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‘A fine writer’ Washington  Post
         

Cloudland  is one of those books that grabs you by the neck and pulls you in, unrelenting and completely taking you’ CrimeSpree magazine
         

‘Olshan’s writing is consistently excellent, and his long, careful observations about obsession, loss and rejection are transcendent’ Kirkus  Reviews
         

‘Olshan’s novels are novels of great obsession, of transcendent moments of perfect love set against a backdrop of hovering betrayal and death. He works hard to create a realist texture of both mundane and telling details’ Guardian 
         

‘Written in consistently elegant prose, with memorable psychological acuity, Cloudland  is both exciting and compelling, and will keep readers turning pages energetically’ New  York  Times  bestselling author, John Katzenbach
         

‘Cloudland  is Joseph Olshan’s best work since Clara’s  Heart,  a novel of high suspense that’s written in prose as lyrical as The Lovely  Bones’  New  York  Times  bestselling author, Steven Gaines
         

‘Cloudland  is  a revelation; the intimacy of Olshan’s writing, which he is so well known for, along with the singular voice of his narrator, engenders a kind of haunting suspense found in the best of literary thrillers’ Mitchell Kaplan, award-winning owner of Books & Books
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On  n’aime  bien  qu’une  seule fois:  c’est  la  première.…
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ONE

IT WAS UNDER AN APPLE TREE that I saw her—up the road on the walk that I’ve taken hundreds of times in my life. I noticed her pink parka and thought: she’s out here drinking in the unusual warmth of late March; her face to the sun, hardy soul she must be, sitting there tanning in a crater of melting snow. I didn’t have my dogs with me because they’re older and arthritic and because the muddy road was deeply rutted, slippery with glare ice.
         
I usually go a half mile up the road to the red farm with a glass greenhouse where my painter friend raises orange trees that bear fruit all winter. Then I make a slow turn and wander back. I’m usually thinking about my deadline; that day I was grateful that a trusty reader from Mississippi had sent me a formula for ridding white T-shirts of armpit stains. When I passed the orchard, there she was again: the pink parka, the face still canted to the sun at the same angle, and—I realized for the first time—completely still. Now I stopped, partly because of how motionless she was, but also because I could hear Virgil and Mrs. Billy barking back at the house. The shift in wind direction had probably brought them her scent.
         
Sinking into the soft, crusty snow, I took wobbly steps toward her, somehow knowing not to call out, but still not knowing how she might be. Ten feet away I saw the depression of snow around her, soaked in rusty brown. Now certain she was dead and the stain was blood, I made myself march on until I stood before the pale gray face, the slight double chin. I turned away for a moment, overcome with nausea. When I forced myself to look at her again I noticed beads of ice melting on her brow. I was thankful that her eyes were closed. Her parka was pretty well zipped up, but her throat was exposed and blotchy and eggplant purple, her lips bruised and black. I knew it was Angela Parker, a nurse who had disappeared in mid-January from a rest area off Interstate 91 and whose blood was found all over the inside of her car.
         
When she’d first gone missing and her picture was published everywhere, I actually thought I recognized her as someone who’d taken my blood several times at the hospital. I remembered the kind manner distracting me from the needle, nimble fingers making the draw much less of an ouch. She was the sixth victim in two years.
         
Long before Angela Parker was buried in the orchard snow, I’d imagine all sorts of marauders: hunters heading home from a day in the woods; drug runners from Canada on their way down through Vermont toward Boston or Providence. My driveway is just a quarter-mile long, so the rumor of passing cars filters through to me, especially when leaves have fallen and there is no buffer to the sound. I hear most of everything that passes.
         
And motorists have always mistaken this road for a more popular thoroughfare another half mile down Route 12. They usually recognize their error by the time they’re cresting the first long hill, which is precisely where my driveway begins. Often at night I’ve been sitting at my writing desk, sifting through correspondence from people who read my advice columns, when a pair of headlamps telescopes through my rolled-glass windows. Somebody will have made a wrong turn onto my land, their car paused, its lighted eyes staring and blinding. Sometimes a car has ventured close enough to the house that the motion detector lamps have switched on. I’ve stopped working and waited until the vehicle began moving again.
         
But after the discovery of her body was reported all over the northeast, I found myself wondering if the killer would read the article, would learn that I was a forty-one-year-old woman living alone up here on Cloudland. I began to worry that each wandering tourist was the man whose DNA the police had been unable to detect—always the killer in my mind’s eye, never some flatlander looking for Advent Road, whose famous B & B has been written up in all the travel magazines.
         
A few years ago, my editor at the newspaper syndicate said to me, “I can’t imagine anyone would dare to bother you when you have dogs and a domestic pig no less.”
         
“Why would a bunch of animals stand in the way?”
“Because they’d protect you.”
I looked at my babies and thought: Would you? Could you? My house pig, Henrietta, often got angry and territorial. She’d rush the dogs and knock them over. I always wondered if she had it in her to take out a murderer before that murderer could stick his knife into her heart.
         
The night Angela Parker was stabbed and dumped unceremoniously in the apple orchard, there were no lost tourists, no invasion of headlamps; we had a snowstorm with blizzard conditions. The flakes were funneling down like pestilence, stinging my nineteenth-century windows. The wind was howling, its drafts seeping through the old bony rafters of the house. I was trying out a recipe for marble cake that somebody from Omaha had sent me, mixing white flour with cornmeal and threading dark chocolate into the batter. I heard the town truck dredging through, its yellow wing plow carving the fresh snow up into waves. The plowman remembers a single pair of virgin tire tracks winding along the deep drifts, tracks that, in his estimation, miraculously made it up Cloudland Road’s first big hill before they vanished.
         
Earlier that day Angela Parker had met some of her hospital coworkers at a ski resort in southern Vermont. Driving home she stopped at the Hartland rest area on Interstate 91 sometime between five and seven P.M. She called her husband from a pay phone to say she’d made it that far in the storm. But she never turned up at home, and the following day her car was found in the parking bay of the rest area. By then she was already ten miles away from where she was abducted, just up the road from me. And to think that each time I went for a walk I had passed within fifteen yards of this mother of two lying in a vault of snow that would entomb her for the rest of January and February and most of March. Her husband grew so distraught when she disappeared that he ended up begging his parents to move up from Tewksbury, Massachusetts, to take care of him and his children.
         
When they finally brought her down from Cloudland, the road was so clotted with spring mud that the funeral home had to borrow a four-wheel drive. I couldn’t help but watch them load her rigid body onto the stretcher, just the way I couldn’t help watching when Hiram Osmond, our local “knacker man,” arrived with chains to winch my dead farm animals up into his pickup truck, taking them home to hack and boil. I also watched hunters lug their quarry out of the forest: dead bucks with glazed, opaque eyes and huge pink slits in their bellies. I watched the seasons blend: a spike of warmth in midwinter, then a venomous cold that gave rise to the frost heaves that sent cars careering off the road. But when the ice finally thawed and the ponds caved in with a bellow, those apple trees where I found her had begun to throw their buds.
         



    

  
    
      
         
TWO

ANGELA PARKER WAS MURDERED on a Saturday, the holy day to Seventh-Day Adventists, who were among the first settlers of New England. If you comb my forest you’ll find abandoned homesteads with remnants of stone foundations that look like walls built to nowhere. In one of the interstices my daughter once found somebody’s notebook, moldering yellowed pages of faded cursive recounting Bible stories: David and Goliath, Ruth and Boaz, Naaman’s little servant girl, and the fisherman Peter learning how to tend sheep.
         
The Seventh-Day Adventists believe that after death every soul sleeps until the Day of Judgment, that the departed can slumber for millennia until they are finally wakened to stand judgment with the rest of the living and the dead. Even those long dead will feel upon resurrection as if they have been sleeping scarely one minute.
         
The afternoon I discovered Angela Parker’s body and raced back to the house, I dialed 911 and reached the local dispatcher, a temporary I didn’t know, who actually disbelieved me when I said, “This is Catherine Winslow up on Cloudland. I’m pretty certain I just found the body of Angela Parker, the nurse who’s been missing.”
         
“And how would you know that?” asked the surly woman.
         
I ignored her attitude. “Why don’t you patch me through to Nelson?”
         
“It’s Sunday. Chief O’Reilly don’t come in on Sundays.”
“Okay, well, I’m just outside town, so you probably should send a Statie.”
         
I undoubtedly sounded sure of myself because she asked, “Do you work for us?”
         
“No,” I said, and then reminded her to tell the Staties that I was the first house on Cloudland Road.
         
Chief O’Reilly told me subsequently that for some reason the dispatcher’s caller ID read out the same exchange as the mental hospital in Waterbury; the poor woman probably imagined that I was a loony.
         
The state police barracks in Bethel sent Leslie Fullerton, a doughy young man who’d been unmercifully teased at Woodstock High for his unfortunate name and his weight problem. The torment he endured probably inspired him to become a Statie in order to pull rank on all those who once abused him. I’d been waiting for his arrival at the end of my driveway, and when the green cruiser finally showed and the window rolled down, he looked apprehensive. “Hello, Mrs. Winslow. I heard you think you found the … nurse.”
         
I nodded and told him I believed I had.
“Well, hop on in.” Together we drove up the rutted, muddy road, the bare trees bowing against the sharp, late-March wind, ravines and streams surging wildly with runoff, little craters of brown peeking through the diminishing snow mass on the broad fields. The cruiser bounced and skidded in the mud as we climbed the short distance to the orchard. I was asking Leslie why the state didn’t equip more of their vehicles with all-wheel drive when the two-way radio blared a burst of loud static. He never bothered to answer me. When we finally arrived, he looked toward the body leaning against the apple tree, shook his head, and almost seemed hesitant.
         
“You stay here,” he said.
Glad that I didn’t have to lay my eyes once again on Angela Parker, I watched Leslie, all 230 pounds of him, struggling across the orchard in two feet of soft corn snow, sinking down in places I’d glided over. He suddenly tripped and fell forward. “Fuck!” I heard him say. He got up again and approached the dead woman. He leaned toward her for a moment, shook his head, and then began shambling back, his face crimson, his eyes dazed. He climbed in next to me, winded. “There’s a big tree down. I fell over it.” He grabbed his heart-shaped dispatch radio and called in a code. The immediate response was garbled to me but intelligible to Leslie, who said, “Affirmative … to what the coroner says.” Then to me, “Dr. Stern crossed Lake Champlain and is out of range. So we’ve got to get the local deputy coroner.”
         
Leslie completed a three-point reverse on the tight road and we began driving the rutted throughfare back to my place.
         
“Dr. Malcolm Banfield,” I said after a few moments of gloomy silence. “Good luck on Sunday. That’s the day he goes around euthanizing people.”
         
Leslie shook his head and said, “Oh great.” With a glance in the rearview mirror back toward where Angela Parker lay, “Means I’ll probably be there all night securing the site until they can get down from Burlington.”
         
Imagining the desolate task of guarding the body, I shivered and said, “Well, I can offer you plenty of coffee and homemade doughnuts. I don’t sleep much most nights anyway, so I may as well drive up and bring you refills.”
         
Leslie grunted and thanked me for the offer.
Back at the house Virgil and Mrs. Billy greeted us with howling barks, Henrietta oddly absent. When I led Leslie into the kitchen I could see that my 250-pound potbellied pig once again had gnawed through the childproof plastic lock on the garbage cabinet, rummaged through the bin, and was lying on her side, scarfing a bunch of lemon rinds. “Look at you!” I scolded, and she stopped and peeked at me with a familiar craven glint in her eye. I was too rattled by now to care.
         
“Holy shit,” Leslie said when he saw Henrietta. “She doesn’t bite, does she?”
         
“Do you?” was my answer.
My calendar was lying on the kitchen counter, and I saw my own notation that Malcolm Banfield and his wife (who substituted for me at the local prison where I taught a writing class) were actually away on vacation. When Leslie learned this, he began radioing for the name of the deputy assistant medical examiner. I interrupted to say it was Brenda Moore and that I also had her phone number. “You’re sure on top of things, aren’t you, Mrs. Winslow?” he said with a sarcastic edge.
         
“Well, I don’t feel like it,” I said, blinking and seeing afterimages of pink.
         
Taking in the room with a glance, noticing the piles of books and magazines on the dining room table, Leslie said, “Man, you got lots of reading to do.”
         
“I collect information for my column. And for my column I’ve interviewed both Malcolm Banfield and Brenda Moore. That’s why I have their phone numbers. Brenda also deals with the prison.”
         
“Yeah, that’s right. You teach at the prison, don’t you?”
“Every other Monday.”
“Anyway, not to contradict, but the barracks will have to be the ones to call her.”
         
A moment later the dogs went crazy barking again, and I went to look out my study windows. Several state police cars had swerved into my driveway, as well as an unmarked Jeep Cherokee, enough commotion so that even Henrietta left her snack of lemon parings and barreled ahead over to the sliding glass door to survey the new arrivals.
         
“Your buddies are here,” I informed Leslie, watching men in starched uniforms emerging from their vehicles. He hurried outside to join them, and I numbly followed and stood just outside the door. I immediately recognized Detective Marco Prozzo, in an illfitting sharkskin suit, getting out of the unmarked car. Prozzo was the Springfield-based detective running the serial murder investigation from the Vermont side of things. On local television I’d seen this New Jersey transplant meandering around with volunteer crews searching for missing bodies. A short, squat man with a wide nose and full, asymmetrical lips, Prozzo gathered the group together in the driveway, presumably to discuss investigation strategies. I assumed he would have to honor the protocol of steering clear of the victim until the coroner’s own personal Statie could arrive. “Yeah, well, guess what,” I heard the detective say. “He didn’t answer his page or his cell. We can’t wait too long. There could be something crucial here.”
         
“Won’t be a happy coroner,” one of the Staties warned him.
“I’ll take the heat,” Prozzo said.
The reprieve of the unseasonably mild temperature was quickly fading as a northern chill knifed through my cardigan. I pulled its flaps around me.
         
The detective turned toward me and called out, “You must be Catherine Winslow, hello there. I need to ask—” The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of the county sheriff in his white SUV. Leslie had been telling the others about the sorry state of Cloudland Road, and it was quickly decided that they should pile in the all-wheel-drive car to travel the short distance to the site of the body. As the men began squeezing in, Prozzo took a few steps closer to me. “What time would you say you first saw her?” I checked my watch and estimated that I’d made my first pass around 2:30 P.M. He thanked me with a wink and joined the others.
         
[image: ]

Three days later, my Cloudland neighbor, Anthony Waite, invited me to lunch at Joanie’s Café in Hartland Three Corners. Anthony, a doctor from Canada, came to live on Cloudland when his wife was offered a college professorship at Colby-Sawyer College in nearby New Hampshire. He worked at the psychiatric hospital down in Springfield, the only place that was hiring when they moved to the area. Anthony also had invited one of our only other Cloudland residents, Paul Winter, an internationally recognizedp ainter.
         
We chose a secluded, tattered vinyl booth facing a horseshoe-shaped counter. The moment I sat down all eyes in the restaurant were fixed on me, looking concerned; after all, this was a local café and I knew most of the patrons. One by one folks began rising from their places, leaving their half-eaten breakfasts to tell me they were sorry I had to witness what I did. One or two even dared to gently suggest that I consider renting out the studio apartment that I’d fashioned out of an extra sitting room—so I’d have another presence in the house. Living in rural New England and dealing with people on a daily basis requires a certain kind of protocol, a “what do you think of the weather we’re having” sort of preamble before business is done or opinions are delivered with reticence and sometimes even wry humor. Some of those who left their meals to come over made a few moments of small talk before asking if I owned a gun. I assured them I had a rifle. One young electrician I’d watched grow up informed me that the sale of firearms had skyrocketed in recent days, particularly to women like me who were living alone. That doors, forever left unsecured, were being bolted. That Home Depot over in West Lebanon kept selling out of security locks. People paid their respects and went back to eating, but I could read in their faces that they were wrestling with the reality of a series of brutal crimes that remained unexplained and unsolved.
         
I automatically ordered scrambled eggs, knowing I’d probably have no appetite. Since discovering Angela Parker’s body I often felt queasy whenever I smelled food, imagining her gelid gray flesh, what little blood that remained in her body frozen in her veins, its deep rusty stain like Italian ice in the orchard’s snow, her neck purpled from strangulation.
         
Combing his thick, shiny auburn hair out of his eyes, Anthony said, “I guess I should have realized you’d have to receive people here. Hope that’s not too uncomfortable for you.”
         
“It’s okay. I actually appreciate all this concern. Let’s face it, everybody is freaked out.”
         
Glancing around the room, Anthony said softly, “I asked both of you to lunch to let you know that I’ve begun working on all the cases, going over the evidence that has come in.”
         
We stared at him for a moment and then Paul said, “Working on the cases? I thought you were down in Springfield dealing with all the schizos.”
         
“Do you know anything about forensic medicine?” I challenged.
“Back in New Brunswick, forensic psychiatry was one of my specialties. I offered to work on these murders when I heard Dr. McCarthy”—he paused respectfully—“was unable to.”
         
We’d all heard that Dr. McCarthy, Windsor County’s forensic psychiatrist, had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. Anthony turned to me. “The police don’t want anyone to know I’m working for them until I get up to speed.”
         
“So you invited us here to tell us to keep our mouths shut,” I pointed out.
         
“No, just a request. I’m actually concerned about how everybody is doing.” Anthony was looking meaningfully at Paul, a short and gnomelike seventy-five-year-old with prominent, questioning blue eyes. “Let’s face it, the two of you, Wade, my family, and myself are the only full-time residents on Cloudland. It’s pretty desolate up where we live. The perfect place to leave a body that won’t be found for a good while.”
         
There was a gnawing silence between the three of us. Finally, I said, “So you’re working with that guy Prozzo?”
         
“Directly.”
         
“He seemed to know me.”
“I’ve spoken of you. He told me his wife and his daughter read your column. Anyway, Marjorie Poole, the woman who got away from our killer last year, is a bellwether.” Anthony was speaking of the only woman attacked who’d managed to escape. “Most of the other women were pretty badly decomposed by the time they were found, whereas Angela was frozen for nearly three months. The strangle marks on her neck and Marjorie’s are pretty identical, as well as the stab wounds. It’s a certain kind of knife.”
         
“A filleting knife,” I said. “Deep-sea fishermen use them.”
“So could he be a fisherman who came inland?” Paul asked. He was looking at me oddly. I’d been inadvertently tracing my finger along a scar on my neck. The moment I realized he was peering at me I could actually feel the pressure of sadness that had been chasing me for the last two years, reliving the alarm of having my windpipe blocked, my breathing thwarted by a man I loved.
         
“It’s a common enough knife, really,” Anthony said, adding that as in the other murders, there had been no handling that suggested sexual intent; and that this could mean the killer himself was sexually impotent.
         
“One thing that continues to amaze me,” I said, “is that Marjorie Poole has been such a terrible witness. You would think she’d be able to give enough detail so that they could nail this guy.”
         
Anthony looked from one of us to the other. The rolled-up sleeves of his shirt had slipped down his forearms, which were covered with golden hair. As he rolled them up again, he said, “I’ll explain, but once again, it can’t go beyond this table.” He looked around to make sure our waitress, an inveterate gossip named Sheila, was out of earshot.
         
He reminded us that Marjorie Poole, a twenty-seven-year-old potter, had been attacked outside her studio loft in Claremont, New Hampshire. At seven o’clock one winter evening, carrying two plastic bags of groceries she’d been keeping in a small refrigerator,  Marjorie began heading along the row of deserted offices and studio spaces. The building had originally been a wool mill, whose oak floors creaked and sighed when you walked along them and whose ceilings rose high up into an industrial cathedral. Out of the corner of her eye she claimed to have seen a densely built man sitting on a bench in front of one of the refurbished offices. Head in his hands, he was wearing a camouflage army jacket and a Boston Red Sox baseball cap. She sensed an air of distress about him and almost stopped to ask what was wrong. But a glance down the long, empty corridor was enough to make her wary. Later on she swore that he never looked up at her, that she’d never been able to see his face very clearly. A few moments after she passed him, he leapt off the bench and attacked her from behind, jamming his jacket sleeve into her mouth.
         
He ringed her throat with fingers encased in woolen gloves. Then she felt a sharp, stupefying pain in the small of her back; he’d pulled up her soft down jacket, her striped jersey, and found bare skin. That winter Marjorie Poole had been going to a tanning parlor in West Lebanon, in anticipation of a holiday with her boyfriend in the Lesser Antilles. There was a tan line between her lower back and the top of her buttocks that was adorned with a discreet shamrock tattoo. With his long blade, the killer aimed for it, and the knife drove in halfway, piercing the shamrock, just missing her spleen, the tip barely nicking the wall of her bladder. She managed to backhand him with a grocery bag lined with large pouches of frozen strawberries, striking him forcefully on one side of his head, stunning him into momentary submission. He let go of the knife and she foolishly but instinctively reached around and yanked it right out of herself. While she bled her pain distilled into fury. She took a savage lunge between the flaps of his camouflage jacket, jabbing an inch into his gut, mixing her blood with his before fleeing and, unfortunately, leaving the knife behind.
         
Anthony leaned forward. “What you don’t know is that Marjorie Poole was high when she ran into this guy.”
         
“How high is high?” I asked.
         
“They found traces of cocaine and Vicodin and alcohol in her blood.”
         
“That’s really  high,” I agreed.
         
“She was so high that she couldn’t really give the police any details about his face or how old he looked.”
         
“So that’s what it was,” I said. “Not traumatic memory loss.”
“Correct.” Anthony leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “But here’s the thing,” he said. “Being high probably saved her life. In medical school they say, ‘God protects the inebriates and the babies …’ Basically she was too stoned to panic. And really fought back hard with everything she had. Even though she couldn’t give us any particulars about his face or his age, she does remember one very significant thing.” Anthony paused, scrutinizing Paul and then me. “When he was trying to kill her he told her about ‘The Day of Judgment’ and that she’d sleep until then. And when she was on the way to the hospital, they found a few Seventh-Day Adventist pamphlets shoved into the pocket of her peacoat.”
         
“And the connection?” I wondered aloud.
Raising his ginger-colored eyebrows, Anthony said, “It hasn’t been reported and it won’t be reported, I don’t think, but a similar pamphlet was actually found in Angela Parker’s ski jacket.”
         
Shuddering, I said, “What about the rest of the women?”
“We’re checking through the files, but as far as I can see, nothing like this has been linked to any of the other bodies. But we have to take into consideration that every other victim was killed when it was warmer, so the bodies had decomposed and were picked over by animals by the time they were found. Had it been left, printed matter might have been scattered.”
         
“Or depending on the weather, decomposed or dissolved in the elements,” said Paul, who, being an artist, knew about the durability of paper.
         
“How about the one killed in her home?” I said.
“Janet Tourvalon?” Anthony said. I nodded. “Nothing printed found anywhere near her. However.” He held up a finger. “Everything else matches, the strangle marks, the knife wounds.”
         
“Maybe he found God and His literature more recently,” said Paul, a lapsed Catholic.
         
“I think he’s just trying to mix it all up, red-herring style,” Anthony said.
         
“Or maybe just getting bolder,” I said, “and taunting us with clues.”
         
Sheila, our waitress, arrived with more coffee and refilled Anthony’s cup and mine. “Whatya up to these days?” she said to everyone. “You doing all right, honey,” she addressed me, and then was uncharacteristically direct for a Vermonter. “Talk about one crazy day, going for a walk and finding a stiff in the snow!”
         
“Not one of my better ones.”
She grimaced. “I can only imagine.”
Sheila was a tough-talking, rail-thin blonde who was rumored to have been a partner in a crystal meth lab that was run out of an auto body shop attached to an old, degraded farmhouse. The local scuttlebutt claimed that she was out of town when the operation was raided and shut down.
         
Glancing at Paul, who knew her a lot better than Anthony, I said to Sheila, “I’m coping. And  you?”
         
“Oh, keeping my thoughts and deeds pure,” she said with a saucy smile. “Be a lot happier when the weather perks.” We all reflexively glanced out the window across the parking lot and past the drive-up bank teller to a short field where the snow had melted down to stubbled grasses that were a monochrome, mud-seasonal brown. “Dreary, isn’t it?” Sheila remarked. I looked back and saw her winking flirtatiously at Anthony, who waited until she drifted over to the next table of customers.
         
“I think she likes  you,” I said.
         
Ignoring my remark, Anthony said sotto voce, “Angela Parker was an atheist … according to her husband.”
         
“Well then, slim chance she’d be carrying around inspirational literature in the pocket of her ski jacket,” said Paul, who tore his last piece of toast in half and tossed it on his plate. He unfolded his paper napkin and laid it on top so that it spread over his unfinished omelet like a funeral shroud.
         
 

On the way out of the restaurant, Paul stopped to chat with our local state representative, who was dining alone at the counter. As Anthony and I walked to the parking lot, he asked how I’d been feeling day to day. “You’re looking a bit slimmer than your usual svelte self,” he said.
         
I told him I’d scarcely eaten in the seventy-two hours since I’d found her, my thoughts still hounded by visions of pink parkas, a lacerated neck, and melting ice on her forehead.
         
I told him that over and over again I’d been imagining myself in my last day of life, leaving my family for an outing with friends, the ozone smell of snow in early hours, sweet wood smoke, the feeling of a solitary adventure on the horizon, driving with my skis in the back of the car, and then, after a long day on the slopes, legs and thighs burning from all the exertion, heading home cozy and warm as the snow begins to ping the windshield. I’m gripping the steering wheel tightly, peering out into diminished visibility, holding the road carefully, afraid of veering off the highway, just wanting to make it back to my family safe and sound.
         
“I feel disconnected and vague,” I admitted. “All the time. I usually have trouble sleeping. Now it’s worse than ever.”
         
“Do you take anything for it, the insomnia?”
“On and off. Basically just live with it. Stay up late at night reading.”
         
Raking his heel across a loose patch of gravel as though to get a cake of mud off of it, Anthony said, “I’m surprised Breck hasn’t offered to come and visit.”
         
My daughter was living five hours away in New Jersey. I hadn’t seen her since early January. “Breck’s caught up in her girlfriend right now,” I explained with a pang of missing her. “But she calls fairly frequently. When I told her what happened she offered to come … halfheartedly.”
         
He fixed his pale eyes on me. “Why don’t you drop by the house. I’m happy to give you a script … for your sleep.”
         
I hesitated.
“Seriously. When is good for you? How’s tomorrow morning?”
“Tomorrow morning’s fine.”
“Come by around …” He thought a moment. “Ten o’clock…. Now, just one more thing, Catherine,” he said, looking toward Paul, who was standing well out of earshot. “You’re not going to write about anything we spoke of, are you?”
         
This puzzled me; he was well aware that I no longer did investigative journalism.
         
“I never knew you gave that up forever,” Anthony said when I reminded him.
         
“Never say forever … but for the most part, anyway. Not that I think that you read my columns, but FYI: the only thing that might be usable from what you told me would be ‘how to stop a killer with a bag of frozen strawberries,’ which I honestly think my syndicate editors might sneer at.”
         
He laughed and then said, “I know you’ve done a lot of true crime reporting. And I know you’ve been following this investigation….”
         
“Meticulously,” I told him.
“I’d like to be able to discuss … certain findings with you from time to time to get your take on things.” Glancing at the restaurant, where Paul was just beginning to make his way toward us, Anthony said, “I think you could be helpful to me. But it would just have to be between us. And there will be certain things that I might not be able to divulge.”
         
“I understand. I’d be happy to assist.”
“Great.” He gave me a bone-breaking hug, approached Paul and squeezed his shoulder, then trotted off to his red pickup truck.
         
Paul and I climbed into his vintage Saab and drove a mile homeward down Route 12 as it opened onto a piebald landscape of snow and brown. It was April 1, still many weeks away from any hint of green.
         
“You’re awfully quiet, dearie,” he said to me.
“That’s because I’m feeling queerie.”  I managed to smile.
         
“How come?”
“I keep thinking about her, poor soul.”
“Angela, you mean?” Paul said.
“Of course Angela! I’m sorry, I don’t mean to sound so impatient.”
         
“It’s okay … Oh now, Jesus!” Paul exclaimed, and pulled over to the side of the road.
         
“What’s wrong?”
“I forgot to pick up a dozen eggs.”
“You just had them … for breakfast.”
“Not for eating,” he snorted. “For mixing tempera.”
Then something occurred to me. “Tell you what, leave me at Wade’s office, go get your eggies, and I’ll make Wade give me a ride home.”
         
“Fine,” Paul said, but then went ruefully quiet as he carefully made a U-turn and drove us back toward Hartland Three Corners. “When you go in there, tell my …” He hesitated and then said, “Son  he owes me a call.”
         
“Before I leave, I’ll pick up the phone and I’ll put it in his hands.”
Paul finally stopped the car in front of the town clerk’s office, turned to me, and said, “I was watching you while Anthony was talking. I saw you touch your neck like that.”
         
“Yeah?”
“Well, of course I was wondering—”
“I figured you were wondering.”
“That boy,” he said with a dismissive tone.
“Yeah, I was thinking about that  boy,”  I said with the bitter taste of longing.
         
“Still away, though, isn’t he?”
         
“Yup. Says he’s never coming back.”
“I certainly hope that’s true….”
“You do, huh?”
“I hope you  do!”
         
I didn’t answer.



    

  
    
      THREE

HE WAS A STUDENT OF MINE who strategically waited until the class was over before approaching me. I used to call him a boy; however, he was very much a man in every way except perhaps in his unbridled idealism. And I guess in the end that idealism came between us but it didn’t kill us. Youth that is as yet unbroken allows the young to believe that if they set their mind, most of what they desire will be within their grasp. He was no different.
         
I don’t believe in love at first sight. I do believe that some people dazzle you at first glance; however, who they really are never catches up to how they first appear. In my experience the ones who crawl under your skin and stay there like stubborn splinters are those who might put you off at first with, let’s say, nervous arrogance or something physical such as pinched and narrow shoulders. But then they begin to grow on you slowly, insidiously, until you realize they somehow know you without knowing you, that their body fits yours perfectly, that their touch and their words have set your whole being burning on some kind of crazy high flame. And no matter what happens, that flame continues to burn. It burns even after you’ve reached the sad and disillusioning moment when you realize the complications greatly outnumber the virtues, it burns when you know you’re sinking into a terrible, tortured darkness.
         
I was thinking this while walking into the Hartland town hall, thinking that if you hate longing and pain you can choose to live on the outside of things and not let them or anyone in. As much as I had suffered over him, I was still glad that I loved him, glad that I’d allowed myself few delusions about the relationship.
         
But, ironically, I had deluded myself about Vermont. About all the years I spent here part  time  thinking I was woven into the local fabric, believing that I was passionate about the rural conflicts, that I cared about the disputed rights of public passage over class 4 roads, or even that I grieved over reckless rural tragedies such as when four high school kids driving at eighty miles an hour in a fifty-mile-per-hour zone hit black ice and thundered into the bedroom of a local veterinarian, killing everyone involved but the doctor, who luckily was out in her barn feeding farm animals. It was only when I began living here full time eight years ago that I really began to cleave to the placid, lovely landscape, that I truly felt the resentments between the landed gentry and the tradespeople forced to rely upon them, that I became embroiled in the disputes about architectural integrity. But most of all I entered deeply into the lives of Paul (whom I’d known for years) and his adopted son, Wade.
         
Their relationship began in a most usual way. At one time Wade and his parents lived down the road from Paul in caretakers’ quarters; Wade’s father used to manage the one-thousand-acre farm that still belongs to the CEO of a biotech firm who lives primarily in Boston. Wade’s father was annoyed that his son shied away from helping him take care of the vast tracts of land and cattle, whereas Wade’s mother, who worked as a part-time dressmaker, was horrified and embarrassed by her son’s fascination with fashion patterns. Both parents called him “lazy” and “girly.” He despised them so much that he ended up venting his rage on Paul, the “rich” artist who lived nearby.
         
One winter evening while Paul was in Florida, Wade broke into the artist’s home and went on a rampage. He demolished crystal goblets and Windermere porcelain plates. He shattered pre-Columbian vessels and, with an ax he’d found in the barn, splintered ancient African masks. He tore down curtains, flung books from the shelves and scalped them from their bindings. He found an heirloom strand of peau  d’ange  pearls that he snapped, loose baubles bouncing and scattering over the wood floors into nooks and crannies and taking forever to find. At least he had the presence of mind to leave Paul’s canvases alone, as well as those of some of his contemporaries, including a Robert Motherwell.
         
When Wade was suspected and finally tracked down by the police, the priest of the local Catholic church intervened. He contacted Paul, described Wade’s miserable home life, and managed to bring the two of them together. Wade offered a sincere apology and proposed to atone for the damages by doing odd jobs around Paul’s house for a year. After some careful consideration, Paul decided to accept Wade’s offer. Soon he began to feel compassionate toward the young man, insisted on paying him for household chores, and, after Wade learned how to drive, to run errands. As their unconventional friendship solidified, Wade eventually learned everything he could about Paul’s art: how to stretch canvases, to make tempera, and soon began keeping track of all the paintings for cataloging and exhibitions. His work was meticulous and it served him well when eventually he was elected to be the town clerk.
         
The closer the two became, however, the more Wade drifted away from his family, who were repulsed by his innocent friendship with Paul. This happened to coincide with Wade’s father being laid off by the Boston CEO. When his parents ended up taking another job and moving to a neighboring town, Wade began living at Paul’s house. Ten years later Paul adopted him, and from then on they’d lived together as father and son in an uneasy alliance. As though having never quite recovered from that strange initiation, their relationship, though close, had always been marked by a certain tension. They reminded me of two lovers who’d become strictly platonic and who’d been living together for far too long.
         

Wade was sitting at his desk, perusing a stack of revised tax bills, one of his early spring tasks. Thirty-eight years old, he was dressed in neatly pressed blue-collar Carhartt jeans and a bulky sweater, which I knew he wore to give padding to his scrawny upper body. His mustache was pencil-thin, but it was as much of a mustache as he could muster.
         
“You wanted to see me?” I said to him.
He looked up and smiled sardonically. “Hiya, Catherine. Give me a sec, will you.”
         
Across from Wade, sitting at a long, scarred banquet table, was John Dutton, a nonagenarian historian for Windsor County. He was scrutinizing record books and reading aloud the details of land records and property transfers, road construction and subdivisions to a transcriptionist that Wade used from time to time. John was a deliberate man with a face that showed its age like dried, cracked earth. Entries handwritten a hundred years ago are difficult for most people to decipher; John Dutton, with amazingly sharp lucidity, was able to read the faded sepia-colored ink in the old ledgers. He declaimed names aloud with beautiful cadence and deliberation, and they were invariably proper English names: Evangeline Peabody sold 6.2 acres to Lawrence Saunders for sixty-two dollars; William Mathews subdivided a five-hundred-acre parcel of woodlands and wetlands and sold a seventy-five-acre meadow to Alida Buchanan; a class 4 road runs across the northern ridge of Robert Bacon’s land one hundred yards from the property line. Seeing that John was in the midst of his stentorian declarations, I suggested to Wade that we talk in the records room.
         
He gestured his assent, and I followed him into an adjacent office with one entire wall neatly filled with dozens of green and red leather binders. The room smelled like glue and carbon paper. We sat down opposite each other at a rectangular monk’s table.
         
He scrutinized me. “Miss Rural Elegance, you look tired.”
‘I’m a wreck. Can’t sleep. Nightmares.”
“Maybe you should read two books at night instead of one.”
“I do. Last night I started with a Josephine Tey mystery and then around three I switched to this book about what the world would be like if none of us were in it.” I paused and ran my hands over the table bearing the scars of what was probably life at the mills in the nineteenth century. Thinking for a moment of all those hardscrabble lives, I said, “I just keep seeing her. I keep seeing Angela where I found her. It was like he … it was like he dug up the fresh snow so he could lean her against that tree. So that somebody like me would find her propped up and bright pink when the melting began. When the sun was thawing her face.”
         
“So you think he thought about it, that he planned it … how she was going to look in three months’ time?”
         
“I do.”
I heard a
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