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I

THAT NIGHT, somewhere in Georgia or South Carolina, he became a boy again and went to confession in the parish church where he’d been baptized. He was waiting in line with other sinners, young and old, while high on the wall above the side door, sunlight bright as hope itself fell in multicolored dowels through a round window with stained-glass panels arranged like spokes in a wheel. Vigil candles sputtered near the altar in ruby-red mantles. Otherwise, the church was dark. The church usually spooked Dante when its lights were off, its shadowy alcoves suggesting occult mysteries and secret condemnations, but this time he found the dimness restful. It was good to be in a familiar place among familiar faces; he was filled with a sense of belonging as serene and solid as the soaring stone pillars and the thick granite walls across which, in marble friezes, Christ walked the stations of his passion. One by one, the people in front of Dante entered the confessional, then knelt in the pews to say their penances, foreheads pressed to folded hands. Finally, his turn came. He stepped into the box, its air stale and dull, as if it held a memory of the dull sins confessed within it over and over, the stale absolutions granted. He could not see anything except the translucent screen that framed Father Talley’s silhouette. Crossing himself, Dante went to his knees and caught the scent of Father Talley’s aftershave—English Leather. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” he said, and suddenly everything went out from under him—the kneeler, the floor, the earth itself. He was plunging down a bottomless pit, faster and faster, his happiness sucked out of him instantly, replaced by a vertiginous terror as he plummeted, the wind of his passage roaring in his ears.

He woke dangling upside down, like a sleeping bat, in an enclosure as dark and almost as small as the confessional. He heard a drawn-out screech; a foul smell rose into his nostrils. Then, the fog of sleep lifting from his brain, he realized that the screeching was the Silver Meteor’s wheels, shrilling on the rails as the train came to a sudden stop in the middle of the night. The violence of the deceleration had almost thrown him out of his upper berth; his legs and feet were tangled in the bedsheets, which were all that had stopped him from falling headfirst into the toilet. Twisting sideways, he reached up with one hand, grasped the sideboard of the berth, and pulled himself back into bed. He lay breathless for a few moments. The terror soon passed, and grief came in its place—the same grief that had ridden with him to the train station, that had sat beside him at dinner in the dining car and finally crawled into bed with him, clutching him as he’d fallen asleep. It had let him go while he dreamed and, like a lover sure of its claim on his heart, waited as he flirted with rival emotions, patiently waited for the dalliances to end and the chance to embrace him again.

Voices began speaking: a man and a woman. They sounded as if they were talking to a conductor. Had there been an accident? the woman asked. And then the man: Should they get dressed in case they had to evacuate? Dante swung out of bed, switched on the light, and raised the window to look up and down the tracks. All he saw were the lights from other windows planing across the gravel roadbed. A woods lay beyond, the trees ranked so thick in the blackness that he would have thought the train was stuck in a tunnel if it weren’t for the scent of wet earth and pine and flowering dogwood. All right, they were in the middle of a woods, but where? The Silver Meteor had pulled out of Miami at a little past two in the afternoon, and it was now half past twelve in the morning. Ten hours at an average speed of, say, sixty miles an hour would put it in Georgia for sure, maybe in South Carolina.

He got into his jeans and stepped barefoot into the aisle, where he saw that the man and the woman were questioning not a conductor but themselves. The aisle was crowded with a dozen other passengers, milling in confusion. Dante grew worried: the train was scheduled to pull into Penn Station at four this afternoon. He would then have to take a subway to Grand Central, then Metro North to Norwalk. If the train was stalled here for only an hour, he would be late.

Looking for a porter or conductor, he went into the car ahead, a deluxe sleeper, with recessed lights glowing softly on walls covered in a grainy beige upholstery. It didn’t have the glamour of the bygone passenger trains he had seen on the American Movie Classics channel, speeding in black and white across his grandfather’s America, but it made his car seem as shabby and harshly lit as a midnight subway car. The passengers were awake—he could hear them speaking quietly behind their closed compartment doors—but they hadn’t come out to stand around, nervous and flustered, or to go hunting for a conductor. Maybe they who could afford deluxe tickets expected someone to come to them and explain what was going on. Maybe they thought nothing bad could happen to them. Dante hoped that was true, because then nothing bad would happen to the rest of the train they were connected to, and the Silver Meteor would get moving again and bring him home on time. He walked down the deserted aisle almost with an intruder’s wary tread, half expecting someone to tell him, shirtless and shoeless as he was, to get back where he belonged. He felt a hundred old resentments, imagining that his grief would not clutch him so ferociously if he were in these accommodations; like most people without money, Dante suspected that it did buy happiness, or at least the tools to blunt life’s sharper edges.

In the dark passageway between the sleeper and the dining car, a woman stood at the bottom of the boarding stairs, smoking. Dante would not have noticed her there, three feet below, if he hadn’t caught the quick furtive movement of her hand as she hid the cigarette behind her back, like a schoolgirl caught sneaking a drag in the hall.

“Oh, you’re one of us,” she said, in an accent that sounded almost British. She gave a short, husky laugh and brought the cigarette to her lips.

“Us who?” Dante, holding the handle of the dining car door, looked down. The woman’s hair cascaded over her shoulders in pale waves, but he couldn’t tell its color. She was in a bathrobe, tightly cinched around a waist slender as a young woman’s. But her voice wasn’t young.

“One of us passengers as opposed to crew,” she answered. “An authority figure. An enforcer of rules. They don’t allow smoking even on Amtrak anymore. So now the only good thing about riding these trains is gone, thanks to the health Nazis.”

“Yeah, guess so. I don’t smoke.”

“Good for you,” she said approvingly, yet with a seasoning of sarcasm, and then she inhaled, the ash’s flare revealing a square chin and a wide, slender mouth with two deep lines at each corner, like parentheses. His mother’s age, Dante guessed, still unable to think of his mother in the past tense. “If you’re looking for someone to tell you why we’re sitting here in the middle of nowhere, don’t bother.”

“Nobody knows?”

“Some fellow in a blue uniform told me something about a malfunctioning blocking signal, whatever that means.”

“A blocking signal is like a traffic light. Like a traffic signal for trains.”

“Are you a train buff? Or are you just afraid of planes?”

“No. I—”

“I’m old enough to remember when train travel had some style, when the trains had the stuff to go with their grand names,” the woman interrupted, drawing on the cigarette again. She smoked like the actresses on the AMC movies, her wrist cocked, her chin tilted haughtily. “Now they’ve only got the names and none of the stuff. Riding Amtrak is like riding those Soviet trains or, worse yet, the Long Island Rail Road. Dreary, dreary. I wish my husband would see a shrink.”

Dante said nothing. He’d begun to wonder if she’d been drinking as well as smoking. There was something boozily compulsive about the way she was speaking, compulsive but also compelling. Her voice, mellow and deep, arrested him, its patrician tone commanding him to stay and listen, though the steel platform plates were cold against his feet, though the night air filtering through the crack between the plates gave him goose bumps.

“I mean that he ought to see someone about his fear of flying,” she explained. “This is a deep-sea fisherman who thinks nothing of going way out into the ocean in a small boat, but let him just see an airplane and he breaks into sweats, his heart rate hits triple digits. So we take trains or ships when we go anywhere. They practically know us on the QE 2.”

“The ocean liner? The big British one?”

“Why, yes, dear. What did you think I meant?”

The way she put the question made Dante feel stupid and awkward. “I meant to ask if you’re British,” he said. “You sound like it, kind of.”

“Must be those fancy schools my parents wasted their money on. No, I’m as Yankee Doodle as Indian pudding. I guess you don’t travel much.…” She hesitated and leaned against the stairwell, looking outside. “Forgive me. Sometimes it seems that traveling is all my husband and I have done the last five years,” the woman went on, now with a distance in her voice. “Cruises. Tours. As soon as we come back from someplace, we start planning where we’ll go next. Travel is a kind of drug, a way of not facing things, I suppose. There is a forgetfulness that comes with motion, don’t you think, Mr.… May I ask your name? Striking up temporary friendships is an old tradition on trains.”

“Dante. Dante Panetta.”

“Dante. I like that. Dante. Fitting too. Because here you are, in a dark wood. But then, aren’t we all?”

He had no idea what she was talking about.

“Greer Rhodes,” she said, and she took a last drag, opened the door, and with a mannish snap of her forefinger launched the cigarette into a long arc over the embankment, its glowing ash vanishing before it struck the ground. “Well, Dante, I wonder how long it’ll be before someone tells us how long we’ll be stuck here. How far are you going?”

“Penn Station. Then I’ve got to get up to Norwalk. That’s in Connecticut.”

“I know. You’re from Norwalk?”

“Yeah, but I—”

“We’re neighbors,” she interrupted. “Fair Harbor.”

Although Fair Harbor hardly made them neighbors, except geographically, meeting someone from his home state and county brought a warmth to Dante’s breast that recalled, faintly, the moment in the dream—that too brief moment of happiness when he stood in the church he knew, among people he knew. It came to him, with the chagrin and pleasure of discovering the obvious, that loneliness was the power holding him here in conversation, not some magical quality in Greer Rhodes’ voice.

“I was going to say that I moved from Norwalk a couple of years ago. To Miami.”

“Miami? That’s an awful—” She stopped herself. “Forgive me a second time. I tend to be too blunt sometimes. You probably like Miami. The Beach. The Art Deco district. Nubiles in thong bikinis.”

Though he wasn’t sure she could see the gesture, Dante shook his head.

“Friends of ours live there. Coral Gables,” Greer Rhodes continued. “We were just sailing with them in the Bahamas. Should say I was. My husband was bonefishing. Anyway, they love the place. I don’t see the attraction. Something about living in a hurricane zone that makes life too unstable. People too.”

“I moved there before the last big one. Andrew. The mall where I work—Dadeland? A mess. Like if the wind blew a little harder, the whole thing would’ve been a parking lot.”

“What do you do in a mall?”

“Cut hair. I’m a barber. My boss likes me to say ‘hair stylist’ because most of our customers are women, but I’m a barber. My day job.”

“And what, do you do at night?”

Had this been asked with less of her Yankee Doodle directness, it would have sounded flirtatious.

“Play electric bass when we’ve got a gig. Hector Baroso’s Latin Jazz Band.”

“A Renaissance man.”

She started up the stairs. Just then, with a crashing of couplers all along its length, the train jerked forward, backward, then forward again, knocking her off balance. She grabbed the handrail, spinning around and falling. Dante lunged, caught her under the arms before she struck the edge of the top step, and lifted her up to the platform.

“You okay?”

“Sure. Sure.” She rubbed her upper arm. “Just twisted it a little. Thanks for sparing me and Amtrak the trouble of a lawsuit.”

They stood facing each other for a second, Greer a head shorter than Dante’s six-one. She gave off, through the stale tobacco odor, a scent of cologne and soap that reminded him of his mother when she came out of the shower.

The train was rolling steadily now, gathering speed.

“Well, we finally appear to be unblocked,” she said. “Time I got back to Julian and our healthy, smoke-free compartment. Maybe we’ll see you at breakfast. That should be in Virginia.”

“Any idea where we are now?”

“In a dark wood, dear,” she said, with another of her curt, throaty laughs, and pushed against the door to the sleeper. Dante, reaching over her head, held it open for her, then followed her down the aisle. In the light, he saw that she was older than his mother. Mid-fifties maybe. Her skin looked good, but her hair was a dim and lifeless gray that covered her head like a shawl of cold ashes. She would look younger if it were shorter, he thought, and was mentally trimming and shaping it when she stopped at her compartment and, turning toward him, started to say good night.

She didn’t finish, wincing and making a sound too loud to be a breath, too soft to be a gasp.

“Something wrong?”

She said nothing, staring into his face with such intensity in her close-set eyes that he could not return her gaze. He looked instead at the elaborate monogram embroidered on the pocket of her robe.

“Mrs. Rhodes … Are you okay?”

First she nodded, then she shook her head, then she nodded once more and murmured, “Oh, my God.”

She was so changed from the brusque, jaunty woman he’d spoken to only moments before as to seem a different person altogether. What if she was unbalanced? What if she screamed? He pictured porters and conductors rushing in to find him, half naked, with a hysterical woman in a bathrobe.

He took a step to move past her, but stopped when she held up her palm and whispered, “No … Wait … Wait.” Her eyes had moistened, the pupils moving back and forth like blue ceramic disks sliding under the thinnest film of water.

“How old are you, Dante?”

“Old? What’s that got to—?”

“Please.”

“Twenty-four.”

Her lips pursed as she raised toward his face a trembling hand through which the first blue veins of age had begun to show. Her fingers reached for his cheek; then she folded them, lowered her hand, and vanished behind her compartment door so swiftly he almost didn’t see it open and close. She seemed to have dissolved, like an apparition.

THE NEXT MORNING, Dante sat alone at a dining car table, poking indifferently at his scrambled eggs while he watched the countryside reel past. He did not see Greer Rhodes and was surprised to find himself disappointed. He would have thought he’d be relieved by her absence, but he craved company, craved distraction from the dread and sadness deepening in him with each mile. He had hardly slept, and had crawled out of his berth an hour earlier with a feeling of inner collapse that was almost physical; it was as though his bones were losing their rigidity. He was shrouded in a fear that he would not be able to get through the next two days, and disgusted himself when he began hoping for a serious illness to strike him, or for the train to break down after all and give him an acceptable excuse for not appearing at the wake and the funeral.

He could not imagine her coffined and lifeless, not that tall, broad-boned woman. Ever since his father walked out, twelve years before, she had been both mother and father to him, as he had been son and man of the house, mowing the small lawn, raking the leaves, and, when he was old enough to play bar gigs, turning his meager earnings over to her to help pay the bills. He shouldn’t have left her. He kept thinking he could have saved her if he’d been there, leaped somehow into the path of the oncoming stroke and pushed her out of its way.

A steward with a coffeepot and a trained smile asked if he wanted a refill. Dante nodded. Then, gesturing at the trees draped in light, spring leaves and at the rolling pastures where horses grazed, he asked if they were in Virginia.

“Sure are,” the steward answered, carefully positioning the spout as the car rocked gently. “We’ll be comin’ onto Richmond shortly.”

“How late are we going to be getting into New York?”

“Ten, fifteen minutes only. We highballed last night to make up the time. Hit one fifteen one stretch. Said to my buddy, ‘We go any faster, we’ll have to tell folks to fly the friendly skies of Amtrak.’ You have a good day.”

As the steward walked away, Dante noticed a man four or five tables down quickly turn his head aside, the way people do when they’ve been staring at someone and don’t want to be discovered. Dante pretended to look outside. In his peripheral vision, he saw, or imagined, the man again fix him with a penetrating gaze. When he switched his glance from the window, the man’s eyes darted away, then fell to the newspaper on his table. There was nothing familiar about him and, except for the ponderous eyelids that made him look sleepy, nothing remarkable. Wispy brown hair. Heavy, flushed jowls, a polo shirt bearing a designer’s logo or the logo of a golf club, like all the middle-aged guys Dante had seen striding across south Florida fairways or waiting under hotel marquees beside impatient wives for an airport limo.

The man suddenly looked up from the newspaper, and now it was he who caught Dante staring at him.

Screwing up his nerve, Dante called out across the empty tables between them.

“Do we know each other?”

“What? What?”

The flush in the man’s cheeks darkened.

“Do we know each other? You’ve been staring at me for the past five minutes.”

“Oh, for … This is … Excuse me,” the man stammered, then pushed back his chair and stood. He was big, a little taller than Dante, and heavyset in the way of an ex-football player long out of condition.

“Hey,” Dante said. “Sorry. I thought you were staring. No big deal.”

The man gave him a parting glance, then turned and fled from the dining car, showing a bald spot on the back of his head, as round and bright as a planet.

Dante shook his head and wondered if he was going a little crazy. No, dammit, the guy had been looking him over. This led him to wonder further if he was involved in a case of mistaken identity, an intrigue, maybe a murder mystery. He didn’t entertain this notion seriously; he was common clay, and uncommon things never happened to him.

He was finishing his third cup of coffee when the tall man came back, with Greer Rhodes walking reluctantly behind him. A big leather purse hung from her shoulder, and she was wearing pleated khaki trousers and a snug white turtleneck that showed a body a thirty-year-old would envy. She had pinned up her hair and combed it back in front, revealing a high, lined forehead.

Dante greeted her with a small wave, which she returned with an economical nod. She was scrutinizing him from a distance, frowning like a gallery patron puzzled by a complicated painting.

Then her husband—Dante presumed that’s who the man was—came over and planted himself in the aisle beside his table.

“Well, it seems … Greer and I, we … It’s remarkable, all right, uncanny’s I guess the word for it, so the way Greer reacted, last night, the way she reacted then … So,” he said, punctuating the shards of his sentences with coughs and snorts. “We owe you … You were right about me … I was …”

Greer let out a sigh that seemed to express impatience with not only her husband’s stumbling speech but all the exasperations of a long marriage. Not that Dante knew much about marriages, long or otherwise.

“Julian is trying to tell you that we owe you an apology,” she said, moving closer. “I for acting the way I did last night. It must’ve made you wonder if I’m a little batty.”

He shook his head.

“You don’t have to be polite. Would’ve thought the same thing myself if I’d been in your moccasins. I asked Julian to—I don’t know how to put this—to check you out if he saw you and tell me if I was imagining things. He was staring at you, and we apologize for that too. It was rude, but we hope you’ll understand when we explain.”

Silent for a moment, Greer began to examine him from up close. He was unsettled by her stare as it moved across his brow and down his nose and along the line of his jaw with a concentration he could feel physically, as if his features were being caressed by a blind woman trying to identify him by touch.

“What’s this about, Mrs. Rhodes—?”

She raised two fingers. “Greer. Please. May we join you?”

Dante shrugged, mostly out of confusion, but the Rhodeses took this gesture to mean yes and sat down across from him. They no sooner had than the steward appeared to tell them that breakfast was over and the dining car closed until lunch.

“Then I guess we’ll have to adjourn. How about the observation car?” Julian rumbled, lowering his voice an octave on the last two words, drawing them out and rounding his r’s in a down-easter drawl.

“If you want to,” Greer said to Dante. “We’d like to explain.”

He stood and followed Julian, who moved from car to car with the aging athlete’s fading grace, the memory in his joints of injuries suffered long ago grown sharper with the years than the memory in his muscles of passes caught and races won. He climbed stiffly to the upper deck of the observation car, his bulk filling the cramped stairwell.

“Greer tells me that you … in one of those malls, a salon thing … that you cut women’s hair. A hairdresser.”

“Hairstylist,” Dante corrected amiably. He was used to the reaction his profession typically provoked in men. “And I cut men’s hair too.”

“How do you like that? I mean to say, what’s it like?” asked Julian as they passed under a long glass dome ribbed like a ship’s hull turned bottom side up.

“Pays the rent.”

They all three sat down, away from the other passengers.

“It’s his day job, dear,” Greer explained protectively. “Dante’s a musician. Latin jazz.”

“Latino, hey? Cha-cha.” Julian shook his shoulders in an imitation of a merengue that was as clumsy as his mimic of a Latin accent had been crude. “But this styling thing … you must work with a lot of women, I imagine. I know that nowadays, feminism and all, a lot of men have to … I know that, but I wonder if it’s … how you …”

Looking up at armadas of clouds sailing through a sky darkened by the dome’s tint, Dante smiled bitterly to himself. He ought to have told Greer he was a barber and left it at that.

“There’s six women stylists, and my boss is a woman. Cuban lady. She’s got six women, three men. Two of the guys are and one isn’t, and I’m the one who isn’t, all right?”

“I don’t understand. Not one what?”

“You understand perfectly well,” Greer said tightly, and exchanged a fleeting, sidelong glance with her husband before she turned back to Dante.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Y’know, you keep apologizing for one thing and another, and I still don’t know what in the hell is going on. What is it you were going to tell me?”

She laid the purse on her lap. A veil of sadness fell swiftly over her candid face, then as swiftly lifted, her expression changing to one of resolve. She opened the purse and withdrew a photograph, which she passed to Dante facedown.

He turned it over and blinked.

“Remarkable, isn’t it? Uncanny, like I said?” asked Julian.

Dante did not respond, entranced by the image of himself in a military uniform. He squinted at the photo of his double from up close and examined it at arm’s length, looking for differences. The soldier’s hair, what little of it showed from beneath his army cap, was slightly darker, his lips were slightly thinner; and his chin was straight and square, a bit like Greer’s, while Dante’s was cleft (though the indentation was cosmetic, the result of a bad spill he’d taken in a hockey game years before). Every other feature was the same: the Roman nose, the small ears, the deep-set copper-brown eyes, and the left eyebrow that arced higher than the right, creating an expression of perpetual skepticism. That last detail astonished Dante the most. His eyebrows were a family trademark. He’d inherited them from his mother, as she had inherited hers from her father, and to see the trait replicated now in a stranger was more than remarkable; it was spooky.

He handed the photograph back to Greer. As she replaced it in her purse, she bit down on her lips, the way women did when they wanted to spread their lipstick evenly, and the lines bracketing her mouth deepened. The light from the observation dome seemed then to fall upon her mercilessly, whitening her hair, accentuating the parchment whiteness of her skin. She looked suddenly very old.

“Clayton. Our son, as I suppose you’ve guessed.”

Folding her pale hands over her purse, drawing her knees tightly together, cocking her chin ever so slightly, she struck a pose of pride and steely self-containment.

“Well, yeah, I did. But …” He paused, turning with a bemused expression from Greer to Julian and then back again.

“Adopted,” said Julian, answering the unspoken question. “That’s why there isn’t much resemblance, except for the chin. He’s got Greer’s chin.”

Dante felt a light tremor in his chest. “Adopted?”

“Greer and I couldn’t have any of our own, so we adopted Clay.”

Dante asked when that was, and Julian told him it was in 1966.

“Where? Connecticut?”

Julian shook his head. “Portland. Where I’m from, in case you couldn’t tell by … Maine … In case you couldn’t tell by the accent, Maine is where I’m from. Portland. There was a home there for unwed mothers. Still had those back then, and that’s where we adopted Clay.”

“Just a tiny baby,” said Greer. “Three months old.”

Dante leaned his head against the back of the seat and watched one cloud after another hastened into and then out of sight by the speeding train.

“Do you know who his birth parents were?” he asked.

“Oh, no. They never tell you that,” Greer replied. “It’s the law.”

Looking outside, at passing tableaux of black children playing in the yards of brick and shingle cottages crowded below the roadbed, Dante did a quick subtraction. His mother would have been nineteen in 1966. A nineteen-year-old Irish Catholic girl, especially in those days … In an instant, an entire melodrama unfolded in his mind. The discovery that she is pregnant … Her lover refuses to marry her, leaves … The panic and shame she would have felt, then the mental strain of keeping the truth from her parents for as long as she can … Then the flight, when she begins to show, to a home in a distant city. What reason for leaving would she have invented? And what would have drawn her to Maine? The whole scenario seemed fantastic, and yet the trembling persisted in Dante’s chest. That his mother might have borne an illegitimate child didn’t bother him as much as the thought that she would have kept it secret from him. There would have been a hint at least. He would have preferred to speculate about his father, but Dad had been overseas in 1966. And then there was that trait, so peculiar to his mother’s side.

He took out his wallet, opened it to her photo, and showed it to Greer without a word. She looked at it carefully, then at him.

“Your mother?”

He nodded.

“May I ask her name?”

“Margaret. Everybody called her Meg. Meg Dougherty was her maiden name.”

“She must have had you when she was quite young. She doesn’t look a day over forty.”

“Forty-one in the picture. It’s seven years old. She gave it to me when I got out of high school. It’s the eyebrows. The way the left one goes way up, higher than the right. Y’know, like she’s raising it? Like you’ve said something she doesn’t believe?”

“It was the first thing I noticed about you.” Greer pointed at him and traced an outline of his brow in the air, an affectionate smile on her face. “They’re Clay’s all over again. And your eyes as well. That light, light brown, and the pupils like two tiny ancient creatures preserved in amber.”

The tenderness with which she gave this unusual description made Dante blush, for he, and not her son, seemed the object of it.

Julian patted him once on the knee. The touch was meant to be reassuring, but it was delivered hard and awkwardly and came off as a blunt attempt to gain his attention.

“Now, we can guess what you might’ve thought, might be thinking right now,” Julian said. “Greer, last night, she thought about it too, and we talked it over this morning, and … Well, I’ll try to put this delicately as I can.… We think the chances that your mother or father was one of Clayton’s parents are pretty remote. Even if they both, ah, got together five years before you were born, the chances that they would’ve had your identical twin are astronomical. In so many words, just in case you’ve been wondering, in case you’ve had any doubts, we don’t think you need to.” He paused. “Unless, of course, you might have heard something, unless you might know something we don’t.”

“No. I don’t,” Dante said curtly. “It’d be news to me.”

“Excuse me for bringing that up, but you’ll understand that we’re curious.”

“So am I.”

“Right. Right. That settles that, I guess.”

“Then how do you explain this? It’s really weird.”

“Can’t. There’s that theory. Everybody is supposed to have a double somewhere.”

Dante said that he had never believed it. If it were true, then half the people in the country would look like the other half, and it was clear that they didn’t.

“Of course, dear.” Greer’s voice had assumed its customary forth-right tone. “We have to think that this is some incredible accident of genetics.”

Dante wished for a more solid assurance. “Incredible accident” didn’t quite do as an answer, didn’t completely allay the disquieting suspicion that his mother possessed a covert history she had seen fit not to share with him. If only he could ask her! It seemed cruel for this mystery to come upon him now. He wanted no doubts to trouble him when he saw her tonight, wanted no unanswerable questions to blemish her memory.

“Why, Dante, we’ve upset you,” Greer said.

“What?”

“You look upset.”

“I do?”

His hand rose and roved over his cheeks and mouth, as if he needed to feel his expression to know what it was.

“Oh, I was worried we would. I told Julian not to say anything about the adoption, that it would be bound to raise questions.”

“It’s not that. That’s only part of it. I’m going up to Norwalk to—”

“Norwalk. Right. Greer mentioned you’re from there,” Julian blundered in.

“My mother died yesterday. I’m heading home for her funeral.”

“Oh, my, I’m so … Oh, my,” Greer said, and an uncomfortable silence fell. Julian cleared his throat and appeared for the moment unsure about what to do with his hands. He scowled and uttered a low groan that plainly was not an expression of sympathy. It seemed to say: Now, why did you have to bring that up? Clearing his throat again, Julian began to cast erratic looks around the car. Greer gave him an out, asking if he would go to the café car for coffee.

“Sure, glad to.” He stood, grateful and relieved. “How do you like yours, Dante?”

He motioned that he did not want any.

“You mustn’t mind him,” said Greer after her husband left. “Julian has a difficult time with emotional situations.”

“If you say so. He made me feel like I said something wrong.”

“Please, please don’t. Julian dislikes hearing about tragedies. Sometimes I think he resents it because it puts him in a position of having to respond, and I’m afraid Julian’s repertoire of responses is rather limited.”

Dante resisted the temptation to say: That’s his problem.

“You’d never know, listening to him, that he graduated magna cum from Dartmouth, would you?”

“I went to barber college; I wouldn’t know nothing about Dartmouth, Mrs. Rhodes,” he said, and saw her flinch.

The Silver Meteor had slowed in its northward career, and as it ran sedately past warehouses and under viaducts upon whose sooty walls graffiti taggers had left their marks, Greer said:

“Oh, Dante. Here we are, virtual strangers, and yet I feel that I know you so well. I do know your grief, yes, believe me I do, and your bitterness. Forty … She would have been only forty-eight?”

Dante nodded. He could tell that she wanted to know how a woman that young had died, but was too well bred to ask.

“It was a cerebral hemorrhage,” he volunteered, and then told her that it had happened at eight-thirty in the morning, outside the office where his mother was a receptionist. She had just left her car and was walking across the parking lot to begin work when she dropped as if she had been shot through the brain. She was pronounced dead on arrival at Norwalk General, and someone from the hospital found Dante’s number in her purse and phoned him at the NuWave salon two hours later. He remembered laying down his electric clippers after he hung up and holding on to the counter cluttered with hairbrushes and shampoo bottles, because the floor seemed to be heaving under his feet. He remembered seeing the reflection of Consuela Balbotin behind his own in the mirror, she frowning and gesturing at him to attend to his customer, until he turned and told her what had happened and asked for a week off.

“Consuela’s got a lot of heart. She called the airlines for me, got me on a flight to La Guardia, even drove me to the airport,” Dante went on, in a voice steadier than he thought he would be capable of. Talking about it was doing him good, made him feel that he was describing a tragedy that had happened to someone else. “The plane had some mechanical trouble, flight was canceled, and they’re trying to get me on another one, but all I was thinking about was to get going, get moving, so I called Amtrak, and here I am. Probably would’ve been home quicker if I’d thought straight and just waited for another flight.”

The train was idling through a switchyard, between a long, motionless line of boxcars and another of silver passenger cars gleaming in the April sunlight. A voice crackled over the speakers: “Richmond. This is Richmond. All passengers for Richmond, be sure to clear your luggage and belongings from your compartments or the overhead racks. Richmond is the next.”

“Dante, Dante,” said Greer, and, taking his hand in hers, declared that she felt awful for him and ashamed of herself for sending her husband to spy on him, for troubling him at a time like this …

He did not want to hear any more apologies and made a gesture of dismissal.

“It’s okay. Last thing I want is to be by myself.”

“I can imagine. That emptiness …” She hesitated, and it appeared that she had to make an effort to maintain her composure. “That emptiness that comes over you when you’re alone. Like the you that makes you you has disappeared from inside and all you are is a body that looks alive but isn’t. Yes, I can imagine.”

It was exactly like that, he thought, and it could not be imagined by anyone who had not known it. Possibly Clayton Rhodes had been away from home a long time, stationed in some foreign country, and Greer had begun to cry last night because she missed him.

The train stopped with a bump. Laughing redcaps waited beside empty baggage carts on the platform below.

“Where’s your son stationed?” Dante asked.

The abrupt change of subject seemed to catch her off guard.

“He’s in the army, isn’t he? Or was that picture taken a while back?”

“Yes, a while ago,” she answered quietly. “You’ve not been in the service, Dante?”

He shook his head.

“That’s a navy uniform Clayton’s wearing,” she informed him, then added with a peculiar, brittle formality: “It is the uniform of a naval aviation cadet. It was taken when Clayton was a year younger than you are now. When he was in training at Pensacola. To fly fighter planes from an aircraft carrier.”

“He’s on a ship, then?” Dante persisted; he wanted to know.

“No. He was once,” Greer said, and he could see, in the hurt in her eyes and in the set of her jaw, as he heard in the breath that whispered through her trembling lips, a profound sorrow at war with the will to master it.

“He was on a ship in the Persian Gulf—I should say during the Persian Gulf war. His carrier had orders to go to the gulf. It was based in Naples, which is supposed to be such a lovely place, but I don’t think so. The ship had put to sea, the Mediterranean, and Clay’s squadron was practicing bombing runs, strafing, all that dreadful stuff. Clay flew an F-16, and something went wrong. No one will ever know what. A flameout, a mechanical failure. He crashed into the sea. He was twenty-four. All the years Julian and I devoted to him, cared for him, worried about him when he got sick, educated him—all of it gone in an instant and nothing left of it but some wreckage and an oil slick on the water. I don’t know if the pain would have been less if he had died in combat, or worse, or the same. The same, I suppose. One moment he was there, like an eagle in the sky, and the next moment gone. You know, sometimes I see it happening as if I’d been there. I see his plane, with the fire glowing from its tailpipe, crashing into the blue, blue sea. The sea the Greeks and Romans sailed, my Clay sailed and died in. He was a warrior who fell from the sky into the sea of the Greeks and Romans. I suppose that’s my strange way of coping with it—to make something mythic and grand out of what amounted to a mechanical failure.”

Her recounting of the disaster caused her face to lose its clear, frank look; the expressions that played across it were too vague and fleeting to read. Even her features seemed to relinquish some of their definition; it was as though Dante were looking at her through a slightly foggy glass.

“And travel,” she went on. “Travel helps us cope. We drink the drug of motion. New faces, new landscapes, new customs—anything to fill up that hollow, although, of course, nothing can. I don’t wish to minimize your loss, Dante, but you’re young, you’ll marry someday, have a family, build a life. But Clay was all we had, all we ever could have. And when I saw you last night, in the light, it was—my God—like a resurrection, or a reincarnation, but I knew it couldn’t be, and so the sight of you brought it all back, as though it happened only that day and not five years ago.”

Dante almost felt guilty about this. He followed her gaze as it drifted outside, to the platform where the redcaps were now filling the baggage carts and new passengers were boarding, while those detraining shook welcoming hands, fell into welcoming embraces. The sight of the happy homecomings brought to his chest the hollowness Greer had spoken of, and a weariness overcame him. He wished he could lay his head on her lap and rest in the comfort of her arms, like a small boy, while the man in him wanted to hold and comfort her. He had the impression that she felt the same opposing urges to give and receive solace. For what seemed a long time, but could not have been more than a few seconds, they sat silently in a capsule of shared sorrow, hers old, his new. Then, turning, he noticed Julian standing in the aisle with two coffee cups in a cardboard tray. He felt so close to Greer at that moment that her husband’s return came as an intrusion.

“Oh, there you are, dear. What took so long?” she asked.

Julian sat down and, with the tray on his lap, pulled the tabs off the covers on the paper cups.

“A line. Everybody decided to take a coffee break at the same time,” he said. “Here’s yours. A little skim, one packet of Equal.”

“Thanks.” Greer took the cup as she might a cocktail glass. She was becoming herself again, although Dante didn’t know her well enough to say who that self was. “God, I’m dying for a cigarette with this.”

“That’s the word for it,” said Julian with a caustic curl of his full lips. “Dying.”

“My very own in-house surgeon general, issuing warnings.”

“If the fit’s that bad, you could go outside. We’ve got a few minutes before the train pulls out. Either that or wait for the bar car to open.”

“The bar car sounds better. I told Dante about Clay.”

Julian’s hooded eyes slanted toward her, and the two again exchanged a quick, sideways glance. Dante, like his mother, had a sensitive antenna for the things that were said with gestures and looks, so he trusted his perception that something more than a glance had just passed between the Rhodeses: a message encrypted in the private code of a couple who had lived together a long time.

“Was he … did they find him?” Dante asked, mostly because he felt compelled to say something.

“So she told you about the accident, the crash.”

“Well, yeah …”

Julian became suddenly agitated, his cheeks taking on the color of a bruise. “Ah … Ah …,” he grumbled, swatting at the air with one of his big hands. “She didn’t have to.… You didn’t have to tell him, Greer. Ah …” He rose partway from his seat, and a look of alarm spread across Greer’s face. She practically lunged to clutch his arm.

“Julian. Please.”

He settled into his seat again, the spell of temper passing as swiftly as it had come on. Greer relaxed and, with a faintly embarrassed smile, said that Julian had to watch his blood pressure. Dante was perplexed. Why should his learning about the accident affect Julian’s blood pressure?

The Silver Meteor was in motion again, creeping through Richmond’s heart. A few minutes later, it rattled past the older suburbs, where pink and white blossoms flocked cherry and dogwood trees, and then, gathering speed, past the sparsely foliated reaches of new developments and shopping malls. Greer, staring at Dante again, shook her head and said she couldn’t get over it, just couldn’t get over it. There had to be some plausible accounting for the astonishing resemblance. Oh, Dante’s voice and mannerisms were different. The way he shyly turned his head aside while speaking—Clay never did that. He looked straight at you, she said, and yet somehow past you, as if his thoughts were wandering far away. Dante squirmed, feeling like a captive specimen under study, and was grateful when Julian, who was also shifting about uncomfortably, abruptly changed the subject. He declared that the Civil War was his hobby and spoke for a time about General Grant’s bombardment of Richmond. Dante pretended to be interested. He didn’t know how a war could be a hobby, and, history having been his worst subject in school, he knew next to nothing about the Civil War. The only war that held any significance for him was Vietnam, and that only because his father had been wounded there and so acquired a convenient exoneration for the mess he would have made of his life even if he hadn’t gone to war. Well, he’d had his good moments. The times when he took Dante fishing on Long Island Sound had been the best. Fighting big fish on big water seemed to quiet his devils, but otherwise it had been a succession of lost jobs, drinking binges, and violent rages; and Dante had to admit that on the day his mother told him that the old man had walked out, he felt joyous. It was odd how his memories of the old man had blurred. In fact, whenever he thought of his father now, he pictured him not in human form but as a storm that had whirled through his and his mother’s lives, frightening them, smashing things up, and then whirled out and left them to clean up the debris.

“How is your father taking this? It must have been a terrible blow for him,” Greer asked out of nowhere.

Startled, Dante drew his head back. It was as if she had been reading his mind. He answered with a harsh little laugh, which she responded to with a puzzled frown.

“I don’t know where he is. Last time I saw him, I was twelve. Haven’t even heard from him since.”

The Rhodeses looked at him. Dante then noticed something about Julian. The sleepy appearance created by his drooping lids was deceptive, for the gray eyes beneath were alert and hard and calculating.

“You can’t really mean that,” he rumbled. “Not seen him even once? Or at least heard about him? What about your grandparents?”

“They split up when my dad was a kid. My grandmother left Norwalk after she got remarried. That was before I was born. She lives in California, I think. I saw her only a few times when I was kid. And my grandfather …” Dante shrugged.

“I always thought Italian … You’re Italian on that side, aren’t you?”

Dante nodded.

“Well, I always thought they were close-knit. Italian families, I mean.”

“I guess mine wasn’t.”

Greer’s frown deepened, and she looked old again, the furrows stacked on her forehead.

“Then who is picking you up when you get in?”

“Nobody.”

“Oh, that’s terrible. Just terrible.”

Having given the Rhodeses an unflattering portrait of his father’s family, he didn’t want them to get the impression that his mother’s were careless trash, and so he explained that there wasn’t anyone he could have called to pick him up: his grandfather Dougherty was dead, his grandmother in a nursing home. His closest relative was his mother’s younger sister, Kathy, and she lived in Boston. She had phoned Dante at his apartment, while he was packing, and said that she and his uncle would drive down to Norwalk to see to the funeral arrangements. He didn’t have to worry; leave everything to them. Dante was so grateful, he didn’t want to impose on them by asking them to drive to Penn Station at rush hour.

“I wasn’t criticizing anyone,” Greer said. “I simply meant that it’s terrible for you to get off the train with no one there. There’s something desolate about that picture. We’d be happy to give you a lift. We’ve got a limo reserved.”

“That’s okay. I’ll—”

“I insist,” she said, in a tone that meant it. “It’s on our way. It won’t be any trouble at all. Do you have a place to stay?”

“My mom’s house. I’ve still got a key.”

“You’re more than welcome to stay with us.”

Julian grimaced and said, “Greer,” speaking her name slowly, stretching the single syllable out for emphasis.

“It’s only a suggestion, dear. It might be depressing for Dante to stay there,” she said.

Dante knew it would be depressing, but when Julian gave him a look that practically commanded him to decline Greer’s offer, he did.

“Whatever you think best.” She appeared genuinely disappointed. “But don’t hesitate to call on us if you need someone to talk to, need help with anything. After all, this coincidence is just too remarkable to be a coincidence. It seems almost fated, don’t you think?”

LOWERING BENEATH a dark storm cloud, the sun cast a textured golden light over the Connecticut Turnpike, flashed off rear windows and side-view mirrors, and lit up the tops of the oaks and maples along the highway. They were not as green as the trees in the South. They had just begun to bud, and the sunlight falling through the nearly barren branches was somehow autumnal, its slant and amber color the hue and angle of endings rather than beginnings.

The limousine driver, a thickset, aggressive man, took advantage of every opening in the traffic, dodging from lane to lane, slipping the Lincoln into spaces that looked too small for a Volkswagen. But even he could do nothing once they reached the Mianus River bridge. Ahead, for as far as Dante could see, brake lights winked on and off like ruby stars in some elongated galaxy.

He would have to shower and change into his suit, then call a cab to take him to the funeral parlor. Would he have enough time? He imagined the censorious faces that would greet him if he walked in late, and the most censorious of all would be his aunt Kathy’s.

He would save a lot of time if he didn’t have to take a taxi. Maybe his mother’s car was back at the house. But who could have returned it, and what about the keys? It must still be in the parking lot where she worked. He hoped it had not been broken into, or towed, or stolen. Did it belong to him now, and what was he supposed to do with it? Worrying about the car caused a horde of other anxieties to sweep over him. What about the house and the furniture? She had managed to hold on to the house after the divorce was final, scrimping to keep up the mortgage payments. Would Dante have to make them now? He couldn’t possibly, not with his rent in Miami. He would have to sell the place, but he didn’t have the slightest idea where to begin. The magnitude of the responsibilities that had been thrust upon him almost made him angry with her for dying on him so unexpectedly.

“Here! Right!” he said. The driver swung the Lincoln into the turn lane, cutting off another motorist, and barged into the line of cars stopped for the light at the end of the exit ramp.

“Sorry for the short notice. I was somewhere else.” Dante heard his voice quaver with tension. He leaned forward in the seat, less to give further directions than to ease the acid pains shooting through his gut. “Make a right at the light, go down two more, and make a left.”

Greer rested her hand on his shoulder and murmured to him to try to relax; he would get through this somehow.

“I was just thinking about a lot of dumb stuff,” he said, and then directed the driver to take Flax Hill Road. “About my mom’s car, her house, her things. What I’m supposed to do. It’s like all that dropped on top of me in the last two minutes, and I don’t know how to deal with any of it.”

“It’s hardly dumb stuff, dear, but one thing at a time. One thing, one moment, one day at a time.” The platitudes sounded like the deepest wisdom simply because her lips had uttered them.

“If you want, we can give you a hand with those problems when the time comes,” she added, and produced a business card from her purse. “I’m in real estate—the last refuge for middle-aged females who have too much time on their hands and don’t know how to do anything else. Perhaps I could list the house for you. At least I could put you together with a good realtor.”

They headed down Taylor Avenue, passing the streets Dante had walked in his childhood. The streetlights were on now, and the lights from the houses laid hazy, skewed rectangles across patchy lawns enclosed by chain-link fences. At a corner, a man in working clothes, shambling along with a grocery bag in his arms, paused to stare at the limousine—a rare sight in this neighborhood. When they pulled up in front of his old house on Avenue E, Dante felt embarrassed. The little Cape Cod was the shabbiest house on the block, and he couldn’t believe it was the home he’d recalled so fondly. Was it different than when he’d last seen it? No—the difference was in the way he saw it; it was as if the limo’s tinted glass had filtered out his memories of growing up here and given him the clearer, more objective vision of a stranger. A stranger like Greer or Julian. How did the house and the neighborhood appear to them? Pretty common, he imagined, maybe a little worse than common.

“Someone seems to be home,” Greer said.

He had been too preoccupied with the house’s appearance to notice the reason why he could see the peeling paint and broken shutter: the porch light and the lights inside were on. A tiny flame of irrational hope sprang up in him—an incredible mistake had been made, a dead woman had been misidentified as Margaret Panetta—and quickly fell when he spied the Ford Taurus with Massachusetts plates parked nearby.

“It’s my aunt and uncle. They must’ve got a key some way.”

“Well, at least you’ll have company,” said Greer.

After the driver pulled his suitcase from the trunk, he leaned into the car and shook Julian’s hand, then took Greer’s to thank her. With a gentle pressure, she drew his face close to hers and, holding him by the upper arms, lightly kissed his cheek.

“Oh, Dante, it’s been …” Greer stopped herself, as if she wasn’t certain what it had been. Her hands slipped down along his arms, and her cool fingers clasped his palms. “I truly hope this isn’t the last we see of each other.”

“That’s right. Hope to see you again,” said Julian, his florid face aglow in the interior light.

“And be sure to call if you need help with the house. Help with anything,” Greer said.

He watched the long gray car drive off, the scent of Greer’s cologne mingling in his nose with the smell of leather upholstery. He climbed the three short steps to the front porch and rang the bell. For no reason he could think of, a bright, bouncy Arturo Sandoval tune began to play in his head, and he shocked himself when he found his feet tapping in rhythm to the driving samba base line. His aunt opened the door, and when he saw her hard green eyes and her dark dress, somber as a nun’s habit, the music stopped, and his foot grew still.


II

IN THE FUNERAL home’s hallway, on a black announcement board, were the names of the dead and the visitation rooms in which they were being waked. Margaret Panetta was in the last one down the hall, the “Sacred Heart Room. Dante went there, with Kathy and Will Malone beside him. One of the rooms overflowed with mourners, but only a dozen people were gathered in his mother’s room. He couldn’t understand it; she had been well liked at work, active in parish affairs. His heart swelled with anger, embarrassment, and disappointment as he walked toward her coffin past empty rows of folding chairs. He was upset more for her sake than his own, as if she were a once popular star whose final performance had drawn only a handful of fans, while the act next door had packed the house.

They had dressed her in a dark-green dress and a string of imitation pearls. Her hair was coiffed and lacquered in a sweep across her forehead, her cheeks glowed with the false ruddiness of the mortician’s blush. A rosary wound around her large hands, folded over her midriff. There was an oppressively sweet smell—the flowers in the vases beside the two tall candles burning at each end of the coffin. It was the first time Dante had seen her since last Christmas. He wanted to think that she looked like an enchanted beauty, lying there all made up on a bed of satin, but the reality thwarted the desire: she looked more like a painted wax statue of herself.

With a nudge and a movement of her head, Kathy told him that he should go first. He approached the coffin and knelt to pray, but he could not keep his mind from wandering. He bowed his head and moved his lips in a mimic of devotion while he remembered her Christmas visit in Miami, and how excited she had been, seeing the Beach and the Art Deco district for the first time, how she had joked, the night she went to one of Dante’s gigs, that maybe she would run off with a genuine Latin lover if only she could find one she could look up to.

He rose and bent over the coffin to kiss her. Her skin was stiff and cold, like paper, and the makeup’s chalky taste repelled him. Raising his head, he noticed, showing faintly through the layered powder, plum-colored blotches under her eyes and on the left side of her forehead—bruising from the blood vessels whose ruptures had killed her. He turned and went to a chair and watched Kathy and Will kneel and cross themselves.

A short, dark-haired woman, accompanied by a short, stocky man, came up to him and said, “You must be Dante.”

To his blank look, the woman asked if he recognized her and her husband. He shook his head apologetically.

“The Pietros,” she said. “Paul and Donna? We used to live in the green frame place behind your house when you were … oh, you must’ve been ten, eleven then. We had a son a few years younger. Michael?”

He bobbed his head in recognition. Donna said that she and Paul had read the death notice in the Norwalk Hour.… What a shock!

Dante didn’t know what to say to the Pietros, or how he was supposed to act toward anyone. He wished Greer were here. She would know.

Will and Kathy came away from the coffin and sat down, and the Pietros knelt in their place. Kathy was daubing her eyes. It somehow pleased Dante that his formidable aunt was susceptible to tears, and he wondered why none seemed to be in him. He hadn’t cried after the first phone call, hadn’t cried once on the train. He thought he should now and made himself recall little things about his mother—how she would sit cross-legged on the living room floor, like a schoolgirl, when she watched reruns of The Mary Tyler Moore Show; the wistful way she would listen to her old Beatles tapes and talk about how hopeful and optimistic life had been in the mid-sixties, before everything got dark and menacing. But no tears came.

A few more people came in—strangers, his mother’s friends from work—expressed their sympathies and then stood around, talking quietly to each other. Will grew restless and said he was going out for a cigarette and asked if Dante wanted to join him. He glanced at his aunt for approval, and she gave a half nod, half shrug.

Outside, the two men stood on the walkway, under a long canvas awning that arched from the door to the curb. The air was chilly, and a light rain had begun to fall. Headlights and streetlights cast fuzzy reflections in the wet pavement.

“You okay, guy?” Will asked, lighting up.

“Yeah, sure.” Dante paused for a beat. “No. No, I’m not. How could I be okay?”

Will exhaled a plume of smoke and laughed at himself.

“Yeah, you’re right. Dumb question,” he said in the flat, rough tones of south Boston, where in his younger days he had been a tough street kid, a Golden Gloves boxer. He shook his long head. “Man, like that, just like that, in a second,” he continued, with a snap of his fingers. “Me and Kathy couldn’t believe it. I thought I’d gotten used to it happening that way, but that was over there. You expect it to happen that way in a war.”

Will had been with the marines, but he hadn’t used Vietnam as a reason to fail. He’d come home, gone to vocational training on the G.I. Bill, and now owned a plumbing contracting business. Dante wondered what his life would have been like if his mother had married someone like his uncle.

“Will?” he asked.

“Yeah?”

“I’ve got to thank you and
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