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  Chapter 1
Sell It, Mack


The first rule of talking to animals is that you never actually talk to the animal. 
You talk to the person on the other end of the leash. You watch how they hold it: wrapped twice around the wrist, or dangling from two fingers like a purse they'd rather not carry. You notice whether the dog looks at them before it looks at you. You notice the dog hair on their good coat, and whether they've tried to lint-roll it off for your benefit, and what that says about how they think you see them. Then you close your eyes, breathe in through your nose like there's incense somewhere, and tell them their dachshund is worried about the new baby.
It works because it's usually true. People don't pay seventy-five dollars to hear that their dog needs a longer walk. They pay seventy-five dollars to hear that their dog misses the longer walk, that he remembers the way the lake smelled last summer, that he isn't angry, only lonely. Then they walk him. Everybody wins, especially the dog.
That's the business. I had been running it for three years in Catfish Harbor, Michigan, out of my late grandmother's cottage on Gull Street, and I was good at it in the way that a person is good at a thing they learned before they could ride a bicycle. I'm not proud of all of it. I'm proud of some of it. That is the closest I can get to honesty, most days.
On the second Thursday in April, I parked my fourteen-year-old Subaru on Front Street, across from the Seagull Playhouse, and sat with the engine ticking while the wind came up off the lake and rocked the car on its springs. The Seagull was lit from inside, the way old theaters are on a rehearsal night: not the marquee, which was dark and missing two bulbs, but the warm, scattered glow of upstairs windows and the long yellow slot of the stage door propped open on Water Street. It was built in 1896 by a lumber baron who wanted to bring Chekhov to the shores of Lake Michigan and settled, as people do, for vaudeville. In a little over three weeks it would celebrate its 130th birthday with a gala, and Lou Pardee, the executive director, had asked me to come pitch a raffle.
I checked my face in the rearview mirror. Dark hair in a braid, silver rings, a scarf in a shade of plum that photographs well and suggests, without saying so, that its wearer has access to some kind of interior weather. My eyes looked tired. I made them look less tired. It's mostly the eyebrows.
"Sell it, Mack," I said to the mirror.
My father used to say that to me from the wings, when I was eight and nine and ten, in community halls and casino lounges and once, memorably, a bowling alley in Elko, Nevada. He'd crouch beside me in the dark with his hand on my shoulder, his breath smelling of breath mints and cigarettes he swore he'd quit, and he'd say, Sell it, Mack, and push me gently into the light. I hadn't spoken to him in nine years. I still said it before every job. I don't know what that says about me, and I've decided not to find out.

      ***The Seagull's green room was neither green nor, strictly, a room. It was the widened end of the backstage corridor, furnished with three sagging couches, a coffee urn older than I was, and a long folding table covered in a paper tablecloth printed with tiny champagne glasses. Someone had been optimistic about the gala early.
Around the table sat the Seagull Playhouse Gala Committee and a delegation from the Ushers' Guild, which is to say eleven people, eight of them over sixty, all of whom had opinions about canapés.
"Mackenzie," said Lou Pardee, without looking up from her clipboard. "Good. Sit. You're item six."
Lou was fifty-five and wore her silver hair in a blunt bob that looked like it had been cut with a single, decisive stroke. She had reading glasses on a beaded chain and the kind of posture you only get from years of standing in lobbies asking rich people for money. People said she had saved the Seagull from demolition twice. People also said she had made at least one board member cry in a parking lot. I believed both.
I sat. Across from me was Gordon Beech, board president, who sold insurance out of an office on Front Street and wore a quarter-zip pullover with the confidence of a man who believes quarter-zips are formal. Beside him, a stout, elegant man in a cardigan and a red bow tie was making small, precise notes in a green ledger. That was Desmond Harris, the board treasurer. I knew him to nod to. He had a house on the bluff, a collection of whaling things that people mentioned in the tone they used for eccentric uncles, and, I'd heard, a parrot.
At the far end of the corridor, a tall, gray-haired man in a flannel shirt stood on a stepladder, doing something with a screwdriver to a light fixture and pretending not to listen. Leonard Bertram, the Seagull's volunteer caretaker, had been fixing this building since before I was born. He had a carpenter's pencil behind one ear and, as far as I could tell, a permanent expression of mild disappointment in electricity.
A young man in a black T-shirt leaned in the doorway to the archive room, arms folded. Lou's son, Eli, the technical director. He had his mother's jaw and none of her patience.
Items one through five took fifty minutes. I learned that the caterer could not do crab, that the string quartet had become a string trio because of a cello-related injury nobody wanted to discuss, and that the Ushers' Guild was split down the middle on the subject of balloons. I watched Gordon Beech check his phone eleven times. I watched Lou write the word NO on her clipboard in capitals and underline it, apparently in response to the balloons. I watched Desmond Harris, between notes, glance toward the archive door and away again, as if it were a person he'd quarreled with.
"Item six," said Lou. "Mackenzie O'Neal. Pet readings. Go."
I stood. You always stand. Sitting down makes you a committee member, and committee members don't get paid.
"Raffle tickets," I said. "Five dollars each, or five for twenty. At the gala we draw ten winners, and each winner gets a private consultation with their companion animal, here, in a quiet corner, with a candle. Dogs, cats, birds, a rabbit if somebody's got one. I donate my time. You keep every dollar."
"Why would anyone pay five dollars for that?" said Gordon Beech, pleasantly. He was the kind of man who said hostile things pleasantly so that you'd look rude if you objected.
I looked at him for a moment longer than was comfortable. There was a small, faded indentation on the ring finger of his left hand and a newer, brighter one on the right hand, where he wore a heavy class ring now. His phone was in a case with a photograph of a golden retriever on it, an older dog, white-muzzled. There were three hairs on his left sleeve, pale gold. He'd been asked a hundred times, I'd bet, why he hadn't brought the dog to the office anymore.
"Because they miss their animals when they're out," I said. "Even at a party. Especially at a party. Your girl's getting old, isn't she? Sleeps by the door now. Waits."
He went still. Then he laughed, a short surprised laugh, and looked down at his phone case. "Sadie," he said. "Thirteen in June."
"She'd like you to come home for lunch," I said gently. "Just sometimes."
Somebody from the Ushers' Guild said oh in the voice of a woman about to buy twenty dollars' worth of tickets. That was the sale. It's always the sale. You find the soft place, you touch it with respect, and you step back.
Lou made a note. "You draw crowds," she said. "Crowds bring wallets. You're in. Table by the coat check, and don't burn the building down with the candle."
"Battery-operated," I said.
"Good. Item seven." Her voice changed. Something in it went very level, the way a road does before a hairpin turn. "Des. The furnace."
Desmond Harris closed his ledger, folded his hands on top of it, and spoke to the table as if to a nervous horse.
"The furnace," he said, "is eighty-five years old. It was installed in the year Pearl Harbor was attacked, and I am given to understand that it has been angry ever since. The estimate for a replacement is forty-two thousand dollars. The gala, if it goes very well, will clear perhaps eighteen. I have proposed, and I propose again, that we add three items from the archive to the silent auction. Not the jewels. Duplicates and lesser pieces. We have, for instance, two posters for the same Kellar tour."
"No," said Lou.
"Louise—"
"The archive is not a piggy bank, Des. It is the only reason anybody outside this county has ever heard of this building. Every touring magician who came through the Great Lakes for fifty years left paper on these walls. You sell three pieces this year, you'll sell ten next year, and in five years Gordon's condo people will be using the Kellar posters as wallpaper in a sales office."
"That's not fair," said Gordon, pleasantly.
"It's not meant to be fair, it's meant to be accurate." She turned back to Des. "You'll sell those posters over my dead body, Des."
It was the kind of thing people say. I've said things like it myself. But it fell into the room the way a dropped plate does, and for a long second nobody picked it up. One of the Ushers' Guild ladies looked at her hands.
Desmond Harris only smiled, a small, tired, fond smile. "Then we'll freeze together, Louise," he said. "Like a pair of Arctic explorers. I've always wanted to be found in a block of ice."
Somebody laughed, gratefully. Lou did not, but her shoulders came down a quarter of an inch. Whatever was between them, it was old, and it was not only anger.
From the doorway to the archive room, Eli Pardee said, "We're not selling the archive," in a voice that was not quite steady, and his mother said "Thank you, Eli," without turning around, and that was the end of item seven, if not of the argument.

      ***Frankie Marsh arrived during item nine, pushing a padded cart through the stage door with her hip and apologizing to everyone, including, briefly, a coat rack.
"Sorry, sorry—traffic," she said, which was a joke, because Catfish Harbor has no traffic in April. There are more gulls than cars. "I've got the auction frames. Lou, don't kill me, the Blackstone glass had a bubble and I had to redo it."
Frankie was a few years past forty-five, with curly auburn hair going gray in a way she'd clearly decided not to fight, reading glasses pushed up on her head, and a long cardigan whose pockets were so full of pencils and bone folders that she rattled faintly when she walked. She ran Marsh Framing & Restoration on Front Street, and she did the conservation work for the Seagull's archive as a volunteer, which in this town meant she did it for the pleasure of being thanked at the annual meeting. She had a soft, low voice, the kind you'd want reading aloud to you if you were sick. Two weeks earlier I'd left my grandmother's old playbill with her for framing. She'd held it like it was a living thing.
"Mackenzie!" she said, spotting me. "Your grandmother's Seagull is gorgeous, by the way. A week from Monday. I'm floating it on linen, you'll cry."
"I don't cry," I said.
"Everybody cries at my float mounts," she said, and began unloading frames onto the end of the table.
They were good frames. Even I could see that. Each one held a piece of paper somebody in town had donated for the auction: a signed playbill, a souvenir program from a 1920s touring revue, a lobby card. And one larger frame, which drew Des out of his chair like a fish on a line.
"Ah," he said. "There she is."
He reached across the cart for a frame leaning on the left, and Frankie said, mildly, without looking up, "Not that one, Des. That's the Blackstone. Yours is behind it."
He laughed and changed hands. "I'm hopeless."
"You are," she agreed, and lifted out the frame for him.
It was a poster, perhaps two feet tall: a nineteenth-century magician in evening dress and a waxed mustache, a little horned devil whispering in each ear, and his name in fat, glorious red letters across the top. KELLAR. The colors had the faded richness of something that had once been very bright. It was beautiful in the way old theater things are beautiful, which is to say slightly ridiculous and entirely sincere.
"Kellar's Wonders," Des said to me, because I was closest and I was looking. "From my own collection. My contribution to the furnace, since the board won't let me sell theirs." He glanced at Lou. Lou studied her clipboard. "Harry Kellar was the great American magician before Houdini. Houdini idolized him. Kellar toured these lakes in the 1890s, and he played this very stage. They say he left a cabinet here." He paused. "But that's another story, and not a happy one."
Up on his stepladder, Leonard Bertram's screwdriver stopped turning.
"It's lovely," I said, and meant it.
Des looked at the poster a moment longer. Something passed over his face, a small cloud on a clear day, and then he propped it carefully against the wall with the others, and the meeting moved on to item ten, which was napkins.

      ***The meeting broke up at a quarter to nine. The Ushers' Guild left in a cluster, arguing about balloons. Gordon Beech left with his phone already at his ear. Lou went into her office and shut the door hard enough to make the point but not hard enough to be accused of making it. Eli went back into the archive room. Frankie began repacking her cart.
I was buttoning my coat in the corridor when Desmond Harris appeared at my elbow.
Up close he was older than he looked across a table. His bow tie had been tied by hand and slightly wrong, the knot pulled to one side. There were fine smudges of something white on the tips of his fingers. Chalk? Plaster? Old paper flaking away? He smelled of pipe tobacco, though I'd have bet money he'd quit decades ago, the way some men's coats go on smelling of a habit long after the habit is gone.
Down the corridor, the ghost light stood on its pole in the middle of the empty stage: a single bare bulb in a wire cage, left burning all night in every theater in the world so that nobody walks off the edge in the dark. Some people say it's there for the ghosts. I've worked in a lot of theaters. I think it's there for the people.
"Ms. O'Neal," he said. "I wonder if I might engage your services."
"Mackenzie," I said. "And of course. What's your companion?"
"An African grey. His name is Moby Dick." He smiled at my expression. "I am aware. My late wife named him. She said that if I was going to fill the house with harpoons, the least I could do was give the bird a literary education. He is twenty-four years old and an incorrigible gossip, and since the winter he has been pulling out his feathers." The smile went away. "My vet says it's stress. I can't think what he has to be stressed about. He has me, his almonds, and a view of the lake."
I made my face soft and attentive, which isn't difficult; most of it is just slowing down your blinking. Inside, I was making notes. Plucking since winter. Something changed in the house. A new routine, a lost routine, a visitor, a smell, a sound. Grey parrots are clever and sensitive and they notice everything. Very like a person in that way. Very like me.
"He'll tell me," I said. "Birds are very honest. More honest than people."
"Oh, he'll tell you everything I've ever said," said Des, with a little laugh. "That's rather what worries me. Could you come next week? Tuesday, perhaps? No—" He frowned, consulting some internal calendar. "Tuesday the plumber. Wednesday is spoken for. Come Thursday, if you can. In the afternoon. He's at his best in the afternoon, like me."
"Thursday," I said. "I'll bring almonds."
"He'll love you forever." He hesitated, then looked away down the corridor, toward the ghost light, and when he spoke again his voice was quieter.
"Do you ever find, Ms. O'Neal, that you learn a thing you wish you hadn't? That you can't go back to before?"
I knew how to answer that. I had answered versions of it for twenty years, on cruise ships and in hotel ballrooms, for people in evening wear who wanted to be told that the universe had a plan. I could feel the patter assembling itself behind my teeth: The animals teach us that knowledge is a gift, even when it hurts. Something like that. Something with the shape of comfort and nothing inside it.
"Yes," I said instead. "I do."
He looked at me with interest, as though I'd done something unexpected.
"I've been learning things about paper," he said. "Some of it I wish I hadn't." Then he patted my arm, twice, a courtly old-fashioned gesture, and said, "Thursday," and went back toward the green room, where Frankie Marsh was zipping a canvas cover over her empty cart. I heard him say something to her, and her soft laugh in reply, and then the stage door banged on the wind and they were both gone.
Leonard Bertram climbed down from his stepladder. He folded it with a clack, tucked it under one arm, and looked at me for a moment from the other end of the corridor. It was a long, level, considering look, the look of a man measuring a board twice before he cuts it.
"Night, Ms. O'Neal," he said.
"Good night, Mr. Bertram."
He nodded and went off toward the ghost light, and I let myself out into the wind.

      ***I drove home along the harbor with the heater on high and the radio off. The pierhead light was blinking red at the end of the channel, and the lake beyond it was black and enormous, the way it is in April, when it hasn't decided yet whether it's going to forgive you for winter.
I thought about Gordon Beech's dog, and felt a small, uncomplicated satisfaction. I thought about the raffle, and calculated how much of my roof it would not pay for. I thought about Lou Pardee saying over my dead body, and Desmond Harris saying then we'll freeze together, and the way they had looked at each other, like two people who had been fighting the same fight for so long it had become a kind of dance.
I did not think about what Des had said about paper. I meant to. I filed it away in the place where I keep the things people tell me in corridors, which is a large place and not well organized, and I told myself I'd ask him about it on Thursday, over the almonds.
I said I'd come the following week. I have thought about that promise more often than I'd like.






  
  Chapter 2
Messages from a Cockatiel


From November to April, the Catfish Harbor Saturday Market lives indoors at the Grange hall on Mill Road, a long white clapboard building with a hardwood floor that has hosted square dances, wedding receptions, three generations of 4-H, and, once, according to a framed newspaper clipping by the coat hooks, a visit from a vice president who got lost on his way to Traverse City. 
In winter the market shrinks to a couple of dozen tables in two crooked rows under the fluorescent lights. Apple butter, maple syrup, knitted hats with ears, eggs from people who name their hens, a man who sells honey and opinions in equal measure. And me, at the end of the second row, between the honey and the Tolleson Orchards stand, behind a small round table draped in a midnight-blue cloth with a hand-lettered sign propped against a candle that doesn't burn:
MACKENZIE O'NEAL Animal Communicator Mini-readings $20
Underneath the cloth, on a shelf I'd built from a plank and two paint cans, there was a thick paperback called Applied Animal Behavior: Principles and Practice with three colors of sticky notes in it. Nobody in Catfish Harbor knew it was there. That was the point of the tablecloth.
At nine-fifteen, my first client of the morning sat down across from me with a cockatiel in a travel cage on her lap.
"This is Mr. Biggs," she said. She was in her seventies, in a fleece vest with a bird pin on it. "He screams. From four o'clock on. My husband says he's going to put him in the garage."
"May I?" I said, and leaned toward the cage, and looked at Mr. Biggs.
Mr. Biggs looked at me with one round black eye. He was a gray cockatiel with a lemon-yellow crest and orange cheeks like a child's drawing of a blush, and his feathers were clean, his feet were good, and his crest was up, alert and interested. He shuffled along his perch toward the bright end of the cage, the end facing the tall windows of the Grange. He did it twice while I watched. Then he stretched his neck and looked out at the parking lot with an expression I can only describe as yearning.
"Where does he live at home?" I asked. "I'm getting... I'm getting a corner. A dim corner."
"Well, in the den," she said. "By the bookshelf. We moved him in January, because of the drafts."
"He's showing me a window," I said, and closed my eyes, and let my voice go slow. "A big window. Light. There was a tree outside... something moving... He's very clear about this. He's saying the afternoons are long and dark where he is now, and that when the light goes he gets frightened and calls for you. He doesn't know you can't see him."
When I opened my eyes, her hand was at her throat. "The front window," she said. "There's a feeder outside it. He used to watch the chickadees."
"He misses them," I said. "He'd like to go back. Not in a draft, he says. But near the light."
She thanked me four times and paid me twenty-five dollars and told me to keep the change, and I didn't tell her that cockatiels are flock birds whose evening calls rise as the light fails, that a bird moved away from a window and into a dim room in January would be calling to his flock every afternoon from four o'clock on, and that her flock was in the kitchen. I didn't tell her that the den by the bookshelf was a perfectly reasonable place for a draft-conscious person to put a bird and a terrible place to be a bird. I didn't need to. Mr. Biggs had told her. Or I had, wearing his feathers.
That's the trick, if you want it in one sentence: the advice is always real. Only the voice is borrowed.

      ***By ten, the hall had filled with the slow, cheerful Saturday crowd: retirees with canvas bags, young parents steering strollers, the summer people who had come up early to open their cottages and wanted everyone to know they'd come up early to open their cottages. Somebody's toddler cried at the knitted hats with ears. The man next to me, Arne Halvorsen, whose honey came from forty hives in Hadfield Township and whose opinions came from talk radio, explained to a woman from Grand Rapids why his clover honey was superior to everyone else's clover honey, at a length that suggested he'd had this conversation before.
On my other side, Cilla Tolleson was rearranging jars of apple butter as if they'd personally disappointed her.
"Mackenzie," she said, without stopping, "you are going to have such a gala. I've already put it on the group. I said, the raffle tickets are going to sell like the Second Coming."
"Like hotcakes, Cilla."
"Hotcakes don't have a waiting list." She straightened a jar, looked at it, straightened it back. Cilla was fifty, with short, frosted hair and reading glasses she wore pushed up like a headband, and she ran the Tolleson Orchards stand on Saturdays while her husband Bram and his father ran everything else. She also ran the Catfish Harbor Neighbors online group, all two thousand three hundred members of it, with the iron benevolence of a medieval queen. If you lost a dog in Catfish Harbor, Cilla knew within six minutes. If you got engaged, Cilla knew before your mother. She had been my first real client, three years ago, with an elderly Lab named Pancake, and she had sent me more business than every advertisement I'd ever paid for put together.
She believed in me completely. Most days that made me feel warm. Some days it made me feel like I'd swallowed a stone.
"How's the orchard?" I asked.
"Pieter's in a mood. Bram's in a mood. The apricots were nipped by that frost, and the cherry buds are swelling early, and if we get another freeze next week we're all going to go and live in a cave." She sighed. "Ignore me. How's your roof?"
"Leaking in the spare room. I've given it a bucket and a name."
"What's the name?"
"Gordon."
She laughed so hard she had to hold the edge of her table, and Arne Halvorsen paused his clover lecture to look at us with suspicion.

      ***My ten-thirty was a dachshund named Pretzel who had begun peeing on his owner's boyfriend's shoes. It took me about eight seconds to see that the boyfriend had moved in recently, that he was the one holding the leash now, and that the owner, a woman in her thirties with a new engagement ring she kept touching, was standing slightly behind him with an expression of nervous hope. Pretzel had his ears back and his weight on his back feet. He looked at the boyfriend's shoes the way a cat looks at a closed door.
"He's not angry," I said. "He's confused. He used to be the man of the house." The boyfriend laughed. The woman didn't. "He wants a job. Something that's his. Something only he does with you." I nodded at the boyfriend. "Is there a walk he could take with you? Just the two of you, every morning, same time? He'd like that very much. He says he's willing to share, but he'd like to be asked."
They walked away arguing gently about which of them would get up at six-thirty. Pretzel trotted between them with his tail up. I wrote territory / resource / new household member / counter-conditioning? on a sticky note under the tablecloth, and made a mental list of the three chapters I'd need to reread that night.
At a quarter to eleven, Opal Kerrigan came down the row with Winston.
Winston was a pug of about nine, fawn-colored and black-faced, with a curled tail and the rolling, determined gait of a small sailor coming off a long voyage. Opal was in her seventies, small and quick, in a red wool coat and a hat she had obviously knitted herself, and she lived on Bluff Road, three doors down from the old Pelletier place, in a yellow house with a front porch she defended against raccoons with a broom. She'd been to my table four times. Winston had been to my table four times. Winston and I had an understanding: I didn't make him do anything, and he let me pretend to read his mind.
"He's being a terror," Opal announced, settling into the folding chair. Winston sat on her feet. "Every night, Mackenzie. Every single night, at twenty-five past nine, he starts. Whining. Pacing. Standing by the door with his leash in his mouth, if you can believe it. Like a cuckoo clock. If I'm in the bath, he barks. If I'm on the phone, he barks. My sister called from Florida last week at nine-twenty and by nine-thirty I had to hang up on her, because he had his front paws on my knee and his eyes like this." She widened her own eyes, alarmingly. "I said to her, Bernice, I'm sorry, His Majesty requires his constitutional. Half past nine. Rain or shine. Out the door, up the road to the turnaround at the end of the bluff, and back. Twenty minutes. Not nine twenty-eight. Not nine thirty-five. Nine-thirty."
"Since when?"
"Since forever. Since my husband. Walter always took him at nine-thirty, after his program." She looked down at Winston. "Walter's been gone four years."
I looked at Winston. He looked up at me, with the great liquid seriousness that pugs bring to everything from their dinner to the end of the world, and I saw a dog who'd been walked at nine-thirty every night of his life, first by one person and then by another, so that the walk had become a fixed point in his day, the thing that told him the world was still in order.
"He's not being a terror," I said. "He's being faithful. He's keeping Walter's time. He says that's his job now, to make sure the walk still happens. He's proud of it."
Opal's mouth trembled. Then she firmed it.
"Well, he could be proud of it at nine forty-five once in a while," she said, and blew her nose, and paid me twenty dollars, and gave Winston a biscuit from her coat pocket, which he received the way a bishop receives a sacrament.

      ***It was Cilla's phone that brought the news.
It buzzed on her table at about ten past eleven, while I was between clients and drinking cold coffee out of a thermos lid. She picked it up the way she always did, with the brisk efficiency of a woman who expected to have to deal with whatever was on it, and then she didn't put it down.
"Oh," she said. "Oh, no."
"What is it?"
She looked up. Her face had gone loose and blank, the way faces do in the first second of bad news, before they decide what shape to take.
"Des Harris," she said. "Desmond Harris. Up on the bluff. Rhonda's husband was on the ambulance call. Bunny found him this morning. His sister. They have breakfast Saturdays." She looked back at the phone, as if it might have changed its mind. "He fell off the ladder in his library. They think last night. Mackenzie, he's dead."
Around us the market went on, the way markets do. Arne Halvorsen was selling a jar of buckwheat honey. Somebody's child was trying on a hat shaped like a frog. Outside the tall windows, the April sky was a clean, cold blue, and a gull was standing on the roof of somebody's pickup truck as if it had bought it.
I put down the thermos lid very carefully.
"I saw him Thursday," I said. "At the Seagull."
"Oh, honey."
"He wanted me to come and see his parrot." I didn't know why I was saying it out loud. "Next week. Thursday. He said the bird had been pulling out his feathers since winter, and he couldn't think why."
Cilla's eyes filled instantly. Cilla's eyes were always very close to filling. It was one of the things I liked about her and one of the things that made me careful.
"That poor bird," she said. "That poor, poor bird. Who's going to look after him? Do you think he knows? Do you think he saw?"
"I don't know," I said.
That wasn't the patter. That was the truth. I didn't know what a grey parrot understands about death, any more than I knew what anyone does, really. I knew that greys are flock birds, and that Desmond Harris had been the whole flock. I knew that a bird who had already been plucking his feathers from stress since the winter was now, at this moment, alone in a big house on the bluff with the person he'd talked to every day of his life gone and strangers coming and going. And I knew, with the specific, unreasonable guilt of a person who once said next week to someone who didn't have a next week, that I could have gone on Tuesday. I could have said tomorrow. Des had asked, and I'd let him choose a day.
Cilla was already typing. Her thumbs moved over the phone like a stenographer's. By noon two thousand three hundred people would know that Desmond Harris was dead, and by one o'clock half of them would know a version of how, and by suppertime somebody would be telling somebody else that it was a pity, a real pity, but you know he'd been dizzy lately, or drinking, or both, or neither, and isn't that always the way with those big old houses.
I got through two more readings. A German shepherd who was afraid of the vacuum cleaner. A rescue cat with a rash that I sent straight to the Harbor Animal Clinic with a message from the cat that it was very important she see Dr. Nichols this week. I smiled. I closed my eyes. I let my voice go slow. My hands knew how. My hands had known how since I was eight.
At one o'clock I packed up the blue cloth, the candle that doesn't burn, the sign, and the textbook in its plain brown cover, and I carried everything out to the Subaru in two trips, and I sat in the driver's seat with the keys in my hand and didn't start the car.
Up on the bluff, I thought, in a big house full of harpoons, there was a gray bird with a red tail and bare patches on his chest, watching the door.






  
  Chapter 3
Wrong One, Des


Bernadette Harris called me at eight-fifteen on Monday morning, while I was standing in the spare room in my socks, emptying Gordon the bucket into a larger bucket. 
"Ms. O'Neal? This is Bunny Harris. Desmond's sister." Her voice was brisk and carrying, a voice used to calling children in from the far end of a beach. "I understand Des asked you to see his bird."
"He did," I said. "I'm so sorry, Mrs. Harris."
"Ms. I took my name back in '91 and I've never regretted it." A pause. "Thank you. Can you come today? Something's wrong with Moby. Something's very wrong with him. And I want you to ask him what he saw."

      ***Number Nine Bluff Road was the last house before the turnaround, a tall Victorian painted the gray-blue of the lake on a cloudy day, with white trim, a wraparound porch, and, on the roof, a little railed platform that people in Catfish Harbor called a widow's walk and that was, in fact, just a place to stand and look at the water. A brass ship's bell hung by the front door. There was a whale-shaped boot scraper on the top step. The house had the slightly embarrassed air of a place that knew it had a theme.
Bunny Harris opened the door before I knocked. She was sixty-three, compact and sunburned even in April, in a fleece vest and pressed khakis and a tennis visor she seemed to have forgotten she was wearing. Her eyes were red-rimmed and perfectly dry.
"Come in," she said. "Mind the harpoon."
There was, in fact, a harpoon. It was mounted on the wall of the front hall above a long bench, its iron head dark with age, and beneath it a framed sepia photograph of men in oilskins standing on the corpse of something enormous. I looked away from that. The hall opened onto a parlor full of scrimshaw and ship models, and beyond the parlor I could see through a set of double doors into a tall room lined with books from floor to ceiling.
"The police were here Saturday," Bunny said, leading me through. She walked fast, as though slowing down might let something catch her. "A deputy and then a detective. A woman. Davies. Very polite. They took photographs and asked me a lot of questions about whether Des drank, which he didn't, and whether he got dizzy, which he did not, and whether he was in the habit of climbing that ladder at night, which he was, the old fool, because that's when he did his reading. They've taken him to Traverse City for the—" She stopped in the parlor doorway. "For the examination. Today. They said it's routine, when someone dies alone."
"I'm sure it is."
"They said it looks like an accident." She turned and looked at me. "He was careful on that ladder, Ms. O'Neal. He was careful about everything. He used to make me hold the bottom of a stepstool while he changed a light bulb."
I didn't answer that. There isn't an answer.

      ***The library was the heart of the house. It was two stories tall, with a narrow gallery running around the upper level and a brass rail just below it, from which hung a rolling library ladder of dark varnished oak. A green-shaded lamp stood on a broad mahogany desk by the window. The window looked out over the bluff to the lake, which was pewter-colored this morning and still. On every wall, where there weren't books, there were things: a sextant, a ship's chronometer under glass, a whale's tooth carved with a three-masted ship, and framed posters for magicians. A dozen of them at least. Painted devils and floating ladies and men with mustaches sawing other men in half, in reds and golds and yellows, all with names in huge circus letters. They were from the theater, I supposed. Or from his own collection. Kellar, the greatest of them. A Chinese conjurer whose name I didn't know. Someone called THE GREAT LAFAYETTE, posing with a lion.
Bunny didn't come into the library. She stopped at the threshold with her hands in the pockets of her vest.
"I haven't been able to," she said. "Not since Saturday."
"You don't need to."
"I know I don't need to." It came out sharp. Then her shoulders dropped. "He's in there. Moby. Through there, in the conservatory. Des put his cage where he could see the lake and see Des at the same time. I've been coming twice a day to feed him. I can't take him to my place; my condo board would have a stroke. Go on. I'll—I'll stay here."
I went in.
It's my habit to look at a room before I look at an animal in it, because the room is where the animal has been living, and the room usually tells you more than the animal will. I did it automatically. I didn't think I was looking for anything.
The ladder stood at the far end of the rail, by a section of tall matching volumes in faded red leather. Encyclopaedia Britannica, eleventh edition, the spines said. The carpet at its foot had been brushed; there was a faint damp patch, as if someone had scrubbed something away. I looked at that once and not again.
On the desk, beside the green lamp, a row of leather-bound ledgers stood between a pair of brass bookends, each one cast in the shape of a sperm whale breaching, flukes in the air. They were heavy-looking things, beautifully made, the brass worn smooth and golden at the high points where hands had moved them. The desk hadn't been dusted in a while. Des was a collector, not a housekeeper. The left-hand whale sat in its own faint outline in the dust, as neat as a chalk mark. The right-hand whale sat about half an inch to the side of its outline, with a narrow crescent

      ***
      ***
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