polo?” he continued, hating himself for his meanness.

There was a brief silence and then Anton said, “I know what cricket is.”

David sat up. “You do? Wow.”

Anton nodded. “I saw a movie about it once, I think.”

“Really? What movie?”

“I dunno.”

“Well, I have a friend who is English. He can teach you, if you’re interested.” David had no idea why he was saying this. God help him if Anton remembered this conversation later.

“I hate the English.”

“You do? Why?”

“They bombed Earl Harbor.”

David opened his mouth and then shut it. Anton was talking to him. That was the main thing. The history lessons would have to wait.

“Well, then, I guess you’re not learning cricket. You have a favorite sport?”

Anton shrugged again. “I play soccer.”

“I bet you’re good.”

“Pretty good,” Anton said matter-of-factly. “I’m probably the second best player at school, after Reggie.”

“We’ll have to make sure you practice a lot this summer.” David rose from the couch, nudging Anton to his feet in the same movement. “Come on, kiddo. Let’s go get your things.”

“I need to leave a note for Mam so that she knows where to find me.”

“Okay.” Resisting the urge to check his watch, David walked toward the door and opened it. As he had suspected, Ernest was hovering in the hallway. “Anton needs to leave a note for his mom,” he said deliberately. “Do we have any paper and pencil? And an envelope, maybe?”

Ernest met his eye. “Yeah, sure,” he said, and hurried away, only to return with the stationery and a pencil.

They left the boy in the room to write his note and went into Ernest’s small office down the hallway. Ernest handed David a backpack with Anton’s belongings and went over last-minute instructions. Eyeing the meager backpack, David felt a combination of sadness and excitement. How little this boy possessed. And how much they could provide for him. He was glad it was a Friday afternoon. They would take Anton shopping for clothes and shoes tomorrow.

After ten minutes, David raised his eyebrows at the increasingly talkative Ernest, and as if on cue, the younger man said, “Let’s go find out if he’s done.” They walked back into the blue room to find Anton licking the envelope. On it, he had written, “For Mam. Love, Anton.”

The boy turned solemnly to face Ernest. “Can you give this to my mam when she comes for me? And can you tell her where to come get me?”

Ernest looked even more earnest than usual. “Sure will.” He gathered Anton into a hug. “Bye, Anton. You be good, you hear?”

“I’ll try.” Anton’s voice was small and muffled against Ernest’s waist.

David swallowed. “Come on, kid,” he said gruffly. “Let’s get you home and settled.”

THEY MADE DESULTORY small talk during the ride home. Mostly, Anton looked out the window and David tried to see the world through his eyes. They drove down streets with discount stores and payday loan services and pawnshops. They drove past neighborhoods with boarded-up houses, which later gave way to small middle-class ranch houses with tiny but well-tended front yards. It took forever, it seemed, to get to Arborville, where the trees stood taller and greener, the streets were wider, and million-dollar homes rose proudly atop manicured lawns as big as golf courses.

“Wow,” Anton said as they passed a house with an enormous fountain in the front yard. “Where are we?”

“Almost home.”

“It looks like Disney World.”

David smiled. Then frowned. Anton was right. Compared to where he came from, Arborville did seem like Disney World, a magical place built out of cotton candy and fairy dust. How difficult would this transition be? And what if it didn’t work out? What if Anton misbehaved, threw things around, refused to eat, or punched another kid, as he had with the Brents’? David was forty-four years old, Delores a year younger. Could they cope with a nine-year-old boy, a boy who had undergone unspeakable trauma? A boy who had no incentive to try to fit into their world, focused as he was on returning home to his mom?

David’s heart was heavy as he turned onto his street. But just then Anton squealed. “Look,” he said. “There’s a woman who’s walking a cat.”

David glanced out of the window. “Oh yeah,” he said absently. “That’s Ruthie. She lives on our street. She’s walked that thing since it was a kitten.”

“Cool. I never seen that.” Anton turned in his seat to take one last look. “I love kitties. Do you have one?”

“No. Do—did you?”

“Nope. Mam wouldn’t let me. She has allergies.”

A laugh exploded from David’s mouth. A crack addict, a woman who smoked poison into her lungs, couldn’t have a cat because of her allergies. What a crazy, jumbled-up world this was.

“What? Why you laughing?” Anton asked as David pulled into the driveway.

David shook his head, unable to explain and not wanting to upset the boy. He pulled the keys out of the ignition, went around to the other side, and helped Anton out. “Well,” he said. “This is it. This is home.”

He watched as the boy’s eyes grew large, saw the incomprehension on his face, followed by apprehension. “This is your house?” he said. “You live here with your wife?”

David felt his face flush. “Yup.”

“You guys got any kids?”

Wrong time for this question, because David knew Delores would be out to greet them any minute. He reached over and squeezed the child’s shoulder. “Anton,” he said. “We will talk later. But come on, I want you to meet my wife.”

He took the boy’s hand in his, aware of how cold and sweaty his palm was. He could feel Anton’s fear transmitting itself like a current of electricity through the length of his own arm. His heart ached in sympathy.

He had maybe thirty seconds before Delores appeared. Facing the boy, David got down on one knee, as if making a marriage proposal. “Anton,” he said, “I know you’re scared. Don’t be. You will be okay. I will take care of you. I promise.”

For the first time since they’d met earlier in the day, the boy looked directly into the man’s eyes. He opened his mouth to say something, but just then, the front door opened and they heard Delores say, “Well, hi there.”

Embarrassed to be caught in this position, David gave her a quick wave and then pretended to tie Anton’s shoelace. When he looked up, the boy was giving him a knowing look, as if he understood what David was doing. Something transpired between the boy and the man. Then David got up and the two of them walked into the house, feeling closer than they had a moment earlier, bound by the first shared lie of their life together.





Chapter Two

David and Delores stood whispering in the kitchen, their heads bent toward each other. “Honey,” Delores said, “you gotta go back in there and stop him. He’s had three pieces of chicken, and he’s now on his second bowl of ice cream. He’s going to be sick.”

David shook his head. “I can’t. I don’t want him to be self-conscious about anything he does. Besides, the kid needs fattening up.”

“But hon—”

“Nine-year-old boys eat a lot. You’ve just forgotten . . .” The words were out of his mouth before he could take them back. He bit his lower lip. “I didn’t mean . . . It was just a slip of . . .”

For a moment, Delores’s chin wobbled, but when she looked at him, her eyes were blank. “Well, if you don’t say anything to him, I will.” She moved toward the doorway separating the kitchen from the dining room and then looked back. “And since I have to play the heavy, you have to load the dishwasher.”

He watched in apprehension as she entered the dining room, sat down next to Anton, and pulled his dessert bowl away from him. “I think that’s enough for one evening, kiddo,” she said. “You’ve eaten enough ice cream to sink a ship.”

David cringed at the firmness in Delores’s voice. To his surprise, the boy giggled. “My mam says the same thing.”

“Well, she’s right.” Delores’s voice was matter-of-fact, with not a trace of the judgment or indignation that David felt every time he heard Anton mention his mother.

“One time we went to Dairy Queen and I ate so many scoops, I got a tummyache.”

“Well, we don’t want any tummyaches tonight. Right?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Anton sounded subdued, but he cast a bashful look at Delores, and they smiled at each other.

Unbelievable, David said to himself as he began loading the dishwasher. Delores was unbelievable. Crisis averted. Thank God.

He strained to hear what they were chatting about in the dining room but couldn’t. When he walked back into the dining room, Delores rose. “Well, kiddo,” she said briskly, “we’ve all had a long day. I still have a headache, and you must be tired. Let’s have you brush your teeth and get into bed, yes?”

Anton shook his head vigorously. “Uh-uh. I’m not tired. Can I watch TV?”

Delores looked at David, but before he could respond, she said, “Not tonight. You need to rest.”

“But I’m not tired. At home, Mam lets me watch TV any time I want.”

For the first time since he’d brought Anton home, David saw Delores purse her lips. “We have different rules here, Anton. And we can discuss those tomorrow. But first, let’s get you changed.”

Without warning, the boy burst into tears. “I don’t want to stay here,” he said. “I wanna go home.”

David looked uncertainly at his wife, who flashed him a warning look. I’ll handle this, the look said. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “But that’s not an option. Now, come on, let’s go up to your room.”

The boy flung a look of hatred at Delores. “It’s not my room. It’s not my house. You’re not my mom. I’m going home.”

“Okay,” Delores said heavily. “Okay. You wanna go home? Fine. You can go tomorrow. We’ll drive you back to Children’s Services tomorrow morning. But tonight we all have to go to bed.”

Her words startled Anton enough that the crying decreased in volume. “But I . . . don’t want to . . . go to Children’s Services,” he said between sobs. “I . . . miss my mom.”

“Oh, honey, of course you do.” In one graceful movement Delores leaned toward the sobbing boy and embraced him. “And I’m sure your mommy misses you, too.”

Anton raised his head to look at Delores. “Jon said Mam left me alone because she hates me.”

“Oh, baby, that’s just not true. Who’s Jon?”

“One of the kids at Mr. Brent’s house. My foster brother.”

David had a flash of insight. “Is that the kid you punched?”

It pleased him to no end that Anton looked embarrassed before he nodded. “I just wanted him to shut up,” he mumbled.

“I don’t blame you,” Delores said loudly. “I’d have punched him, too.”

It was exactly the right thing to say. Watching the look on Anton’s face, David knew that immediately. How did she do it, Delores? How did she always know how to reach deep into a person’s wounds and drain the muck that festered there?

“Listen,” she was saying, “I want you to remember what I’m telling you now. Your mommy loves you. She always will. And your mom didn’t leave you. She just . . . got held up somewhere. You understand? You know how sometimes you don’t want to do something bad but you just do? Well, grown-ups do that, too. They make mistakes. So your mommy made a mistake. But she would never, ever not love you, Anton. I promise.”

His wife and the boy were staring solemnly at each other, as if sharing some unspoken language, and David suddenly felt like the third wheel. He cleared his throat. “Well, okay. Hey, do you have some clothes to sleep in tonight, sport? Tomorrow we’ll go buy you some clothes, okay? Would you like that?”

Slowly, Anton turned toward David, his amber eyes sparkling from his earlier tears. “Okay,” he said, and rose from the table.

David waited on the bed in Anton’s room as the boy used the attached bathroom. When he came out, he was wearing a Michael Jordan T-shirt and blue shorts. “You like him?” David asked, pointing to the T-shirt.

“I love him,” Anton breathed.

“Me, too,” David said. “Maybe we can go see him play sometime.”

Anton threw him a sly look, as if he had caught David in a lie. “He’s in Chicago.”

“Sure.” David shrugged. “But he plays elsewhere, too, right? So we can maybe catch him at an away game sometime.”

Anton’s eyes grew wide with excitement and disbelief. But then his face fell. “That nice lady said she’s taking me to Children’s Services in the morning.”

David patted the bed. “Come sit here.” He turned slightly to face the boy. “Anton. Here’s the deal. We would like it very much if you would stay with us for a while. If you’d let us be your foster parents and let us take care of you. So what do you say, sport?”

“What about my mam?”

“Your mom will always be your mom. But you can spend some time with us, right? Just until your mom can . . . get back on her feet.” Even as David said this, the thought of the boy returning to a life of poverty and addiction produced a chalky feeling in his mouth.

But no time now to parse his feelings, because he was flooded by a sudden memory. His first day at Phillips Exeter. Away from his parents for the first time, friendless, unfamiliar with the routine of a boarding school, he couldn’t have felt more alone if he’d been marooned on the moon. And scared. Lord, he’d been scared. Everything that had previously seemed routine—whether or not to raise his hand in class, whether to tell a joke to a group of boys—now had to be thought through and analyzed. He had walked around terrified, lonely, cut off from the world, until Connor Stevens, who had already been there for a term, had befriended him, picked him up like a stray puppy and rescued him. Then everything had changed.

“Hey,” David said. “I’ve been there. I know what you’re going through. But listen, it’ll get better, okay? We’ll have fun this summer, okay? Can you just hang in there a bit? You know, just give us a chance?”

When Anton smiled, it lit up his face like the morning sun. David felt anew the shock of his beauty. Unbidden, the lines from Yeats’s “The Living Beauty” entered his mind:

From beauty that is cast out of a mould

In bronze, or that in dazzling marble appears

He ran his fingers through the boy’s cropped hair, realizing it was the first time he’d ever touched black hair. How soft, how familiar, how organic it seemed, like wool on a lamb, this thing that they all feared so.

He heaved himself up from the bed. At the door, he lingered. “Listen. Our room’s right next door to yours. If you’re scared or can’t fall asleep, you just call for me, okay?” He waited until Anton nodded. “Good night, Anton. Sweet dreams.”

“’Night.”

David closed the door behind him and decided he would go into the library and have a drink before going to bed. It had been a long, emotional day.

It was only after he had poured himself the cognac that he realized it was the first time in five years he’d been able to enter James’s old room without thinking about his dead son. He had been angry when, three years ago, Delores had insisted on reclaiming the room, packing away James’s football trophies and his size-twelve shoes. David had argued against taking down the posters of the Clash and the Bangles and packing up James’s books, seeing no reason why he couldn’t afford himself the momentary comfort of entering his son’s room and reliving the memory of James lounging in the bed reading The Grapes of Wrath or sitting at the small wood desk beside the window. But even after Delores had stripped the room clean of its possessions, the memories lingered. After she got the walls repainted, David still knew exactly where the Abbey Road poster had hung, the precise spot from where the Rolling Stones had stuck out their tongues at him.

Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans. Did anyone know the truth of that line from “Beautiful Boy” better than he and Delores? Five years ago life had happened with such swift brutality that it had nearly claimed them along with their son. But here was the strange thing. Tonight he hadn’t thought of the room as James’s. Anton, with his shabby backpack and his fraying Michael Jordan T-shirt, had already made it his.





Chapter Three

They were standing in their bedroom, careful to keep their voices low. “Are you crazy, David?” Delores hissed. “How can you take the risk? It’s not fair to Anton.”

David gritted his teeth. “We’ve been over this again and again. I told you, Connor’s gonna be one of fifty other guests. Anton won’t even know he’s there. You know how big this shindig is each year.”

“But what if?”

“You think the kid has a clue what’s going on? All he knows is that his mom is already in jail. I bet he doesn’t even know about the sentencing.”

Delores frowned in a distracted way. “Speaking of which. I don’t know how he’s going to manage at school, David. He’s going to lag behind something fierce. You know I’m working with him day and night, but his spelling and grammar are terrible. It’s like they taught him nothing at his previous school.”

David grimaced. “Yeah, well. That’s what the combo of a druggie mother and a crappy school system buys you. Our tax dollars at work. Hell, he might have done better going to school in Bangladesh.”

“And his general knowledge is outrageously bad. He told me yesterday that President Bush bombed Iraq to find and kill Hitler. That’s . . . that’s mind-boggling.”

David gave a short laugh. “See? History is obviously not his strong suit.” He put his arm around Delores’s waist and pulled her close. “And you’re worried about him realizing that Connor is prosecuting his mom? He’s a kid, honey. He’ll never make the connection.”

“But David . . .”

He stroked her cheek and gave her a light peck on the lips. “Dee. Stop worrying. Connor’s my oldest friend. Jan’s like a sister to you. What are we going to do? Never see them again because of Anton?”

“I suppose you’re right.” She picked off a piece of lint from his shirt. “I hope we haven’t bitten off more than we can chew, David. I honestly don’t know if I’m cut out for this foster parenting thing.”

“Dee. You’re just stressed out. It’s going to be fine.”

But Delores looked unconvinced. “I’m so concerned about school, David. I only have another month to catch him up, and I don’t know if I can. I mean, he’s very bright, but a new school’s going to be hard enough without—”

“I know,” he said quietly. “I’m worried, too. He’s probably also going to be the only black kid in his class. Think we should send him to private school instead? So he can get more individual attention?”

Delores rolled her eyes. “Like there’s a difference between public and private schools in this bourgee town. Hell, our test scores are actually higher and our student-teacher ratio is better than the private schools’. We must be one of five school districts in the whole damn country that can claim this.”

They looked at each other ruefully. “We have almost a month to bring him up to speed,” David said at last. “If kids can come here from Laos and Cambodia without a word of English and become National Merit scholars within a few years, surely Anton can learn to read and write proper English in his own country.” He ran his index finger across his wife’s lips. “Besides, he has the most brilliant and patient teacher in the state.”

She gave him that crooked smile. “I’ll try, honey. But I ain’t no miracle worker.” She moved away from him and began to rummage through her dresser. “I tell you what, though. He’s a natural at math. Just an innate ability, I suppose. That kid could give me math lessons.”

“Thank God for small mercies.”

In the three weeks they’d had Anton, none of David’s initial concerns had been realized. Sure, the kid had occasional meltdowns and bouts of homesickness, but that was to be expected. For the most part, Anton appeared to be adjusting well. He was polite and grateful when they bought him new clothes, ecstatic when David bought him a pair of Air Jordan sneakers. For a young boy, he was surprisingly neat in his personal habits, much neater than James had been at that age. He made his own bed in the morning and, since last week, had taken to clearing the table after dinner. Delores had wanted to protest the first time he did this, but David stopped her. “He feels comfortable enough to do this, honey,” he’d said. “It’s his way of belonging. Let him.”

But for all of these graces, David knew that the worst lay ahead of them. Delores was right—school loomed, an unknown meteor that could, at any moment, smash their newly constructed, peaceable lives to bits. For the last three weeks, they had shuttered themselves from the outside world, giving their family a chance to find a new equilibrium. Now that was about to end. He and Delores had always had a large social circle. Both of them had endured lonely childhoods, raised as only children in patrician, genteel families with workaholic fathers, and because of this, they had each sought out a different kind of life once they left home. David and Delores had married young, forced to by David’s father, Senator Harold Coleman, after Delores became pregnant in college. (David had often wondered if he and Delores would have married so young had she gotten pregnant just a few years later, after Roe v. Wade had legalized abortion.) As it was, they couldn’t be out partying or dancing the night away like their friends, so they entertained at home. And once Connor had married Janet six months later, then started his own family, the Colemans and the Stevenses had been inseparable, spending major holidays together, even vacationing together except when the Colemans were visiting the senator at his vacation house on the Cape.

David glanced out the window. It was still light outside. He slipped out of his bedroom and knocked on Anton’s door. He remembered how surprised the boy had been the first time he’d rapped on the door for permission to enter. Hadn’t his mom done the same? David had inquired. Anton had looked at him incredulously for a second. “No,” he’d mumbled. Then, as if he had somehow betrayed his mom by this admission, the boy had added a little defensively, “My mam let me have the bedroom. She slept on the couch.”

But now Anton responded with a matter-of-fact, “Come in,” and David poked his head in.

“Hey, fella. You want to shoot some hoops?”

The boy grinned. “Sure.”

The first time he and Anton had played together in the driveway, David had been self-conscious, wondering if the steady thud of the ball reminded Delores of the ferociously competitive games he and James used to play. But Delores had not reacted, and as the weeks went by, David relaxed. Anton was a steady, focused player, but he was not competitive, and David refrained from talking trash with him, the way he used to with James.

They played until it grew dark outside and their T-shirts were damp with sweat. When they finally looked up, they saw the two glasses of lemonade Delores had left on the steps leading to the back of the house. David and Anton sat side by side on the stone steps, sipping the drink.

“This is so gooood,” Anton said. David giggled. “What? Why you laughing?”

David shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“Who should I ask?” Anton said, putting his hand on his hip and sounding exactly like Delores.

“Hey. That’s Dee’s line. Come up with your own.”

A slight breeze rose from the grass and cooled their damp T-shirts. Summer, David thought. A hot evening with a cool breeze. Lemonade. A game of hoops with his son. Life didn’t get better than this.

He caught himself immediately. Anton was not his son. Anton was someone else’s son, a borrowed gift he would soon return. His own son, his blood, his legal heir, was dead.

Anton pulled at one of the hairs on David’s knee. “David,” he said, “I don’t want to go to the party tomorrow.”

David was struck by the contradiction—the intimacy of Anton’s unconscious gesture, juxtaposed by the distancing act of calling David by his first name. Other foster children called their foster parents Mom and Dad, he and Delores had learned during their training. But not Anton. At least the boy didn’t call him Mr. Coleman. As for his wife, Anton and Delores had come up with a good compromise. The boy called her FM, for foster mom and for, as Anton had put it with a giggle, FM radio. The code name was ironic, playful—and did not betray James in any way. It worked for Delores.

David focused his attention on Anton. “Why not, buddy?” he said, keeping his tone light. “It’s a fun party. Lots of food, lots of games for kids.”

“But David.” Anton’s voice was urgent. “I won’t know anyone there.”

He turned slightly to look at the boy, but Anton was staring straight ahead. What did he see, David wondered, in this lush, manicured lawn with the azalea bushes, the flower beds, the pond with the exotic fish?

“I know. But here’s the thing. These people—many of them, anyway—are our friends. And you are now part of our family. So you have to get to know these people, right?”

“But David. I’ll be gone soon. Soon as the judge lets my mam go home.”

Before David could control his body, he stiffened. That’s how Anton saw himself, as a guest. It didn’t matter what he or Delores said or did or felt. He tasted the bile in his throat and felt a sudden bitter detachment from the boy sitting next to him. What difference did it make? Beyond a new wardrobe and some nice table manners, what could they provide Anton? Why was Delores breaking her back trying to improve his diction, his spelling and grammar? Let the boy wallow in his ignorance, let him believe that Hitler and George Bush were mortal enemies. Anton was right. Chances were his mother would be home in no time, long before he and Delores could combat the damage done by his lousy education, his absent father, his worthless mother. David, of all people, understood sentencing guidelines for child endangerment—hell, she could serve as little as four to six months. Even if Bob tacked on the drug possession charge, she would still be out in no time.

He shook his head. Anton was staring up at him, his mouth slightly open, a scared look in his eyes. Lord, he must look a sight. What had Anton read on his face? He had no business taking out his frustration on the boy.

“David,” Anton whispered, “I’m sorry. I’ll go to the party with you.”

He forced his face into a smile. “Only if you want to, Anton.” Then, “Though I think you’ll have a great time. And I’ll be by your side all afternoon. Okay?”

“Okay,” the boy said.

David forced himself to not hear the unease in the boy’s voice. But his heart was heavy as he rose to follow Anton into the house, where he could almost feel Delores’s disapproval at dragging the boy to a party where he would come face-to-face with his mother’s prosecutor.





Chapter Four

The first few days were fine. He had worried when his mother didn’t come home that first night, but then he remembered that a year ago she had stayed away all night, and when she returned home the next day, she had given him a dollar bill for being a brave little boy. And besides, it was kind of fun, staying up and watching TV all night long, munching on potato chips and the cheddar cheese left over from the visit to the food pantry at the beginning of the month. The power was still on then, so the apartment was cool and the fridge humming.

The trouble started on the fourth day, when the power went off and the heat began to rise. He had wanted to call the power company, like he’d heard his mother do, but she hadn’t paid the telephone bill in a couple of months, either, and so the phone was dead. Besides, what could he say? That he was alone at home? And get her into trouble? He still remembered when the cop had come to their apartment after he’d missed school for a week. Mam had been home that evening, and Anton had hated how she’d acted around him. It had made him feel small and angry in a new way, to see her act like this, like she was a little kitten begging for a saucer of milk. Watching the cop look around their small, shabby apartment, his lip curled with disgust, listening to him lecturing his mother as if she were a bad girl, had made Anton want to break something. It was funny, what the cop had made him feel—invisible and yet hyperaware of his flushed body in a whole new way.

So no, even if he could have, he wouldn’t have called the power company. Or anyone else. She would be home soon. He would stay in place, like “The Boy Who Stood on the Burning Deck,” which was his favorite poem in the whole world. When the apartment got too hot, he dunked his head under the cool water of the kitchen faucet. When he began to run out of food, he simply drank more water to fill his belly. He played on his Nintendo Game Boy until the batteries died. Every day he clung to the thought that this would be the day she would return home.

Until the afternoon of the seventh day, when he woke up from the couch in a sweat, shivering with the conviction that his mother was dead. He had no idea what had introduced this thought in his head, but he knew it was true. His mam was dead and he was trapped inside an apartment with two windows, both of which were sealed shut. No use trying the front door—when she went out, she always locked it from the outside to keep the punks who hung about the apartment complex from breaking in.

He looked around the living room in a panic. He had to find her. Find out what had happened to her. Already he was unsure of how many days had passed since she’d left him. Was it twelve? Or four? He was losing count.

Tears streamed down his cheeks as he tried to lift the painted-shut window, grunting. He thought of punching out the glass but then spotted the dining chair, and before he could think, he was lifting it and smashing it against the pane. He hadn’t anticipated how easily the glass would shatter or into how many pieces. It exploded like a bomb. But the main thing was the chair had made a hole large enough for him to heave himself out of. In his haste, he didn’t notice the big shard of glass lodged in the wooden frame, but once it cut open his thigh, he noticed it for sure. For a few moments, the pain was so severe that he thought he would pass out. He wanted to sit down on the lawn, but there was glass everywhere. So he began to walk. The trail of blood that followed him made him want to vomit, but then he remembered his dead mam, and he knew that if he could just make it to his friend Terry’s house a few buildings away, his dad would help him find her body.

* * *

Anton woke up with his heart pounding, and for a second he was back in that hot apartment, waking up on the couch with the cold realization that his mother was dead. Slowly, as he realized where he was, that terrible, icy feeling of dread eased away. He pushed the tiny button of the Timex watch that David had bought for him, and the digital screen glowed red in the dark. It was three in the morning.

Ever since they’d brought him here, he was waking up at this time. No matter how tired he was—whether he had helped his foster mom in the yard or shot hoops with David in the evening—he would awaken at this hour, his thoughts racing, his heart pounding. He had never known this middle-of-the-night fear until the Children’s Services folks had removed him. In his old life, he had not been afraid of the gang members prowling his neighborhood or of the bullies at school. Everybody had pretty much left him alone. Even the cops who patrolled the projects ignored him because he didn’t get into trouble. Mostly, he stayed home with his mam, the two of them eating a hot dog or a cheeseburger together when she got home from her job at the Tip Top, where she stocked shelves. After dinner, they watched TV or he did homework. Sometimes Mam had her friends over, and she’d ask him to go to his bedroom while they partied in the living room. He didn’t like those friends and he hated Victor, the guy who sold drugs to his mam, but he wasn’t scared of them. In fact, he liked the sound of their merriment because it broke up the everyday quiet and dullness of their life.

She was a good mom. That’s what he’d tried telling the social worker and the cops, but they had just patted his head and nodded in a way that he could tell meant they weren’t listening to him. He knew she’d done wrong to leave him locked up at home for so long, and that made him angry. He knew it was wrong for her to do the drugs, that she should Just Say No like the huge billboard across the street from the housing project said. She’d made a bad mistake, for sure, he understood that.

But what he didn’t get was why it was anyone’s business but his and his mam’s? Even Ernest, the social worker who he liked so much, acted like it was okay for them to take him out of his own home. And that it was okay for some old judge, who didn’t even know them, to put Mam in jail. It scared him terribly, to think of her in jail, along with thieves and kidnappers and gang members. She was so tiny. What if someone bullied her in jail or hurt her? It would be the fault of that old judge, who didn’t even know her.

Even without food and power, he had felt safer in his own apartment than he did in this big old house, where he got lost sometimes. And the people here—they were okay, they were nice, even, but he was a little afraid of them. The lady, FM, she was nice to him, made him corn on the cob every day after he’d told her he loved it. And even though he sucked at reading and still made spelling mistakes and all, she was patient with him, unlike Mrs. Rose at school, who rolled her eyes every time she returned a test to him. Yeah, he liked FM, especially after Maria, the cleaning lady, told him that FM’s son, James, had died in a car accident. His mam’s brother had died in a car wreck when she was little, and sometimes, when she talked about him, she still cried. That was who she’d named him after, her older brother. His uncle Anton. So he knew how sad FM must feel, and he let her teach him grammar and spelling even though they were boring, because she probably missed teaching her own boy.

David was nice too, but every time he bought Anton something—like the watch—he looked at him in a burning way, like he wanted something back. Like last night, when he’d mentioned going home to his mam soon and David’s face had grown funny. David was a judge, too, so how come he couldn’t free his mam? Then he could go back home and they could stop buying him clothes and stuff and go to their stupid party by themselves.

Anton turned onto his side and looked out the window into the dark. When he was little, his mam used to read Goodnight Moon to him every night, as they snuggled in bed together. It was the only book he’d ever owned, and they had kept it until last year, when he’d been invited to a birthday party for a four-year-old kid in the neighborhood, and since there was no money in the house, his mam had made him give the book as a gift. He’d hated her then, but tonight, Anton dug his thumbnail into his index finger as punishment for having been angry with her. When he saw his mam again, he was going to beg her to stop doing the drugs, and he knew that if he asked real nice, she would stop. Because she was a good mom and she loved him.

Maybe if he had a fever, they’d leave him at home and he wouldn’t have to go to the party. That was the other weird thing about being here—they never left him home alone, not even for ten minutes. In his apartment, he was alone often—when he skipped school or when his mam had to work Saturdays, or when she ran errands to buy bread or milk or drugs. He liked being by himself. He would watch television or play games on his Nintendo Game Boy that Mam had bought him for his birthday. That was back when she still had money, before she started spending most of it on Victor and the drugs.

Here, they allowed him to watch only an hour of TV. It was just like being in jail. FM even chose what books he could read, and they were not comic books. Where was his Game Boy now? Who had it? His head pounded at the thought of Maurice who lived next door stealing his video game. He hated Maurice.

Blinking back his angry tears, Anton flung the sheets away from his sweaty body and turned over again. If only he knew how to make his way home, he could run away. He missed his neighborhood, with its noise and excitement. On a warm summer night, he’d fall asleep to the sounds of squealing tires and crying babies and engines gunning and the loud laughter of the young men who gathered on the streets outside his window. This house was as silent as a grave. Probably the dead boy, James, was buried in the basement. Anton shivered at the thought. And nobody in this town looked like him. Except for his old school principal and one other teacher, he hadn’t known any white people. He had never really seen blue eyes up close until David. Looking into his eyes made
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