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			Dedication

			For Joshua and Shane

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Lake Geneva

			10/12/92

			Dear Jasmine,

			I went back to Mass yesterday. 

			I know you’ve never held to processions and vestments and incense, and that I obliged you, in the time we were together, by not holding with them myself.  

			But there you are.  I’ve always loved the pageantry, even in those times when my believing faltered; and Jazz, this is not one of those times, for I’m believing like a pro these days.  And right now, “attending” is the word for it, kneeling and watching as the priest and the censers and the crucifer pass me down the center aisle (for it’s as High Mass as I can get in southern Wisconsin, you’d better believe it).  And knowing how it goes, how it’s going to end and that it will be a happy ending, all of that is reassuring: it’s like one of those dreams you have where you realize you’re dreaming and it’s all good, where you can look behind the purple and the smoke, and when the priest lifts the host over the altar and the Body of Christ breaks in his hands, the cracking sound like bones breaking at two millennia’s distance…

			Well, you know me and my symbols.  My love of the things that dance behind things. 

			I even went to confession, which I still think you, of all people, should approve of, though I know your thoughts on priests and the consolations they offer.

			I wanted you to know you were right in a way, at least about this priest, and I know that changes nothing except that you enjoy being right, and as always I want to bring you joy.  

			Because this priest told me that struggling against unpleasant ties would make me stronger.  

			But I am coming to believe that sometimes, struggling only makes you tired.

			You are right about the stories, too.  They weigh heavy for a manuscript barely an inch thick.  Trajan typed them on an old manual Remington.  I remember seeing the typewriter, even if I never saw him at it—one of those gray monstrosities whose frame was as durable and ugly as the old Chrysler he let sit in his driveway.  Back then I’m sure it was harder to put stories together: you had to invest more in a manuscript when cut and paste meant scissors and glue.  

			Well, that Chrysler fell apart at last, and the Remington fetched six dollars at the estate sale, according to my mother.  And the manuscript has seen better days, too.  It’s starting to yellow, the edges of the pages softened and powdered after twenty years of lying around.  And now, when I look at it, I understand why there aren’t any marks in the margins, not a word scratched out or altered.  It was part of Trajan’s brilliant laziness, his reluctance to retype, to pretend or intend to retype.  

			It is a sleekness I can understand, but I just can’t figure, except to admire it and wish that I could do it. And to wish that those stories were mine. 

			You asked about my work.  Well, it’s on the same table, bursting out of boxes and accordion files, covering over reviews of the first book, letters from my mother and from you, and covered in turn by those damned freshman essays on “How I Spent The Summer.” 

			I know. It’s October.  I’ll grade them soon.  

			I promise you the work is getting along.  A second novel is traditionally a hard thing to do—just ask Barry. 

			Or, then again, don’t. 

			It’s sitting here on the table as I write you, the chess knight I was sent, for some reason, with Trajan’s manuscript lying on top of it like a preposterous paperweight, as though from the distance of death my old friend is still sitting on my substance. It looks like someone ransacked the room, the same words on file cards and legal pads and typed in a delirium of fonts, like something Jack Nicholson would have done in “The Shining;” but there’s a method to this boy’s madness.  I’m pretending that looking at the same words in a different way, or maybe in a different hand, will change them and move them across the page.  

			Trajan always said to let something dwell with you before the words start, and in a way I am doing that.  A hundred variations on a hundred words, so that they have ceased to stand for something, and no matter how they lie on the page, you would never call them finished. 

			Neither would Barry. Neither would this new editor.  She’s calling regularly now, and I can’t help wishing I’d done this before.  I’m almost thirty-eight, and midway through only the second book.  

			And not midway.  I don’t know who I’m kidding—certainly not you.

			And not Barry, either.  Lately the calls have gone through the transformations my writer’s group talks about, and it’s just like they told me.  The friendly calls have already moved to polite questions, then to the sympathy for second novel blues, then to things being about Barry instead of me, to maintaining that his job is in a kind of jeopardy, his own ass on the line in the “predatory world of publishing”…

			His phrase, not mine.  

			But I am farther down the food chain than Barry Green, who has a dozen clients and can afford to lose one, especially a mid-list novelist where his ten percent is barely cigarette money. It’s like something inside him has given up on the process, has been saying things so that, when the time comes, he can tell someone that he said them.

			Recently, when it moved to “Call me, Gabriel,” on the answering machine, I did a bad thing and sent him some stuff, claiming it was the first half of the novel. I gave in to the pleading that changed to command, the command that moved quickly into flat statement.  It was a kind of appeasement: he read what I sent, marked it down as “pretty good,” then asked for the rest, so I’ve just been stalling for time the last month, trying to think of something before the calls begin again.

			All this damned while, Jazzie, I’ve had the temptation.  Trajan’s stories sitting silent and solitary on the table.  Miss Vivien’s been dead a while, too, so nobody knows about them but me.  They’ve invaded my writing space.  It’s like my own work surrendered to them, retreated from their quiet and serene resolution, like somebody moved the black chess piece from his square to my own.  All of them are there—the first one about the Filipino prodigy, the one about the calmed ship, and beneath it the story about the girl who channeled the Jacobean dramatist… 

			And of course the longest one, the one he did not finish, about home when the last century turned, and the father who tried to guard his child against the past and all the ghosts that lived there.

			Other than the last one, you would think the manuscript was a finished draft, or pretty near finished.  It has the smoothed-down look of submitted work.  The pages are as neatly arranged as the day the lawyer handed them to me, and the same old binder clip holding them together like a plot line or the frame of a story.

			But of course there is a faint patina of rust around the jaw of the clip.  The bubble and stain of the first page, blistered by the condensation of beer cans. I tried to match the clip to the rust when I put the manuscript back together, but it didn’t fit the same way: things don’t happen like that, don’t click together like the jewel boxes the writers’ workshops always talk about.  So it sat there, in the middle of intangible loose ends, waiting for me to do something.

			I used to think I knew why these stories were bequeathed to me.  I’m not so sure anymore. After all, Trajan was one for the quiet surprise, the sudden appearance of something out of nothing and the reversal of something into nothingness before you could grasp it. He was all about that kind of moment where everything becomes translucent, and the shapes of things are revealed as cloudy, unstable, barely masking the wonders beneath them.

			I know what you’re thinking. That’s Gabriel. The old Hibernian song and dance, right?

			These mornings I stand at the window, trying to remember moments like those, the frost branching and flaking on the far side of the glass, the southern Wisconsin landscape sealed away, stunned by a week of impossibly early snows falling on the living and the dead.  Even the parking lot is as blank and white as an untravelled page.

			Trajan Bell has been a distant thought, his spirit embedded in a generation of ice.  But he’s coming closer, Jazzie.  He’s stalking years and miles, and I pour myself a whiskey against all that finality and closure but also against his coming, and all the while my memory drifting toward an irrecoverable time back in Kentucky when, over twenty years ago, August Street was transformed by his first arrival.

			I’m going back there over Christmas.  Mother wants me to sign some things, to settle some scores with the old man’s estate, and I have some scores to settle as well, and even though I haven’t told you it all, I suppose you’ve guessed the outline of it.

			Jazzie, I’d like for Dominic to join me.  His gramma will warm to him this time, I’m sure, and he’s fifteen now, old enough to fly from New York by himself if you or Benjamin would take him to the airport.  If you can’t see free to do it, please give him my love and tell him that his Da never figured on things working out like this.  

			Fondly,

			Gabriel

			P.S. Please say it’s his Da.  If he’s calling Ben “Dad” now, there’s nothing I can do, but please save a name and a place for me in his memory, Jazzie:  a thing that dances behind things.  I’d love it if you did that much.

		

	
		
			ONE

			O WHAT can ail thee, knight-at-arms,

			Alone and palely loitering?

			The sedge has wither’d from the lake,

			And no birds sing.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			I

			Trajan Bell came to August Street in 1968, appropriately in August.  Three hundred miles north, the country was preparing to tear itself apart in a political convention.   Doctor King and Senator Kennedy were both months dead, Nixon had lockstepped into the Republican nomination, because, well, it was his turn.  The war continued in abstract jungles, and an appalling numbness spread across the whole country.

			The journalists would have you think that everyone was seized by history; that every action was played out against some momentous future.  But on August Street, if you were thirteen years old, history was like a faint rumble of thunder over the hills of Indiana across the river—close enough to hear, but far enough not to trouble the hearing.  

			And there were three of them waiting, all of them thirteen years old in that hot, unmindful summer.  Their neighborhood was young as well, spreading south of Louisville in one of those grid works of working-class brick ranch houses straining at middle class, three bedrooms branching off a hall where you’d have to turn sideways to pass somebody, and a garage only if you were especially lucky or your father especially handy.  Each of those few garages, it seemed in that time of smaller childhoods, housed the dreams of a male eighth grader, his ambitions yet to be broadened by high school.  Someday, each boy believed, the garage would be converted, metamorphosed into a room of his own, a roof that was not his parents’ but still safely close to their kitchen table. 

			August Street ran east and west, intersected by Flora, Scarlett, and Echo.  To its west lay a tree-canopied thoroughfare—Gethsemane Lane, named after the Baptist church where it intersected the highway—that brushed the edge of the subdivision on its way to the river.  The names had seemed exotic to Gabriel when his mother and he first moved to the neighborhood—names of goddesses or witches, or something vaguely mythological.  And indeed, the two boys who were there to meet him, Delano Robinson and Joey Hardy, who examined his bicycle and the wiry sling of his throwing arm and found both worthy, were tuned to the subtleties of the crossing roads.  They could see the differences it would take Gabriel months to learn.  He learned them nonetheless, and the mysteries receded, and later he even discovered these streets were named for the developer and his three daughters, and by that time he was scarcely disappointed to know it.  

			But the summer of 1968 was sliding into that part of August where school became a prospect.  There was still a week or so of vacation left, and the grass in Del Robinson’s back yard was worn into base paths, disputable bald spots over which the boys debated the safes and outs of hotbox, where they foretold, over the sudden whir of cicadas, just what team would face their glorious and favored Cardinals in the Series two months away.

			Into this noise came Trajan Bell, his arrival inauspicious enough to go unnoticed, if it weren’t for the fact that the life of a thirteen-year-old boy in that place and time was not much more than anticipating and paying loose attention. When the van made a left turn off of Echo and passed by the three boys as they straddled their bikes in Gabriel’s driveway, it immediately became the talk of weeks.  

			It was the 22nd , three days before Joey’s fourteenth birthday, and the movers were from some Yankee company: there was a map of New England on the sidewall panel, and the license plate was Massachusetts, which Del announced as Massatoosutts until Joey pointed out the spelling.  From a safe spot across the road, the boys looked at the map like it was alien country.  They looked for Boston on it, the familiarizing home of the Red Sox, whom their Cardinals, of course, had sent to defeat in the previous Series.  

			The van pulled into Miss Vivien Bell’s driveway and idled, the fumes from the exhaust buckling the humid air, and for a moment it almost seemed like the vehicle had slipped behind a veil of water as the movers, two enormous black men, stepped from the cab and opened the truck. 

			This was new country for the boys as well.  August Acres was all white except for the Rowans, who did not technically live in the subdivision but in a solitary house half a mile up the Louisville Road.  As a matter of fact, aside from Clarence Rowan’s quiet presence in left field on their Babe Ruth team, their only experience with black people was through television, so Gabriel’s first thought, before he pushed it under as the thought of a silly kid, was that these men must be pro athletes, that somehow Miss Vivien Bell had football connections he had yet to understand.

			The men moved quickly and silently.  One of them glanced across the street at the boys, then reached into the bed and wrestled a tall book case out of the truck, just far enough so that the other man could shoulder its end.  Together they hauled it into Miss Bell’s perpetually empty garage - she didn’t drive, of course - and from where they were going with it, Gabriel imagined they’d have a terrible time turning it to enter the narrow door that straddled garage and kitchen.  

			Del must have been thinking the same thing, because when the men came out immediately, climbed into the truck and emerged with boxes, he thumbed the stupid little bell on his bicycle and said, “Them colored guys is movin fast.  They left that bookcase in the garage, I guess.”

			Joey looked at him and smirked. “No shit, Sherlock.  Now what we got to figure is whose stuff it is that Miss Vivien is storing.”

			“Then how ‘bout we check it out?” Gabriel asked, because each of the boys had his role, and it was always Gabriel’s to say that.

			***

			Now, from the distance of five hundred miles and twenty-five years, an icy rain rising off a desolate Wisconsin lake to rake against his windows, Gabriel saw more clearly why he was the chosen one—the one who figured in this story.  

			Del had the high sense of wonder.  Had once lost a game for their Babe Ruth team because he was sitting in right field drawing a doodlebug from its hole with an onion.  He would lose himself in the surprise of things, and he marveled all the more because he had trouble catching on.  Del was in the slow track at school, a thing that Gabriel and Joey were slow to understand themselves. In the summer of ’68, they still envied their friend because, when 8-A’s field trips had been to the orchestra, his class had gone to the potato chip factory.

			Joey, on the other hand was all A’s without studying, except for penmanship; and, as Joey said, “penmanship’s for suck-ups, anyway.”  Always ready with a funny, biting comment that put someone or something in its place.  Joey saw the density of things—always did—how one thing you tried could touch a switch or a cord in another, how things were related on their insides.  Two dozen years later, when the AZT wasn’t working and his cells started going haywire, it was that knowledge of insides that took him quickly.  But in 1968, intelligence and insight held him back: he would comment and judge, but he never took the first step.

			Of course, he had Gabriel to do that.  The boy whose major part in the story came from the fact that he was probably less gifted than his friends.

			So Gabriel was the one who crossed the street first and stood behind the open van.  One of the movers looked at him and nodded, then continued with his business. He watched as the man drew forth still another cardboard box, the words “Philosophy and Esoterica” written in soft lead pencil on the side.

			“Esoterica?” Gabriel whispered to Joey, who stood at his shoulder now, a head taller and smelling of the neat’s foot oil he had just used to break in a new glove. “Ain’t esoterica some kind of nekkid pictures?”

			Joey shook his head.  “That’s erratica, dumbass. And what you think Miss Vivien would be doin’ with nekkid pictures to begin with?”

			The other boxes followed, some of them labeled with more recognizable words—history and religion—while others were numbered, as if Miss Vivien was setting up a library in her garage.  This seemed altogether possible, as the old woman had all the qualities the boys had come to expect in a librarian.

			She had been there in 1965, when Gabriel moved to August Acres. Del and Joey both claimed she had been there when they arrived, and they had been in the neighborhood a couple of years before Gabriel got there.  Joey, with his capacity for scorn and his constant invention on the spur of the moment, even spun out a story that she had been here longer than any living creature in the neighborhood, longer even than the trees, and that indeed she had been one of those trees at one time, that you never saw her barefooted because her old toes still resembled the roots out of which she had risen. 

			Del had laughed at the story, but his eyes went serious when he laughed. After all, it was his house that was next to hers, and in the first week they were neighbors, Miss Vivien had confiscated his basketball when it wandered over her privacy fence in the wake of an ill-aimed hook shot.  Del’s dad had negotiated its return, but not before the old woman had brandished a pistol and explained in some detail how she was prepared to use it.

			From then on the neighborhood had been warned: Miss Vivien was a local hazard, as close to a fairy-tale witch as there actually was such a thing.  She floated in that uncertain space between mean and harmless old-womanhood and something more magical and sinister; it had taken a little courage to stand in her driveway, to watch as the garage filled up with its new and peculiar contents.

			“These come all the way from Boston, then?” Gabriel asked one of the movers.

			He nodded and hoisted another box.

			Now it was evident that the van contained only books, and already the small garage was half-filled.  Gabriel moved toward the door like he was approaching the mouth of a forbidden cave, peering into half-darkness at the words and numbers inscribed on the boxes. For a moment, the shadows seemed softer, almost welcoming, and he took a step onto the smooth concrete of the garage floor, following the stacked boxes up to where they seemed to brush against the rafters…

			Where something glowed above the topmost box, hidden by the cardboard on which it rested, but still bathing the low rafter in a slanted, bronze light.

			“You best not go in there, young man,” rumbled a voice behind him.  “Miss Bell, she done told us not to let no boys poke around in there.”

			Gabriel turned abruptly, but both the movers had their backs to him, and he was never to figure out which one had warned him.  But he wasn’t studying the movers, and that night, after the van had pulled away, he wondered about the light, about what poking around might have uncovered in that dark and beguiling place. 

			***

			Gabriel’s bedroom window overlooked August Street.  If you opened the venetian blinds and if the moon was just right (as it was that night in late summer) it would bathe and illuminate the front of Miss Vivien’s house.  It was a vantage point he’d never valued until that night, when he imagined there was actually something to see over her way.

			Red brick and striped green awnings. In the distance and in the bleaching light of the moon, the colors were in his memory rather than his eyes: the house was outlined in grays and silvers, blending into each other in the bare, uncomplicated moonlight.  Gabriel was sure he had seen her house before in the same light, but for the first time it seemed mysterious, estranged. 

			In the front yard, the leaves of a water maple fluttered from silver to dark and back to silver, as if something imprisoned in the tree was desperately signaling for help.

			Gabriel reached for the cord of the blinds.  

			Then the light went on in the side bedroom of Miss Vivien Bell’s little house. And the blinds of that room drew back.

			A tall man was standing in the window.  His hair spread in wide disarray around his enormous head.  His glasses, catching light from somewhere, glittered like tilted mirrors in the heart of his wide face. Then he looked straight at Gabriel’s hidden window, waved and moved forward, his shoulders filling the window frame until he blocked the light and darkened to a black silhouette.

			It was like a body rising out of black water, afloat on a shadowy current, emerging and sinking as it swept away into a deeper darkness.

			Calling to Gabriel as it floated away. It was creepy, what the image of the man had made him think.  He wondered where he got it, where it came from.  Only gradually did his thoughts settle on the man.

			Who was this man?  Where had he come from?

			Gabriel turned from the window and slipped guiltily into bed.  It was like he had been found out, caught doing something somehow wrong.

			He watched the ceiling for a few minutes or hours, the moonlight tilting over the patterns in the low acoustic tiles, and the occasional rush of headlights across the room as though something in the heart of his house was sending search beams toward the heaven, only to have them blocked by shabby architecture and the mundane night.   

		

	
		
			II

			By late morning, as the boys convened in Del Robinson’s back yard, Gabriel basked in the safer light: standing on the makeshift baseball diamond, so close to Miss Vivien’s house, the world seemed salvaged, no longer estranged.  He thought he might have dreamed it all, from the hazy van to the strange apparition in the old woman’s window.  But then the stories converged, each of them rising from the watchful houses on August Street, as regular and accurate as Del’s remarkable fastball, and Gabriel found himself listening to them all, his gloved hand stinging as Del threw to him again and again.  Gabriel tried to piece the stories together into something that made sense. Something that did not threaten him.

			Del’s father worked for Dean’s Dairy.  He came home with new kinds of ice cream, even before the A & P or the Winn-Dixie stocked anything more exotic than Neapolitan or French Vanilla.  Del’s dad liked to be the first with things, the bearer of novelty and knowledge, and because of his job and the fact that he joked with the boys, he was the favorite of the two available fathers. (Lieutenant Hardy, Joey’s dad, had squandered all the glamour of being a police detective by simply not being around, except in brief down times laced with bourbon and melancholy). It was up to Mr. Robinson, then, to tell the boys that Miss Vivien’s son was moving back home.

			“It don’t seem to me that Miss Vivien should have a son,” Del objected, drawing a laugh from his old man.

			“I know what you mean,” Mr. Robinson said with a grin, lighting a Pall Mall and staring over the privacy fence at the roof of Miss Vivien’s house, the sunlight directly overhead, beating down on the shingles so that they seemed to be settling, emerging out of mystery.  “Seems like Miss Vivien should of just skipped a generation—gone straight into being a grandma without stopping to be a mother.”

			The smoke cascaded from his nostrils, and Gabriel could tell something was up with Mr. Robinson, though he knew in his deepest intuitions that it would not come out, that Del’s dad would brush against it and let it settle in the back of the mind.  

			Already, better than his two friends, Gabriel knew the slow, conversational dance of other boys’ fathers when they gave you advice, how it was different in tone and chemistry from the smothering tirades of Irish mothers.  Gabriel’s own father was a disembodied voice on the phone somewhere up in Michigan, hard to match with the picture on Gabriel’s dresser that his mother insisted he keep there out of her abstract sense of fairness.  His father called less frequently since they had moved to August Acres—only on Sundays now—and when he called, the pauses on the phone line were longer.  But he still made Gabriel laugh when he called Mother’s scoldings “the old Hibernian song and dance.”

			So maybe Gabriel listened more closely to Mr. Robinson, who leaned against the privacy fence and lit a new cigarette with the butt of the old one. “Well, I’m hearing different things about this Bell boy,” he said.  

			His eyes passed over the boys, then settled and locked on Gabriel.

			“Y’all aren’t messing around in Miss Bell’s yard no more, are you?”

			“Nossir,” the boys lied in unison, and Gabriel dropped his gaze from Mr. Robinson’s soft brown eyes.

			“That’s good,” the man said. “Seems to me that’s a good idea, dontcha think, Gabe?”

			***

			Miss Vivien’s son was widowed, they were saying.  Or he was never married.  

			He was a professor of sorts in New England. Or he was a preacher or a mad scientist. 

			He was the oldest of three children, or the younger of two, or in one version, which Gabriel resisted, Trajan Bell was an only child.

			He had traveled in Europe, in the Navajo Southwest, in Tibet or in the polar wastes.

			He had come back because Miss Vivien had taken a turn for the worse, or he was in some kind of trouble and was lying low.

			There in the rising heat of Del Robinson’s back yard, the boys discussed the possibilities.  Gabriel set down his glove and told them about the night vision at the window.  Told them so quietly that his friends stopped tossing the baseball, approached him and leaned toward his whispered words—Del freckled and slack-jawed and Joey catlike and surmising.

			“Then he is a mad scientist,” Del deduced. “Coz he’s got hair like Alfred Einstein.”

			Joey shook his head, turned his Cardinals cap bill-backwards and leaned his ear against the dried vines of the privacy fence.  The cicadas ratcheted in Miss Vivien’s maples, and for a moment it seemed that the branches sagged above the fence as though the locusts themselves were gathering in numbers to warn and protect the Bells from spies and intruders.

			“We gotta get better intelligence,” Joey insisted. His father had fought in Europe and Korea, so Joey talked in terms of intelligence and recon. “I can’t hear or see a damned thing from here.” He crouched beside the fence, picked up a dried branch, and diagrammed a plan in the dust.

			“So what I figure is this. Robinson, you can get in there one of two ways.  Grab hold of that limb there and climb up into Miss Vivien’s tree, or you can go in through the corner.”

			The boys all kept the secret of the corner, where one of the planks in the fence had come unmoored from the nails and could be raised and lowered, tilted back and forth like the trunk of a car.  On several occasions they had used it to retrieve baseballs, but today, with the arrivals at the Bell place, no entrance to Miss Vivien’s yard seemed quite secure.

			“Why’s it gotta be me, Joey?”

			“Coz it’s your yard, Robinson.  And you’re the shrimp here.  Me and Rackett have trouble getting through the corner any more.”

			Del nodded.  He wasn’t positive Joey was right about this, but he suspected that it was close to the truth.  You could see him glimpsing the layers of the situation.  He was unconvinced. 

			“I just don’t know why we gotta know this stuff, Joey.  Ain’t that I’m scared or nothing, but it just don’t make sense. Can’t we leave it alone or something?”

			Joey’s eyes were serious. “Leaving it alone ain’t an option, Robinson.  What if Miss Vivien’s son is like a murderer or a spy or a pervert or something?”

			“That don’t make me want to go over there much,” Del replied quietly, and for a moment Joey seemed backed against things, as though his own imaginings had undermined him.  Then, he picked up Del’s glove, smiled, and tossed it over the fence.

			“There’s your reason, Del Robinson,” he whispered.  “Just tell me what you see on your way back.”

			***

			Gabriel stepped in because of the doleful look that Del gave him, the way his friend seemed to recede into the shade of the overhanging branches like he was being drawn into dusk.

			“You gonna owe me one, Del,” he sighed. “I’ll go instead, I reckon.” 

			Joey looked away, suppressing a smile.

			“There’s always ice cream if you find the glove, Rackett,” he called after Gabriel as the boy rounded the fence toward the corner

			Twenty-five years later, Gabriel would remember his own misgivings as he followed the fence line through the canopy of dried branches, a stick no thicker than his thumb gathered ridiculously to his back pocket as a kind of protection.

			He told himself it was noble.  That he was doing right by his friend.  That it wasn’t really the nosiness his mother said got him into trouble, because he knew the lay of Miss Vivien’s back yard and there was nothing to nose about, not really….

			It had something to do with his mother, broguing her worries to him as she gathered the teacher’s checks and the sporadic child support together at the kitchen table, its short leg leveled by a folded piece of shirt cardboard. 

			If you’re for getting killed, Gabe, I won’t be having the wherewithal for yer burying. 

			So cover lightly, gentle earth. 

			But nobility, curiosity, rebellion—all of them vanished into the shadows as Gabriel left the sight of his friends and approached the corner, the dislodged rail, the hard ground tunneled a foot beneath it from the boys’ previous ventures into Miss Vivien’s back yard.  

			They’d best find a new ball field, Gabriel thought.  If Miss Vivien had a man around the house, the fence would be fixed for sure.

			He turned sideways to crawl through the hole in the fence.  For a brief, uncomfortable moment, the stick in his back pocket caught on the fence, levered and gouged into his buttock.  Then he kicked through, was free in Miss Vivien’s back yard, the stick snapped in half in the opening behind him.

			And the whole world plunged into green silence.

			***

			The cicadas were still now, the light fragmented.  Gabriel could hear Del and Joey on the far side of the fence, the sound of their voices a modulation stripped of words, like a murmuring overheard through glass or from a back room.

			Then another sound rose slowly, above the mutter of his friends’ voices.  It came from the house, and it, too, was a wordless music of voices, a high, and tremulous woman’s tone like a pipe organ, within which the tenor of a man’s voice wove in response.  

			Through the yard Gabriel crept, the uncut grass brushing his ankles.  He skirted the overgrown push mower, scuttled over the cracked pavement of Miss Vivien’s patio, and headed toward the stand of water maples at the far end of the yard.  Del’s glove had lodged neatly between two branches on the farthest tree, and Gabriel reached for the lowest branch, swung himself into the tree, and scuttled like a ghost through the musty, entangling network of twigs and leaves.

			Below him, the sounds had died away.  It was as though he had climbed away from them, that his path through the green toward sunlight and the glove was taking him out of mystery, back toward a familiar high ground.  

			He steadied himself on a thick, rough limb and reached into the shadows for the glove.  His fingers closed around it.  He had to tug to pull it free, and with a snap and rattle of leaves, it was there in his hand, as he rocked back from the effort of his pulling.  His feet struggled for purchase, his arm wrapped around the limb beneath him, and he rolled beneath it, still clinging to it for balance, his legs flailing vainly until, slowly, he realized he was not that high off the ground, not really, and could drop from the branch without danger.

			Tossing the glove down into the leafy dimness, Gabriel lowered himself until he dangled by his hands only, then confidently, silently, slipped to the ground.

			It was a longer drop than he had expected.  He landed feet first, felt the shock in his shoulders and teeth.

			Looked around him for the glove.

			He thought he saw it lying between the exposed roots of one of the trees, larger than he remembered it and mottled with sunlight.  But when he took a step toward it, whatever the thing was at the shadowy foot of the tree suddenly stirred and lurched into the high grass with a quick, undulating movement that made Gabriel jump back.

			A man stood, bathed in light, on the cracked pavement of the patio.  Clothed in a pale homespun suit that was not really white, not yellow, not gray.  

			Pale, Gabriel thought again.

			What is the color of pale?

			For a moment, he thought it was Miss Vivien’s son, the man in the window.  But the raggedly cropped hair, the beard, the glittering bird eyes…and again the pallor.

			Then the man grinned at him, a gapped grin, and in its wake what was either laughter or the call of the cicadas, Gabriel could not tell.  He stared at Gabriel with those bright, depthless eyes, and something in the boy recognized the face, the creepy smile, but again from where he was uncertain.  The man made a gesture—a crude movement with his right hand that began as a wave but ended with a sudden, grotesque turn of his neck, as though he held a rope in it and was strangling himself in a rain of sunlight. 

			And then he was gone.

			A strange, skidding sound followed his departure.  The light in the center of the yard folded and steamed, so quickly that Gabriel could not put sight or words around it, but the high grass furrowed and thrashed in the wake of something, and with a high-pitched cry that soared out of hearing, a wind rustled the reeds near the fence.

			It left behind the sour stink of rats, but somehow Gabriel knew that was not what it was, though it was something, indeed, that did not belong in sunlight. 

			He caught his breath, shaky with the thought of it….

			And a hand fell onto his shoulder, strong-fingered and heavy and pushing him to the ground.  Thinking of the pale man, Gabriel twisted his shoulder, trying to escape, but his knees buckled, and he fell face first….

			The man from the window stood over him.

			“You all right, young man?” he asked, his voice reedy and melodic, tumbling from shadow and a silhouetted shock of wild hair.

			Gabriel tried to speak. Thought better of it.

			This man was wearing a white shirt, baggy jeans and suspenders.  His hair was like Gabriel remembered it from the window—a spray of dark brown and gray that rose in all directions as though he had just escaped cartoon electrocution.  

			He crouched beside Gabriel.  There was something heavy in his movements, a slight pivot and limp, as though crouching was not high on the list of things he liked to do.  And yet from eye level, his face looked more monstrous and yet more vulnerable.  He was younger than his wild hair implied….his late thirties, perhaps or early forties. The eyes behind the glasses were watery, like he had been rubbing them too long.  The stubble on his unshaven chin was mottled with gray. 

			Gabriel did not know whether to be afraid or amused.  He was a little of both, and smiled weakly as he shrank from the man, tried to gather his legs under him.

			Then the man returned the smile.  The two front teeth buckled slightly toward each other, and something in his face softened, as though he were learning the expression, or trying to remember it. 

			“Next time, son, just knock at the door and tell me that the glove’s come over into the yard.”

			The man looked up into the leaves. “Of course, when I played baseball as a boy, it was the ball we threw rather than the gloves.  Perhaps the rules have changed with all these expansion teams?”

			Gabriel shook his head. “Twins is the only ones worth much of anything,” he replied, before he realized how stupid it was to answer.

			But the man snorted merrily.  “Sox fan myself.  All that poetry and loss.”

			Gabriel wanted to ask him about the pale man, then.  He started to, but something—perhaps his own sense of what was proper—checked the question.  If you were nosing in someone’s yard, it was probably bad manners to ask him questions about what you rooted up.

			Now the man—Miss Vivien’s son, evidently—stood laboriously, ruffed Gabriel’s hair, and ducked behind the tree, producing Del’s glove and holding it to the light, like a magician’s climax in a sleight of hand trick.  He tossed the glove to Gabriel, who thanked him under his breath and stood on one leg, uncertain as to how he was supposed to leave Miss Vivien’s yard.

			“Go back the way you came this time,” the man said, leaning against the maple.  “But remember what I said the next time you lose something over here.  I’ll mow right away, and prune these trees when it’s seasonal, and fix the pavement soon enough.  But as for now, my mother’s back yard is not the safest place for a boy.”

			He caught Gabriel’s gaze, raised an eyebrow.  

			It was not as friendly of advice as he wanted it to sound.  He checked himself, ventured the smile again.

			“The name’s Trajan Bell, son,” he said. “You can call me Trajan.”

			Gabriel nodded stupidly, backed away from him, turned, and headed to the opened corner of Miss Vivien’s yard.  He squeezed into the shaded fencerow, his breath shallow and fast, and he broke into a run as he hurried to join his friends.  Behind him, the board at the fence corner creaked loudly and slammed into place, but still he did not look back until he emerged breathless in familiar light, Del reaching for his glove and Joey rolling his eyes in exasperation at all that delay.

		

	
		
			III

			August slipped toward Labor Day and the beginning of school, with no sign in the air of approaching autumn.  Gabriel tried to catch a further glimpse of the spectral man in the yard, though the image floated to the surface of his dreams, and several times troubled the bright heat of waning summer.  

			One time, passing down the back fencerow of Miss Vivien’s property, he had heard the cicadas hush suddenly.  Then the smell of wet wool rose out of the shade and the heated air, and below that smell something sour and wild, the rat-smell he remembered from that day he had retrieved the glove from the back yard.

			He burst out into September light, gasping, and the world staggered upright again.  He knew not to look back.  He headed in a run across Echo and sprinted back toward Scarlett until he ran out of breath and the image of the man in homespun receded into the overhang of leaves and rubbish behind the fence row.

			He was afraid to go behind Miss Vivien’s now.  It felt like unhallowed ground on the far side of the fence.

			But he had not figured Trajan Bell, the strange mixture of allure and menace.  His fascination with the man was more steady: each morning Gabriel would look out the window toward Miss Vivien’s front yard, and it was not long before the changes became apparent—the awnings and pavement conjured back into shape, as though a new house was rising out of the memory of the old.

			Still, the heat was foremost in Gabriel’s thoughts—that smothering Ohio Valley mugginess when it seemed he was breathing through wet rags, when the grass-stain smell of his own sweat hung in the motionless air, and he felt like the season had stopped.  In the hot mid-afternoons he would find birds lying on the asphalt, their feathers matted, their beaks agape as though the temperature and accompanying death had ambushed them, rushed at them out of the cloudless midwestern sky.  At first, he felt sorry for them, but as the week passed on, the sight was so familiar that it baffled pity, and he fell back into his routines, all foreboding banished.

			The week before school began, Del Robinson, his brindled, stiff-bound composition tablets under his arm like a scholar’s on “Ozzie and Harriet,” had to go back early for the first of his seasonal remedies.

			It was what they did in high school for the backward ones, Joey said.  They would assure that Del could read well enough to follow assignments and to be bored along with the rest of them.  What it meant for Joey and Gabriel, however, was later, less frequent visits to their makeshift ball diamond, and more distant imagining about what was going on behind Miss Vivien’s privacy fence.  

			Trajan Bell was as good as his word, it seemed.  From his vantage in the middle of August Street, Gabriel caught the smell of cut grass, heard hammering, and in the late mornings before Del’s bus returned, he could hear something that sounded like digging if he approached Miss Vivien’s house from the other side from the fencerow.    Trajan was unearthing or burying something, and it made Gabriel think of the pale man in homespun, of the laughter and vanishing he had tried to bury somewhere in his own thoughts, but had emerged twice in dreams nonetheless, leaving a sour smell in his room when he awakened.

			A week after their meeting in Miss Vivien’s back yard, Trajan had moved to the front.  It took only an afternoon’s work for the boys to see that he was a skilled carpenter, and that he was building some kind of ramp or incline that began at Miss Vivien’s driveway and rose over her porch steps to the front door.  They had heard before that the old lady was confined to a wheel chair, but they hadn’t seen her in months, and this was the first confirmation that maybe she was. That maybe Trajan was staying longer than just to fix up things around her house.  

			That Saturday, early and before his friends awakened, Gabriel made a point of riding his bicycle back and forth in front of what the adults were now calling the Bell place, as though it belonged to two people now, and Trajan had staked a tentative claim just by working on it.  At Gabriel’s third pass of the property, Trajan, who was completing the incline in the front yard, looked up and waved and called to him. 

			“Oh what can ail thee, knight-at-arms, alone and palely loitering?”

			Gabriel braked the bicycle with his feet, frowned, and leaned against the handlebars.  

			Trajan was halfway up the incline, sodden with sweat in the already-hot summer morning.  His long white sleeves were rolled up to the elbow, and dark, salted crescents sagged at his sides.  Producing a blue bandana, he wiped his forehead and smiled at the perplexed boy.

			“That’s just Keats, young fella.  He never hurt anybody.”

			Gabriel walked the bike closer, lowered the kickstand and approached the ramp on foot, his hands deep in his pockets.  Almost as if the conversation was over, Trajan turned away from him, fitted the railing at the top of the incline, and hammered it in place with half a dozen sharp, accurate strokes.

			“You guys don’t believe in autumn down here, do you?”

			Gabriel shrugged, looked at his feet.  “Thought you was from down here.”

			Trajan looked over his shoulder.  “Not in ages.  You can stop being from a place, no matter what people tell you.”

			Gabriel looked up into the bulbous, red-rimmed eyes.  “When you stop bein’ from one place,” he asked, “do you start bein’ from another?”

			Trajan smiled, set down the hammer.  “Now that’s a good question.  My take on it is that you don’t.  You just kind of come unfastened.  Make sense to you?”

			For some reason Gabriel thought of the Sunday phone calls.  “I guess it does, sir,” he said.

			“None of that ‘sir’ stuff with me.  I think it’s ok for a guy your age to call a guy my age by his first name.  That is, if it’s all right with the parties involved.”

			“OK…Tradejin.”

			“That’s Trajan.  Marcus Ulpius Traianus Bell. Name of a Roman emperor.  Don’t know what my mother and father were thinking when they did it.”

			He rolled his eyes, and Gabriel snickered a little.  “I was named for a guy in a story,” he offered.  “I’m Gabriel.”

			“Ahhhh….the affable archangel?  Or was that Raphael?”

			“Dunno.  I think I was named out of some other story.”

			And indeed he was.  Gabriel’s mother was Irish, from Galway, which he had visited only once when he was very small, and which he remembered only for its cold winds and driving rain and the place called Salthill where his grandda lived.  After his father left, she had gone back in anger to being a Conroy, to his grandda’s name and Gabriel’s own middle name, so it made for questions in the classroom.  Every once in a while, especially on Mondays, she’d be after Gabriel to change his name as well, but he had learned to be quiet about it, to let her go through the Hibernian song and dance, so that Tuesdays would be better, and then the weeks would pass without it coming up again.

			The fact that they were both named for people in stories made him like Trajan more, and he leaned against the bottom of the incline, peering at the handiwork and considering it to be pretty good for a mad scientist, while the man picked up the hammer and returned to the job.

			The wood wasn’t like any Gabriel had seen before.  Too hard to be pine, and different from oak or ash or butternut.  Almost like walnut, except for the odd, spicy smell that lingered around it and almost gave him a headache and a scattering of dark purple blotches.  It was like it was already weathered, a little pocked and furrowed beneath Gabriel’s fingers, and it had lost the smell of new wood as well.  He figured it was some Yankee wood, and decided not to seem ignorant by asking.

			He had other questions, maybe not the ones he wanted to ask, but they would pass the time and keep him by the incline.

			“So, your mom gonna need this to get around, Trajan?” he asked finally.

			“She doesn’t think so, Gabriel,” the man replied, almost cheerfully, gripping the rail and standing to examine his handiwork.  All the while his broad back was to Gabriel and wings of sweat sprouted from the white cotton of his shirt.  “She’s decided to accept her confinement.  I used to be the family gimp, I guess, but now she’s housebound and has to get used to it.”

			“Then, why…”

			Trajan leaned against the railing and regarded the boy with bemusement down the gentle slope.  “This is what I call an interior incline, Gabriel,” he explained, lowering his voice and glancing toward the windows.  “It’s imagining something else for her.  I don’t suppose that makes much sense, does it?”

			Gabriel was inclined to believe it didn’t, but he nodded politely, raising his eyebrows as if he understood.

			Imagining something else. Pale homespun cloth flashed briefly through Gabriel’s memory.

			Homespun cloth and dead, glittering eyes.

			“Uh…and you and your mom…are the only ones living here?”

			“Of course we are, Gabriel.  Not much room in these little houses, now is there?”

			***

			He talked to Joey and Del about much of this later.  How Trajan had greeted him with something that sounded like poetry, which Del said sounded kind of sissified.  Joey said nothing about the poetry, but wanted to know about the wood, and kept asking until Gabriel threw up his hands and swore at his friend, saying he had told him all he could god damn it, and if he wanted to know more about it go check it out for himself.  

			Joey laughed then, and reckoned he would.

			That evening Gabriel looked up the Emperor Trajan in the encyclopedia, looking for something or other that might connect him to the strange man who was building and pruning a small brick house south of Louisville.  This Trajan was a builder as well, the encyclopedia told him, popular and successful, and there was a photograph of some arch in a place called Beneventum—a huge structure, it looked like, standing all by itself in the midst of dry and bare surroundings.

			The arch was cool, Gabriel decided.  It looked like something out of Greek mythology, and was built in honor of the emperor’s triumph over Dacia.  Even though Gabriel had no idea where Dacia was, it was a name he relished and committed to memory.

			Then he looked up Gabriel as well, finding nothing about the character he was named for.  The angel Trajan Bell had mentioned was there, however.  An archangel who “according to the Gospel of Luke, was the angel of the Annunciation: And in the sixth month the angel Gabriel was sent from God unto a city of Galilee, named Nazareth, to a virgin espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the virgin was named Mary (Luke 1:26-27).”

			Gabriel knew that story.  It had nothing to do with him.  And while he speculated about the confusion of names, wishing the real Gabriel was in the encyclopedia so he could read something about him without having to read Mother’s long and boring story about Ireland, the phone rang, and his mother said it was Joey Hardy on the line for him.

			“Don’t be all long and tying up the line,” she warned him blearily, warned him as she always did, as she handed over the receiver.

			“Rackett, you gotta see this,” Joey blurted out, almost before Gabriel could say hello.

			“What do I gotta see?”

			“That Yankee wood on Miss Vivien’s incline.  You gotta see it.”

			“Maybe you forgot that I was the one who told you about the Yankee wood, Joey.”

			“You gotta see it, Rackett.  You gotta see it…now.”

			***

			It was always easy to slip out on Mother at night.  Perhaps that was why he did not try it very often.  

			Mary Conroy had worked teaching drama for as long as Gabriel could remember, a part-time job at St. Frances Cabrini School.  It was hard work, as she constantly reminded him, because her students were all girls, and could he imagine directing a play when you had to ship the boys in from Epiphany or St. David’s?  And part-time was just as demanding as full, but when a woman had a growing son she had to give him her best time, what they were starting to call quality time, which was why she had never taken a professional theatre job more worthy of her talents.  Because of the nights, you know.  And yet on most nights she would come home weary, and some of those nights she would just go into her room, and if she came out she would be all distanced and it would take Gabriel two, three times of calling her to get her attention.

			It was one of those nights.  There was a production of The Tempest, she told him, and God only knew how she would find a Prospero among students she had never even met.  It was even more a mystery to Gabriel, who knew only that The Tempest was something by Shakespeare: a boring one without the swordfights and full-scale slaughter at the end.  So he stood at the half-open front door and told Mary Conroy in a quiet, conversational voice that he was going out to see Joey Hardy for a few minutes.  That he’d be back before bedtime.  

			Of course, he meant her bedtime when he said that; they’d agreed on that, since Gabriel would stay up hours past his mother, especially on the nights he felt distracted. She nodded at him, waved in his direction, the table at her elbow littered with notes and the paperback play, with pills as multicolored as derelict seashells, her watery attention on the television screen, where Patrick McGoohan fled a sagging white balloon through an eccentric Welsh village, the dialogue lost in sound of the air conditioner rattling in the window.

			Joey lived two houses down August Street, farther from Miss Vivien’s than Gabriel.  But by the time Gabriel was outside, he could see Joey’s tall, lean figure under the faintly glowing street lamp.  It was barely after eight, having passed from late afternoon to dusk.  For the life of him, Gabriel could not see how the two of them could approach Miss Vivien’s house without being in full view of anyone who was watching.

			And now, at dusk, Gabriel again recalled that afternoon a week ago in the enclosed back yard.  

			There was a chance that not all watching eyes would be friendly.

			Joey was almost frantic when Gabriel caught up with him.  He dragged Gabriel toward Miss Vivien’s yard, whispering as he tugged.

			“I was going over there just to look at the wood.  Just gonna take a look at it and go, coz I thought it was prolly mahogany or teakwood—you know, they make decks out of teakwood and it’s not like them Chinese carvings…”

			He shook his head quickly, like he was trying to jostle himself back into memory.

			“But…it was…oh, hell, Rackett, you gotta see it, there’s just no way around it, you gotta…”

			They had reached Miss Vivien’s driveway.  The lights were out in the house, but Gabriel suspected that the old woman, at least, was at home.  What was it Trajan had said? 

			Housebound and had to get used to it?

			So he was quiet as they approached the incline.

			“Dammit, Joey,” he hissed, his whisper almost lost in a high evening wind that was starting up in the maples. “Dammit, you don’t need to tug me like I’m on a leash or somethin’, I’m comin!”

			Joey was insistent, implacably silent.  With a strength that was uncanny in a boy so thin, he hauled Gabriel up the incline toward the little platform, toward the very spot where Trajan had stood that morning, talking about lonely knights and affable archangels and inclines of the imagination.

			“There!” he whispered triumphantly, pointing at the rail.  “You’re right when you say it’s not like any wood you seen before, but it ain’t Yankee wood and I’ll be switched if I can tell you what it is….”

			He swept his hand across the platform, and the branches and leathery leaves that had sprouted from the railing glowed a silvery green in the last of the dusky sunlight.  Four-lobed flowers blossomed in the darkness, and reaching into this new greenery, Gabriel’s fingers rested on firm, black berries.

			He held them up to the moonlight, to Joey’s widening eyes. One of the berries had burst in the picking, and its dark juice stained Gabriel’s hand.

			Caught up, almost hypnotized by this sudden, unnatural blossoming, neither of the boys would have noticed the sputter of moths against the street lamps, the possible shifts of the night wind bearing cooler weather from the west, or, if it happened at all, the blinds in Miss Vivien’s window part slowly and narrowly and someone observing them with mounting interest.

		

	
		
			IV

			One cold morning at the tag end of September, Gabriel awoke to a whirring sound at his window.  A wasp had found its way between the pane and the blinds, and lying on its back, stung the air vaguely in its death throes.

			The first few weeks of school had distracted him.  It was high school, after all, and a striking change from what he was used to:  the building was large, three-storied and slate-gray, confusing to navigate and filled with older, menacing students.  Joey and he had only two classes together, and alphabetized; they sat rows apart, while Gabriel only saw Del on the morning and afternoon bus ride.

			Del was making different friends already.  He hung with the shop boys, who wore T-shirts with packs of Luckies rolled up in the sleeves.  The games of catch in the Robinson back yard were less enthusiastic, and even the old common ground—the celebration of the Cardinals—was muted this year, because the team was too good, had left behind all competitors in the dazed and hitless National League.

			Maybe it was just that the season was over, Gabriel said.  Maybe it was just that Del’s attentions had to be elsewhere, for of the three of them he was the most athletically talented, and the baseball team held fall tryouts so that it could start winter training with a full squad.  

			Surely, that was all it was, he told Joey, as they walked together from the school bus, crossing the corner of Del’s yard farthest from Miss Vivien’s property, the old diamond overgrowing with the last vestiges of autumn weeds.

			Joey, however, wasn’t buying.  

			He didn’t argue it, like Joey usually argued things.  He just shook his head and settled his eyes beyond Gabriel, like he was watching for something that hadn’t arrived yet: something that perhaps he had yet to imagine himself.

			That afternoon, Gabriel waited for both of his friends to no avail.  Both boys had left the bus at different stops—Del with the shop boys over on Echo, and Joey with some Junior, his hair down over his forehead, who knew about the Beatles’ new White Album; even though, Joey said, it hadn’t been released yet.

			It was disconcerting, boring to be alone.  Gabriel sat on the basepaths in the Robinson’s back yard, wearing his glove but with nothing to catch, wondering if he was being outgrown.  He was the youngest of the three—the only one not yet fourteen—and it seemed to him that his friends had somehow been more ready for the change of schools than he had.  

			For once his mother had assured him.  Mary Conroy had seated herself heavily on the sofa as Gabriel watched Mayberry RFD.  He was thinking how the show wasn’t as good any more, how the town wasn’t the same without Andy and Barney and the characters he had watched ever since he could remember, when his mother leaned toward him, a kind of softness in her face that Gabriel did not associate with her except when it came with a faint whiff of evergreen, of juniper, as it did that night.  

			And there’s none of your little friends about, Gabriel? That happens when you change schools, love.

			He knew he was too old to bask in the voice, in the Irish accent and the astringent smells and the tenderness, but he found himself doing so, found himself halfway between embarrassment and pleasure, and safety and assurance, like in the days before he started school when his mother had read him the melancholy poems about the deaths of children and together, sitting on his bed, they had brimmed with tears over abandoned toys and the dolor of empty cradles. Back when he had adored her.

			They’ve not moved on, his mother told him, wrenching Gabriel back to the present.  Not yet, and not yet entirely.

			Sure, but it’s that kind of a bond that’s made for the breaking, and you’ll be ready for it when it comes.

			For a moment, the poetry of the past continued to blur with a mild and current sadness, and he felt as if he had glimpsed Del and Joey through a great lens of distance and loss.  But he would be prepared when the time came: his mother seemed to be sure of that.  And even though Gabriel was inclined not to believe his mother
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