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			Chapter One

			The Suitor’s Tree

			He was on the roof to clean the gutters. These troughs were choked with leaf rot, the burst triskelion pods of a billion seeds, scurrying insect life disrupted by his digging hands. He stored this disquieting mulch in plastic bags. A rope was tied around his waist, the other end around the chimney. He felt this link as something vital. The Earth pulled at him from over the roof edge. Dropped clumps of rot, wet and black, plummeted out of sight.

			He was on the roof also to hold his place in that house. Ethel, Ben’s wife, had shown him the way. He had followed her up the stairs through the house; the narrow rooms and high-­ceilinged hallways reminded Robert of books standing on end. The house was four stories tall, the only four-­story house in Mozart. Looking from the opposite side of Oblong Lake Ben’s house poked above the trees like a green file folder.

			Ethel took him by the hand through the thick heat of the attic. She unlocked a last door that opened out to a small porch. The air there was cool as mint, and thin. Ethel’s hair was a wooly brown; her eyes were cynical, fed up with him.

			“You seem to want to become a fixture in this family,” she told him. Robert could see the lake from there. He could see the Cow and the Calf, a pair of islands, the Calf colored with the bathing suits of teenagers like candies on a plate.

			“I can’t tell you what Ben would do,” she continued, “but if you persist in living here you’ll have to do your share.”

			“Olive needs me,” Robert said. “Duke needs me. Buzz needs me.”

			She watched him, waiting for him to add her to the list. But he did not. She would refute him and that would be that. The others were not present to tell him otherwise.

			“That’s debatable,” was all she said. She stepped over the railing around the roof porch, a feat that took Robert’s breath away. She squatted and picked with unheeding, ungloved fingers rot from the gutter and pitched it over the side.

			“These haven’t been cleaned out in years,” she said. “Ben was worthless at it. They’ll rot if it isn’t done.” She smiled sarcastically up at him. “So you get to do it.”

			Ethel rose every morning to drive a cab and there in the heart of Mozart, Wisconsin, with forest at three sides of the town and a lake at the fourth, she had been robbed twice. These crimes made her angry, then frightened, then sad. She hated getting up in the morning. She sometimes looked at Robert as though he was one of the robbers.

			“I’m scared of heights, Eth,” Robert said.

			“You won’t fall.”

			“I’m trained to write sports. That’s all I know how to do.”

			She came off the roof to stand before him. “You’ll clean the gutters or you’ll move, Rob-­O,” she said.

			He progressed along the roof edge and when a bag was full he lowered it to the ground by a rope, down to where Duke waited. His eager young face was craned up to watch Robert. He was in the wheelchair that day, sitting and watching Robert work. He spent less and less time in the chair. He was fourteen years old, three years younger than Buzz, six years younger than Olive. He was missing his right leg, and only in the past months had he allowed Robert to see the space in the air the leg once occupied. The sight at first shocked Robert; the air seemed to shiver.

			Duke now and then jumped out of the chair to perform an exotic hop-­dance to loosen the muscles he said kinked up faster now that they did the work of two; he spoke often of searching for the balance he was sure existed in his maimed form. He found it a little more day by day. Although Robert was Olive’s lover, he liked Duke best of Ben’s children.

			Duke returned from carrying the full bag of mulch to the garage. He traveled on his leg with an uncanny throwing of hips and arms that he had learned within months of the healing of his wound. He used crutches for longer distances; they were aluminum, with red hard-­rubber ends and black spongy armpit cushions. He looked up at Robert, who had begun to fill another bag. Duke had his mother’s square face, his father’s way of concentrating intensely on an individual.

			Robert had the last bag to fill before he could feel justified in descending. The house under him was empty at the moment. Olive was at work at the Good-­Ee Freez in town, across the highway from the lake. He had seen Ethel leave in the car. Buzz was somewhere pitching baseballs.

			At one end of the gutter Robert came upon a gruesome clot of dead birds and squirrels; two of each. They had been washed by summer rains to the point in the gutter where they plugged the downspout mouth. They were the same dark rot color of everything else he had taken from the gutter. In the head of one squirrel was a neat, round hole. Robert found a similar hole in the head of the other squirrel, and in the breast of one of the birds. They had been shot; he might have heard the shots sometime during the summer. The woods around Mozart were full of hunters, boys with guns, men on larks; distant rounds went off at all hours like sectioned lightning.

			The squirrels were gray squirrels; the trees were full of them working hour after hour pursued by the memory of Mozart winters. They mated, they gathered food, life was complete. He rolled them out of the gutter and into a bag.

			The birds were black but lacked the dimensions to be crows. They were probably starlings. As he dropped them into the bag they felt granular through the wet leather of his gloves.

			This discovery ended his workday. He untied himself from the chimney and slid down the roof to the small porch. On a picnic table in the backyard he displayed the four carcasses to Duke.

			“I found them in the gutter,” Robert said. “They’ve been shot.”

			Duke turned them over with the tip of a stick. “Buzz shot them,” he said in a moment.

			“How do you know that?”

			“He told me. I saw him do it once. He sits up on the porch there and waits for something to come in range.”

			Robert put the squirrels and starlings back in the bag. “He has a gun?”

			“It was Dad’s. After the accident Buzzer got hold of it. A .22 pistol. He’s a good shot.”

			“Does Ethel know?”

			Duke shrugged. “I doubt it,” he said. “She might. She’s full of surprises lately. She doesn’t seem like my mother half the time.”

			At work early, out all day, then quick to sleep at night, Ethel had drawn away from her family in her search for money.

			“She complains so much now,” Duke said. “About lights. Leaving the icebox door open. Leaving the back door open too long in winter. As if we should be able to pass through without opening it at all.”

			Robert did not respond to this. He had cleaned the gutters because he had little money to offer; he was trained to write sports, and hated that, which left him little to do. He had worked as a sportswriter for two years before the paper went out from under him. He alone in the newsroom the day they folded the paper had not been upset; he had felt released.

			He had covered Buzz Ladysmith then without knowing who he was beyond his pitching; never imagining one day they would live under the same roof, argue with the same women, get on each other’s nerves. Buzz had been a young, hard thrower, the only freshman on the Mozart High School varsity baseball team. His father might have been in the stands the games Robert attended. He couldn’t remember. Much later he searched the faces in the stands in his memory, looking for Ben, but they had all run together, bad watercolors, and Ben was in every seat. Buzz pitched well that day and won, and when Robert tried to talk to him afterwards he was drawn within himself so completely that words seemed to squeeze free from his mouth like tightly wound springs. Robert asked him about his name and Buzz said it was just his name. He asked him about his fine control (nine strikeouts, no walks that day) and Buzz said it was something that came naturally to him, his good eye. Baseballs, then. Later, bullets, passing through squirrels and starlings.

			Robert showered and by then it was time to meet Olive. He walked the four blocks to the Good-­Ee Freez, arriving as she came out the back door carrying her shoes. Her toenails bore chipped coats of red polish. She had on a pink smock smeared with ice cream around the pockets. The smock was taut across her wide hips. Olive had muscular legs and arms, and small breasts. She was not ordinary looking, but she wasn’t pretty, either, and her face shone with sweat and fatigue after her ten-­hour shift.

			They did not say a word, they had been together so long. They fell into step and Olive did not seem to notice the road’s sharp pebbles. The Good-­Ee Freez was on the lake, across the lake road from a beach, and they walked on the road parallel to the water. The coolness swirled around them and Olive threw her head back to catch this against her soiled neck.

			Olive had been a swimmer in high school and her body still retained the muscles she’d developed training for that sport. Her shoulders were nearly wider than Robert’s, though she was shorter by half a foot. He had witnessed when she slept her efficiently cupped hands pulling through the night air, swimming clear of her dreams. She liked men with stamina, lung capacity, strong legs. She dated mostly athletes; they seemed to understand her. When she was a senior in high school she had juggled three members of the Mozart College soccer team. She attended the games with her father, who taught biology at M.C., and they switched seats three or four times a game to keep her suitors off balance.

			She was hard-­pressed to explain her interest in Robert, who had merely once written about sports. Mixed into the attraction were her father, her mother, and a tall old birch tree that grew beside the house, and which her father had shaped with a saw to conform to legend.

			Robert had also pursued her, which was a change. She ordinarily was the pursuer of any men she kept company with.

			She walked up the hill two steps ahead, subtly impatient, but Robert didn’t mind. Accustomed as they were to each other, they were still held by a strong sexual tie, almost a link of pure biology. Robert enjoyed the sight of Olive’s muscled legs and ass rolling under the greasy smock. She dropped her shoe and he picked it up for her.

			“What did you do all day?” she asked, not interested.

			“I cleaned the gutters.”

			“What else?” She had been listening to her mother and sought proof of his value to the household every minute of the day.

			“I emptied the ashtrays. I made your bed.”

			“You should, after sleeping until noon. And nobody smokes at our house.”

			“Did you know Buzzer has a gun?” he asked.

			“Who says?”

			“Duke. I found dead birds and squirrels in the gutter. Duke said Buzz shot them.”

			Olive was silent. They had come to the top of a hill, and from there could see Ben’s house, a firmer green through the disparate and shifting greens and golds of the trees.

			“Duke said the gun belonged to your father,” Robert said, “and in all the confusion after the accident Buzz was able to keep the gun for himself without anyone realizing it.”

			Olive looked at him; her eyes were wet with word of her father. Two years, and still everyone came unhinged to some extent at mention of Ben. She had put on her shoes and lit a cigarette. Her strong swimmer’s shoulders, tired now, had folded in perceptibly, like wings. Robert threw an arm around her sticky waist.

			“Sounds like a Buzzard ploy,” she said.

			“What should we do, O?”

			They were home. She clumped up the front stairs of the high, narrow house, pulled free of his arm. “I don’t know,” she said, glancing back at him. “At the moment, I don’t care.”

			ROBERT HEARD HER shower running and tried the door. She sometimes left it unlocked if she desired his company. But not now. When she returned to her room he was in a chair reading. Her hair was bound in a towel. She had let it grow out from the swimmer’s bullet sleekness he remembered from those days when he had first seen her in her father’s biology class. It had returned to its inherent wooly state; from behind, her head looked like her mother’s.

			Spots of moisture dabbed her robe from inside. She sat on the bed and worked at the calluses on her feet with a small file. Robert could look up through her gapped robe to a dark, spongy cave. He stirred.

			“I miss the old days, Rob-­O,” she said without looking at him. “I think I see too much of you. I miss when you used to come to me at night through the window. You wore dark clothes. A love burglar. That was so exciting.”

			“I could do that again,” he said. “But it seems kind of impractical. I’m just a floor above you now anyway.”

			“But what’s love if not impractical?” she asked. “Now I wait behind you to use the shower. I hear you shave and use the john. Where’s the romance in that?”

			“I’ve become a brother,” Robert said.

			“In a way, I guess,” Olive said. She stretched her legs in front of her and wiggled her toes; they were long toes, they reminded Robert of piano hammers. She missed how he stole in on her at night, just as her father had stolen in on her mother. She missed their past already. She had been terrified awakening to find him at the foot of her bed the first time. He always arrived when she was deep asleep and months passed before she learned how he came so effortlessly through a locked door. She never would believe that her father had told Robert how to approach her originally.

			BUZZ ATE WITH his hair brushed wet and his right arm encased in a special blue rubber sleeve filled with shaved ice. He did not talk to anyone; he had pitched that day without a decision.

			“How’s the arm?” Robert asked.

			Buzz nodded at him, chewing. He swallowed, then said, “The arm’s good.”

			“You pitched a fine game,” Ethel contended. “You didn’t have your best stuff, but you survived.”

			“I was crafty,” Buzz smiled. “Wily. I should’ve got the win.”

			“You saw it?” Robert asked Ethel.

			“A few innings. It was slow today. I didn’t have any fares so I swung by and watched from my cab.”

			Dinner was finished and the table cleared before Robert produced the sack of dead birds and squirrels. He spread newspapers on the table with fastidious care, then poured the four carcasses onto them. The bullet holes showed dark and clear as small extra mouths.

			Ethel asked with revulsion, “What the hell are you doing, Robert?”

			“I found these in the gutter.”

			Buzzard looked fascinated, but not the least guilty. His iced arm sloshed as he poked at the animals with a fork. Robert wondered for a moment if Duke had fed him a story.

			“Birds and squirrels die all the time,” Ethel said. “That’s no reason to bring them to the dinner table. Now get those out of here.”

			“These were shot.”

			Ethel’s brow tightened. She had been driving a cab all day and the hours in the sun had baked her left arm nearly black and burned her face to a glassy brown, aging it. She seemed to doubt everything recently.

			“How do you know that?” she asked.

			“Bullet holes,” Robert said. He touched the rim of the hole in one squirrel’s head with the point of a pencil he carried for that purpose. The gesture had a feel of Ben to it; a teaching gesture. Death pure biology. “In the birds and the other squirrel, too.”

			The tines rang when Buzz tapped his fork on the rim of his plate. He still seemed nothing more than curious. Duke patted with one hand a point on his chair left uncovered by his missing leg.

			Robert watched the space to the left of Buzz’s eyes when he removed the .22 pistol from the bag and set it on the table. He had found it in Buzz’s room while Olive was showering and Buzz was away pitching. He found the gun in a hollowed-­out biology textbook; two identical books side by side on the bookshelf, their duplication calling attention to them, out of place among fourteen years of Street & Smith’s Baseball Yearbook, Bill James’s The Baseball Abstract, the Sporting News a yard deep, and dozens of other baseball books. Hidden with the pistol was a box of .22 long cartridges.

			“I believe this is the gun that shot these animals,” Robert said. “I won’t say where I found it. I will just trust one of you to dispose of the gun, and then the issue will be over.”

			“The fuck it will!” Buzz shouted, his face pushed out of shape with anger. “My dad gave me that gun and how I use it is none of your fucking business.”

			“Ben never gave you a gun, Buzzard,” Ethel said.

			“He did, too! Just before the accident.”

			“Dad didn’t even like you before the accident,” Duke piped in.

			“You’ve got it backward, asshole. I didn’t like Dad.”

			“He didn’t like you, though, either.”

			This was not what Buzz wanted to hear at the moment, and he lunged out of his chair at Duke. Robert got there first and cut him off. The blow meant for Duke, thrown with a blue-­ballooned arm, bounced harmlessly off Robert’s shoulder. The murder in Buzz’s eyes was difficult to look at.

			“Sit down, Buzzer,” Ethel said patiently. She was so tired lately nothing upset her. “Robert, before we continue this discussion, please remove those dead animals from this room.”

			In the brief scuffle she had taken possession of the pistol; she held it in her hands and expertly checked it to be certain it was not loaded.

			Robert dropped the bag of birds and squirrels in the garbage can outside the back door. The carcasses in serving their purpose had left a faint stink, and Robert stood in the doorway letting the cool air run past him, into Ben’s house.

			When he returned to the kitchen table the pistol was out of sight and some impasse had been reached he was not a part of. Buzz ate hunched over his plate as though wary of bad hops. Duke cut pieces of potato and hummed.

			Ethel said, “The boys want you to take them crow hunting.”

			“They do,” he said. Where was the gun? Had Ethel given it back to Buzzard? And now they wanted to go out with him with a shotgun.

			Duke said with genuine enthusiasm, “You can get a record and record player. I saw it at SportsHeaven. It draws crows like crazy.”

			“I don’t want to shoot crows,” Robert said.

			“Crows are a dime a dozen,” Buzz claimed. “And you don’t have to shoot ’em. We’ll shoot ’em.”

			“Sorry. I can’t help you.” He looked sternly at Ethel, but she would not meet his eye.

			Then she leaned forward so the steam from the meal rose and broke across her face. A ribbony weed of hair moistened by work in the kitchen was stuck to her temple.

			“This is something I want you to do for me, Bob-­O,” she said, mock-­sweet. Her mouth was cut in a false smile.

			“I’ve got things to do,” Robert said. He knew she had him, though; there was nothing he wouldn’t do, nothing she couldn’t make him do, to stay in that house. “I’ve got the gutters to finish,” he said. “No telling what other dead creatures I’ll find up there. What became of that gun, by the way?”

			“That has been forgotten,” Ethel said.

			He felt like an outsider at these rare times when the family knot closed him out, when he was excluded from some counsel or decision.

			“I’m busy,” he said. “And I won’t be party to shooting crows.”

			“This is important to me,” Ethel said. Her implicit question was clear: How important was staying there to him?

			ROBERT SAID GOOD-­BYE to Olive on the front porch of the house. He wanted her to think he was leaving. The house had been shut down for the night. Lights were out. The boys were sleeping or reading in their rooms. Ethel, who rose at 5 a.m. to drive her cab, had gone to bed shortly after dinner.

			A rain was falling and Robert stood for a long time at the downspout mouth waiting for the sparkling gush of water through clean gutters. But the rain was not sufficiently heavy to prove the effectiveness of his day’s work. He was tired, too, and wanted to get to bed. Olive was in her room; she would not wait forever.

			He went to the birch tree at the side of the house. Its high white length was taller than the house by twenty feet; the bark reminded him of peeling paper. Ben had taken Robert to that tree one day to show how the main branches nearest the house had been shaped and tended like the rungs of a ladder. He told of climbing that tree to Ethel’s room, where Ethel slept alone the many times she banished Ben. He would tell Robert this tale there in the birch’s silvery shadow, but withhold the details, leaving Robert on a narrow ledge of curiosity. Ben would stop at the thick base of the tree, the climbing and the reason for it left up to Robert’s imagination.

			Soon after Ben disappeared Ethel moved out of their room, down to the first floor. Olive moved into her parents’ old room. Robert kept his room on the fourth floor. Ethel wanted to be close to Duke, who had lost a leg, and also be free of the memories that bumped around and scratched at the screens of her old bedroom.

			Robert and Olive were not yet lovers. She seemed to think he was at fault for the failing of the newspaper where he had been a sportswriter. She also was suspicious of his enjoyment of his jobless state.

			Robert read a sign of good fortune in Olive’s moving into her parents’ room. He missed Ben and late at night liked to talk about him with anyone who would listen. Olive, of the four, seemed to have the warmest memories of him.

			He had chosen a night much like the present for his first ascent. A wind to shuffle the leaves and provide a covering noise, a murmuring rain, no moonlight. He took the route Ben had shown him. Each branch raised him effortlessly to the next; handholds seemed to reach out to him; the branches were grooved like the steps to a favorite monument.

			At a second-­floor window Robert paused. He could see Buzzard reading in bed in a dark room, a flashlight propped against his shoulder and neck. He was reading about baseball, but his expression was mournful. His father was gone and his life was losing its shape.

			Reaching the third floor, Robert had to wait out Ethel, who sat on Olive’s bed talking, hands folded. He pressed his spine against the trunk of the tree while the wind rose up and beat his face with birch leaves. Rain fell harder and then Ethel came to that very window and looked him straight in the eye, four feet between them, then closed the window and latched it, holding him out. Had she thought of Ben at that moment, of his suitor’s climb to make amends?

			Robert was back the next night and this time he slid up the screen and stepped into the room. The ease of entrance was breathtaking, like walking in through the door. Olive was asleep, but awakened when he pulled a chair up next to her head and began to court her in whispers. Her face, suspended dark above the pale pillow, and the mysterious swimmer’s body she kept hidden beneath the surface of the covers, had been wonders to him.

			“I have to go to sleep now, Robert,” she said when his words ran down. She allowed him one kiss before he went out the door and upstairs to his room. The following night he was back, and the night after that. He pointed his day toward that climb up the birch tree. Olive was always asleep and this was fine with Robert; it was a secret he shared with Ben.

			On a later night she said simply: “My door was locked from inside, Bob-­O. How did you get in?”

			“Ask your mom. She’ll know.”

			“Did you have a key made?”

			He loved this question, her belief in her charm and plain looks, that she was still remarkable enough to prompt men to forge keys to reach her.

			“Ask Ethel,” Robert said.

			In the course of their time together Olive stopped holding the blankets to her chin, but floated them there and waited. It was a long, agonizing time for them both before Robert noticed this subtle difference and created the courage to act upon it.

			HE WENT UP the tree with practiced steps, though he hadn’t climbed it in months; it seemed redundant now to walk out the front door of the house only to climb a tree and go back in through a window. But Olive viewed this redundancy, this commitment to the unnecessary, as vital to their soured relationship. Her mood signaled a desire to return to their old courtship rituals. He did not want to be a fixture in the house, but he definitely wanted to be in the house.

			He climbed quickly past Buzz’s room. Muzzle flash would be all he would see, death quicker than sound. Where had that gun gone? And now Ethel wanted him to take them crow hunting.

			Olive’s window was closed against the rain and the coolness that came up from the lake. No lights were on. He worked at the pane of glass with his fingertips but made no progress. Robert was disappointed; he thought she had anticipated this return to their old ways. Maybe she had.

			He tapped on the glass and his tapping brought a light to the room. Olive swung her legs out of bed and put on a robe over a short nightgown. She unfastened the latch and opened the window.

			“Who is it?” she asked.

			“Very funny.”

			“Robert? We thought you’d finally gone home. I was telling Eth earlier how nice it was not to have Bob-­O lurking over everything and getting in the way.”

			“You did not,” he said.

			“Those were my exact words. Mom agreed.”

			Robert looked away. He saw scattered lights on Oblong Lake.

			“We thought you’d left, rather than hunt crows.”

			“Listen, O. I’m real tired. Can I just go to my room through yours? I’m beat.”

			“Go home, Rob-­O. Call me up and ask me out on a normal date.”

			“We’ve never had a normal date,” Robert said.

			“Try me. I’m tired of you coming for me by tree. When Ben did it with Ethel it was unique. I’m tired of us living under the same roof.”

			She was quiet a moment, sitting sidesaddle on the windowsill. She looked nice there, serene, her face made complex with shadows. Robert wished he liked her better. If they loved each other all their problems would be solved. But he had never liked her as much as he liked her father.

			He heard a noise somewhere below him, nothing startling, and it reminded him of Buzzard, who might get him with a blowgun or machete if he went back down.

			Olive was watching him. She said, as he knew she would if he gave her the time to think about it, “Oh, all right. You can come in.”

			She moved away from the window and Robert stepped into her room. He removed his wet shoes, but held them in his hand. She shed her robe, her swimmer’s body strong and graceful even out of its element. Then she switched off the light and got into bed. Robert heard her yawn and shift. He stood in the dark searching his memory for those old courting phrases that had once worked so well.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Grief Orbits

			ROBERT HAD LIVED all his life in Mozart, and occupied a space that was neither confining nor generous. He had gone to college in the town and worked there after college, and when that job disappeared he still remained. He was just six feet tall, and in the past two years had filled his body with muscled weight from diving in the lake in the summer. In winter, he grew a beard that came in the color of his mother’s hair. Something in his stance or his eyes or the shifting of his head at a word conveyed a reluctant rootedness. His friends from school had all moved away: to La Crosse, Milwaukee, Madison, Chicago. The ­people in Mozart who themselves had stayed and grown settled with that realization years before saw in Robert that sense of being home, of having arrived without departing.

			As a child, he had worried his teachers with his unwillingness to apply himself beyond what was required to be average. His work came sheathed in a coolness of just barely caring; he ran only hard enough to finish races halfway up the pack. His recollection of his life in Mozart before he met Ben and his family was a fear not of failing, but of being found wanting in the pain of his entirety of effort.

			He was in Professor Ben Ladysmith’s Introduction to Biology class at Mozart College when he first saw Olive. She had brought her father’s lunch. Robert remembered most the chlorine scent she trailed and her damp hair combed back off her face. A tail of her untucked shirt flicked Robert’s face as she went past him down the amphitheater steps.

			He was in the class to pick up the science credit he needed for his Bachelor of Arts degree. For six semesters he had put off fulfilling the requirement. His talent as a sportswriter had been such that the editors of the Mozart Daily Scale overlooked his lack of the degree; they hired him with the stipulation that in the future he graduate. There the matter rested, unmentioned and ultimately forgotten in the hubbub of the Scale’s folding and the disappearance of the owner, a man named Thrips, in the night with what money he’d scraped together and a Mercedes-­Benz trunk full of electric typewriters.

			Al Gasconade telephoned two days after the paper collapsed. Al had joined the Scale sports staff the same day as Robert, but moved on to a job with the Milwaukee Journal a month before the Scale folded.

			“I heard, Rob,” Al said.

			Robert moved the phone from one ear to the other. He was in the apartment he rented on Oblong Lake. Losing his job, he didn’t see how he could afford to stay there; he was counting on a final paycheck to give him time to think, maneuver.

			“Thrips stole typewriters, pencils, paper, carbons, half a set of encyclopedias. M through Z,” Robert said. “Maybe he’s planning to start another newspaper somewhere.”

			“They’ll catch him,” Al Gasconade said.

			“Let him go,” Robert said.

			“How did you get the news?”

			“I went to work and the doors were chained. Chained. A bunch of ­people were hanging around, looking in the windows. Del Cobbler was there, wondering what paper ­people would buy. The ­people in Mozart were genuinely upset. Bophus finally arrived. He unlocked the chains and told us we could go to our desks and clean out our personal effects. No more. We had to come right back out. It was like he was running a tour through there.”

			Al Gasconade asked, “So what did you keep?”

			“My clips. A dictionary.”

			“That’s all?”

			“That’s all.”

			“What about your phone numbers? Your notes?”

			“I pitched them,” Robert said. “There was a big barrel in the center of the newsroom and we were throwing it all away. I wanted to drop a match on it to make sure. It’s over, Al. There’s nobody I want to call.”

			“You’re just down, Rob. You lost your job, I can understand it. But I’ve been showing your stuff around here—­not even your best stuff, either, I don’t want to make myself look bad—­and it knocks them out every time. They want you, Robby. If you get your résumé here they’ll hire you in a flash. But they won’t come to you.”

			Robert shifted the phone again. “No desire, Al.”

			“Give it time. You’re the best I ever read. You can’t turn your back on that.”

			“That’s nice of you to say, Al,” Robert replied, “but the paper closing has not been a bad thing. I didn’t like what I was doing and I didn’t have the nerve to quit. This has been great.”

			He heard Al take a deep breath. He was a much better writer than Al, but Al worker harder, enjoyed talking to athletes and coaches, wasn’t afraid to ask questions, loved the work. Robert’s writing talent didn’t stand a chance.

			“Give it some time, Rob,” Al Gasconade said. “Put it out of your mind for a week. Take walks. Sleep late. You sound like you’re in shock. Go to the movies. You need time to get over it.”

			“I’m over it now, Al. Believe me.”

			“Call me in a week. Better yet, I’ll call you.”

			“I’m thinking about going back to M.C. and getting my degree,” Robert said.

			“That’s the idea. Look to the future. You’ll need that degree to get another job.”

			“I’ve thought of that,” Robert said, but only to please his friend.

			He would get the science credit, and the degree, because it filled an awkward space of time and circumstance. School would allow him to stay in town, but not become conspicuous by his idleness. Everyone knew his parents; his life was monitored and reported, not in a malicious way, but as part of a natural benign disregard for privacy in a town the size of Mozart. He would go to school, then see what happened next.

			OLIVE REACHED THE front of the classroom and placed a brown paper bag on the desk. She and her father exchanged words, evidently instructions, for she picked up the sack and carried it through a door to the right of the blackboards.

			Robert had not seen her face. He did not know her name, her age, anything about her; only that her hair was wet in the middle of the day and she displayed a tantalizing weight shift from side to side when she walked.

			A minute remained in the class, the first of the semester. The teacher said he was an associate professor, but had asked that they call him Ben.

			At the bell, Robert went through the door into the back room, his mind and heart already setting limits on how far he would pursue the girl. If she was in the room, and pretty, he might smile at her; if she smiled back, he might say hello.

			But the room was empty except for a gray slate-­topped table and a half-­dozen turquoise plastic-­backed chairs. Coffee cups on the table and cigarettes in the cups. The girl was gone. Her briny smell was very faint, going out another door at the opposite end of the room. No sign of the teacher’s lunch. She would be awaiting the man named Ben, perhaps just beyond that second door.

			But Robert had reached the limit he had set for himself. He was pleased with himself for venturing as far as he had. The girl had moved beyond him. He wouldn’t follow.

			He ran into the teacher going back out the door.

			“Giving up already?” Ben asked.

			“I think I’m lost,” Robert said. He turned his shoulders in the doorway to slide past; he was thinner then. He was not diving in the lake, not playing tennis, not doing anything of interest to himself. He had had a job chronicling the athletic feats of others, but now that was gone. He left the room, climbed the steps, walked out of the sciences building, and home.

			The girl returned in two weeks, again with her father’s lunch. It was a hot late September day and she wore green linen shorts, a gray M.C. T-­shirt, and beach sandals that cracked against the bottoms of her feet as she descended the amphitheater stairs. She had tanned, muscular legs. Her hair was again wet and combed back, furrowed precisely as a plowed field. She said something to the teacher and he replied; then the girl turned and looked for a moment directly at Robert, and neither smiled nor glowered, but just took him in, then walked away.

			The bell rang and Robert left with the other students, rising through the cloud of chlorine and suntan lotion.

			On her third visit she touched Robert’s ear going past, a connection electrifying and confusing. She did not look at Robert before going into the room behind the blackboards. The bell rang and he went against the flow of the traffic, certain she would at least be waiting, and willing to talk to her if she was.

			But the room was empty except for the tables and chairs and the same litter of cups and coffee-­darkened butts. The teacher followed a moment later.

			“Don’t tell me you’re lost again,” he said.

			Robert grimaced. Ben was pushing a cart packed with specimen jars that tinkled and shivered as they waited to be taken home.

			Ben smiled. “Don’t say a word. Wait until you get your feet under you and can be honest. You’re interested in my daughter, not me. That’s why you bypassed me, her old man. Are you hungry?”

			“A little.”

			“If we catch up to Olive we can see what’s in the bag she’s carrying,” Ben said. “I warn you, though. I’m the more interesting of the two of us. Olive is young and sweet. Boy crazy, too. I am old and full of stories. I have substance. Olive has pheromones. No contest, right? Come with me.”

			They went through the second door. Robert followed Ben through a dim maze of blue tunnels that seemed excavated out of the heart of the sciences building in order for teachers to travel without risking contact with students. They found an elevator and took it to the third floor, then emerged into a hallway and crossed to Ben’s office.

			The girl was waiting. She sat on the floor with her legs drawn up, her face hidden in a book. When she looked up at them Robert was disappointed she was not prettier. But in standing she transmitted that grace of motion that had first hooked him. As with most ­people in Mozart, she looked vaguely familiar. She held out the lunch.

			“This is Olive,” Ben said. “My little water nymph.”

			“I’m Robert Cigar.”

			“I know your parents’ store,” Ben said.

			“Everyone does,” Robert said. He asked the girl, “Are you a swimmer?”

			She nodded. The pads of her hands and the tips of her fingers were spongy white; her eyes were bloodshot with chlorine.

			“She’s amazing,” Ben reported. “I can’t run as fast as she swims.”

			“What nonsense,” Olive exclaimed. But she squeezed her father’s arm. “I’ve got to get going. I’ve brought your lunch. You’d better enjoy it, too. It’s the last time I’m bringing it.”

			“She says that every year,” Ben said to Robert. “How many times did you bring it for me last year?”

			“Forty-­four?”

			“I thought it was more. You’re like your mother: no spine.”

			The girl froze at that, slapping her father unplayfully on the chest.

			“Where do you swim?” Robert asked.

			“At the high school,” she said, looking at him carefully for the first time, seeing a man almost too old for her, but just almost. To Robert, she seemed suspended in air, getting through her time between the time in the water as best she could.

			“You once wrote about me,” the girl said.

			“What did I write?”

			“You had my times and races right, but you didn’t talk to me after the meet,” she said. “Then in the paper you had me saying things I never said. But they were things I was feeling and would’ve said if you had asked.”

			“I’m sorry. I’m lazy.”

			“I don’t mind. You didn’t make me sound silly.” She kissed her father good-­bye and departed.

			Ben shared the office with another teacher. His desk and the shelves hung on the wall and built of bricks and lumber on the floor held a number of blue-­green glass canning jars filled with life: walkingsticks, leopard frogs, banana spiders, cecropia moths, cockroaches, bull snakes, katydids, green darner dragonflies, echinoderms, ants and aphids, a box turtle, itself in a box on the floor, a slick of chlamydomonas. These jars spread over onto the other teacher’s desk, each jar bearing a label with the taxonomic title of the jar’s inhabitants, and the name LADYSMITH.

			Before taking a seat, Ben moved quickly from jar to jar, inspecting to see who needed what; who was alive, hungry, and who had died.

			“Sit,” he said to Robert, gesturing to the other chair. “Ara is gone this hour.”

			On the seat of the chair was the skeleton of a bird, Corvus brachyrhynchos, and LADYSMITH on the wide black wood pedestal. The empty eye sockets staring made Robert uneasy. He heard Ben laugh behind him.

			“Sorry. I impose on Ara so much—­on everyone, in fact—­it’s a wonder anyone puts up with me,” Ben said. He put the bird on the floor beneath his desk. “I must remember not to stretch out my legs,” he said. “That’s an eastern crow. Marvelous specimen; on the smallish side. I paid $225 for that. My own money.”

			He poured tepid coffee from a tarnished pot into two mugs. He gave one to Robert.

			“Olive is really not that good a swimmer,” he said.

			“As I recall,” Robert said, “she won quite a few races for the high school team.”

			“She works hard and I encourage her,” Ben said. “Hence she becomes a better swimmer than she would have been otherwise. That’s why she wins. I’ve got a son who is a better pitcher than his raw ability would indicate because of my encouragement. My youngest son—­I’m not sure what he will try to be, but I’ll work the same magic with him.”

			He made a face as he drank the coffee.

			“I’ve tried it on my wife,” he said, “with less success.” His eyes flicked from Robert to the jars teeming on the walls. Robert shifted in his seat. He didn’t know why he was there. The girl he had chased had gotten away behind the screen set by her father. He sipped the coffee and it was awful.

			“Have you tried that on your students?” Robert asked.

			“In a general way. It’s a little too much like preaching, for my tastes,” Ben said. “I feel too much like a biological guru when I’m up there telling them how wonderful it is possible for them to be. And kids no longer come to see their teachers like they did.”

			He went on, “Years ago, when I began teaching, there were always students visiting at all hours. Here. At the house. They just liked to talk. Butter me up. Listen to my tales. Angle for a better grade. All of which was fine with me. I loved the company and the fact of their youth. It gave me a chance to show off.” He reached and tapped a jar where a snake pressed its scaled snout, its split tongue rising up the glass.

			“But today’s kids don’t seem to have the time,” he said. “You’re the first one in a long time to seek me out.”

			“It’s early, yet,” Robert said.

			“For you, maybe. I’m here year-­round. I teach summer school. You can see my house across the lake. Students once dropped in at my house just to talk. To see me.” Ben sighed. “Maybe it’s me. Maybe I’m less accessible, or patient.” He sat up straight, a startling shift, and jabbed a finger at Robert. “Hell, you wouldn’t be here now if my Olive hadn’t brought my lunch. Right?”

			Robert said, “You’re probably right.”

			“And I practically had to drag you here myself,” Ben said. “Believe it or not, there was a time I was quite popular.”

			Ben tired of this and stood. The small office had no windows and he stuck his head out the door and looked up and down the hall. “You know Ara?” he asked. “Professor Mason?”

			“No,” Robert said. He stood.

			“Hey, stay,” Ben said. “You just got here.”

			“You seem pretty busy.”

			“Do I? I’m not. After you’ve been around as long as I have, everything pretty much runs on its own. I know my lectures by heart. I give the same tests. I’m like a river.” He smiled at Robert, then looked out into the hall again. Students walked past. Some said hello to Ben. He kept his back to Robert, calling greetings to students Robert could not see. Ben’s voice was firm and quick, a carrying voice built over years of teaching into large halls.

			He turned back into the room. “You want to get a sandwich?” he asked. “Sit in the woods?”

			They went back down the inner labyrinth of stairs and tunnels, outside finally into cool air tinted green with the final dark burst of summer’s health. At the end of September the leaves had gone bloody and were starting to fall. Ben bought Robert a ham sandwich and cups of iced tea for them in a small café stuffed with smoke and students. They carried the food out to a small grove of trees long ago named Rapist’s Woods. A sidewalk passed through the trees and there was a bench alongside the walk, with a white-­bulbed lamp overhead. A rape had taken place there years before, when the bench and lamp were not there, when the walk was a footpath. The lamp, whose light was feeble and swallowed like cream by the trees, was in response to the rape. The rapist never had been caught and might since have died of old age, but women steered clear of the little grove even in daylight, though the path was the shortest route through that part of the campus.

			“I like it here,” Ben announced, taking a seat on the bench. “I’m not bothered. If I’m very quiet I can sometimes get a bird or a squirrel to eat from my hand.” He held a fragment of bread out, as if in demonstration, then put it in his mouth.

			“They’re nearly tame now anyway,” he said. “They know students are basically good-­hearted. Harmless. The cruel ones have a smell to them. Word soon spreads about them. And they know the campus is a repository of abundant discarded food. All these kids and their lousy dietary habits. Corn chips, cookies, pieces of half-­eaten dried fruit, pretzel sticks.” He rubbed his hands together. “Manna,” he whispered, then took a bite of his sandwich.

			A bird flew down the tunnel of light and air formed by the path through the trees. It was just a flicker of color—­a reddish-­brown—­in Robert’s eye, then gone. He was chilly in the shade with the iced tea.

			“He’ll be back,” Ben reported, his head bowed over his sandwich to tear at the gristle in the meat. “A sparrow. Airborne cockroaches. They’ll live anywhere.”

			In a moment the bird returned and landed ten feet up the path. Two more joined it and they proceeded to pick at the hard bits of stone and seed on the walk, with nervous starts and turns built in, as if they knew danger was everywhere.

			Ben tore small scraps of bread from his sandwich and threw them in the birds’ direction. They hit the ground and scattered like snow. The sparrows, at first startled by the intrusion, bounced away, one even taking brief flight. But then they fell on the crumbs almost madly and carried most of them off.

			Ben asked, “Why are you taking my class?”

			“I need a science credit to get my degree.”

			“Then what will you do?”

			“I don’t know. I worked for the Scale until it folded.”

			“Robert Cigar,” Ben said, as if hearing the name for the first time. “You wrote about Olive, and you wrote about my boy Buzz.”

			“Did I make up quotes for him, too?”

			Ben laughed. “You’ll have to ask him that.”

			“We were instructed to get the names in the paper,” Robert said. “As many as possible. Whole rosters. Names sold papers—­though evidently not enough. I was pretty good at it. I was the best pure writer on the staff. But I was lacking in several other facets.”

			Ben listened to this assessment, then said, “I like that you don’t blame others for your fate.”

			“No point in that.”

			“But other than the need for a credit—­why take my class?”

			Robert was afraid to disappoint Ben, but there was no other reason. “I can’t lie,” he said.

			Ben brushed crumbs from his lap. “Of course you can’t,” he said. “I’m sorry to eat and run like this, but I’ve got another appointment in a few minutes. I hope you enjoy my class. It’s intimidating, thinking I may be the last teacher you ever have.”

			He started back down the path through Rapist’s Woods, toward the sciences building. Robert went along with him.

			“I hope I haven’t offended you,” he apologized. “All the classes I ever took at M.C. I took because I needed them for a degree.”

			Ben, walking, looked over at Robert. “Well, that’s certainly a vote of confidence.”

			They crossed the walk and entered the building, then again went into that inner core of passageways and climbed to the third floor. All the way Robert groped for some word that would set things right. At any moment Ben could have turned him loose curtly. But he didn’t; he let Robert accompany him back to his office. He unlocked the door and went inside and took his seat. Putting his legs beneath his desk there was a snap! and Ben cried angrily, “Damn!”

			He had kicked a fragile construction of wing bones off the skeleton of the crow. Ben stooped and brought the pedestal and wing up onto the table. “Damn,” he repeated. “When I put that under there I said to myself—­‘Don’t do that. You’ll forget it’s under there and step on it.’ And look what happened.”

			He turned the wing bones in his hand. He blew dust from them.

			“Look at this,” he said, suddenly enthusiastic, motioning Robert near. “Hollow bones. Light as a feather. Lighter than a feather. That’s the secret of flight. Birds lack the weight that keeps us lumbering humans earthbound.”

			Ben fit the fractured bone pieces together. “I think I can fix this,” he said. He turned in his chair to listen to the pneumatic sigh of a door opening and closing and a brief clatter of footsteps in the hall.

			“Here’s Professor Mason,” he said, just as a large, plain woman with ash blond hair and wide, pale features entered. She slipped past Robert without looking at him and set an armload of books on her desk. Robert was intrigued by the territoriality of the room; Ben dominated fully three-­quarters of the available space and this Professor Mason did not seem to mind.

			“This is Professor Mason,” Ben said to Robert. “This is Robert Cigar, Ara. One of my students. He is a sportswriter of some renown. He’s covered Buzzer.”

			She shook Robert’s hand with the barest interest. “How do you do?” she said. She asked Ben, “Will you be long?”

			The three of them, and the packed papers and jars of life, had reduced the office to an uncomfortable, nearly intimate, dimension.

			“Look at this,” Ben said, holding up the broken wing bones. “I put this under my desk and then kicked it.”

			“Pretty dumb,” the woman said. She seemed to be waiting for an answer.

			“I’ve got to get going,” Robert said. “And you’ve got your class.”

			“Relax,” Professor Mason said. “Take my chair. I’m out of cigarettes. I’ll be back in fifteen minutes.” She said to Ben, “Tell him a crow tale. Tell him about the crow with the broken wing.”

			She left the office, first shaking Robert’s hand again.

			“I really do have to get going,” Robert said.

			“Sure you do,” Ben said, distracted.

			“What was all that about crows?”

			Ben smiled thinly. “She was making fun of me. A private joke.” He had put the bad wing away in his desk drawer. “I’ve got a lot of work to do,” he said, “and when Professor Mason returns with her cigarettes she’ll drive me away with her smoke and stink. You’re lucky to be getting away while you can.”

			ROBERT MADE THE walk home, following the road that circled the lake. He could see a speedboat way out on the cold water. The boat’s hull was caked with silver and some distance behind, skipping like a stone, was a late-­season skier in a yellow wet suit. Nearer to shore a sailboat flew, its white mast checked with blue marlin. Robert could see three ­people in the boat. One girl had long blond hair that flowed like a kite’s tail.

			The lake road was as old as Mozart. Its pavement was turning to crumbs at the edges, and the salt of winter and the expansion and contraction of the seasons left potholes that were repaired with stinking dollops of asphalt, which broke open inside of a year. His dad had gotten him a job one summer on such a road crew—­a horrid summer; the stink took three months to leave his skin the following autumn, whiffs of it rose sneakily to him in hot showers. On the far rim of the lake, miles away, the road was unpaved for a stretch and in the summer a cloud of white gravel dust hung, coating the trees and the children who played on the beach.

			Robert followed the road into downtown Mozart. He was carrying his biology text and a notebook empty but for a half page of notes; he had a pen in his pocket. A car passed and honked at him. A head vaguely familiar turned in the shadows of the front seat to call to him, to wave a hand. Robert waved back.

			He stopped in Cobbler’s newspaper store to buy the Madison paper. On a wall behind the counter were clippings from the Scale trumpeting the feats of Mozart High’s and Mozart College’s athletic teams. The tape holding them in place had gone brittle and useless, replaced with bright-­headed pins. Robert’s by-­line was up there often; Al Gasconade’s, too; Dale Turbotel’s (gone to St. Louis); Bill Jenk’s (gone to Wausau); Art Haig’s (out of the business). The Madison paper sent a reporter to M.C.’s games, but when the Scale died the high school lost its press coverage. On Saturdays after Robert had written about games that Mozart High had lost, he would stay in his apartment to avoid the sniping of parents and fans who disagreed with his interpretation of the event, his reconstruction of a pivotal play, his choice of quotes, occasionally even the final score. He had seen the paper’s folding as a perverse revenge against these ­people.

			Del Cobbler, who had owned the store for nearly twenty years, was behind the counter. He was a petite man with an ageless face who wore a green-­billed printer’s shade. The smoke from his cigarillo would rise from his mouth and bend noxiously around this outcropping, which had been stained murky and fingerprinted over the years. With delicately tough hands he snipped the wire from a bale of newspapers and slapped one still stinking of ink onto the counter. Robert put down his money.

			“I saw your dad this morning,” Del said.

			“You collecting plates now, Del?”

			The vendor shook his head. “No. He came in for a paper. Also a box of licorice. Also some stamps.”

			“Was Evelyn with him?” Robert asked, knowing she would not have been.

			“No,” Del said. “He told me he had her working too hard.”

			Robert read the headlines on the front page for the fifth time and still they did not register; he was thinking about his parents.

			“What are you doing now, Rob?”

			“I’m a student.”

			“Hell, you’ve already been a newspaperman. Why go back to school?”

			“I’m finishing a course I never took,” Robert said. “It’ll help me in the field.”

			“You heard the rumor the Scale’s reopening?”

			“A pipe dream,” Robert said, “of frustrated ex-­jocks who can’t stand the idea of their kids not getting any ink.”

			“They’ve got the presses over there,” Del said. “You can look in the window and see the rolls of newsprint, typewriters, some with paper still in them. This town is dying for a paper. It’s ready to go.”

			“It’s all in receivership,” Robert said, though he was only repeating the last rumor he had heard. “Once they catch up with Thrips it’ll all be sold to pay his creditors.”

			Del Cobbler blew smoke at Robert, turned his back on him. “You were the only one in town who didn’t hate to see that paper fold,” he said.

			“Sorry, Del.”

			“What sort of guy is glad to lose his job?”

			“I hated it,” Robert said.

			“Without the Scale, this town’s got no identity.”

			“I’m not to blame for that.”

			“And my business has gone to hell without a local paper to push,” Del complained. When he became angry the strip of skin above the rim of his shade turned scarlet, like contrary thoughts pinched and boiling. “Nobody wants to read about Madison or Milwaukee. They get sports and weather off TV. I do less business than your folks, for Christ’s sake.”

			“You have reached the bottom of the barrel,” Robert said, his sarcasm in vague defense of his parents.

			He was living with Dave and Evelyn then, in the small house a short walk from their store. When he worked at the Scale he had taken some rooms in a house on Oblong Lake. But he had failed to save his money and was forced to return home, though in the days after losing his job he sat alone counting his money, trying to stretch it. There had been rumors of a final paycheck, and with it he might have made it another month, but Thrips had left nothing behind and Robert had no choice.

			His father by then had repainted Robert’s old room and converted it into a den, with a leather-­covered loveseat, a TV, an NFL wastebasket, and a small dry bar with an ice bucket, glasses, and nothing stronger than grape soda to drink.

			Robert went to the house a week after the paper closed. Through the front-­door window he saw his mother and father lying in each other’s arms on the couch. They were dressed, his mother’s eyes were closed, and Dave’s face was tucked out of sight against her breast. For a moment, Robert almost turned away. But his parents only lay there in the half darkness, and soon Robert heard faint music through the door, and a motion at the edge of the scene was Evelyn keeping time with her foot.

			He rang the bell. They did not break away as if embarrassed. Evelyn’s eyes opened, and Dave’s head pivoted from its nook of sanctuary to peer at the door. Robert held a hand to the glass. Then they slowly unwound from each other, arms and legs taking turns letting the opposite number free, a person unraveling, becoming two ­people. Arm in arm, they came to the door.

			“Robert. Come in,” Evelyn said. She was wearing a red robe, and smoothed the front with her hands.

			“I was expecting this visit,” Dave said.

			“Dreading it?” Robert asked.

			“Dreading it.”

			“Now, Dave,” Evelyn said. “We may be regaining a son.”

			“But losing a den,” Robert said, finishing for his father, who nodded and smiled, pleased he and his son thought alike.

			“Didn’t you save your money?” Dave asked.

			“Sure. But not enough to live without a job,” Robert said. His father’s question, with its gross ignoring of the facts, annoyed him no end.

			His mother went over to turn down the stereo. Dave watched her move away. Her feet were bare and the cloth of her robe swished as she walked.

			“What are your job prospects?” Dave asked.

			“None.”

			“You’ve got to work,” Evelyn said.

			“I have no marketable skills.”

			“You’re a sportswriter,” Dave said shrilly. “A damn good one.”

			“There aren’t many sportswriting jobs left in Mozart,” Robert said.

			“So leave town!” Dave exclaimed.

			Robert slipped past the two of them. He always wished for a brother or sister in moments such as this, someone to share the burden of their attention; someone to share the sense he was butting in.

			Two empty wine glasses sat on the counter beside the kitchen sink. Bits of cork clung stickily to the inner rim of one. They had each had a glass of wine, then went to wrap in each other’s arms on the couch and listen to music. In blundered their only child.

			He took the wine from the refrigerator and poured some into one of the dirty glasses. He drank it leaning against the counter, his legs crossed, pleased perversely to be horning in on his parents’ good time.

			Evelyn and Dave stood in the doorway. They might have been trying to block him from penetrating back into the house, his only way out the back door.

			His parents’ store was in a poor location, at the very end of Booth Street, which faced away from the heart of downtown Mozart, away from Oblong Lake. The choicest locations were on the lake road, where the summer tourist shoppers and towns­people with money to spend strolled the wide walks. Cigar’s, four blocks in and the last store on a dead-­end street, was not in a location where shoppers would come upon it in the course of a day and decide to buy.

			But poor business did not upset Robert’s parents and he was in college before he learned why. His mother owned the store; her name was Evelyn Pine when she met Dave Cigar. The favored only child of the Waukesha Pines, she was the recipient of a moderate inheritance when her grandmother, and some years later her parents, passed away. She had bought the store for Dave as a wedding present, and ever since he had been running countless going concerns out of it, and into the ground.

			Dave was a short, wiry man with thinning hair, a paunch, and deep parentheses cut on both sides of his mouth by a million hearty smiles, genuine and false, over the years. Robert got his height from his mother. Evelyn was six feet tall; Robert could remember her for years beating him at basketball under the hoop on the garage. She had a funny little shot from behind her head that her son could not block and which always went in.

			She kept the books at the store, placed orders, changed dead bulbs, and eased Dave through those pained transitions from one failed line to the next sure thing. In years past, Cigar’s had sold bone-­handled cutlery, wood-­burned home address plaques, bicentennial souvenirs, stationery, party gags and favors, costume jewelry, manicure and pedicure instruments, Italian ice cream blown so full of air it seemed in danger of floating to the ceiling, beer steins of the fifty states, wall and desk calendars of every description, macrame wall hangings and flavored cigarette rolling papers, golf supplies, stuffed bears imported from England, and fishing bait and tackle. Each line had moments of early success; Dave and Evelyn’s friends always came in to look and buy something. But the store never matched the golden promise predicted by Dave. They could never overcome the barrenness of their store’s location.

			Poor business did not matter to Evelyn. She had found in Dave Cigar the person who made her happiest in her life. Her father had been a busy, forbidding man, immensely successful at his work, polite to his wife and child. When she was in high school it occurred to her that her father was never summoned to the phone when he was home. She began to count the days that passed without a call for him. She counted fifty-­one straight days before he got a call from work in the evening, and he cursed and hung up and hurried out into the darkness. She loved her father, but he had no friends and he rarely laughed. All he did was work.

			Dave Cigar tended the store and she was pleased when he sold something, but she liked him best when he told jokes on the phone, or talked to his friends when they stopped in, or when he strolled over to the restaurant on the lake road and killed the afternoon visiting. He was in charge of several civic organizations; he was good at those sorts of duties, but Evelyn suspected Mozart’s businessmen put him in charge because they assumed he had plenty of time to spare, with an heiress wife and a dead location.

			She loved the sound of his voice, his smile, his enthusiasm for each new line, and the way he did not see the goodness in himself that she cherished so. He in turn used her as a barometer of his self-­worth, content to assume that if she stayed with him for years he must have been doing something right, though he could not say what.

			They did not plan to have children. However, Evelyn became pregnant in the third year of their marriage. They were selling monogrammed aluminum awnings at the time, and not doing well. Money was not a worry, but Evelyn was uneasy about what a baby would do to their marriage. She wanted Dave to herself. She was afraid the child would not see what it was she loved in the child’s father; she knew Dave could not bear not to be loved entirely by her. Dave was afraid the child would see him for the man he thought he was, not the man Evelyn loved him for being.

			Robert was born and he was indeed a wedge that she worked hard to adjust to. Dave proved to be a gentle father, giving up sleep, talking softly to Robert as he carried him through the house on colicky nights. But she was also careful to assure Dave he remained all she needed or wanted. She knew she loved Dave; it was still a mystery what sort of person Robert would become.

			ROBERT WAS WATCHING the news when his parents arrived home. He was drinking a beer and thinking about the wet-­haired girl who brought his biology teacher lunch.

			Dave just about came to his wife’s shoulders.

			“Roberto,” Dave exclaimed, “did you leave a dollar in the icebox for that beer?” The question was put forth with a smile, but with an edge, too. Dave had not forgiven Robert for returning home, for pushing him out of the small den he had waited years for, all that time looking forward to the day his son left home.

			Evelyn kissed Robert on the top of his head. She gave him a wink hidden from Dave.

			“How was business today?” Robert asked.

			“Don’t ask,” Dave said. He got a beer of his own and sat on the couch opposite his son.

			“Your father sold a pewter mug today.”

			“Is that right? Engraved?”

			Dave licked beer foam from his upper lip. “Go ahead, Evie. Rub it in.”

			Evelyn was laughing in a soundless way that was a clue to great hilarity. Robert had been amazed all his life at the quickness with which his mother laughed helplessly at something his father had done or said.

			“What?” Robert demanded to know, irritated at the way they held him out of their lives at times like that.

			“A woman came in today and ordered a pewter mug for her husband,” Evelyn said. “She was the only person in the store all day. The mug was to say, ‘To my darling, Frank. Happy twenty-­fifth anniversary. Love, Peppy.’ She wrote this message on a piece of paper and left it for your father. He promised to have it ready for her in two hours.”

			“Do I have to listen to this?” Dave asked, loving the moment, at home with his wife and the center of attention.

			“Your father set to work
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