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The Obituary Nobody Wrote

ABEL GREER

c. 1831 – 1868

Abel Greer was born about 1831 in Ulster County, New York, and spent his working life on the Hudson River at Kettle Kill, where he cut ice in the winter for the Kettle Kill Ice Company and loaded it onto the barges in the summer. The New York State census of 1855 finds him there at twenty-four, a boarder in a boatbuilder's house, listed as an ice cutter.

He had, it seems, a rougher youth than his later life would suggest. In March 1854 the justice's court at Kettle Kill — the river court, people called it — convicted him of piratically taking two barrels of flour and a keg of nails from the sloop Two Brothers as she lay at the landing, and sent him to the county jail for thirty days. It is the only time the records let his name rise above a whisper, and they do not let him speak for himself.

In 1856 he married Sophia Bogardus at the Old Dutch Church. By 1865 they had two children, Nathaniel and Jane, and lived near the river on the north side of the landing.

He died in 1868, aged thirty-six. The family tree that carries his name gives no cause of death, and no record so far supplies one.

He was survived by his wife and children, and by a reputation that has outlived him by a century and a half. Through his son Nathaniel he is the ancestor of a family that left the river for Kingston and, in time, for California.

— Drafted by Greta Hollenbeck, Kinfinder Research, from what the records seemed to say


Chapter 1: Local Researcher

The first hard frost came the night I wrote Abel Greer's obituary, and by ten to seven on Monday morning it had silvered everything on the landing that would hold still for it: the rail of the old ferry shelter, the planks of Pim's dock, the dead jewelweed at the Kill mouth, which had gone down in the night like a crowd that had heard bad news. Beyond it the river lay flat and gray, a sheet of pewter nobody had gotten around to polishing. Overhead the geese went south in a long, loose, quarrelsome line.

Dex stood beside me on the Ferry House step in the oatmeal sweater with the red stripe that Rainey knitted him his first winter. He puts up with it the way a senator puts up with a parade. He lifted one forefoot off the frosted stone, held it there, and looked at me.

"I know," I said. "Nobody asked it to."

Behind the Ferry House, Pim Van Etten stood in the doorframe of his little white house with his thermos, the frame beside his shoulder penciled from sill to lintel with tides. After the summer's last rain he had retired the Ferry House jamb and begun a new record on the jamb of his own house. I had photographed the old entries before he painted them out; he had copied the few he wanted to keep. 'Same river,' he'd said. 'Shorter walk with the coffee.' He lifted the thermos an inch, which is good morning, and I lifted my mug an inch, which is good morning back.

At seven o'clock exactly, something began to beep.

They came down Landing Road backward, which is the hard way, because Landing Road comes off Main Street at the bakery and narrows by the width of a pickup every hundred feet until it gives up at the water. First came a white box truck with an orange lantern painted on the cab door and LANTERN LANE MEDIA beneath it in tidy capitals. A second truck followed, identical, and then a white van with no windows in the back. A young man in a navy parka walked backward in front of the lead truck, windmilling both arms. The truck ignored him. It stopped at last with its rear bumper a foot from the bench where people used to wait for a ferry that no longer came.

Pim watched them like a man watching other people dock badly.

"Too much rudder," he said, and drank from his thermos.

A ramp clanged onto the frost. Out came black road cases stenciled BRANCHES and a rug rolled up like a cigar for a giant. Then two people came down the ramp walking a hand truck between them very slowly, the way you would walk an old relative down church steps. On the hand truck sat an armchair.

It was a deep, buttoned, oxblood leather armchair, the kind a man in a novel sits in to read the letter that ruins his life. A second one followed it. They unrolled the rug on the landing stones and set both chairs on it, side by side, facing the river, with nobody in them.

"Well," I said to Dex. "That's television."

Dex had already gone back inside to the ticket bench, where the radiator is.



I had been hired, in October, by a voice on the telephone.

The voice belonged to Bryn Castellano, executive producer of Branches, which is the program where a famous person sits in a leather chair and finds out who his great-great-grandfather was. Rainey has never missed an episode and cries at all of them. The voice had said a great many things very fast about a star and an episode called "Brannigan," and near the end it had said local researcher, and then a number. I said I would think about it. I thought about it until about the middle of the number.

At eight o'clock the voice came through my door attached to a woman.

She was forty-six or so and fit in a way that suggested she did it at five in the morning out of spite, in a black down vest, her hair pulled back so tightly it might have been holding up her eyebrows, a small flesh-colored bud in her right ear. She shook my hand, said, "Greta. Finally. Love this," and kept walking, the full eighteen feet of Gussie's marble counter and back.

"No," she said, at the window. "No, I hear you. Love it. Hate it. Fix it." She touched her ear. "Not you, Greta. You I love."

"Thank you."

"The lower-third font. It looks like a wedding invitation. Go. Fix." Then she turned the whole of her attention on me and set a folder on the counter.

There was a contract, with a great deal about indemnity in it, and a page headed CONFIDENTIALITY — REVEAL, which said three different ways that I was not to tell the star anything I found.

"Cole doesn't know," Bryn said. "Nobody tells Cole. Cole finds out in the chair. That's the show. If the talent knows, the talent acts, and then it's theater." She tapped the signature line with a pen she had produced from nowhere. "You're local. You know which old man has the shoebox of photographs under his bed. We have Toby for everything else. Toby's ours. Toby knows everything."

I read every page, because I spent twenty-two years at a newspaper where the lawyers sat one floor down and came up only to ruin lunch. When I signed, Bryn looked up at the seven frames above the counter. "Love those. Can we shoot those?"

"No."

"Love that." She meant it. She had the gift, which I have only ever seen in editors and the very best funeral directors, of hearing no and filing it in the same drawer as yes.

"We had pitches, you know," Bryn said, gathering her folder. "For local. We had a woman with a gold-leaf brochure." She held her thumb and finger apart to show me how thick. "Gold leaf. On a brochure. I could have gilded a canoe. The network wanted somebody who'd actually read a death certificate."

"I wrote them, mostly. The obituaries, anyway."

"Better." Her ear said something to her. "I have to go stop a man from putting a craft-services table in the river. Toby's coming down with the packet. Be nice to Toby." And she was out the door and across the landing, talking, before the tin parrot by the door had stopped swinging on its nail. It said RAIN. It had no reason to.

I didn't ask whose. In the city you learn not to ask who else was up for the job. The answer is always somebody's niece.



Toby Brekke arrived at half past eight with two file boxes of binders stacked so high in his arms that at first I could see only his eyebrows and a tote bag. He managed the latch with an elbow and stopped dead on the threshold, looking down at my floor as though it had asked him a question.

"Shoes off?" he said. "Sorry — Minnesota."

"You don't have to."

But he had already set the boxes on the counter and was standing on one foot on the mat, working at a lace. His hiking boots were brown and scuffed pale at the toes, with lugs on the soles as deep as a tractor tire's. He set them side by side on the mat with their heels together, the way a good child does in a hallway, and padded across to me in gray wool socks. He was thirty-four and looked younger, with wire glasses and a brown cardigan buttoned wrong by one button.

The tote bag said I ♥ MICROFILM. Out of the top of it stuck a bag of pretzel rods and a black hardbound notebook with an elastic band around it.

"You have a microfilm reader," he said, the way some people say you have a pony. "People say microfilm's obsolete. It's the only thing we make that'll still be readable in five hundred years. Your cloud drive?" He spread his fingers. "Honestly? Fog." He held out the bag. "Sorry. I eat when I'm nervous, and I'm always nervous on day one. Pretzel rod?"

I took one. On the ticket bench Dex lifted his long head an inch, considered the gray socks, and put his head back down.

Toby laid the binders down the marble like a dealer laying out a hand, each labeled on its spine: BRANNIGAN — DIRECT LINE. BRANNIGAN — CALIFORNIA. GREER — KETTLE KILL. ICE. Beside them he set the black notebook and slipped off the elastic.

It was an ordinary notebook, nothing on the cover. But in the top right corner of every page he turned, he had drawn a small box in ink about the size of a postage stamp, and in every box there was a date.

"That's tidy," I said.

"It's the only tidy thing about me." He pushed his glasses up. "A box and a date. If I find a page in five years, I want to know which version of me wrote it."

I liked him at once.



He walked me through the packet the way a good guide walks you through a cave.

Cole Brannigan's father was Kevin Brannigan, 1946 to 2019. Kevin's father was Hugh, born in Kingston in 1916, who took his family west to San Diego in the 1950s. Hugh's mother was Florence Greer, who married a Kingston man named Michael Brannigan. Florence's father was Nathaniel Greer of Kettle Kill. And Nathaniel's father was Abel.

"Abel Greer," Toby said. "Ice cutter, Kettle Kill Ice Company." He opened the GREER binder to a photocopied census page and found the line with his finger without looking for it. Abel Greer, 24, ice cutter, born Ulster, a boarder in a boatbuilder's household. "There he is. Cut ice out there in the winter, loaded the barges in the summer. Married Sophia Bogardus at your Old Dutch Church in 1856. Two kids. Nathaniel's the line." He was talking faster. "Electric refrigeration came in and the whole trade was just gone. Thousands of men. Nobody writes about ice cutters."

"I know," I said. "That's why I wrote about this one."

He looked up.

So I told him, lightly, because it sounds either sentimental or ghoulish if you dwell on it. When a case comes to me, I write an obituary for its forgotten person, the one in the middle of the tree whom nobody living remembers, from whatever the file in front of me says. I write it in green ink, because green is for drafts and black is for what I can prove. Last night, with the frost coming down and Dex asleep on the bench, I had written Abel Greer's from the packet Lantern Lane had sent.

"Can I see it?"

I hesitated, the way you hesitate before handing a stranger a letter you wrote to your mother. Then I took it from the drawer and gave it to him.

He read it standing at the counter in his socks, all the way to the bottom, which almost nobody does anymore, and handed it back with both hands.

"Honestly?" he said. "That's beautiful. You gave him a wife. Nobody gives the guy in the middle a wife. He's always just a name with two dates hanging off it."

"He had one. She's in your packet."

"I know. I put her there." He smiled, a little shy about it. "Nobody ever reads that part."

I folded the draft in half and slid it under the saucer of my coffee cup, where the first page of a case goes in this house and stays until I have a better one.

"And then," Toby said, turning to the binder's last tab with a small flourish, "the river pirate."

It was a single typed page of summary, Lantern Lane's own, with a lantern in the corner. In March 1854 the justice's court at Kettle Kill, known locally as the river court, convicted Abel Greer of piratically taking two barrels of flour and one keg of nails from the sloop Two Brothers as she lay at the Kettle Kill landing. Sentence: thirty days, county jail.

"That's the big reveal," Toby said. "Thursday, the ice house, golden hour. Cole's played a pirate in four movies. When the network heard, I think a man in a suit actually stood up."

"Two barrels of flour and a keg of nails," I said. "That's a very specific pirate."

"That's —" he said, "what the source says."

Then he was off again, back to the ICE binder and the old stereoviews of harvests on the Hudson: men in long coats with saws taller than they were, horses on the ice in spiked shoes. He'd found those at one in the morning in a motel in Duluth and had to tell somebody, and there was nobody, so he told the vending machine.

He made me laugh three times before ten o'clock. He knew which county clerks answered their own phones and which had been, as he put it, replaced by a fax machine in a cardigan. And he was lovely about the dead. When he talked about Sophia Greer, left alone with two children by the river, he lowered his voice without seeming to know he had done it, the way people do in a church that isn't theirs.



At ten to ten Bryn put her head in at the door.

"Toby. She's here."

Toby looked up like a boy called on in class. Then he was across the floor and on the mat, pushing his feet into his boots, hopping, one hand on the doorframe, before I had properly turned around.

I went out onto the step behind him. The sun was well up over the east shore, and the frost was going off the landing in a thin steam, so that the two oxblood chairs sat in a kind of smoke. The crew had stopped moving. The geese were gone, and it was very quiet.

A long black car came down Landing Road, slowly, the right way round, taking the whole width of it as though the road had been built for that purpose and only now been told. It stopped by the ferry shelter. A driver got out and opened the rear door.

The woman who stepped out was tall, in a camel coat that fell to her shins, with a silk scarf the color of claret wound once at her throat. She didn't look at the trucks or the crew or any of us. She walked to the edge of the landing stones and stood with her gloved hands in her pockets and looked out at the river, at the pewter width of it and the far blue hills, the way you would look at someone who has kept you waiting.

Beside me Bryn touched her ear and said, to me and to it at once, "And that's Celia."


Chapter 2: Talent

"They have taped a piece of paper," said Mrs. Nadine Hoyt, "to wallpaper my grandmother hung."

She said it across the front desk of the Kettle Kill Inn at one o'clock, in the voice of a woman reporting a death in the family to someone she trusted to take it seriously. She was small and upright, in a gray twinset, with her reading glasses pushed up into hair the color of steel wool, and she had kept the inn for as long as I could remember anyone keeping it. It is Federal brick, with a fanlight over the door and a taproom where the Fire Company has settled arguments since before it had a truck.

"It's painter's tape," I said. "It's supposed to come off clean."

"Supposed to." She looked at me over the glasses she was not wearing. "So were my first husband's intentions. They're in the back parlor. The girl with the clipboard asked me whether the fireplace was practical."

"Is it?"

"It's been practical since 1811." She nodded at the floor. "Mind the cables. One of them has already had a go at Captain Hoyt's portrait."



The back parlor had been a pleasant room once, with green walls and a portrait over the mantel of a man in a high collar who looked as though he had just been told the price of something. Television had happened to it.

A long mahogany table ran down the middle under a drift of laptops, cables and coffee cups. Two monitors sat on a sideboard meant for punch bowls. On an easel stood a whiteboard ruled into four columns, ACT 1 through ACT 4, and under ACT 4 somebody had written in red PIRATE!!! — ICE HOUSE — GOLDEN HR, with three exclamation points, as though one might not convince the network. Along the wallpaper, under blue tape, ran a row of call sheets.

"You're the obituary woman."

The voice came from behind me, and it was a voice the way a Steinway is a piano: low and warm and unhurried, with a little creak in the middle, like a well-oiled porch swing on a summer evening. I turned around.

He was about fifty, with silver at the temples that had been permitted to stay exactly where it did the most good, a camel cashmere sweater, and a gray cashmere scarf looped once around his neck, indoors, beside a lit fire.

"Miles Garrity. I'm the host, which means I stand next to the important people and nod." He kept my hand a moment longer than the handshake needed. "You have a face for television. That's a compliment — I checked."

"With whom?"

"Noor." He nodded down the table at a quiet woman with a camera in her lap, who did not look up. "She says you have good bones and you don't fidget. In my business that's practically a proposal."

Miles Garrity woke the city of Chicago every weekday morning for most of two decades and never once let it see him without a scarf. He is survived by his reflection, which he visited faithfully, and by a great many women who were told they had a face for television. In lieu of flowers, he would accept a close-up.

I write one in my head for nearly everybody, almost always fondly. I thought, for no reason I would have admitted to, of a stonemason who had never once complimented my face and had once, with feeling, complimented my coffee.

"Ninety seconds," said Bryn Castellano, coming through the door with a phone at her left ear and the earpiece in her right, so that she seemed to be listening to the whole world at once. "Miles, I had you at two minutes. Everybody sit. Becca, the call sheets."



Becca Lowry, the production assistant, was twenty-four and carried her clipboard the way some people carry a small dog. She went around the table laying a call sheet at every place. Dwayne Purcell, the location manager, sat at the far end in a canvas work jacket, with a tape gun and a fat roll of gaffer tape on his belt like a sheriff's keys. Toby had taken the chair nearest the door, his black notebook open in front of him, the little box already inked at the top of the page with the date in it. He gave me a small wave, low, under the table edge, as if we were in church.

The chair at the head of the table was empty. Nobody had been told not to sit in it, and nobody did.

"For Greta's benefit," Bryn said, walking the length of the room and back. "Branches is four acts. Act One, we meet the family. Act Two, we travel: the town, the river, the church. That's you. Act Three, a complication. A lost child, a war, a fortune gone. Act Four is the reveal. The star sits in the chair."

"The oxblood chair," said Miles, with reverence.

"We hand the star a document. The star reads it aloud, cold, on camera, and finds out who he is. No rehearsal, no warning. If he cries, we hold. If he doesn't cry, we hold longer." She touched her ear. "Season seven is on the bubble. The network loves this episode. The network has used the word pirate in two separate emails, one of them with a little ship."

Dwayne raised a hand the size of a skillet. "The ice house. Nobody goes up there before I walk it. Wednesday, nine a.m., everybody who's going to stand anyplace in that building walks it with me first." He had a Yonkers voice, flat and patient, the voice of a man who has spent thirty years explaining gravity to people with college degrees. "Safety first, safety second, lunch third."

"Thursday, golden hour," Noor said, without looking up. "She faces west, sun in her face, river behind her. I get about eleven minutes if the clouds behave."

"They'll behave," said Bryn. "I'll call somebody."

Then the door opened, and the room changed.



I have watched a newsroom go quiet for a publisher and a funeral parlor go quieter for a widow. I had never seen a crew of grown professionals stop in the middle of a sentence, a sip and a keystroke at once, the way they did for Dr. Celia Vorhees.

She wore black, simply cut, with the claret scarf still wound once at her throat. She was fifty-five and looked like a woman who had decided long ago what her face was for. She crossed to the head of the table, set down a cup of tea she had brought from her room, and stayed standing.

"Miles," she said. "Take off the scarf. You look like a ski lodge."

Miles took off the scarf.

"Becca, love. It's Bogardus, with a u. Sophia Bogardus. It's wrong on every sheet." She tapped the call sheet with a slim silver flashlight she had taken from her pocket, the way another woman might use a pen. "If we can't spell the wife, we don't deserve the husband."

"And you," Celia said, looking down the table, "are our local."

"Greta Hollenbeck."

"Bryn says you know where the shoeboxes are." Her smile was quick and genuinely amused. "Good. Toby does the dust. I do the telling. Now you'll do the shoeboxes, and we'll all be very happy. Toby."

"Dr. Vorhees."

"Read me the line."

Toby slid Lantern Lane's typed summary out of a folder and read the pirate line aloud, the flour and the nails and the sloop Two Brothers, in the careful voice of a boy reading in front of a teacher. Celia listened with her eyes half closed. Then she said it back.

She didn't read it. She said it, and her voice dropped half a step and slowed, and something happened in that room that I have no word for except the one the old men used about a preacher. She had it. "In March of eighteen fifty-four," she said, "on the river just outside this window, a young man named Abel Greer —" and Becca stopped writing, and Dwayne took his hand off his tape gun. By the end of it I could have sworn I heard the river.

She could make a stranger cry for a great-great-grandfather he had never heard of until Act Four. It was a gift, and I don't say that lightly. I've watched people with less of it run for Congress.

Bryn let out a breath. "That is why we pay you."

"You don't pay me nearly enough to say it twice."

Everybody laughed, and the room came back.

"Legal wants one more sign-off on the source before we lock the script," Bryn said, and frowned at something in her ear. "Standard. They ask every episode. I just need to tell them we're solid on the pirate."

Celia picked up her tea. "The records never lie."

"Records lie all the time. That's why you read more than one."

It was my voice, and I had not meant to say it. I had meant to say nothing at all my first afternoon, which is what a local researcher is for. But I spent twenty-two years writing about the dead from whatever the living handed me. I have seen a death certificate give a cause the family invented, and a census make a woman younger every ten years until she was younger than her daughter. It came out of me the way bless you comes out of some people.

The room went still. Becca's pen stopped. Miles, folding his scarf, held it in both hands like a man caught with a napkin at a state dinner. Toby looked down at his notebook.

Celia set her cup on its saucer without a sound. She looked at me for a long moment, and there was real interest in it, the kind a good editor gives a sentence she hadn't expected, and under the interest a little frost, like the first skin of ice on a puddle.

"An obituary writer," she said. "Of course you'd think so."

Then she smiled, and the frost didn't go anywhere, and she turned to Bryn as though I were a footnote she would get to later.

"Tell legal we're solid."



The rest of the meeting was schedules, which is where television keeps its sorrows. Tuesday: Cole arrives, B-roll on the landing. Wednesday morning: Dwayne's walk. Wednesday night: nothing on the call sheet at all, which Bryn called a miracle and Becca underlined.

"Not nothing," Celia said, gathering up her tea and her flashlight. "I walk my marks the night before. I need to stand where I'll stand."

"In the dark?" said Miles.

"Especially in the dark. Anyone can stand somewhere in daylight." She slipped the flashlight into her pocket. "I like to know where the floor is before there's a camera on me."

At twenty past four the meeting broke up the way meetings do, with everybody standing and nobody leaving. I collected my coat and found Toby beside me, holding his notebook to his chest with both arms. We went out through the lobby, where Mrs. Hoyt was watching a man from the crew coil a cable with the expression of someone watching a stranger handle her china.

"Toby," I said on the step, "is there a copy of the record itself? Not the typed summary. The record."

"There's a scan." He said it a little too quickly, then more slowly, as if he had caught himself running in a hallway. "It's on my tablet. I'll bring it down to the Ferry House first thing. Eight? I'll bring pretzels."

"Bring the scan. I have coffee."

"Honestly? Best offer I've had all week." He pushed up his glasses, smiled, and went back inside for his tote bag.



The light was going as I walked down Main Street, the way it goes in early November, all at once, as if somebody upstairs had remembered the bill. The Tidewater's windows had steamed, and woodsmoke hung over the roofs. By the time Landing Road had narrowed down to the water, the river had turned the color of a nickel and the far hills had gone flat and blue, like hills cut out of paper.

The two oxblood chairs still sat on their rug on the landing stones, each with a tarp over it now against the dew, like birdcages covered for the night.

Celia's black car stood by the ferry shelter with its parking lights on. She was walking back to it from the edge of the landing, alone, her hands in the pockets of the camel coat.

In the lot facing River Road, parked across two spaces, sat a white Range Rover I would have known in the dark. Its plate said LUXE.

Sloane Everly was already out of it and crossing the landing in heeled boots that had never before been asked to walk on stones. She wore a cream wool coat, her hair in a smooth gold knot, and under her arm she carried a cream folder stamped in gold, the way a woman carries something she has rehearsed handing over.

"Dr. Vorhees," she called, pleasant and quick. "Sloane Everly. I won't keep you. Lineage Luxe, in Rhinebeck. I sent Lantern Lane a proposal in October, and I'd love just two minutes about the Brannigan —"

Celia didn't stop walking. She turned her head a quarter of the way, the way you turn to see whether it has started to rain.

"Lineage Luxe?" she said. "Oh — the frames."

The driver opened the door, she got in, and the black car went up Landing Road the right way round, taking the whole width of it, and was gone.

Sloane stood on the landing stones with the folder still half held out to nobody. Then she saw me on the Ferry House step, tucked the folder back under her arm, and her face put itself back together in about the time it takes a good shop to drop its shutters.

So that was the woman with the gold-leaf brochure. I could have guessed. In fairness to myself, I hadn't wanted to.

"Greta," she said.

"Sloane."

She looked past me at the lit window and the seven frames she could just make out on the wall, and then at the two covered chairs.

"You got my job," she said, coolly, the way you might mention that someone had taken your parking space, and walked back to the Range Rover in boots that hurt.

Her headlights swung across the landing stones, the covered chairs, the ferry shelter and the black water, and went up River Road, and the dark came in behind them.

Behind the Ferry House, Pim stood in his doorframe with his binoculars. He lowered them an inch, which is good evening, and I lifted my hand. Inside, Dex lay on the ticket bench by the radiator and thumped his tail twice without opening his eyes.

My green draft was still under the saucer on Gussie's counter, Abel Greer's whole life in under three hundred words, with the pirate in the middle where the packet had put him. I stood and looked at it a while. Then I took down a second cup and set it beside the first, for eight o'clock, when Toby would come down Landing Road with the record itself, and I would see for myself what it said.


Chapter 3: Typescript

At eight o'clock on Tuesday the river was the color of a wet slate roof, and a drizzle too fine to fall was simply hanging over it, waiting for someone to walk through. The tin parrot by the door said RAIN. For once nobody could argue.

Toby came down Landing Road at four minutes past, under a Lantern Lane umbrella that had lost a rib, with his tote bag on one shoulder and a box of pretzel rods held against his chest like a hymnal. He stopped on the step.

"Shoes off? Sorry. Minnesota."

"You asked yesterday."

"I'll ask every day. My mother would hear about it." He set his boots side by side on the mat, heels together, and came in on gray wool socks. Dex lifted his head on the ticket bench by the radiator, considered the socks, and lay back down.

I poured the second cup. Toby wrapped both hands around it and looked up at the seven frames above Gussie's counter, the way people do the first time they understand what they are.

"You frame them," he said.

"The corrected ones. Only those."

"Honestly? That's the best thing I've ever seen in an office. Ours has a ficus. It's been dead since Season Four."

He took a tablet in a blue rubber case out of the tote, tapped it awake, and turned it round to me on the marble.

"There," he said. "That's the scan."



The file name ran along the top of the screen in capital letters and underscores, the way computers like to shout: RIVER_COURT_1854_p47_ORIGINAL.jpg.

Below it was a page, or most of one. Most of it was other entries, other people's trouble, in a narrow column. Toby had zoomed it so that one entry sat in the middle of the screen, and I read it the way I read everything, once for what it says and once for how it says it.

GREER, Abel. Mar. 7, 1854. Piratically taking flour & nails from sloop Two Brothers. 30 days.

A name, surname first, a date, a crime, a sentence. A whole life bent around sixteen words.

I read it again, and then I stopped reading it and looked at it.

The letters were even. Every e was the same e, and every one of them sat on the line at exactly the same height as its neighbors, the way soldiers stand and handwriting never does. The capitals had a little weight to them, a softness at the edges where ink had spread into paper, and the bowls of the a's and the e's were a shade darker than the rest, faintly clogged, the way they get when a ribbon is fresh and the keys haven't been cleaned. Down at the foot of the page, centered under the column, sat a page number between two dashes, as tidy as a button: — 47 —.

Somebody had typed it.

"Toby," I said. "Nobody in 1854 owned a typewriter."

He didn't say anything right away.

"No," Toby said. "No, they didn't."

"The first ones you could buy came along twenty years later. Clerks wrote. Justices wrote. Whoever kept this court in 1854 kept it in a bound book, with a pen, in a hand that leaned whichever way his arm got tired." I touched the edge of the screen, not the words. "This is a typescript. Somebody sat down with the old book, a long time after, and typed out what they thought it said. It's an abstract." He looked at me as if the word were a stair he'd missed in the dark. "An abstract is somebody's notes about a record. That's all it is. Careful notes, maybe. But it's not the book. It's a person who read the book, and you're reading the person."

I spread two fingers on the glass and pushed the page down until its top edge came into view. Above the first entry, along the very edge where the scan had been cropped, there was something. Not words. The feet of words: a row of little dark stubs, the bottoms of a line of capital letters that had been typed across the head of the page and then sliced off by whoever trimmed the image, like fence posts standing after the flood has taken the rails. Below them ran a thin rule.

"There was a header," I said. "Somebody cut it off."

"To make it fit on a slide, probably." He said it to the pretzels.

"Probably." I looked at the file name again. "Who called it original?"

Toby took a pretzel rod from the box, looked at it, and put it back.

"I sent it as p47," he said. "It came back with a promotion."



He did not want to talk about the scan anymore, and I let him not. So I let him show me where it had come from instead, which he wanted to do very much.

"This is the tree," he said, and turned the tablet to me again. "This is where I found him. February. I was working back up the line from San Diego looking for anything with a pulse, and there he was."

It was a public tree on one of the big genealogy sites, the kind with little green leaves that shiver in the corner of a name to tell you there is something new to look at. Across the top, in a pleasant serif, it said Brannigan–Greer Family Tree, and under that, Owner: rivergenie58. The owner's picture was a sailboat.

Abel Greer had a page. The page had a portrait, which was not of Abel Greer. It was an engraving of a gentleman in a tricorn hat, cut from some book about the Revolution, a man who had been dead, if he ever lived, for decades before Abel was born. Underneath it the site had kindly written Abel a life story in the voice of a cheerful tour guide: Abel Greer was born in 1831. In 1854, Abel was convicted of piracy on the Hudson River! The exclamation point was the site's own. Nobody who had sat with the dead would have put it there.

Lower down, in small gray letters, a line said: This tree has been copied 214 times.

"Two hundred and fourteen," I said.

"I know." He looked almost proud of it, and then, under the pride, unhappy. "He's everywhere. Every Greer tree from here to Oregon has the pirate. Some of them have the hat."

"And the source?"

He scrolled. Beside the conviction there was a single citation, and I read it twice.

Ulster Co. court records, 1854.

That was the whole of it. No court, no book, no page, no folio, no repository.

"That's not a citation," I said. "That's a rumor with a county attached."

Toby laughed, a real laugh, startled out of him, and then put his hand over his mouth as though somebody might hear.

"Can I put that on a mug?"

"You can put it on a stone."

He wiped his glasses on his cardigan, which he had buttoned correctly today, and which I chose not to mention. "So it's one typed page, and two hundred and fourteen copies of one typed page."

"It's one person reading a book, once," I said. "And everybody since reading the typing."

He nodded slowly. He opened his black notebook, and in the little box at the top right of a fresh page he wrote the date, small and neat, and below it he wrote something I didn't try to read. Then he closed it and put the elastic around it and kept his hand flat on the cover.



At twenty to ten a black car came down Landing Road and stopped by the ferry shelter, and Dr. Celia Vorhees got out of it under a black umbrella, carrying a cardboard tray with three coffees in it from the bakery at the top of the road.

She did not wait for the driver. She came across the wet stones in the camel coat and the claret scarf, stopped at the door exactly where Toby had stopped, looked down at his boots on the mat, and smiled.

"Still," she said. "Six seasons, and he still does it in hotels. I've seen him do it in a hospital." She came in with her shoes on. "Good morning. I've brought peace offerings. Toby, oat milk, because Minnesota has opinions. Ms. Hollenbeck, I guessed black. I was short with you yesterday. I'm short with everyone on a Monday. Ask Miles; he keeps a list."

"Black is right," I said. "Thank you."

"I'm usually right about coffee." She set the tray on Gussie's counter, took her own cup out, and looked up at the frames. She looked at them for a long time, longer than Toby had, without saying anything, and I liked her for that more than I wanted to.

"Bryn says you wrote obituaries for twenty-two years."

"For a paper in the city. Yes."

"Then you know." She turned the cup in her gloved hands. "It's all in the telling. The facts are the same for everybody. A man was born, a man did something, a man died. What makes a stranger weep is the telling." She said it without any vanity at all, the way a carpenter tells you it's all in the measuring. "You'd have been good on camera. You have that stillness."

"I've been told I don't fidget."

"Noor," she said, and almost laughed. "Noor says that about everybody she likes. She said it about a horse once, in Kentucky."

Toby had put the tablet face down on the counter when the car stopped. Now he picked it up and held it against his cardigan, and Celia's eyes went to it, and then to the pretzels, and then to the river, in about the time it takes to blink.

I set my cup down.

"Dr. Vorhees, may I ask you something about the source? Only for my own notes."

"Celia. Please. Of course."

"Toby showed me the scan this morning. It's a typed abstract, made from the court book at some point after the fact, and the tree that carried it online cites only the county." I kept my voice where I keep it for widows and bank officers. "Has anyone on the production seen the original court book? The book itself, in the justice's hand?"

She didn't hesitate.

"It's been verified against the original."

She said it the way she'd said the pirate line in the back parlor: warmly, finally, so that the sentence


























