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            I had to admit that to me each person’s worst instinct seemed the most sincere.

            —André Gide, The Immoralist

            A brother is as easily forgotten as an umbrella.

            —James Joyce, Ulysses
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Two Lunches

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
The Rejection Ritual

         
         You’re seldom suspicious when you’re happy, and so I didn’t realize that the whole awful business was about to start when
            Vita said, “It’s been ages since you had lunch with Frank. Why don’t you two grab a bite?”
         

         
         Whenever Frank was asked a question he hated to answer he’d say, “Look in the mirror and ask yourself that.” I was tempted
            today, but I smiled at my lovely wife, while I contemplated my hateful brother.
         

         
         As the kind of lawyer he was, Frank had a whopper license, and it helped, because he told awfully long, rather dubious stories.
            It was sometimes the same story, or nearly so. Now and then it was one I had told him, and he later told it back to me, inserting
            himself, with embellishments, not remembering it was mine. Talkers who repeat themselves pay no attention to their listeners—they’re
            at an imaginary podium, waving their arms, broadcasting to a crowd, and are usually themselves bad listeners, if not completely
            deaf. Many people found Frank’s stories amusing, others called him a bore, and said, “How do you stand him?”
         

         
         He’s a high-functioning asshole, I wanted to say, but instead, to be noncommittal, “He’s my big brother.” I was not a talker. I was the elusive brother, the
            geologist, who’d left home to be a rock hunter, and an adventurer in the extractive industries.
         

         
         Yet I was often fascinated by Frank’s stories. You don’t have to like someone to listen. When I was in the mood, I heard him repeat them, noting how he changed them in the telling, what he left in, what he omitted, the exaggerations, the irrelevancies, the new details, the whoppers. 

         
         The nun who caught him smoking. In one version she told him to confess it as a mortal sin and lingered outside the confession
            box to hear him bare his soul to the priest. In another, she forced him to kneel on a broomstick a whole day as punishment.
            In the one I liked best, the nun handed him his unsmoked half pack of cigarettes and made him eat them. But I knew that because
            of wheezy lungs Frank had never smoked.
         

         
         The one about his being brutally murdered in Florida by a drug gang, his bullet-riddled body discovered in a Miami mansion,
            his face mangled beyond recognition. Our parents got the call, on a weekend when Frank was on vacation, and they were devastated.
            Turned out, the man had Frank’s stolen passport on him. A great story, but untrue.
         

         
         Another: his saving the life of my high school friend, Melvin Yurick, whom he’d found bleeding at a campsite in the local
            woods, Yurick having gashed his hand with a hunting knife. In Frank’s telling, by rescuing Yurick he’d altered the course
            of history, because later Yurick became a billionaire, as a pioneer innovator in digital media. The story was mine—it was
            I, hiking with Yurick, who’d stanched the blood on his gashed hand and helped him home. The part about Yurick becoming a billionaire
            was true, though.
         

         
         I listened to know Frank better, because even as a child I found him tricky, cruel, dangerous, and unreliable, as well as
            (people can sometimes be their opposites) direct, kindly, reassuring, and helpful. There was so much of Frank, and he was
            so contradictory, the whole of him so overwhelming, I had to deal with him in pieces. Although he made a convincing enough
            pretense of being my friend, I knew he didn’t like me.
         

         
         He was a local hero, Frank Belanger Esq., Injury Law, a successful attorney in our town of Littleford. Because of our name
            (school kids are such mockers of names), we Belanger brothers were known as the Bad Angel brothers. Frank was a tough opponent
            but a good ally, very wealthy from the accumulation of contingency fees from personal injury and medical malpractice suits.
            Whiplash windfalls, he called them. He made no secret of his ambition, crowing to me when we were kids, I want to be so rich I can shit money! He defended wounded, usually poor people; so justice was money, punishment was money, reward was money, morality was money,
            love was money. His admiring clients quoted his well-known remark, with approval, I bite people on the neck for a living.
         

         
         He’d plagiarized that, and other wisecracks, from a ruthless lawyer he’d worked for, named Hoyt. I was no match for Frank’s
            sarcasm and his competitive nature, or his killer instinct. I had left home to escape his shadow. My work as a geologist kept
            me away, at first in the West, then in the wider world, a spell in Africa, later—my cobalt years—in the Northwest. Earlier,
            when I married Vita, I bought a house in town and returned more and more frequently as my mother aged and was cheered by visits.
            Vita, who’d grown up in the unregulated sprawl and improvisation of South Florida, found the solidity and order of New England
            a reassurance. And this was also a chance for our son, Gabe, to attend my old high school and be a Littleford Lion.
         

         
         Usually, when he heard I was in town, Frank insisted on our meeting for lunch, always at the Littleford Diner—he’d once owned
            a part interest in “the spoon,” as he sometimes called it, short for “the greasy spoon.” If I was free I tended to agree,
            because seeing him, hearing his stories, I was able to gauge the temperature of our relationship. Family members have a special
            untranslatable language, of subtle gestures, finger play, winks and nods, little insults, odd allusions and needling words,
            that are devastating within the family yet mean nothing to an outsider.
         

         
         But when Vita urged me to have lunch with him, I smiled—and equivocated. And a few days later I said flatly no, because of
            the way Frank himself asked in an e-mail, framing it as a demand, putting Lunch in the subject line, with the date and time, and the message, Be there.
         

         
         I had left home to avoid orders like this. Mineral prospecting and exploration could be frustrating and expensive—I had started out with an old van and a dirt bike, taking samples of gravel from dry riverbeds in the Arizona desert, testing them for surface gold. I liked the freedom, and now and then I hit pay dirt. Early on, I was a one-man company, so I could do as I wished, and later with money acquired technology and dug deeper. In the years when I traveled internationally I specialized in industrial diamonds in Australia and emeralds in Colombia and Zambia. My contracts were sometimes with major conglomerates, which helped develop the claims, but even at my busiest I was never subjected to any rigorous oversight. My success rate spoke for itself, I was trusted by the companies that hired me, and if I happened to be given orders, they were tactfully phrased. No one in the extractive industry ever loomed over me and said, Be there.
         

         
         As a child I was given commands by my father, and when he died, Mother was the order giver. Now that she was fading, it seemed
            that Frank had begun to be the dominant one in the family.
         

         
         I disliked his insistence, his barking an order, so I did not reply to this lunch invitation. I was well aware that my silence
            would annoy him, since he was used to being listened to and, more than that, obeyed, always getting his way.
         

         
         I was in my study, at my desk when Vita pushed open the door and said, “Got a minute?”

         
         This is always for me a daunting question, but it was especially worrying that day. Vita and I had been going through a marital
            transition. It had begun when I formed a mining company to conduct an extensive search in Idaho for a source of cobalt—ethical
            cobalt as opposed to the free-for-all in the Congo, small children sitting in mud in remote Kolwezi, clawing at ore-bearing
            sludge. The Idaho search area was vast, the high-tech equipment others had trained on it had been expensive. This is not the
            place to describe nuclear magnetic resonance imagery or satellite technology in prospecting, but these had been used, without
            finding the coppery deposits that indicate a source of cobalt.
         

         
         I knew the area, I had prospected nearby in my early dirt-bike days; the landscape had distinctive features and a morphology—a
            shapeliness, an attitude—I could read. More telling than that, I could sense it: some ores have a distinct taste and smell,
            their presence pulses in the ambient air and can be pinned down in the word geologists often use, its facies—the gestalt of complex rock formations. I was away for months and the result was a deposit that would lead in time to the most productive cobalt mine in the United States. Riches: cobalt is the essential element in the battery of every smartphone, every computer, every electric car, every gizmo. 

         
         My success also signaled a crisis in my marriage. In recent years, with each of my prospecting trips—trips I had taken all
            my married life—Vita had drawn away. Before the cobalt strike I’d been in the Zambian Copperbelt, pioneering the mining of
            high-quality emeralds. I was gone for months at a time and on each home leave saw a growing distance between Vita and me;
            with her objecting more and more to my absences, I knew I’d have to work to regain her trust. What made this hard was that,
            although I always returned, I made the mistake of the committed—the single-minded, the selfish—traveler, who regards travel
            as a mission. I stopped coming all the way back. I was distracted by a new venture. Having seen the exploitation of children
            mining cobalt in the Congo—a subject that Vita herself was outraged by, as a board member of the agency Rescue/Relief—I became
            involved in the mining of ethical cobalt in Idaho.
         

         
         Then something unexpected happened. Vita did not scold me for being away. She said she happened to be preoccupied, she clucked
            and went about her business; and if you were outside this marriage looking in you’d feel all was more or less well, because
            so little was said, two busy people, life returning to normal, no raised voices, the marriage ticking away.
         

         
         But that ticking, which was in fact a silence, something like acceptance, was ominous. It seemed to indicate that we were
            too far apart to talk—not a peaceful silence but a shadow of distrust, and now I felt our marriage was hollow and unrepairable.
         

         
         I didn’t have another woman. I had work and prospects. My business was booming—I was content. But I was alone.

         
         No anger, no yelling. It was not hatred, because hatred is passion, and passion means caring. It was worse than hatred. She
            was indifferent and loveless. She simply didn’t care.
         

         
         I had returned home to find a different Vita. She reminded me that she had asked me not to take the Idaho contract, that she was (as she put it) “perimenopausal,” and hadn’t I been away long enough in our marriage? I told her that although I constantly referred to what I did as “my work,” I did not regard it as work. I loved being active, I enjoyed the challenges of being outdoors—of bad roads and tent camps—hauling technical equipment into the wilderness, to locate a mother lode. It was treasure hunting, involving risk and expense. And my months of diligent prospecting in Idaho had paid off. 

         
         Vita was not impressed. I said, “It wasn’t easy—I missed you.”

         
         “I told myself you were dead. I got on with my life.”

         
         “The strike was huge,” I said. I never uttered the word cobalt or said that substance was in high demand as the essential metal in every serious battery on earth. I never mentioned how
            much money I was making. I explained that my contract included a sharing clause. It meant I had to make a personal investment
            on the front end, but I would profit on the back end, if we were successful.
         

         
         And so it happened. It was still early but the cash flow was considerable, which was the reason I could go home more frequently.
            But I had stayed away too long. I came home to a different house, to a wife I scarcely recognized, and—sadly—one who scarcely
            recognized me. I could see the upset in Gabe, obviously torn. Vita had worked on him. He was different, too—sad, confused,
            watchful and, when I tried to hug him, squirming out of my grasp. The worst of it was that he had been accepted to law school,
            and I could not share his joy.
         

         
         My great strike in Idaho, Vita now a wealthy wife, and successful in her own career, Gabe on the Dean’s List—three great developments.
            I felt we had every reason to be happy.
         

         
         That was the situation when Vita pushed the door open and said, “Got a minute?”

         
         I happened to be busy mapping a further Idaho claim, but I put it aside because of this delicate time and said, “Sure. Have
            a seat.”
         

         
         “I’ll stand.” She folded her arms.

         
         “What’s on your mind?”

         
         “Did you get a message from Frank?”

         
         I smiled, hearing her speak his name, because whenever I heard it I was on my guard.

         
         “Yes, a week ago, after you suggested it, he e-mailed me about lunch.”

         
         “You didn’t reply.”

         
         “I’m—ah—crafting a response,” I said. It was a typical Frank expression, like his others, In this fashion and At this juncture and I’m thinking it over mentally. Then I said, “How do you know I didn’t reply?”
         

         
         “He’s waiting.”

         
         “Okay—I’ll tell him. I’m not going. I’ve heard enough from him.”

         
         “You really ought to go, Cal.”

         
         I remembered his message: Be there. And Vita was repeating this command, punctuating it with my name.
         

         
         As a geologist in seismic locations I knew that shaky ground was something actual, and undesirable, and often dangerous. I’d
            just had another great commercial success, but I’d returned to uncertainty in marital terms. And with Vita standing there,
            and my fearing a long discussion that would become a harangue possibly ending in tears, I knew what I must do. I wanted to
            stay happy.
         

         
         “Okay, I’ll go.”

         
         “You might learn something.”

         
          

         The lunch he’d proposed was in the week of my birthday and, as I’ve mentioned, the period of one of my greatest successes
            as a prospector—ethical cobalt. Frank was a man of insinuations, of subtle gestures and sly asides, and long ambiguous stories
            rather than explicit statements. But, as always in these lunches, it helped to know where I stood, and he had what Vita often
            called “lunchtime charm.”
         

         
         “Fidge,” he said, rising from the booth to greet me. I was at the diner on time, but obviously he had come earlier—his coat
            was arranged on a hanger rather than slung on a hook.
         

         
         Fidge was my childhood nickname. I’d been a restless, fidgeting youth. Apart from Frank and our widowed mother, no one else
            in the world used this name for me. It was like an obscure password. I was not Pascal, or Cal, to any of them: I was Fidge,
            with all that name implied.
         

         
         Rather than a handshake, Frank gave my fingers a saucy little slap, cuffing them with the back of his hand and not a word
            but a snort-honk of recognition.
         

         
         “Hi, Frank, how you doing?”

         
         I sat across from him in the booth by the wall and took a menu out of the rack near the ketchup bottle and condiments. He
            sat with his hands folded in a prayerful posture and lowered his head. Did he remember my birthday? Did he know of my success
            in Idaho? And what stories was he going to tell?
         

         
         He lifted his head to stare at me with his odd lopsided face. It was divided into two vertical planes, the right part, cheek,
            jaw, portion of forehead—enlarged by his baldness—and cold eyes, swagged downward in a frown; the left part of his face uplifted
            in a smile, the contradictory face you see in some Greek masks. When the facial droop on his right side was saying no, his
            left side—eye and crinkled forehead—was insisting yes. I imagined this complex face, with its built-in stare to register righteous
            surprise, very intimidating to a witness and very persuasive to a jury. His angular expression operating independently, he
            actually had two faces, one opposing the other. As for the set of his jaw, his bared teeth were also at odds, as though he
            was biting open a pistachio. He seldom smiled but when he did his mouth had, ironically, the goofy gape of a pistachio nut.
         

         
         Poor guy, you think, but no. His was not an affliction, it was a boast that set him apart as someone special. What had begun
            in his teenage years, after a spell of mumps, as a mild form of Bell’s palsy, Frank had discovered to be an asset, and he
            somehow contrived to remain uncured—his face fixed and asymmetric, and looking, he once told me with pride, like a pirate. Something else: I always felt that he was scowling at me furiously behind this face.
         

         
         As his brother I often studied my face in the mirror and talked to myself, to see if my face was separated in the same lopsided
            way. But it wasn’t, and I concluded that Frank’s had become like that over decades of equivocation, the way a habitual smiler
            acquires laugh lines, or a doubtful one a permanent scowl.
         

         
         “There’s a short answer and a long answer to that,” he said of my harmless greeting. “The short answer is ‘I’ve got a ton of things on my mind.’” His eyes dismissed this as he agitated his folded hands. He said, “The long answer is what I have on my mind, the details. I keep thinking, when Dad was my age he had a small insurance agency, and was in debt because of some bad faith policies, and two young kids. I don’t know how he kept his composure . . .” 

         
         I started to say, Dad was an optimist, and was going to add how he was positive and spiritual, his piety giving him strength, but Frank had unfolded his hands to
            gesticulate and was still talking.
         

         
         “. . . something to do with not facing facts, being a kind of dreamer. Ask him what he did for a living and he’d say, ‘Insurance,
            but what I’ve always wanted to do was some sort of forestry-related work.’ He wanted to be a forest ranger! I could never
            live like that. What I never understood . . .”
         

         
         Dad never wanted to be a forest ranger. But instead of correcting Frank, I said, “He admired you for having important friends.”

         
         This seemed not to register. Frank said, “Think of it. How he died before the reckoning came. It was Mum who had to face the
            music. She had her feet on the ground.”
         

         
         “And her parents’ money.”

         
         Frank wagged his finger, using it to clear my statement away. He said, “She paid back every penny.”

         
         This was an old story I’d heard before. In an early version the debts were forgiven, Dad was absolved, but Frank had advised
            Mum on the procedure. Today, Mum was the heroine, having settled Dad’s bad faith debt. Something was unspoken, too. I had
            always been Dad’s favorite, and Frank’s disparaging him as a deadbeat seemed a dig at me—another of those roundabout, untranslatable
            family slurs I referred to earlier.
         

         
         “Can I get you gentlemen a drink?” It was the waitress, an older woman with a weary smile, and a pad in her hand. “And what
            else can I do you for?”
         

         
         “Tomato juice, please,” I said. “No ice.”

         
         Clasping his hands again, Frank said, “Water.”

         
         “Still or sparkling?”

         
         “Tap water.”

         
         “Shall I tell you today’s specials?”

         
         “Pass,” Frank said in a snippy voice.

         
         Seeing the woman wince, I said, “I know what I’m going to have. A cup of clam chowder and the grilled haddock.”

         
         “Good choice. Mashed potato or salad?”

         
         “Mashed potato.”

         
         “And you, sir?”

         
         Frank said, “Same here.”

         
         The waitress repeated the order, reading from her pad. She then said, “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

         
         Frank leaned toward me. “Imagine, Dad an insurance stiff grandly calling himself an importer.”

         
         “It was his hobby. Some of the stuff he sold was made overseas. China, for sure. Like a lot of my drilling equipment.”

         
         Leaning closer, as though to someone on a witness stand, Frank said, “Think how hard it is to be who you say you are.”

         
         Leaving me with this enigmatic thought, he sat back, looking pleased with himself.

         
         The waitress set down my tomato juice and Frank’s glass of water and said, “Food’s on the way.”

         
         Frank tapped the side of the glass with one finger, as though to test its temperature. “What was I saying?”

         
         “Mum paid back every penny.” I did not correct him. I was enjoying this skewed version of the story.

         
         And there was more, the valiant widow repaying her late husband’s debt, using her own money. And Frank taking time off from
            his law practice to help her. As he talked I noted the variations in the story, Dad now portrayed as selfish and neglectful,
            concealing his profits, squirreling money away, defaulting on his debts, undermining the family.
         

         
         At a certain point in this conversation, my interest waned, I found this painful to hear, as though listening to it I was
            being disloyal to Dad. I said, “What about the things Dad did that had nothing to do with money? His sacrifices. His great
            heart. How he never complained. He loved Mum. He adored her. That counts for a lot.”
         

         
         Frank stared at me as I spoke, expressionless, his slanted lips narrowed, unimpressed, or else not listening. He was a relaxed and expansive talker, but he was an impatient and agitated listener, and his blank stare was an example of his impatience. 

         
         He said, “Every time I pick up a screwdriver I think of how Dad used the tip of a knife as a screwdriver. So all the knives
            in our cutlery drawer had a sort of twist at the tip, a weird little kink, where it was used to remove a screw.”
         

         
         “I do that sometimes.” Frank knew that, he’d often mocked me for it. Some of those damaged knives might have been my doing.

         
         “And not only the knives,” Frank said. “What about the time he lunched the car door?”

         
         He was disparaging Dad, yet I smiled at a Littleford word I loved, like bollocky for naked, tonic for soda, hosey for choose, and What a pisser. Lunched meant “ruined,” but I hated hearing it applied to something Dad had done.
         

         
         “Banged the door against a parking meter in a hurry to see a client.”

         
         “Just a ding,” I said.

         
         “Then, trying to smooth it out he pushed too hard on his electric buffer and fried the coil—lunched that, too.”

         
         “Two lunches, what’s the big deal.”

         
         “One lunch too many,” Frank said.

         
         “Clam chowder,” the waitress said, sliding the cups toward us. “Haddock’s coming up.”

         
         “Consider being a woman that age,” Frank said, as the waitress hurried away. He was nodding knowingly. “Probably fiftysomething
            and still hustling for tips. You know what waitresses make? Probably around a buck and change an hour.”
         

         
         He said this sourly, so I said, “She’s about my age—and younger than you.”

         
         Frank rapped on the table and said in an insistent hiss, “Cash is king.”

         
         I was looking at his lips, how they trembled with these words, and expected him to say more. But there was no more. His statement
            was assertive, but his eyes looked unsure, as with the Dad story of debt, and the one about Dad using a kitchen knife as a
            screwdriver, and lunching the car door, and the obnoxious aside about the waitress’s pay.
         

         
         Dumping oyster crackers into my chowder, I began eating. Watching me with damp lips, Frank stirred his chowder, dabbing at it with his spoon, but instead of eating any, he went on fiddling with it, like a chemist with a potion. His not eating disconcerted me and made it hard for me to swallow until, self-conscious, I gave up and pushed my half-eaten cup aside. 

         
         Frank was still poking at his untasted chowder. He said, “Took Dad and Mum to the Governor’s Ball. Mum just sat, dazzled.
            Dad goes up to Senator McBride and says, ‘I remember your father.’”
         

         
         “Dad was very congenial. The only people he couldn’t stand were lazy aimless types. Remember his expression?”

         
         Frank was staring at his chowder.

         
         “He’s like a fart in a mitten—nice.”

         
         But Frank said, “McBride’s father was convicted of bank fraud, mail fraud, and wire fraud. He served six years in a federal
            lockup.”
         

         
         The waitress returned with two plates. “Still working on that?” she said to Frank, who’d left his spoon in his untasted chowder.

         
         “Take it,” he said and nudged it with his knuckles.

         
         The waitress set down the plates of haddock and clearing away the chowder cups said, “Let me know if you need anything else.”

         
         “Thanks,” I said and started to eat, but seeing Frank poking at his fish and not eating I was thrown, and in this delay, as
            though Frank was trying to find out if the fish was edible, I found it hard to swallow.
         

         
         “How’s your son?” I asked.

         
         Frank said, “Look in the mirror and ask yourself that question.”

         
         He lifted and dropped the food on his plate, seeming to seek something underneath it, and he did this studiously, with a faint
            scowl of disgust on his lips.
         

         
         I wondered whether he’d ask me about my son, Gabe. I was proud of Gabe’s academic record but decided not to volunteer anything
            unless Frank asked. Frank’s head was down. He was making a little hut of his heap of mashed potato, squaring the sides, hollowing
            out the middle, roofing it with flakes of his broken fish.
         

         
         Just then a shadow fell over our booth, a man in a fedora, leaning toward Frank.

         
         “Sorry to interrupt.”

         
         Frank looked up and at once his face glowed with lunchtime charm, its opposing features seeming to resolve into a smooth smiling
            whole of welcome. He dropped his fish knife and lifted both hands to enclose the extended hand of the man who’d happened by.
         

         
         “Well-met, well-met!” Frank said, sounding warmly grateful, and he hung on, tugging the man’s hand.

         
         It was Dante Zangara, an old school friend of Frank’s who’d been a politician in Littleford for years and was now the mayor.
            Zangara greeted me, a casual fist bump with his free hand, saying “Who’s this stranger?,” but Frank was still talking excitedly.
         

         
         “Who said, ‘The art of public life consists of knowing exactly when to stop, and then going a bit further’?” And with visible
            reluctance he released Zangara’s hand.
         

         
         “Search me,” Zangara said. He had small close-set eyes over a hawk nose, and a way of licking his thin lips and spacing his
            words that made him seem as though he was speaking to someone taking dictation. “But, hey, I would not call that guy a chadrool.
            Listen, how’s the family?”
         

         
         “Never better,” Frank said, a sweetness in his voice. “What about la famiglia, Zangara?”
         

         
         “Connie’s a wreck.” Zangara raised his arms in an operatic gesture of despair. “Gina’s applying to college.”

         
         “How can I help?” Frank said. He seemed to levitate in his seat, rising toward Zangara, his intense gaze fixed on the man.

         
         “She wants to go to Willard, maybe study veterinary science. The kid’s nuts about animals.”

         
         “I know a guy,” Frank said. “He has the ear of the dean of admissions. I could write a reference.”

         
         “Frank, that would be fantastic.”

         
         “A distinct honor,” Frank said. “Gina will make all of us proud.”

         
         They hugged, awkwardly, because Frank was still in the booth, canted forward, the table edge jammed against his thighs, Zangara
            toppling, and then breaking free.
         

         
         “The Bad Angel brothers,” Zangara said, straightening his jacket, coming to attention, with a little salute, touching his hat brim in homage. A high school nickname is forever, and it annoyingly defines you when you’re still living in your hometown. “You guys are fabulous.” 

         
         When this sunny visitation ended, and Zangara left the diner, Frank seemed to subside and become smaller, twisting himself
            back into his seat, to resume toying with his food. He’d fallen silent, but still was not eating.
         

         
         I watched him resisting his food, and his stubbornness made me recall his slights and abuses when we were younger. In my angered
            imagination I pictured myself dragging him out of the booth and violently force-feeding him. It was the way an imprisoned
            hunger striker was fed, first immobilized, strapped to a six-point chair, a nasogastric feeding tube pushed into his nose
            and snaked into his throat, and nutritious slop hosed into him, while he gagged and struggled to breathe. Force-feeding had
            been used many times, by the U.S. and others on prisoners, and it was deemed torture—cruel, inhumane, and degrading, and sometimes
            fatal—but torture as a fine art, making it especially pleasant for me to contemplate with Frank (who once mentioned to me
            that he approved of it), intubated and choking to death and unable to speak, or to tell me another bullshit story.
         

         
         “McBride later joined the D.C. branch of my old law firm.”

         
         I needed to remind myself that this was the father of the senator Dad had apparently insulted.

         
         “Became a lobbyist.”

         
         Frank launched into a vaguely familiar story about lobbying, setting up businesses on Native American tribal land in Idaho, leasing agreements and financial schemes, saying, “Some of that land is fractionated,” and repeating the phrase “Cash is king.” But as he was still poking at his food—sculpting it, so to speak—and not eating, I could not understand his story. I knew I had heard it before, something about casinos, but this time it had a different emphasis that got my attention and seemed personal. “Mineral rights,” he kept repeating, and I wondered whether he was referring in some enigmatic way to the cobalt deposit I’d discovered in that same area of the state. Yet as long as he pushed his food around his plate, and did not eat any of it, I was too distracted with my fantasy—force-feeding him to death—to follow his story. 

         
         To get him to stop, I said, “Do you want anything else?”

         
         “Yes,” he said. “I want to find the rich jerk who took a dump on me—kept me waiting in an outer office for almost an hour,
            seeming to take some pleasure in it, and then snubbed me when he deigned to see me. ‘We’ll get back to you. Have a nice day.’”
         

         
         “When was this?”

         
         “When I was nineteen, the summer I did office work for that Boston law firm.” He pushed his plate aside. “I’d like to punch
            him in the face.”
         

         
         In an early, much longer version of this story the rich jerk was a young woman, and Frank had an exquisite rejoinder to Have a nice day. He said, I have other plans. In another version, it was an older woman and he demanded to see her boss. Getting even was a mission with Frank; but you
            never really get even, you just do more damage.
         

         
         “Anyway, I heard his wife ditched him.” Frank folded his arms, presiding over his strange mounded plate of uneaten food. “Turned
            out he wasn’t doing his homework. But here’s the kicker. He claimed he stumbled on some stairs and bumped his wang on the
            newel post. So what does he do? He sues the building’s owners for loss of consortium. Because of the injuries he sustained
            in his stumble, his wife has been deprived of her”—Frank lifted his hands and clawed air quotes near my face—“husband’s services.”
            He twisted his swagged face into a smile. “Her comfort and happiness in his so-called society have been impaired by his damaged
            wang. Hey, I hated the guy but I learned something.”
         

         
         I wanted to ponder “loss of consortium,” but I had indigestion. I was disgusted by my half-eaten meal, and I was disturbed
            at the sight of Frank’s uneaten meal, which, scraped and combined, was lumped like garbage.
         

         
         “Fidge,” Frank said suddenly, shoving his cuff. “Look at the time—gotta go.”

         
         He slid out of the booth, lifted his coat from the hanger, and left in a hurry.

         
         He had not eaten anything. He had not asked me a personal question. He had deflected my questions. To a passerby—such as the waitress who was approaching the booth—his stories were rantings, if not borderline insane. But I knew they contained a meaning. 

         
         “Someone wasn’t hungry,” the waitress said.

         
         I thanked her, gave her a bigger tip than she was expecting, and spent the rest of the day reflecting on the lunch—what Frank
            said, what he didn’t say, his having eaten nothing of what he’d ordered, and I grew melancholy.
         

         
          

         That was the first lunch. I was puzzled. He dislikes me, I thought, and went no further, because who wants to enter the head of the person who hates you? But it also occurred to
            me that he might have had a stomach upset—he tended to be bilious in every sense—and maybe it was too painful for him to talk
            about. Maybe he was depressed, though apart from his divorce from his first wife long ago and a period of deep gloom, I’d
            never known Frank to be depressed. He made a point of being jaunty, especially in his cruel teasing. So I gave him the benefit
            of the doubt and began to think I was reading too much into his ambiguous stories and his uneaten meal. That plate he’d left,
            however, the mass of food, that slop disturbed me. He had hovered over the plate, and lumped it and pushed it around, making
            it his own, then rejected it, making a sort of statement I needed to interpret—very Frank.
         

         
         Yet my birthday. He had not mentioned it, nor had he given me a present as he often did, even a token, as in the past, like
            the key chain, or baseball cap, or ballpoint pen, logo items he’d gotten free at a luxury hotel. I knew they were cheesy mementos
            he’d regifted, yet they showed he remembered.
         

         
         And my cobalt strike, the Idaho mine, a big payday—he had not said anything about that either; and speculation, mentioning
            me, had been in the business news that Frank habitually read when trawling for clients.
         

         
         He had not asked about Vita, and in the past he had never failed to do so.

         
         You think: Odd not to mention any of this, but one of Frank’s perversities was emphasizing the importance of something by not bringing it up. I wondered whether that was the case at this lunch, and of course there was the sight of his mangled plate of food that he’d left looking punished, an obvious power move. 

         
         That night I told Vita about the lunch—the stories, the uneaten food, the references that seemed directed at me. As we were
            going through a bad patch at the time, I suppose I was looking for sympathy.
         

         
         “He’s a piece of work,” she said, yet before I could agree she said, “But so are you.”

         
         “It’s my birthday, Vee. He didn’t say a word about it.”

         
         “That’s the sort of thing you might do.”

         
         “Maybe by accident, but this seemed deliberate.”

         
         “You forgot my birthday one year.”

         
         “I was prospecting in Zambia, Vee!”

         
         “Husband comes down with a severe case of amnesia in Zambia,” Vita said.

         
         One of the characteristics of a troubled marriage is that wisps of half-remembered slights from the distant past appear fully
            formed and offensive in the present, to be marshaled as evidence.
         

         
         “A lunch, Vee. A lunch where one of the lunchers doesn’t eat anything.”

         
         “Maybe he wasn’t hungry.”

         
         “The way he played with his food seemed hostile.”

         
         “You play with your food sometimes,” she said.

         
         “Vee, there was something unspoken at that lunch. It wasn’t just that he didn’t eat anything and told those stories about
            Dad. It was all oblique and empty, like a ritual.”
         

         
         “Ritual,” she said, doubtful, as if I was overdramatizing the event. “Of what?”

         
         “Of rejection. Like the sort of thing some African tribe might do as a way of ostracizing someone in the clan. Except he was
            inventing the whole procedure, like creating a tradition that had never existed before. The rejection ritual of the uneaten
            meal.”
         

         
         “Oh god,” Vita said.

         
         And that was the end of the discussion, from which I emerged unconsoled.

         
          

         A few days later, Vita said, “We’re having a cookout on Saturday for Gabe and some of his friends. Why don’t you invite Frank?”

         
         “He doesn’t like me.”

         
         “But I like him,” she said, which was clearly a dig at me.

         
         When I phoned him to invite him, Frank said he wasn’t sure he could make it and that he needed some time to think about it.

         
         “Frank, it’s the day after tomorrow.”

         
         “I’ll let you know,” he said. This hesitation was usually Frank’s way of indicating that he might get a better invitation
            in the meantime.
         

         
         Vita said, “You’re so paranoid,” when I told her this.

         
         I did not hear from Frank and assumed he was snubbing us. But on the morning of the cookout, he called and said, “See you
            later.”
         

         
         He came carrying a small brown bag, and when he doffed his baseball cap, his lopsided face became fuller and more distorted,
            as he said hello in a grouchy way to me with one side while offering a twinkling gaze to Vita with the other side. He went
            to the smoking grill and setting down the bag, he removed two hot dogs and two bottles of beer. He tossed the hot dogs on
            the grill and uncapped a beer, saying “Cheers,” to Vita. The other side of his face still regarded me with displeasure.
         

         
         Gabe and his friends waved from where they sat eating under a tree. Frank jerked his head at them, as he tonged the sweaty,
            split-open hot dogs onto a paper plate.
         

         
         “Mustard?” I said.

         
         “Bad for you. High fructose corn syrup,” he said to me, while his eyes searched for Vita.

         
         “I wish there was something I could do to please you.”

         
         Walking away, Frank said, “Piss in one hand, and make that wish with the other, and see which one fills up faster.”

         
         As he stood at the far end of the swimming pool, drinking his second beer, I thought: He is here, but he is not here. And that was when Vita went over to him. They were too far away from me to hear anything they said, though once or twice Vita glanced at me, then looked back at Frank. And the way they stood, laughing, poking each other, they looked like husband and wife, or lovers. 

         
         Frank left, taking his brown bag and his two empty beer bottles with him, facing me and wordlessly winking, and raising one
            eyebrow—the eyebrow flash he knew infuriated me.
         

         
         “He hates me,” I said.

         
         Vita said, “Ever think, maybe it’s you?”

         
         That was the second lunch.

         
         Not long after, Vita said, “I need to tell you something.”

         
         By then, I wasn’t happy anymore, so I knew exactly what she was going to say.

         
          

         I start this way, with these long-ago lunches, when Frank and I were in our late fifties, because it was a turning point,
            deliquescing into something I never expected. And to give a glimpse of how odd, oblique, and unreadable Frank was, I guessed
            there was much more to know and wondered whether I’d find out what it was. And why, in the end, I wanted him dead.
         

         
         But I have to go back to the beginning, in Littleford, when it was just the two of us.
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Brotherhood

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Parallel Lives

         
         There is one true kind of loving—heartfelt, unselfish, pure in heart, life-affirming; but there are many vivid versions of
            hatred. The hatred that makes your enemy abandon you is nothing compared to the hatred that impels this monster never to leave
            you alone, infecting you like a virus, sickening you and seeming to gloat.
         

         
         My brother, Frank, resented my long absences from town, because it was harder then for him to provoke me. I knew this, but
            for my own mental health I avoided pondering what was in his head. And as a prospector, in the business of searching wild
            places for minerals and metals, I’d dealt with some rough individuals. They were ornery or contrary, but I could handle them;
            they were difficult, but like me they were looking for profit and were willing to work hard for it. Prospecting for any ore
            is a physical challenge and only the toughest are equal to it. These men and women didn’t intend me any harm; it was territorial—they
            wanted to be the first to stake a claim.
         

         
         Frank was different: his was a mental game, no risk involved, and it was personal. He wanted to torture me, he enjoyed seeing
            me suffer, he aimed to ruin me. I had no idea why.
         

         
         Over the years, I was frequently far away from Littleford and Frank, but even at a great distance he could be obnoxious, because he had a gift, common to tyrants, of insinuating himself into my consciousness, and humming there like a fever. When I was anywhere near him, he was unbearable. I banished vengeful thoughts from my mind and was unfailingly courteous to him, the way you might behave with exaggerated politeness to someone you dislike, because you don’t want your contempt to show. 

         
          

         We were born three years apart, to older grateful and therefore indulgent parents. I came second and was the happier for it,
            because so much less was expected of me. As the firstborn, Frank was adored—he was a pleaser and a prodigy, Mother’s favorite.
            Father consoled himself with me, as both of us were lowly and solitary. Like Dad, I was restless, good with my hands, but
            slow to speak. I didn’t mind the attention that Frank got from Mother; to be overlooked freed me from the responsibilities
            and high expectations that burdened Frank, who was (Mother said) destined for great things.
         

         
         In an early family portrait, taken in a Littleford studio, we fitted together as a plausible and matching quartet, parents
            and children. Mother was small and delicate and smiling; Father, stern, his features echoed in those of the two boys, his
            beaky face with his interrogating nose, his querying close-set eyes, thin skeptical lips, sharp chin, dense dark hair, thick
            at the sides, modifying his large sagging ears. Quebecois features, he would have said, but powerful. In a red flannel shirt
            he’d have looked like a lumberjack; in his expensive suit he could have passed for an aristocrat, a bit foreign, aloof, with
            an air of concealment—his origins perhaps.
         

         
         It was this, though he seldom mentioned it: his mother was Native American—and our mother had an Abenaki in her ancestry.
            So we Belangers were special in Littleford, where everyone but us had an immigrant story. We had no tale of an Atlantic crossing,
            no Ellis Island stopover, only the simple fact that in hard times the families (Mother was a Bouchard) dropped into New England
            from the north, after being in Quebec forever, or before recorded time, at least recorded in the family memory.
         

         
         Dad was mostly silent, watchful, stoical, accepting, somewhat unreadable. His belief was: we have always been here, we will always be here. His out-of-town friends were of the same mind—Ed Pigeon and the others, Picard, Benoit, Tremblay, Parenteau, and Gauthier, his secret friends, though listing them like this makes them seem like members of the Académie française. Settled in Lowell and Nashua, they were almost tribal in their confidences and habits, quite separate but blending in. In their hearts they were woodsmen and fur trappers, and they often conversed in the lingo they learned from their parents, Quebecois French, with its peculiar words and elliptical phrases. C’est plate! when something was boring, and the odd repetition in Tu t’en vas-tu? for “You going?” There were bluets and plenty of poutine in Quebec, but none in France, so no words for them. As an amateur
            handyman, Dad called himself a bizouneux, and for my elusiveness, I was a ratoureux, and Frank the talker, a placoteux—words that would have bewildered a Parisian.
         

         
          

         That language I absorbed by hearing it constantly, barely being aware of my fluency, and so I excelled in French. This was
            a relief, because it gave me more time to pursue the sciences—chemistry, biology, and the refinements of these disciplines
            as they applied to geology, which was my great love.
         

         
         Without much study I could converse in French and could easily translate the passages Miss Sirois gave us at Littleford High
            School. Once, looking through an anthology of poems, I found a poem, “Le Chat,” and read it with pleasure, because we had
            a dark cat just like the one in the poem. I told Miss Sirois that I wanted to read more of that poet’s work.
         

         
         “You’re not ready for him yet,” she said.

         
         He was Baudelaire, his book Le Fleurs du Mal—magical title to a sixteen-year-old—The Flowers of Evil. I found a copy in the Littleford Library and sat entranced, reading it, thrilled by “Abel et Caïn”—“Race de Caïn, dans la fange/Rampe et meurs misérablement”—which was how I secretly felt about Frank: crawl and die in the mud miserably. And I loved “N’importe où, pourvu que ce soit hors du monde”—Anywhere out of the world. That line, the wicked word evil, the poems about death and flesh thrilled my teenaged imagination.
         

         
         I longed to leave Littleford, and go anywhere out of the world, to distance myself from Frank and cease being a Bad Angel
            brother. To rehearse my escape I joined the Boy Scouts and went for hikes in the woods, the Littleford Fells, often camping
            there at a secluded hillside spot known as Panther’s Cave, or farther in, past a pond (Doleful Pond) at the Sheepfold. I was
            practicing my ultimate departure, and a fellow Boy Scout—he of the gashed hand—Melvin Yurick, often accompanied me. Daylong
            hikes and overnight camps were legitimate: we weren’t fleeing from home, we were earning merit badges.
         

         
         Yurick lived in the Winthrop Estates in an elegant brick house, surrounded by a lovely lawn. In the summer I mowed the lawns
            of his neighbors and aspired to live in the Winthrop Estates. Someday, I thought, when I’m married, and have enough money, I’ll come home and buy a house there—maybe one of those grand houses with columns and porches, where I once cut the grass. I’d raise a family, away from Gully
            Lane, and Frank, and the neighborhood where I grew up.
         

         
         “I want to get out of here, too,” Melvin Yurick said quietly on one of our hikes.

         
         I smiled, thinking: You live in the Winthrop Estates—why would you want to leave? But I admired his ambition to want more.
         

         
          

         That’s who I was and where I came from; but the early family photographs of Frank and me are misleading. Family features are not fixed. You start out looking somewhat alike and then you change; in time, experience and circumstances and moods begin to work on those features. In high school, even with his palsied face, Frank and I resembled each other enough to be recognized as brothers, but after I left home for college, becoming myself—my face reflecting the person within me—my features softened, my eyebrows growing owlish, my lips readier to smile, my eyes more welcoming to new scenes; and I’d become muscular, while Frank had grown fatter, his face more asymmetric and complacent, a malicious mask for his ruthless ambition. By my late twenties no one would have taken me to be Frank’s brother, and that suited me. We made our difference emphatic in the two ways we pronounced our name. I kept to Dad’s slushy Quebecois way of saying it, “Bel—onzhay,” while Frank’s clanged, “Bel—anger.” But never mind—in Littleford we were always the Bad Angels. 

         
         The focus was mainly on Frank, who’d stayed in town. He said he had a righteous reason. The summer after Frank graduated from
            high school, Dad died from a heart attack in his office, Belanger Insurance, in Littleford Square. He was forty-nine years
            old. It came without warning. He smoked a pipe, he was a moderate drinker, and he seemed to be in good health. This was an
            ominous sign to Frank and me: a warning that we too might be struck down at an early age, and I’m sure it was a factor in
            both of us living with a particular urgency, the shadow of Dad’s death hanging over us. Being an insurance man, he was convinced
            of the necessity of being heavily insured, and shrewd in devising the most beneficial policy, so his death made Mother wealthy
            in a manner that she found daunting. What to do with all this money?
         

         
         That was when Frank announced that he would not leave Littleford. After he graduated from law school, he would remain in town
            to protect Mother. “I’m staying. I’m looking after Ma. With all this money, she’s got a target on her back.”
         

         
         Mother was relieved, because Frank was exceptional. But this notion of his high intelligence was a burden. The assumption
            of his having to work wonders was so powerful it made Frank a cheat at an early age, and this cheating altered his features,
            first his eyes—a flintiness, then the exaggerated droop in his face. He knew his lopsided gaze was intimidating. Needing to
            win, to be best, made him into a bully; having to score high marks meant he often had to bluff his way, fudge his answers,
            and that pressure turned him into an arguer and an explainer and a blamer, a public school pusher, later a neck-biting lawyer.
         

         
         This makes him sound repellent, and if this were the whole of him you’d write him off as a monster and avoid him. Yet there was more, not another side of him but a subtler aspect of that same treacherous side. He could seem kind, he had a residue of charm, he knew how to be generous, he had mastered the arts of persuasion. All these plausible qualities made him likable, yet they were insincere and shallow, merely strategies to aid him in his manipulation. And really this charm and apparent generosity in such a man was proof of his darkness. At his most sinister he seemed trustworthy. His skill lay in knowing how to exploit a person’s weakness. He would have made a great actor, a master of tonalities and gestures, convincing in every role he chose to play. 

         
         That’s how he looked—those were the outward manifestations of his thrusting personality. What lay behind all this—what Mother’s
            expectations produced—was a habit of ruthlessness that left him without a conscience. He could hold a dog turd in his hand
            and look you in the eye and swear that it was an orchid.
         

         
         If you were not immediately convinced, he would work on you, first by flattering your intelligence, wooing you with praise,
            and winning your confidence. When he saw you waver, he would emphasize that this object in his hand was something of value,
            to cherish. He would wear you down with a monotony of insistent description—and might raise his voice, or whisper, or blandly
            list its attributes—until you were either exhausted from being browbeaten, or actually persuaded. And then he offered his
            hand and you sniffed the dog turd and remarked on its fragrance.
         

         
         He had no conscience. This seems like a diabolical trait—and of course it is, shared by mass murderers and villains—but it
            is also useful to anyone with ambition. It leaves a person who wants to win with an enormous arsenal of weapons and it frees
            them of any moral considerations. But someone without a conscience is also unknowable—you have no idea of what they will do
            next, or what they’re capable of, because—conscienceless—they are an enigma, capable of anything.
         

         
         Frank was so full of surprises that it occurred to me early on (and the thought persisted throughout my life) that though
            he was my brother, and we’d grown up in the same house, I did not know him. But one day he offered a glimpse of his heart.
            I was in grad school, pursuing my studies as a prospector; and Frank, in his last year of law school, for the first time took
            an interest in my career. He was swayed by one word.
         

         
         We were home for Thanksgiving, raking leaves in the driveway, while Mother roasted the turkey and, in Dad’s memory, was making his signature dish, a poutine his Quebecois mother had made for him, but one that Mother disparaged as “peasant food,” since it was a mass of French fries topped with cheese and brown gravy, hearty but not much to look at. 

         
         While we were raking, Frank asked about my classes. I mentioned metallurgy and chemistry, x-ray diffraction and assaying.

         
         He misheard this last word as “essay,” and so I explained what it was and that I wanted to buy my own assay kit, which included
            a small furnace.
         

         
         “To what end?” he said, skeptical when I mentioned the price.

         
         “Gold,” I said.

         
         That was the word. It silenced him, it gave his face a look of hunger and his eyes traced a sort of pattern on my face as
            though trying to read my expression or penetrate a secret. His fingers twitched on the handle of his rake, clutching motions
            that matched his hungry face. I had uttered a magic word.
         

         
         I tried not to smile, because the emotion throbbing in him was one of the oldest in the world. Yet all I had told him was
            my simple ambition as a student of mines and metallurgy—to look for gold, or platinum, or copper, much as a lawyer might be
            looking for clients.
         

         
         In an old historical novel about an early European voyage, I once came across the sentence “Precious metals excited the greed of conquest.” There it is in a few words, the history of world exploration and colonization, the politics of plunder, the lust for gold. For the Spanish in the Americas, the Portuguese in Africa and India, the Dutch in the Indies, the English, too, the quest for gold was paramount. DeSoto looked for gold in Tennessee but didn’t find it. Cortés massacred the Aztecs for gold, Pizarro killed the Inca king Atahualpa because the Incas, too, were gold seekers, and Atahualpa’s throne was made of 183 pounds of gold. In 1595 the Spanish Captain Mendaña sailed the Pacific Ocean from Peru to the Solomon Islands looking for gold; that same year, Sir Walter Raleigh crossed the Atlantic and splashed his way up the Orinoco River in search of El Dorado—the Golden Man, in his fabled City of Gold. Twenty years later, in 1614, Captain John Smith tacked up and down the New England coast, tramping the dunes, for gold. Gold in China, gold in New Guinea, the Gold Rush in California, and fifty years later the gold rush in the Klondike area of the Yukon. 

         
         I did not tell Frank any of this; I knew it as a geology student from the history we studied as part of our courses—the quest
            for precious metal was as old as humankind. A gold bead ornament found in Bulgaria was determined to be sixty-five hundred
            years old, the boast of a seminaked member of a Neolithic tribe.
         

         
         “What?” I said, because Frank had not said anything but was still running his tongue over his lips and swallowing, as though
            in the throes of gold fever.
         

         
         “Gold,” he whispered.

         
         “Dentists need it, you find it in electronics—gold is a great conductor,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone, the way you might
            talk about plastic or rubber. “It’s in medicine. It helps treat arthritis. Oh, yeah, and jewelry.”
         

         
         “That’s what you’re studying?”

         
         “One of the metals,” I said, more casually, because I had his attention. “There are other precious metals. Palladium. Iridium.
            Osmium. Your pen nib is probably osmium. Lots of that stuff in Alaska.”
         

         
         He was swallowing urgently, he did not know what to ask, but he wore a fixed expression of longing—one of the rare instances
            when I could read his mind.
         

         
         “Dinner’s ready!” Mother called from the porch.

         
         Frank did not move. He was staring at me with greedy eyes, and he looked at me differently after that, as someone who, after
            a long journey, might return with a sack of gold.
         

         
         But metallurgy was work for me, a way of making a living and, most of all, getting me away from home—away from Frank.

         
         We were different in many respects—perhaps in all respects; but something that set us apart was our attitude to risk. Frank
            was risk averse, he dreaded the unknown, he needed a sure thing. This might have sprung from Mother keeping him by her side,
            praising him, encouraging him, but always suggesting that he’d be happiest at home. And there Frank stayed, making it his
            mission to please her.
         

         
         I was formed by Dad, who had a restless Quebecois nature; but as an unselfish parent he lived through me, urging me to get out of the house, join the Boy Scouts, go camping. God’s fresh air! was his cry. He admired hikers and backwoodsmen, trappers and forest rangers.
         

         
         There were no women in Dad’s fantasies—no girlfriends, no wives. His dreams were of hearty excursions into the wilderness,
            and I fulfilled them. It seemed he longed for the freedom of the forest, while still understanding that hiking and rock climbing
            and swimming involved an element of risk. But he trusted me to surmount obstacles and to minimize risks through experiencing
            the outdoors. A long hike needed to be planned, a camping trip required equipment. Dad insisted that to overcome risks I had
            to be prepared. And so I became a connoisseur of camping gear—backpacks and tents and sleeping bags and hiking boots. And
            the revelation to me was that, with this gear, I was completely portable and independent: with shelter and a sleeping bag.
            I had a mess kit and food; early on I learned to cook. As an outdoorsman—while still in my teens, hiking with Melvin Yurick—I
            was liberated. Dad’s death was a blow but it also inspired me to follow his advice and leave town. And later, after Yurick
            vanished from Littleford and my life, around the time I bewitched Frank with the word gold, I was able to trek for days, even in winter—on cross-country skis—camping in the snow, collecting rock samples.
         

         
         Meanwhile, Frank was indoors, in his bedroom, readying himself for his final exams in law school.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            3
The Black Creek

         
         In Frank’s last year of law school, my second year in grad school, we spent a few weeks of spring vacation on Cape Cod, near
            the town of West Barnstable. Mother was in charge—she’d found the rental. It was another gesture in Dad’s memory. As a boy
            he had spent his summers on a farm in West Barnstable. And that small town, reachable by train from Boston, was still very
            rural and seldom visited and thus easily affordable. I suspect Mother felt that as our studies were ending I would soon be
            going away; that she saw this might be the last time for a while we’d all be together as a family, in a place Dad had loved.
         

         
         One of those weekdays I said I was going for a walk.

         
         “What for?” Frank asked—to me an absurd question but his natural reflex, as a challenge.

         
         “Might find something.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         Fresh air, I thought. But I said, “Arrowheads. Trilobites. Micro fossils.”
         

         
         Our rental house was just off Cranberry Highway, the narrow country road that ran along the miles of coastal wetland known
            locally as the Great Marshes, where—as I said to Frank—arrowheads and trilobites might be found, sunk in the ancient clay.
            What I did not say was I simply wanted to get out of the house, go for a hike across the salt marshes, and end up two miles
            away on the shoreline of Sandy Neck, with its lovely beach and sprawling peninsula of dunes and nesting seabirds.
         

         
         I could tell from Frank’s tone that he resented my going, and his posture told me he was conflicted, his body oddly twisted, his upper half angled to set off with me, his lower half planted firmly on the porch, the thwarted Frank with the divided features, one half resisting the other. 

         
         “It doesn’t look far, but it’s slow going because of the ditches,” I said. “You have to jump them.”

         
         “As if I don’t know how to jump.”

         
         He seemed to take what I said as a challenge, though I had meant to discourage him. I wanted to go alone, as I usually did,
            at my own speed. But my mentioning the obstacles provoked him. Frank never went for hikes, and seldom for long walks—he’d
            never been the outdoor type—yet he untwisted himself and took a step toward me.
         

         
         “I’m going,” he said, making a megaphone of his hand and jamming it to his mouth as he called out, “Ma, I’m going for a hike
            with Cal!”
         

         
         From inside the house came a small strained voice, two rooms away, “Be awfully careful, Frankie.”

         
         Even at odd moments like that, in the ordinary routines of the household, I knew she was fretfully cautioning him, while ignoring
            me. But I thought at those times: She won’t miss me—when the day comes, I’ll slip away and be free.
         

         
         Heading to the road, and crossing it to the tall grass at the margin of the marsh, Frank walked slightly ahead of me, pumping
            his arms, almost marching, to stay in front of me, making the hike a sort of competition. But I went at my own pace, because
            I knew what was coming—mud and ditches and marsh grass—cordgrass and spartina, with sharp edges that would slash our bare
            arms and, since we were wearing shorts, our legs as well. You couldn’t move fast in the marshes; you needed to pick your way
            across the grass that had been flattened by the outgoing tide, and you had to find the narrowest section of the ditch for
            jumping.
         

         
         The ditches had been dug decades ago to drain the marshes, to control the mosquitoes and keep the marshes from being a saltwater swamp. The ditches were deep and symmetrical, six or seven feet wide, many of them running parallel or crisscrossing, and from the air would have looked like an enormous grid, or more likely a maze of black water-filled trenches cut in the green of the salt marsh. 

         
         “I can jump this,” Frank said, when we came to the edge of the first one.

         
         “It might be easier farther along, where it’s a little narrower.”

         
         But Frank had positioned himself on the bank and before I had finished speaking, he vaulted the ditch, defying me, staggering
            a bit on the other side and falling forward, then breathless from the effort, slapping at his muddy knees.
         

         
         He had made it a contest, so I played along, jumping across and like him staggering and dropping to my knees, muddying them,
            which seemed to please him.
         

         
         When he set off again, striding ahead of me, I said, “We’re going that way.”

         
         I pointed to the dunes in the distance, the lumpy horizon of bone-white sand, like a landscape of heaped sugar—magic and unreal—at
            the far side of the solid green of the marsh. One of the oddities of Cape Cod weather was its fickleness, blustery wind giving
            way suddenly to calms, humidity to chill, the sun unexpectedly breaking through fog. We were hiking under gray clouds, but
            far ahead the sun was shining on the dunes, bleaching them and gilding the boughs of the pitch pines below them. That sight
            of the sunlit dunes seemed to offer us a dramatic destination, hiking from the gloom of the wet grass into a zone of light
            and warmth.
         

         
         As it was late spring there were no other people in sight. We were alone in the marsh, nor was there anyone visible on the
            dunes. I loved being solitary and was annoyed having to share it with Frank. The only satisfaction I had was that he was struggling
            to jump across the ditches. After his first successful jump, he found the following ones more difficult. His sandals were
            muddy and his legs dirtied, like mine. Both of us were wearing shorts, in anticipation of going for a swim at Sandy Neck beach.
         

         
         All this time he kept in front of me, as though he’d put himself in charge of the hike. We kept on, altering our course to find the best places to jump the ditches and avoiding the lower portions of marsh where there was standing water surrounded by mud. Now and then we startled a sitting gull and it took off squawking. Still, Frank hurried ahead of me—Good, I thought, I don’t have to talk to him. He was muddier than me, the mud black against his skinny, white, law student legs; he had muddy hands from breaking his
            fall and mud in his hair where he tugged at it. Now I saw that he had stopped walking, that he was standing, leaning forward,
            his arms hanging down. I could not see his face but his was a posture of perplexity.
         

         
         I had forgotten the creek. It ran more or less parallel to the dunes, forming the edge of the peninsula, called a neck locally.
            The creek was deep, and dark, on this gray day, and it flowed with the ebbing tide, draining miles away into Barnstable Harbor.
         

         
         But to call it a creek was misleading, because it was forty yards across at least, a tidal creek, at high tide as wide as
            a river, and what probably bothered Frank was that, peering at its current and the boils and eddies of black water, he could
            not see the bottom.
         

         
         “What do we do now?” He stared at me, a gob of mud on his chin making him seem vulnerable and uncertain.

         
         “Swim across,” I said, bending to loosen the straps on my sandals.

         
         He was conflicted. That is, one eye was fixed on me, but his droopy one looked doubtful, while his muddy chin was thrust forward.

         
         “My watch,” I said. It was an Omega, a Christmas present from generous Dad, because I’d admired it on his wrist. I was not
            sure it was waterproof, but in any case did not want to submerge it.
         

         
         “It’ll get wet,” Frank said, sounding hopeful. “Maybe we should go back.”

         
         “We’ve come this far,” I said. “I can swim with one hand—backstroke. I’ll keep my left arm out of the water.”

         
         The Boy Scouts, the summers as a lifeguard, and my love of the water had made me a good swimmer. I was not so sure about Frank.

         
         “Can you make it across?”

         
         “Sure,” he said. He stepped out of his sandals and buckled the straps together and hung them around his neck, as I had done.

         
         I walked along the bank of the creek, looking for a notch or a slope where I could lower myself to the water. Kicking along I saw broken clamshells and scuttling crabs and small squirming fish stranded in pockets and puddles in the mudbank. 

         
         “See you on the other side,” I said, calling behind me, concentrating on entering the
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