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    Part One


    Don’t Tell a Soul

  


  
    1


    PAUL WAS MY HALF BROTHER. But I never called him that. This was partially out of loyalty — for I remained devoted to him, despite everything — but mostly because it didn’t seem quite enough, having only half of one brother. So I never thought of him that way.


    We lived just inside the city limits of Spencerville, on Old Boone’s Ferry Road, a long, tree-shrouded drive through the wide, grassy fields and the horse farms on the gentle slope leading out to the Blue Ridge Mountains. The Old Man’s house was a two-story brick Georgian set up on a rise at the end of a long gravel driveway. No Colonial manse, mind you—more like the impression of one in the mind of a poor man made good.


    There were four bedrooms on the upstairs floor of our house. My room was across the hall from Paul’s, facing the side yard. Before I came along, it was used by the Old Man and Paul’s mother, and, later, by the Old Man alone in the years between one wife and the next. Whether he ever had any other women up there in his bed I do not know, but I’m highly doubtful. Around the turn of the 1970s, in Spencerville, sleeping over could still do damage to reputations. Even the free and consenting adults of our town were made to feel that it was somehow more unseemly to enjoy each other in the comfort of their own homes than to be caught in the backseats of cars parked at the end of a deserted cul-de-sac, or for said cars to be seen parked outside the Marquis de Lafayette Motel across the river in Munro.


    If the Old Man’s car was ever among those spotted in one of those areas designated for clandestine carnal athletics, he certainly didn’t drive it there with his much younger, much prettier second wife sitting next to him. My dear mother, bless her pious, proper soul, refused even to sleep in the same room the Old Man had shared with that other woman, the first Mrs. Richard Askew—Paul’s mother.


    I learned this fact not from Paul but rather from the Old Man himself. He had a terrible habit of launching into incontinent monologues in front of his elementary-school-age son the way he might in speaking to some random stranger passing a boozy hour or two on a layover at an airport bar. Inevitably he’d catch himself and remember whom he was talking to. “If you ever tell your mother,” he would say, to which I would nod solemnly, proud as I was to be considered worthy of keeping his secrets.


    My mother was young enough to be the Old Man’s daughter; hence he sometimes spoiled her as if she were. To spare her from having to sleep in his ex-wife’s bedroom, the Old Man had a large addition built behind his study with a vaulted ceiling and a great stone fireplace. The Royal Chamber, Paul called it.


    Though he’d been offered any room on the second floor, Paul kept the one he’d always had. It was the smallest of the four rooms, but it had the best light—a kind of fishbowl effect that made it feel somehow separate from the rest of the house. From as early as I could remember, I would join him there whenever he would let me. Together we would stretch across the width of his bed, gazing out his windows across the yard to a broad, grassy knoll in the distance, atop which sat the old white-columned estate house known as Twin Oaks.


    Twin Oaks had been vacant for many years. The house stood in a clearing on the horizon, under the two southern red oak trees for which it was named. The two trees must have been considerably smaller when the house was built, but by the time we came along, they were both giants, a hundred feet tall, as thick at the base of their trunks as the columns of an ancient temple built to honor an exalted god.


    “It’s haunted, you know,” Paul told me.


    He was sixteen then. I was almost eight.


    “No, it isn’t,” I said.


    “Sure it is,” Paul said.


    In a low, theatrical voice, Paul explained how Twin Oaks had once been the country home of Frank Spencer Cherry, a descendant of the founder of Spencerville and heir to the large fortune his ancestors accumulated in the tobacco trade. Cherry was no farmer, nor did he do much of anything, according to Paul—his first cousin ran the family business.


    “What did he keep on his farm?” I asked.


    “Liquor, poker, and whores,” Paul said.


    Paul sat up on the bed and lit a cigarette. In 1977 you could still buy cigarettes at sixteen. They didn’t even shut down the smoking pavilions at the public high schools until more than a decade later. In a town built on tobacco money, people were willing to plead ignorance as long as the world would let them.


    Still, it baffles me now that my parents let Paul smoke, especially in the house. My mother swears she never smoked in her life, not even in college. I’ve seen sepia-toned photographs of the Old Man holding a pipe, but he had given that up long before I was born. Years later, when I asked my mother what they were thinking, she made no apologies.


    “In this life,” she said, “you choose your battles.”


    Since I didn’t know any different, Paul’s smoking seemed perfectly normal to me. I loved to watch him tamp the filter against his knuckle and flip his Zippo open with a kind of showy flourish, the way I imagined Fonzie would have fired up his Camel if the networks allowed smoking on sitcoms. Paul didn’t have a leather jacket or ride a motorcycle, but I already sensed that he was cooler than the Fonz. After all, Paul could smoke in his bedroom; Fonzie couldn’t even smoke in the men’s room at Al’s.


    Paul reclined against the headboard, holding his cigarette aloft.


    “Whores?” I asked.


    “Yeah,” Paul said.


    I didn’t need him to explain. His crooked smile and breezy air of matter-of-factness made clear exactly what a whore was.


    The room was shadowy and blue in the dusk. The only light came from the pulsing flame at the end of Paul’s cigarette and the glow-in-the dark poster on the wall behind us—the cover of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon.


    Outside in the distance, the sun sank below the horizon behind Twin Oaks. A pale orange glow filtered through where the front and rear windows of the large upstairs rooms aligned. I studied the windows, looking for the movement of ghostly shapes.


    “Liquor, gambling, and whores,” Paul continued. “Every moonshine runner in the state stopped off at that house at one point or another.”


    He puffed thoughtfully on his Camel—a short, dramatic pause to let the tension rise.


    “Back home,” he explained, “Frank Cherry’s poor wife suffered alone while he ditched her and the kids for days at a time to come out here. All the leading men of the town felt sorry for her that she had married such a son of a bitch, but the same men were at ole Frank Cherry’s card table on Friday and Saturday nights. No one said shit to him or tried to do a thing about it.”


    I don’t know how Paul presumed to know all these details. He was certainly no scholar. He must have heard it from the Old Man, a compulsive storyteller prone to embellishment. I’ve since done my own research and learned that the bare facts, at least, are accurate. Frank Cherry still has descendants in Spencerville: a fairly wretched lot, penniless and uneducated, deferentially tolerated by the aged few who know or remember that theirs was once among the town’s most affluent and influential families. Unsurprisingly I could find no evidence of any epic debauches at Twin Oaks involving the town’s “leading men.” But Paul told the story with authority.


    “In 1929, the stock market crashed, and Frank Cherry lost everything,” he continued. “The party was over. The next day, he rode out here by himself. A few days after, when his horse showed up on Main Street with no rider, the police came out and found him in his rocking chair, with a pistol hanging from his cold, dead fingers. His brains were splattered all over the front porch.”


    Paul sucked on his cigarette. His eyes were black and ominous in the yellow bloom of light around his face. My own must have looked wide and full of terror.


    “No one’s lived there since,” Paul said. “But that doesn’t mean the place is empty, does it, Rocky?”


    I was born with a droopy eye and had always had a deep voice and an unruly mop of dark, wavy hair. Everyone else called me Richard or Dickie or (painfully) young Dick or little Dick, after the Old Man. But to Paul I had been Rocky, the Italian Stallion, Rocky Raccoon, for longer than I could remember.


    “I’ve been in that house, you know,” Paul said. “One night, Rayner and me broke a window and crawled in.”


    “What did you see?” I asked.


    “A lot of dust and garbage,” he said. “Whiskey bottles and beer cans. Some random stuff written on the walls. Plenty of people have snuck in to have a look over the years. Maybe a hobo or two has tried to sleep there. But I doubt too many have made it through the night.”


    I gazed out the window at the house.


    “Rayner was upstairs when I first noticed it,” Paul said, his voice low and ominous.


    “What?” I asked.


    “The sound of a rocking chair, creaking back and forth.”


    “No way,” I gasped.


    “Uh-huh,” Paul said. “At first I thought Rayner was just messing with me. But the noise was definitely coming from downstairs. As I walked around, it got louder and louder, but I never saw anything. Then it stopped. Swear on my soul, Rocky, the air in that room got colder by about fifty degrees. Rayner felt it too. It took us about a second to think about it before we both ran as fast as we could out of that house. We didn’t stop running until we were halfway down the hill. When we stopped to look back, we heard a loud crack like the sound of a pistol shot.”


    Paul took a last drag and stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray on the bedside table. The ember flared and sizzled and disappeared.


    “You know what else, Rocky?” he said.


    “What?”


    “I didn’t find out until after that about old Frank Cherry and the pistol and the rocking chair out on that front porch. So you know I’m not making it up.”


    Paul slipped another Camel from the pack he kept in his shirt pocket and lit it. I stared back out the window at the shadow of Twin Oaks.


    “Want to go check it out, Rocky?”


    Of course I didn’t.


    “Sure,” I said.


    MY BROTHER PAUL had a reputation around town as a “bad kid.” This wasn’t entirely undeserved, although what passed for “bad” in provincial little southern towns like Spencerville probably wouldn’t arouse much notice in more cultured, cosmopolitan locales like Richmond or Washington, DC, and its suburbs, up there in the other Virginia, the part of the state the Old Man referred to as “occupied territory.” The people of Spencerville, however, were not yet inured to the roving carelessness of the young.


    We were coming of age in the late seventies, at the sweaty, nauseous, split-headed peak of the hangover between Watergate and “Morning in America.” For nearly a decade, our parents and their peers had watched horrified as the far-flung corners of the world burst into flames on their brand-new, first-ever color TVs. The Old Man and his buddies who had survived World War II and Korea felt like they had beaten back Hitler and Tojo all for the sake of sex, drugs, rock and roll, and Martin Luther King Jr. None of the kids played Vietnam on the playground. Burning cities, race riots, hippies fucking in the mud at rock concerts, cars lined up for a mile just to fill the tank, Commie wackos and disgruntled vets storming the barricades at political conventions—to watch the news was to believe that the country had, in fact, found sympathy for the devil.


    But not in Spencerville. In Spencerville, elementary school kids could walk alone or ride their bikes to school. Daughters were safe from the clutches of filthy hippies and horny English rock stars in tight leather britches. Sons worshipped God, loved their mothers, and feared their fathers. In Spencerville, what passed for change was a new strip mall or movie theater or some other minor civic improvement, like recalibrating the traffic lights so that, if you observed the speed limit, you could drive the twelve miles without stopping from First and Main downtown across the bridge over the James River (where Main turns into Riverdale), through Colonial Heights and the Spencer College neighborhood, and on out through the last light before Riverdale turns into Highway 29.


    The ways in which the world outside Spencerville was evolving showed up in the form of small, short-lived trends, like disco or laser light shows or key parties—occasional frights, distractions, or subjects of titillating gossip, but nothing really to be afraid of. The bad things happened elsewhere. I do not mean to say that the town was free of any sort of calamity, or that we all lived oblivious to the news of the world. But we could still leave our doors open at night. We were isolated, insulated, largely ignored, and perfectly content.


    Hence boys like Paul and his friends must have seemed a lot worse than they actually were. Especially among the good Episcopalians and Presbyterians of the Boone’s Ferry neighborhood, Paul and Rayner Newcomb and their crew were symbols of menace, with their muscle cars blasting loud rock out the open windows, with their cigarettes and their unkempt hair and their insouciant contempt for the naive idealism of the “good” kids who played sports, ran for student council, and filled the ranks of scout troops and church youth groups.


    They threw beer parties when their parents were out of town. They parked their cars in empty lots and dead-end streets, drawing the less reckless but still hopelessly curious girls and boys to them like sailors to the Sirens’ song. They picked fights and pulled pranks. They trespassed anywhere and often, mounting the roofs of tall buildings and dangling perilously from trestle bridges. Invading construction sites and boarded-up houses, they plowed the fertile fields of former vestal virgins, leaving behind their spent condoms and beer cans and cigarette butts like dogs marking trees. And Paul was one of them.


    I didn’t know any of this when I was five. All I knew was that Paul was effortlessly cool—that even the people who scowled at him plainly desired and envied both his beauty and his indifference.


    Naturally I worshipped him. And so, naturally, I would follow him anywhere he’d let me, no matter how terrifying, including up through a broken window and into the dark bowels of a haunted mansion.


    WE SLIPPED DOWN the stairs and out the door into the damp cold. My shoes and pant legs quickly became soaked in the tall, wet grass. We stopped once, in the middle of the field, for Paul to flip out his Zippo and light another cigarette. The smell of the smoke mingled with the musty odor of the dormant grass as we trudged forward and up the slope of the hill to the house, dark and ominous beneath the towering oak trees, which flanked the great columns and the wide, sagging porch like impassive sentries.


    Paul took a last drag off his cigarette before flicking the still-burning butt onto the wet black leaves in the fountain at the center of the circle.


    “Wait here,” he said.


    He walked around to the right side of the house. Climbing onto the cellar door, he hefted himself up and through the same window he must have used before.


    I studied the long front porch, imagining Frank Cherry’s blood and brains on the walls and on the floorboards beneath a solitary rocking chair. I listened for the sound of that chair creaking back and forth, back and forth in the lonely wind.


    As the minutes stretched on, a powerful sense of dread overcame me. I wanted nothing more than to be home, secure in the fishbowl of Paul’s room or, better yet, before the roaring hearth of the Royal Chamber, watching The Muppet Show while my mother read her Bible and the Old Man sat at his table in the corner, poring over his legal pads and contracts.


    I was about to turn and run home when the shape of a man emerged from behind the house on the side opposite where Paul had climbed in.


    Though it was very dark, I could see that the man was dressed in a long, dark coat and black leather boots. He looked old, with gray hair cut close to his skull. As he rounded the corner and stepped onto the porch, I realized that, whoever or whatever he was, I wasn’t imagining him—he was there, before my eyes, heading toward the front door. I watched in mute horror as the man simultaneously reached for the doorknob and drew a pistol from the pocket of his coat.


    Before I could gather my wits to move or speak, a booming crack and a flash of light exploded from within the house, rattling the loose panes of glass in the frames of the windows.


    Over the roaring and ringing in my ears, I heard my brother moaning through the black rectangle of the open front door. At last my voice returned to me.


    “Die, Frank Cherry, you whore!” I cried.


    I didn’t wait to see if “Frank Cherry” had heard me. I just ran. I ran so fast the field seemed to fly beneath me. I ran and ran, heaving and sobbing between breaths, stumbling and falling and climbing back up to my feet again, my legs always moving, my eyes fixed on home. When I reached the steps of our house, I barreled through the front door, tracking wet mud and grass across the carpets and the Persian rugs, back to the Royal Chamber.


    My mother looked up with a start from where she sat in her armchair. As the Old Man rose from his seat at the corner table, I ran to him and buried my face in the soft cotton of his red flannel shirt.


    “What in the hell,” he said.


    “Frank Cherry shot Paul,” I cried.


    My mother warmed me with a throw blanket, fussing all the while about how wet and dirty my pants and shoes had become, how cold I was, how likely I might be to come down with pneumonia on account of having been tramping around outside when the temperatures were still dropping below freezing at night. I babbled about Paul and Twin Oaks and Frank Cherry’s ghost and the gun and the brains on the wall beside the rocking chair.


    The Old Man disappeared into his closet. A few moments later he emerged wearing his hunting boots and jacket. In one hand he held a large police-style flashlight; in the other, his .38 snub-nosed revolver.


    “Dick,” my mother said, her voice shrill with alarm.


    “Just a precaution,” he replied.


    “Don’t be ridiculous,” my mother said.


    But he was already off, down the hall and out the front door.


    My mother led me upstairs and helped me out of my wet clothes.


    “Get ready for bed,” she said.


    She went into Paul’s room to stand vigil at the window, her eyes following the journey of the Old Man’s flashlight up the hill toward Twin Oaks.


    As I envision her there now, standing before the window with her arms crossed, I remember that my mother was still very beautiful then, and quite young. Except for a bit of lingering postpregnancy weight in her belly and hips, she was slim and dainty, with delicate, nervous hands. She wore her sandy blond hair in a girlish bob. Her eyes were wide and earnest, as if she was always seeking someone’s approval.


    I had only just begun to comprehend the abnormality of my parents’ marriage. In 1977, my mother was thirty-three years old; the Old Man was nearing sixty. The previous fall, on parents’ day at my school, my teacher had mistakenly identified the Old Man as my grandfather. I barely noticed her error and would not have been bothered by it but for her obvious embarrassment and the casual scorn in the Old Man’s eyes when he corrected her.


    I still can’t grasp exactly how they ended up together. My mother couldn’t have been without other prospects. The most obvious explanation was the most cynical: that she had married him for his money. The dime-store psychiatrist’s explanation would be that she had married a father figure. Both of her parents were killed in an accident when she was very small; she was raised by her grandmother, who was already a widow before my mother was born.


    Life with the Old Man couldn’t have been easy for my mother. Even when you think you know what you’re getting into, some situations can’t be adequately prepared for—namely Paul, who was not quite old enough to be her brother but too old to be her son and, in his mind at least, too old to follow her rules.


    Years later, my mother told me she’d only once considered leaving the Old Man, before I was born. Paul had done her some horrible insult, the nature of which she would not reveal to me. The Old Man had taken Paul’s side, and the argument devolved from there. The next day, when the Old Man came home, he found my mother sitting at the kitchen table, her eyes stained with tears. On the table in front of her were a checkbook and her three credit cards: American Express, MasterCard, an Exxon gas card.


    “What are you doing?” he had asked her.


    “I was going,” she said.


    “Where?” the Old Man asked.


    “I don’t know,” she said. “I just knew I wasn’t going to come back.”


    The Old Man sat down next to her and grasped her hand.


    “Why did you stay?” he asked.


    “Because—” she said, “because I don’t have any money of my own. Because I knew you could stop my checks and cancel these cards, and I’d have no one to turn to.”


    “I would never do that,” the Old Man said.


    His voice was pained and gentle, she said. Filled with love and guilt.


    “But I would use the cards,” he said. “I would use them to find you.”


    She must have thought of that moment and all its implications as she stared out the window into the darkness, her arms still crossed, her face blank and absent, as if she had forgotten I was there. She must have seen that flashlight again, moving faster, coming closer, until she could see the Old Man emerge from the darkness into the glow of the front porch light.


    “Dear God,” my mother said.


    We hurried from the window and down the stairs to open the front door.


    “What happened?” my mother asked.


    “He’s been shot,” the Old Man’s voice replied.


    “By who?”


    “Brad Culver, the stupid son of a bitch.”


    I pushed past the Old Man and out the door. Paul sat on the porch with his back against the railing, his face ashen, clutching his leg with bloody hands.


    “Get towels,” the Old Man said. “Call the emergency room.”


    I knelt next to Paul and threw my arms around his neck.


    “Don’t cry, Rocky,” he said. “’Tis but a flesh wound.”


    “Are you going to die?” I asked.


    “No, he’s not going to die,” the Old Man said, appearing at my side with a stack of worn-out bath towels. The anger in his voice felt strangely reassuring.


    A pair of headlights turned into the driveway and drew closer. A silver Mercedes sedan sped up to the house and stopped, sliding a bit in the loose gravel of the driveway. Out from the driver’s side door stepped the black-clad man I’d seen at Twin Oaks.


    “Frank Cherry!” I cried.


    “What did you say?” the Old Man asked.


    “Don’t let him take Paul, Daddy!” I wailed.


    “Shut up!” the Old Man barked.


    “Dick,” the man said. “Let me drive you.”


    “You’ve done quite enough, sir,” the Old Man answered.


    “I told you it was an accident,” the man said. “He just surprised me, that’s all.”


    The Old Man stood and moved toward the man, who, illuminated by the headlights of his car, was still, for all I knew, a ghost. My mother, who had returned from the kitchen phone, grasped my shoulders and held me there.


    “Dick,” she cried.


    The Old Man had pulled his own gun from the pocket of his hunting jacket.


    “An accident, you say?” the Old Man repeated.


    The man said nothing; he merely stared at the Old Man—or, more accurately, at the gun in the Old Man’s hand.


    “Would you be surprised,” the Old Man said, “if I accidentally blew your goddamned head off?”


    The man had no answer for that question. On the steps beside me, Paul observed the scene with bemusement.


    “Dick!” my mother cried. “Your son!”


    The Old Man turned his head toward my mother, his face constricted in a rictus of fury.


    The Old Man slowly put the gun back in his pocket.


    “I’d like you to leave,” he said to the man.


    “All right,” the man said. “I’ll meet you over at the hospital. You can shoot me there if you’d like.”


    “Maybe I will,” the Old Man said.


    The man returned to his car, which was still idling. He made a sharp three-point turn and sped away.


    The Old Man marched back up to the porch. His lips parted, peeling back to reveal his gritted teeth. His face seemed weighted with something more obscure and troubling than mere rage. With his free hand, the Old Man reached out to take the keys from my mother. With his other, he presented the gun to her, handle first.


    “Here,” he said.


    “I don’t want to touch that,” she said.


    “Take it,” he said. “I don’t have time to put it away.”


    My mother grasped the handle of the pistol with her thumb and index finger and held the gun out, dangling from her hand like a dead mouse hanging from its tail.


    The Old Man stripped off his hunting coat, revealing where the strain of his efforts and his worry had seeped out of him, staining the armpits of his red plaid flannel shirt. He stooped and draped the coat around Paul’s shoulders.


    “All right, son,” he said. “I’m going to get the car.”


    He turned and walked briskly toward the garage.


    “Yo, Rocky,” Paul said. “Could you do me a quick favor?”


    He took one hand away from his leg for a moment and tapped the breast pocket of his shirt.


    My mother looked on helplessly as I knelt and removed the pack of Camels. I placed a cigarette between Paul’s lips, flipped open his Zippo, and sparked the wheel into flame as if I’d done it a thousand times.

  


  
    2


    PAUL DIDN’T DIE. When I came home from school the next day he was there in his room, his leg heavily bandaged and propped up on pillows. Leigh Bowman, Paul’s girlfriend, sat on the bed beside him. Across the room by the window, Rayner Newcomb slouched in the desk chair. All three of them were smoking cigarettes and laughing the careless laughter of impudent youth.


    “Here’s Rocky,” Leigh said.


    “Die, Frank Cherry, you whore!” Rayner squealed.


    Again, they laughed, even Paul—perhaps Paul most of all. My whole head went purple.


    “Aw, come on, Rocky,” Paul said.


    “It’s not funny,” I said.


    “I think it’s pretty funny,” Paul said.


    My eyes brimmed at this small betrayal.


    “Well, it’s not,” I said. “You scared me!”


    “I know,” Paul said. “I’m sorry. But I didn’t shoot myself, you know.”


    My mother appeared in the doorway.


    “Hey, Alice,” Paul said.


    “Are you feeling any better?” my mother asked.


    Paul shrugged.


    “It hurts,” he said.


    “Do you need anything?”


    “Nope,” he said. “Thanks for asking.”


    “Rayner, would you mind opening that window?” my mother said. “Paul could probably use some fresh air.”


    Rayner sat up to lift the window sash closest to the desk. He slouched back into his chair without looking up or uttering a word.


    “Thank you,” my mother said. “Richard, I left your snack on the breakfast table.”


    The moment she turned and drew the door shut behind her, the three of them dissolved into that same cruel laughter.


    “Come here, Rocky,” Leigh said, patting the bed beside her.


    Leigh pulled me into her arms, her hair draping the back of my head. I breathed in the scent of inexpensive girl’s perfume mingled with strawberry shampoo and cigarette smoke.


    “I’m sorry Paul scared you, Rocky,” she said.


    “I wasn’t that scared,” I lied.


    I rested my head on the soft slope of her bosom.


    “Say there, little man,” Rayner said. “How did it feel to watch your dad point a gun at some dude’s head?”


    I had to think about it—all of it. Frank Cherry’s brains and blood splattered on the walls and porch of Twin Oaks. Paul entering the house, followed by the appearance of the black-clad man. The crack of the gun. Most of all, the image of my brother reclining on the porch—his face drained of all color, his hands covered with dark red blood—and the Old Man, sweating and wild eyed, pointing his gun at the head of a man I had only minutes before believed to be a ghost. I had never seen the Old Man—or anyone else, for that matter—so unhinged. How did that feel?


    “Good,” I said.


    “It felt good, huh?” Rayner said.


    Paul scrutinized me with heavy-lidded eyes.


    “Yeah,” I said. “It felt good.”


    “What about you, Paul?” Leigh asked. “How did you feel?”


    Paul looked away, out the windows up the hill toward Twin Oaks.


    “I don’t know,” he said. “It hurt too much to think.”


    He reached into his shirt pocket for another cigarette.


    “I do remember having one thought the second after I realized I’d been shot.”


    “What’s that?” Rayner asked.


    “Oh, hell,” Paul said, “my old man’s going to kill me.”


    We all laughed at that.


    “My dad probably would have taken the dude’s gun and shot me again himself, for good measure,” said Rayner. He couldn’t contain his envy. Misadventures like breaking into abandoned houses and getting shot were supposed to be his department.


    “You know, when I heard the Old Man’s voice outside, I expected the worst,” Paul said. “But when he came through the door and spotted me with his flashlight, he ran and fell all over me, hugging and kissing me like I was a two-year-old. Culver jabbered on and on about how sorry he was, how it was a big misunderstanding and all. The Old Man didn’t even look at him. He just humped me up on his back in the ole fireman’s carry and ran down the hill like he was back with MacArthur on the beach in the Philippines, huffing and puffing the whole way home. If I didn’t know he was just too out of shape to haul a hundred and fifty pounds on his back at a full run, I would have thought he was crying.”


    “That’s beautiful,” Leigh said.


    I could feel Rayner rolling his eyes behind us.


    “Yeah, I know, right?” Paul said. “Who knew the Old Man could be such a softy.”


    “Let this be a lesson for you, Rocko,” said Rayner. “If you ever feel like your daddy doesn’t love you anymore, get somebody to shoot you in the leg.”


    “Shut up, Rayner,” Leigh said.


    But Paul laughed.


    THE NEXT DAY, Paul’s mother arrived from Ohio. The Old Man picked her up from the airport after work. Somehow it had been decided that she was going to stay with us, in the guest bedroom, next to Paul’s.


    My mother spent the hours before her arrival in a state of keen agitation, her lips pursed, aimlessly pacing the floor between bouts of dusting and vacuuming and straightening of couch pillows and other random objects. Paul lazed in his room, his leg propped up, smoking even more than usual, his eyes drifting back and forth between the ceiling and the windows.


    Paul’s mother had left Spencerville years earlier, before the Old Man even divorced her, and before the Old Man met my mother. She existed only as a name—Anne—and as a disembodied voice on the telephone, talking to Paul or to one or the other of my parents. No conversation with Anne came or went without discord.


    Once, not long before he died, in the throes of dementia, the Old Man pulled me close to him as I sat at his bedside. He fixed his eyes on me, clutching my hands to his chest.


    “Son, don’t ever marry a Yankee,” he wheezed. “She’ll ruin your life.”


    Of all the seemingly endless litanies of fatherly advice he dispensed to me, this little mad kernel seemed somehow fraught with importance.


    Still, I know little about the Old Man’s marriage to Anne—how they met, whether they were ever happy together. I knew only one fact of consequence: before Paul, there was another child—a girl, Annie Elizabeth, who died of leukemia in 1966, when Paul was five.


    To me, Annie Elizabeth could be nothing more than a single photograph: an eight-by-ten black and white in a thin silver frame of a beaming child with Shirley Temple ringlets in a flower-patterned dress with lace trim at the sleeves and the collar, an Add-A-Pearl necklace suspended from her thin, frail neck. Paul claimed he had little memory of her. Whenever she came up, the Old Man described Annie Elizabeth as a vision of winsome beauty and steely courage—a little nine-year-old angel-in-waiting, so certain she was of her place in the paradise we learned about in summer vacation Bible school. When she was gone, the Old Man blocked out the sorrow by pouring himself into his work. Anne poured herself a tall scotch, and another, and another.


    One day, as Paul explained it, the Old Man came home from the office and found Anne packed and dressed to travel, having a last drink and a smoke. Oblivious to what was happening, Paul lay on his belly in front of the television while his mother waited for the taxi to take her to the bus station, where she would board a Greyhound bound for Akron. After that, the Old Man and Paul were on their own, until my mother appeared.


    “Were you angry?” I once asked Paul.


    “About what?” he replied.


    When he was older, two or three times a year, Paul took a bus to Akron for a visit. Once, when his and my mother’s difficulties had grown especially intense, he left to live with her. He came back after less than a month.


    But Paul never spoke ill of his mother. He knew it was the grief that had done it to her. The Old Man had borne up and gone on with his life. Anne, it seemed, had surrendered.


    I SAT WITH PAUL listening to records while we waited for Anne to arrive: side A of After the Gold Rush, over and over again.


    On the wall above Paul’s bed hung a black-and-white image of Neil Young sitting on a bench backstage, legs crossed, an open bottle of beer beside him, eyes downcast and hidden, strumming on his big Martin guitar. His hooded brow and bisected long, dark hair made him look like Geronimo in patched, tattered jeans and an untucked oxford shirt. Neil Young. To my ears, the very name was sublimely evocative, like a line of terse, elegantly understated poetry. The exaggerated percussion and practiced sloppiness of the guitars and the barroom piano and that strange, keening, almost childlike voice made the sound seem at once ancient and otherworldly.


    The lights of the Old Man’s car appeared in the driveway. Paul sighed and lit another cigarette.


    “Go on,” he said. “Have a look at her.”


    Downstairs, my mother sat in the living room with her Bible open in her hands—presumably seeking some last-minute spiritual fortification. She stood and smoothed her skirt as the door opened. The Old Man entered, clutching a pea-green suitcase, followed by a small woman in a gray coat.


    “I never thought I’d be darkening this doorway again,” she muttered.


    The Old Man grunted in agreement. When she saw me standing at the bottom of the stairwell, she smiled.


    “Hello there,” she said.


    “Hello,” I replied.


    “Hello, Anne,” my mother said.


    To my knowledge, the two women had never met face-to-face before.


    “What a healthy-looking boy,” she said to my mother.


    The Old Man’s forced grin looked far too painful to be worthwhile.


    “Paul’s upstairs,” my mother said.


    Anne slipped her coat off her shoulders and handed it to my mother.


    “Would you mind bringing me a drink, Dick?” Anne asked.


    “What’ll you have?”


    “A rusty nail, if you can manage it.”


    “I think we’re out of Drambuie,” the Old Man said.


    “Just a scotch on the rocks, then.”


    “I’ll take you to Paul’s room,” I said. Then I remembered: Anne didn’t need me or anyone else to show her the way around our house. I stood by silently as she crept up the stairs. The Old Man hurried to take her coat from my mother’s hands and hang it in the hall closet.


    “Why don’t you come help me in the kitchen, Richard,” my mother said.


    She was preparing a London broil and a broccoli casserole. The Old Man came in behind me. He took a highball glass from the cabinet and opened the freezer for ice cubes.


    “I could use a drink myself,” he said.


    “Don’t you dare,” my mother said.


    “Christ almighty,” the Old Man muttered.


    I followed him out to the dining room, where he kept the liquor and wine. He opened the lock on the cabinet and removed a bottle of scotch and poured the glass full to the lip. Glancing back at the kitchen, he slurped down about half the contents. He turned toward me, his brow furrowed.


    “If you tell your mother,” he said.


    I nodded.


    The Old Man replenished the glass.


    “Here,” he said.


    He handed me the drink. I wasn’t sure what he wanted me to do with it.


    “Go on,” he said. “I’ve waited on that woman enough in my life.”


    I walked away, holding the highball glass out in front of me as if it were the Holy Grail, brimming with the priceless blood of the Savior—so full that it was impossible not to spill.


    I tiptoed around the hall to the landing of the staircase. I was still visualizing the blood of Jesus inside it—not the figurative communion wine, but the actual, syrupy stuff, dark and sticky and tasting of iron. This sacred elixir couldn’t be squandered, I reasoned. To let it spill to the ground would be a sacrilege. So I decided, in the way children do, that the one solution was to slurp off the top layer.


    The whiskey was still lukewarm and almost completely undiluted. Alone at the foot of the stairs, I marveled at the heat in my throat. I felt as if my whole body and brain had been cleansed with fire.


    I managed to slide the glass onto the hall table in time to muffle the cough in my elbow. When I recovered my breath, I picked up the glass. Cradling it with both hands, I teetered up the stairs and into Paul’s room.


    Anne sat across from Paul in the chair next to the open window, smoking a thin white cigarette and tapping her ashes into the sill. Paul was smoking also. He stared off out the window as if he expected someone else to show up. The room felt uncomfortably quiet without Neil Young and Crazy Horse ringing off the walls.


    I had never seen a picture of Anne; Paul didn’t keep one in his room. What had she looked like before? Had any of Paul’s beauty come from her? Had she ever been beautiful at all? She certainly wasn’t alluring, as I imagined a “fallen woman” should be. She had an ugly mouth, with thin, angry lips. She wore too much makeup, or maybe not enough. It looked as if it had been applied with the express purpose of appearing careless. That air of indifference was the only way, really, in which Paul resembled her at all.


    “Come into my parlor, darling,” she said.


    I walked toward her and handed her the drink.


    “Did you taste it to make sure it isn’t poisoned?” she asked.


    “No,” I stammered. “I just spilled a little.”


    “I’m teasing you, child,” she said.


    She held her cigarette aloft with one hand and sipped her drink with the other, taking her measure of me. I rocked back and forth from my heels to the balls of my feet, contemplating the numbness of my lips and the sudden thickness of my tongue.


    “So,” she asked, “am I as monstrous as you’ve been led to believe?”


    The question confused me.


    “I don’t think Rocky here has an opinion, Mom,” Paul said, his eyes still fixed on the window.


    “How would he?” Anne said. She sipped her drink. “You all prefer to behave as if I don’t exist.”


    “He’s seven years old, Mom.”


    “Almost eight,” I added.


    “When’s your birthday?” Anne asked.


    “July twenty-ninth,” I said.


    Anne’s mouth fell open. She gaped at me for a moment before turning to address Paul.


    “You never told me that,” she said with a dry chuckle. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”


    “Why would I?” Paul said.


    “What?” I asked.


    She aimed her small, cold eyes at me as she stamped out her cigarette.


    “We have the same birthday, young Richard,” she said.


    “You and me?” I asked.


    “That’s right,” she said. “How could this have escaped me, Paul?”


    “Maybe somebody told you and you just forgot,” Paul said.


    “Maybe,” she said, still chuckling. “Maybe. Well, young Richard, I won’t forget this time.”


    “Thank you,” I said, assuming she meant to send me a present.


    AT DINNER, THE OLD MAN and Anne sat at opposite ends of the dining table. Paul came downstairs for the first time since he’d returned from the hospital. He sat alone on one side of the table, positioned so he could prop his leg up on the chair next to him. My mother and I sat on the other side.


    My mother was having trouble keeping her hands still. She pushed the food around on her plate with the dinner fork, but I never saw her take a bite. When she put the fork down, she would either put one arm around me or the opposite hand on the Old Man’s forearm.


    Like my mother, Anne ate little to nothing. It was as if the two of them were in a hunger contest. Across the table, Paul picked at his food without much interest.


    I was hungry, however. I devoured everything in front of me. The Old Man also ate eagerly. We were dutiful plate cleaners at every meal, the Old Man and I. Maybe it was because we didn’t smoke. My mother didn’t smoke either, nor did she drink much more than the occasional glass of white wine or a small snifter of sherry before bedtime if she was feeling a little wired. “Alcohol ages the skin,” she would say.


    The Old Man had managed to sneak a few in, however. Who could blame him? And Anne—well, her food was cold on her plate before she started slurring her speech, but otherwise she made no effort to disguise her habit or her condition. My mother’s feeble attempts at polite conversation—inquiries about the weather in Akron, the flight, and so forth—were met with curt, dismissive replies. As Anne grew increasingly drunk, she made a point of calling my mother “child,” as in “The weather was miserable, child,” and “Who wouldn’t be exhausted after two hours packed into one of those puddle-jumping sardine cans that pass for planes these days, child.”


    My mother pretended not to notice her condescension. The Old Man just kept refilling her glass. He must have hoped she would pass out soon. Or maybe he wanted Paul to see her good and drunk so he’d be reminded of what he had to look forward to if he ever decided—as Paul sometimes threatened to do when he and my mother were at odds—to leave and move in with Anne.


    “So Paul tells me the historical trust has finally found someone sufficiently pedigreed to buy that old wreck of a house up the hill,” Anne said.


    “That’s right,” said the Old Man.


    “Sufficiently pedigreed?” my mother asked.


    Anne lit a cigarette.


    “Hasn’t Dick ever told you?” she said to my mother. “He tried to buy that house years ago, but those snobs at the Spencerville Historical Trust refused to sell it to him. What did they say they were going to do with it, Dick?”


    “A museum,” the Old Man said.


    Anne neither asked for nor was offered an ashtray. Instead, as my mother’s mouth fell open, she tipped the ashes onto her nearly untouched dinner.


    “Yes, that’s right,” she said. “A museum, like the Quaker Meetinghouse, where the old gals from the DAR put on their Colonial-period costumes once a month and show groups of kindergartners how the settlers used to make candles.”


    She turned to me.


    “Have you been on one of those tours, young Richard?”


    I nodded.


    “Are they still dipping the candles?”


    “Yes, ma’am,” I said.


    “But this fellow Culver that they’ve sold the place to,” she said, turning back to the Old Man. “He won’t turn it into a museum, will he?”


    “No,” the Old Man said. “He’s going to renovate it.”


    “How long will that take?” my mother asked.


    “A year or so. Maybe more, maybe less. We’ll see.”


    “And why,” Anne asked, “is this Culver good enough to be allowed to own it and you weren’t?”


    “He’s married to Jane Cabell,” the Old Man said.


    “Ah,” Anne said. “That explains it. Well, you never could buy your way in with the FFV crowd, could you, Dick?”


    Paul later explained to me that FFV stood for First Families of Virginia: the kind of people who still thought money mattered less than whether you could trace your ancestry back to the court of King Charles I.


    “They just moved back from somewhere abroad,” the Old Man said. “Culver was in coal or iron, I think. Made his millions, cashed out, and got into investing. Since you can do that from pretty much anywhere, Jane made him move to Spencerville as payback for dragging her all over the world to keep house while he was off digging mines. I’m sure buying the old Cherry place was her idea.”


    “And are you going to press charges?” Anne asked.


    “For what?”


    “For nearly killing my son.”


    “Our son was trespassing on his property at the time,” the Old Man said.


    “I didn’t know anyone had bought the place,” Paul said.


    “That makes no difference,” the Old Man said. “It’s still illegal.”


    “People have been going in that house for years,” Paul said. “I bet you’ve been in it before. Without permission.”


    The Old Man didn’t answer him.


    “I think you should press charges,” Anne insisted.


    “No.”


    “If you don’t, maybe I will.”


    “Suit yourself,” the Old Man said. “But you’re not going to have to live next door to the man.”


    “You weren’t too concerned about that when you threatened to kill him, were you?” she said.


    “It was the heat of the moment,” the Old Man said. “Culver understands that. We’ve already talked it over and walked away as friends. He feels terrible about all of it.”


    “I see,” Anne said.


    She extinguished her cigarette in an especially rare slice of London broil.


    “So, Dick,” she said. “I find it remarkable that in all of our conversations over the years since this child of yours came along, you never mentioned that he and I share the same birthday.”


    The Old Man chewed his steak slowly and purposefully before swallowing.


    “I’m sure I told you,” he said.


    “No,” she said. “You didn’t.”


    “Sure you did,” Paul said. “She just forgot.”


    “No,” Anne said again. “He didn’t, Paul. Neither did you, darling.”


    Anne narrowed her eyes at the Old Man, a faint smile forming on her lips.


    “Your birthday is July twenty-ninth?” my mother asked, her voice meek, almost apologetic.


    “You never told her either?” Anne said to the Old Man. “Oopsy me, Dick. What a pickle I’ve put you in.”


    “I’m sure I must have mentioned it at some point,” the Old Man repeated, his face reddening with wrath.


    “It must make the date that much easier to remember,” Anne said.


    “How could I forget?” he said.


    Anne turned to me and smiled.


    “Do you know who else was born on July twenty-ninth, Richard?” she asked.


    “No, ma’am,” I said.


    “Mussolini,” she said.


    “Who’s Mussolini?”


    “That’s enough, Anne,” the Old Man said.


    “It’s a fact,” she replied. “One he’ll hear in school one day. Won’t he look smart if he already knows Mussolini’s birthday?”


    “Who’s Mussolini?” I asked again.


    “A dead guy,” Paul said. “They hanged him from a bridge for killing Jews.”


    “You’re confusing Mussolini with Hitler, dear,” Anne said. “Mussolini killed a few Jews, but only because Hitler made him.”


    “What’s a Jew?” I asked.


    “Jesus Christ,” the Old Man said.


    “Maybe you should go to your room, Richard,” said my mother.


    “Who’s Hitler?”


    “He isn’t Jesus Christ, I promise you,” Paul said.


    “Go to your room,” my mother ordered.


    “But we haven’t had dessert,” I whined.


    “Go to your goddamned room!” the Old Man bellowed, pounding his fist on the table.


    I was too stunned to move or make a sound. My mother gaped at the Old Man, her lips quivering.


    “Both of you,” said the Old Man.


    He slumped back in his chair while Anne sneered at him.


    “Come on, Rock,” Paul said. “Help me up.”


    I stood and went for his crutches while Paul shifted out of his chair. He steadied himself on my shoulders and pulled himself to his feet.


    “I think me and Rocky here might go listen to some music,” Paul said. “Thanks for dinner, Alice.”


    I followed him out of the dining room and through the hallway to the landing and held his crutches while he hopped up the stairs. When we reached the top step, I handed him the crutches and followed him into his room.


    “Shut the door, will you?” he asked.


    Paul slumped onto his bed and reached across to the bedside table for his lighter and cigarettes. He lit up and took a long drag.


    Downstairs, the shouting ebbed and flowed. In the quiet moments, I could sense the seething through the floor.


    “Flip it over,” he said.


    I turned the disc over to side B and dropped the needle. I crawled up onto the bed next to Paul and looked up at the ceiling and listened. The scotch must have worn me out; I was asleep before the end of “Don’t Let It Bring You Down.”


    I WOKE UP SWEATING and disoriented. I was under the covers in my own bed, still dressed in my school clothes. The Old Man must have put me there. It couldn’t have been Paul, with his leg. My mother wouldn’t have let me go to sleep without changing and brushing my teeth, regardless of the circumstances.


    I slid down off the bed and crept out into the hallway to peer through the open door of Paul’s room. Anne was in there, on top of the covers in the bed beside him, muttering or murmuring or singing some dissonant lullaby. Was Paul asleep, I wondered, or just pretending?


    The next morning, I noticed that the door to the guest bedroom was open. The bed was already made; the sole remaining trace of Anne was the smell of smoke and a pair of lipstick-stained cigarette butts in an ashtray on the vanity.
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    AFTER A WEEK OR SO, Paul was up and about. He stayed on the crutches for another month to give the tissue ample time to heal and was prohibited from strenuous athletic activity for another six months or so. This was another perverse stroke of luck for Paul, as it excused him from required participation in afternoon extracurricular activities at Macon Prep, the private school he attended. His afternoons were free for rambling around in his Nova and hanging out at the lunch counter in Pearsall’s Drugstore with Leigh and Rayner. Sometimes, Paul and Leigh would take me along to Pearsall’s for a hot dog and a milk shake. I would sit in the center of the wide backseat of Paul’s car, leaning forward, listening to the music and the laughter, watching their long hair flip in the breezes from the open windows, backlit by the sun.


    I was too young to know that Leigh Bowman was already being thought of as a minor tragedy. Her mother had died of breast cancer when Leigh was eleven. Her father—the Honorable Prentiss Powell Bowman III—knew no other way to raise Leigh than to push her to the absolute limits in everything. Leigh had been bred to be a star swimmer and a tennis champion, a blue-ribbon horseback rider and a prima ballerina, a valedictorian and a consummate lady.


    To her father’s dismay, in the summer before her junior year, Leigh began to be seen riding around
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