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			The Hale Farm

			THIS IS the Hale farm.

			Here is the old milking barn, the dark opening that says, Find me.

			This is the weathervane, the woodpile.

			Here is the house, noisy with stories.

			It is early. The hawk winds down through the open sky. A thin blue feather turns through the air. The air is cold, bright. The house is silent, the kitchen, the blue velvet couch, the small white teacup.

			Always the farm sings for us, its lost families, its soldiers and wives. During the war, when they came with their bayonets, forcing their way in, their muddy boots on the stairs. Patriots. Gangsters. Husbands. Fathers. They slept in the cold beds. They raided the cellar for jars of canned peaches and sugar beets. They made great fires in the field, the flames twisting, snapping up to the heavens. Fires that laughed. Their warm faces glowing and their hands warm in their pockets. They roasted pig and pulled the sweet pink meat from the bone. After, they sucked the fat from their fingers, the taste familiar, strange.

			Then there were others—­there have been many—­who have taken, who have stripped and pillaged. Even the copper pipes, the delft tiles. Whatever they could, they took. Leaving just the walls, the bare floors. The beating heart in the cellar.

			We wait. We are patient. We wait for news. We wait to be told. The wind is trying to tell us. The trees shift. It is the end of something; we can sense it. Soon we will know.
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			February 23, 1979

			AGAIN, it was snowing. Half past five in the afternoon. Almost dark. She had just laid out their plates when the dogs started barking.

			Her husband set down his fork and knife, none too pleased to have his supper interrupted. What’s that now?

			June Pratt pulled aside the curtain and saw their neighbor. He was standing there in the snow, holding the child, her feet bare, neither of them in coats. From the looks of it, the little girl was in her pajamas. It’s George Clare, she said.

			What’s he selling?

			I wonder. I don’t see a car. They must’ve come on foot.

			Awful cold out. You better see what he wants.

			She let them in with the cold. He stood before her, holding the child out like an offering.

			It’s my wife. She’s—­

			Momma hurt, the child cried.

			June didn’t have children of her own, but she had raised dogs her whole life and saw the same dark knowing in the child’s eyes that confirmed what all animals understood, that the world was full of evil and beyond comprehension.

			You’d better call the police, she told her husband. Something’s happened to his wife.

			Joe pulled off his napkin and went to the phone.

			Let’s go find you some socks, she said, and took the child from her father and carried her down the hall to the bedroom where she set her on the bed. Earlier that afternoon, she had laid her freshly laundered socks over the radiator, and she took a pair now and pushed the warm wool over the child’s feet, thinking that if the child were hers she’d love her better.

			They were the Clares. They had bought the Hale place that summer, and now winter had come and there were just the two houses on the road and she hadn’t seen them much. Sometimes in the morning she would. Either when he raced past in his little car to the college. Or when the wife took the child out of doors. Sometimes, at night, when June walked the dogs, you could see inside their house. She could see them having supper, the little girl between them at the table, the woman getting up and sitting down and getting up again.

			With the snow, it took over a half-­hour for the sheriff to arrive. June was vaguely aware, as women often are of men who desire them, that Travis Lawton, who had been her classmate in high school, found her attractive. That was of no consequence now, but you don’t easily forget the people you grew up with, and she made a point of listening carefully to him, and acknowledged his kindness to George, even though there was the possibility, in her own mind at least, that the bad thing that had happened to his wife might have been his own doing.

			HE WAS THINKING of Emerson, the terrible aristocracy that is in Nature. Because there were things in this world you couldn’t control. And because even now he was thinking of her. Even now, with his wife lying dead in that house.

			He could hear Joe Pratt on the phone.

			George waited on the green couch, shaking a little. Their house smelled like dogs and he could hear them barking out back in their pens. He wondered how they could stand it. He stared at the wide boards, a funk of mildew coming up from the cellar. He could feel it in the back of his throat. He coughed.

			They’re on their way, Pratt said from the kitchen.

			George nodded.

			Down the hall, June Pratt was talking to his daughter with the sweet tone people use on children and he was grateful for it, so much so that his eyes teared a little. She was known for taking in strays. He’d see her walking the road with the motley pack at her side, a middle-­aged woman in a red kerchief, frowning at the ground.

			After a while, he couldn’t say how long, a car pulled up.

			Here they are now, Pratt said.

			It was Travis Lawton who came in. George, he said, but didn’t shake his hand.

			Hello, Travis.

			Chosen was a small town and they were acquaintances of a sort. He knew Lawton had gone to RPI and had come back out here to be sheriff, and it always struck George that for an educated man he was pretty shallow. But then George wasn’t the best judge of character and, as he was continually reminded by a coterie of concerned individuals, his opinion didn’t amount to much. George and his wife were newcomers. The locals took at least a hundred years to accept the fact that somebody else was living in a house that had, for generations, belonged to a single family whose sob stories were now part of the local mythology. He didn’t know these people and they certainly didn’t know him, but in those few minutes, as he stood there in the Pratts’ living room in his wrinkled khakis and crooked tie, with a distant, watery look in his eyes that could easily be construed as madness, all their suspicions were confirmed.

			Let’s go take a look, Lawton said.

			They left Franny with the Pratts and went up the road, him and Lawton and Lawton’s undersheriff, Wiley Burke. It was dark now. They walked with grave purpose, a brutal chill under their feet.

			The house sat there grinning.

			They stood a minute looking up at it and then went in through the screened porch, a clutter of snowshoes and tennis rackets and wayward leaves, to the kitchen door. He showed Lawton the broken glass. They climbed the stairs in their dirty boots. The door to their bedroom was shut; he couldn’t remember shutting it. He guessed that he had.

			I can’t go in there, he told the sheriff.

			All right. Lawton touched his shoulder in a fatherly way. You stay right here.

			Lawton and his partner pushed through the door. Faintly, he heard sirens. Their shrill cries made him weak.

			He waited in the hall, trying not to move. Then Lawton came out, bracing himself against the doorjamb. He looked at George warily. That your ax?

			George nodded. From the barn.

			In Lawton’s unmarked car they drove into town on dark, slippery roads, the chains on the tires grinding through the snow. He sat with his daughter behind the mesh divider. It was a satellite office across from the old railroad depot, set up in a building that might have once been a school. The walls were a soiled yellow, framed out in mahogany trim, and the old iron radiators hissed with heat. A woman from the department brought Franny over to the snack machine and gave her some quarters from a plastic bag and lifted her up to put them in the slot, then put her down again. Now watch, the woman said. She pulled the lever and a package of cookies tumbled out. Go ahead, those are for you.

			Franny looked up at George for approval. It’s okay, honey. You can have the cookies.

			The woman held open the plastic flap at the bottom of the machine. Go on and reach in there, it don’t bite. Franny reached into the darkness of the machine to retrieve the cookies and smiled, proud of herself.

			Lawton crouched down in front of her. Here, let me help you, sweetheart. He took the package and opened it and handed it back to her, and they all watched her fish out a cookie and eat it. Lawton said, I bet those are good.

			Franny chewed.

			I bet you’re hungry, too.

			She put another cookie in her mouth.

			Did you get any breakfast this morning? I had a bowl of cornflakes. What’d you have?

			Crackers.

			Is that so?

			With jelly.

			What your momma have for breakfast, Franny?

			She looked at Lawton with surprise. Momma sick.

			What’s wrong with your momma?

			Momma sick.

			It’s hard when your momma’s sick, isn’t it?

			She turned the cellophane package over, and a dusting of brown crumbs spilled out through her fingers.

			Did anybody come to the house today?

			Franny ignored him and crinkled the wrapper, occupied by the sound it made between her fingers.

			Franny? The sheriff is talking to you.

			She looked up at George.

			Did Cole come?

			She nodded.

			Lawton said, Cole Hale?

			He sits for us sometimes, George said.

			Was it Cole? Are you sure?

			Franny’s lower lip began to tremble and tears ran down her cheeks.

			She just told you it was, George said. He picked her up, annoyed, and held her tightly. I think that’s enough questions for now.

			Do you want to try this again, Franny? The woman held up the bag of quarters.

			Franny blinked her wet eyes and wriggled out of his arms. I want to do it.

			We’ll be fine. I’ve got a whole lot of change here. And we’ve got a TV in there.

			They let him call his parents. He used a pay phone in the hall and called collect. His mother made him repeat the news. He stood there under the green lights with the words marching out.

			They’re driving up, he told Lawton.

			All right. We can go in here.

			Lawton ushered him into a small room with tall black windows; he could see his reflection in the glass and noted his hunched posture, his wrinkled clothes. The room smelled of dirt and cigarettes and something else, maybe misery.

			Take a seat, George, I’ll be right back.

			He sat down at the table. With the door shut he felt cut off from everything, waiting there with his own reflection. He could hear the train clattering through town, slow and loud. He looked at the clock; it was just after seven.

			The door opened, and Lawton backed into the room with two cups of coffee, a file pinched under his arm. Thought you could use some of this. He set the coffee down and tossed out some sugar packets. You take milk?

			George shook his head. This is fine. Thanks.

			The sheriff sat down, opened the file and took a sip of the hot coffee, holding the rim of the cup carefully between his fingers. He pulled a pair of bifocals out of his shirt pocket and wiped the lenses with a napkin, then held them up to the light and wiped them again and slipped them on. I want you to know how sorry I am about Catherine.

			George only nodded.

			The phone rang, and Lawton took the call and made some notes on his pad. George put his mind to just sitting there in the chair, resting one hand over the other in his lap. In a vague sort of reverie he thought of Rembrandt. Again, he looked at his reflection in the window and decided that, for someone in his situation, he didn’t look too bad. He pushed the hair off his forehead and sat back in the chair and glanced around the small room. The walls were gray, the color of gruel. At one time he had prided himself on his instinct for color. One summer, back in college, he’d interned at the Clark with Walt Jennings, a color specialist. He’d rented a house on the Knolls and had fallen in love with a girl who lived in the old Victorian across the street, although they’d never once spoken. All that summer she was reading Ulysses, and he remembered now how she’d come out on her terrace in her bikini and lie on the chaise. She’d read for five minutes, then lay the fat book on her stomach and lift her face to the sun.

			Lawton hung up. We don’t get many robberies out there. Usually just bored teenagers looking for booze. You have any enemies, George?

			None that I know of.

			What about your wife?

			No. Everyone loved my wife.

			Somebody didn’t.

			He thought of the girl, her sad, dark eyes. I don’t know anyone who would do this.

			Lawton looked at him but said nothing, and a long minute passed.

			I need to go soon. Franny needs her supper.

			There’s lots of stuff in that machine.

			George picked up the paper cup and could feel the heat in his fingers. The coffee was bitter and still hot enough to burn his tongue. Lawton took out a pack of Chesterfields. You want one of these?

			Quit.

			So did I. He lit a cigarette with a brass lighter, dragged on it deeply and blew out the smoke. You still over at the college?

			George nodded.

			What time you get home this afternoon?

			Around five, a few minutes before.

			Lawton made another note. So you pull up to your house, and then what?

			George described how he’d parked in the garage and gone into the house. I knew something was wrong when I saw the glass. Then I went upstairs and found her. She was—­he coughed. Just lying there in her nightgown. With that—­he stopped. He couldn’t say it.

			Lawton dropped the cigarette in his coffee cup and tossed it into the wastebasket. Let’s go back a minute. Walk me through the kitchen to the stairs—­did you notice anything? Anything unusual?

			Her pocketbook was sort of dumped out, her wallet. I don’t know what was in it. There were coins everywhere. They might’ve gotten some of it.

			How much cash would she keep in her wallet?

			It’s hard to say. Grocery money, not much more.

			Not enough, likely. That’s what my wife tells me. But you know how women are. They never know what they have. He gazed at George over his bifocals.

			Like I said, it was probably just grocery money.

			All right. Then what?

			I went upstairs. It was cold. There was a window open.

			Did you shut it?

			What?

			The window.

			No. No, I didn’t want to—­

			Touch anything? The sheriff looked at him.

			Right, George said.

			Then what?

			Then I found her and she—­

			A sound erupted from his belly, a kind of guttural hiccup, and he let the words gush out like puke. She had that . . . thing in her head . . . and there was all . . . the blood.

			He grabbed the wastebasket and retched into it while Lawton sat there and watched. Deputy Burke came in and took it away. It was one of those gray metal things they used in grammar schools.

			You all right, George?

			He was nothing close to all right. Burke came back into the room with another wastebasket and set it down. He stood there a minute looking at him, then went out again and shut the door.

			What time did you leave the house this morning?

			The question seemed impossible to answer. Six-­thirty, he managed. He’d had an eight o’clock class. He could remember the sky, the thick clouds. The drive to work. The usual traffic. People in their cars behind fogged windows. My wife, he said. They were sleeping.

			What time she usually get up?

			I don’t know. I guess around seven.

			Your wife work?

			He shook his head. Not up here. She’d worked in the city.

			What as?

			She was a painter—­she did murals, restoration.

			Lawton made another note. What you all do last night?

			Nothing, he said.

			Nothing?

			We had dinner and went to bed.

			Any alcohol with dinner?

			A little wine.

			What time you go to bed?

			George tried to think. I guess around eleven.

			Let me ask you this. Your wife—­she a heavy sleeper?

			No. Not especially.

			How ’bout your daughter? She sleep pretty good?

			George shrugged. I guess.

			Lawton shook his head and smiled. We had a heck of a time with ours. I don’t think even one of ’em slept through. Not the whole night. Then they’re up again at the crack of dawn. Lawton looked at him evenly, and a whole minute seemed to pass before he went on. Small kids can be rough on a marriage, he said. I don’t think people give themselves enough credit. But I think it’s harder on the women, don’t you?

			George looked at him and waited.

			Women got such a keen sense, don’t they? The tiniest little whimper and they’re up.

			His brain was beginning to hurt. The overhead lights, buzzing tubes of fluorescence. He tried to look the sheriff in the eye.

			See, that’s the thing I can’t get my head around here, George. You go to work, right? Your wife’s sleeping, your daughter’s sleeping. The house is quiet. And sometime after that—­that’s what you said, right?—­when they’re still asleep, this incident occurs. You agree with that?

			I don’t know what else to think.

			Let’s assume this happened sometime after you left the house, after six-­thirty and before your wife and daughter woke up—­say, between seven and eight. Would that be fair? We do need to narrow this down.

			All right.

			So let’s say it’s around quarter to seven. This individual’s outside someplace, maybe he even sees you drive off. He finds the ax in your barn, right? He walks a hundred or so feet to the house and breaks in through the kitchen door. We don’t know why. Maybe a robbery, that’s possible, we don’t understand the motive yet, but that’s the setup, am I right?

			George thought it through. He nodded.

			By now it’s around seven. You’re still in your car, driving to work. You get to campus, park your car, go up to the office. Meanwhile, back at home, somebody’s murdering your wife? Lawton waited a minute. Do you accept that scenario, George?

			What choice do I have?

			That’s what you said, isn’t it? It’s what you told us.

			George just looked at him.

			Somebody broke that window. Somebody came up those stairs. Somebody came into your room. And your wife didn’t wake up?

			So?

			That doesn’t strike you as odd—­a young mother like her?

			She was sleeping, George said. The pain in his head sharpened. He feared it might make him blind.

			Somebody brought an ax into your home, Lawton said, slowly rising from his chair. They carried it up the stairs. They entered your room. They stood over the bed, looking down at your dreaming wife. They raised the ax like this—­he raised his arms over his head—­then brought it down, and bam! He slammed his hand down on the table. One blow. That’s all it took.

			George began to weep. Can’t you see? I’m sick over this. Can’t you see?

			Just when he thought he’d secured Lawton’s sympathy, the sheriff walked out.

			It occurred to him that he needed a lawyer.

			WHAT THE SHERIFF PROMISED would be a brief interview had turned into five hours. Lawton and Burke took turns asking him the same questions over and over again, hoping George would break down and confess to murdering his wife.

			We’d like to interview your daughter, Burke said.

			We’ve got people who know how to talk to kids in these sorts of situations, his partner added gently.

			And get the answers they want, George thought. I don’t think so, he said.

			Burke scoffed. She was in the house. She might’ve seen something. I’d think you’d want to know.

			George didn’t like the look on his face. It’s not happening, he said. I won’t allow it.

			The cops exchanged a look. Burke shook his head and got up and walked out. A moment later, the phone rang.

			Yell-­o, Lawton said a bit too happily. He listened and replaced the receiver. Your parents are here. Apparently, your daughter’s tired. He looked at George carefully. She wants to go home.

			Yeah, George said. Me, too. And he meant those words with all his heart. But neither of them had a home now. That was over.

			Your folks got you all a room at the Garden Inn.

			He nodded with relief. He couldn’t imagine going back to that house tonight—­or ever.

			Lawton walked him out. In the anteroom, his parents were waiting on plastic chairs. At first glance, he hardly recognized them. They looked old. Franny was squatting on the floor, playing with a rubber stamp that declared Official Business across a piece of scrap paper.

			She’s getting ink all over her hands, his mother said, displeased, her French accent more pronounced than usual. Frances, come up from that dirty floor.

			She pulled Franny onto her lap. It was only then, with the child between them, that she looked at him directly.

			Mother, he said, and bent to kiss her. Her face was cold. His father stood up, grim, and shook his hand. They looked at him; they would not look.

			Daddy, Franny cried, reaching out, her little fingers straining, and he suddenly remembered who he was. He pulled her up into his arms, grateful for her affection, and when she clung to him it somehow gave him the strength to say good night to Lawton, to be a gentleman.

			We’d like to see you here first thing in the morning, he said.

			What for?

			We need to finish this.

			I don’t have much else to say, Travis.

			You could think of something else. We’ll expect you at eight-­thirty. If you want, I’ll send a patrol car around to pick you up.

			That’s all right. I’ll be here.

			They crossed the parking lot in silence and got into his father’s brown Mercedes, an older model that smelled of cigars. His mother had brought a bag for Franny, clementines and Lulu biscuits and a couple bottles of milk. Catherine had gotten her onto a cup, but she still took a bottle at night. Thinking about it now made his eyes water. He didn’t think he had the courage to raise her alone.

			As they drove to the hotel, Franny fell asleep. No one spoke. He put her on his shoulder when they walked into the silent lobby and rode up in the elevator. His mother had arranged for two rooms. Why don’t you let Franny stay with us? she said. We’ll be right next door. I’m sure you need the rest.

			No, he said. She’ll be with me.

			His voice was cold, he knew, but he couldn’t help it. Their faces bleached and cautious. Wanting to know. Wanting a reason this had happened in their family. The potential embarrassment. They wanted the facts. Intimate details that were nobody’s business. They couldn’t help being suspicious—­he guessed it was only natural. Maybe he should even forgive them.

			No. He hated them for it.

			Suddenly his parents looked like strangers, refugees who’d been thrown together with him until whatever end awaited them all. They turned into their room and closed the door. Through the wall he could hear their muted conversation, though he couldn’t imagine what they were saying to each other. When he was a boy, his bedroom had been next to theirs, and they often talked late into the night. George would fall asleep trying to decipher the conversation. His father would sit on the bench at the end of the bed, pulling off his shoes and socks, while his mother sat up in her nightgown, her face greasy with wrinkle cream, the newspaper open on her lap. As parents they’d been strict, rigorous. His father, the disciplinarian, occasionally used his belt. George could remember the shame of it.

			The room was clean, innocuous, with two double beds. He set Franny down as gently as he could, but she woke, slightly alarmed. Daddy?

			I’m right here.

			For several minutes the room intrigued her, the paisley bedspread, the wine-­colored drapes, the matching shag carpet. She stood up on the bed and started jumping. For a second, while she was suspended in midair, a smile lit her face; then she dropped to all fours like a puppy and rolled up in a ball. Come here, you big lump of sugar. He pulled her into his arms and held her.

			You cry, Daddy?

			He couldn’t answer her. He cried raw, lonely tears.

			She turned away from him, hugging her stuffed rabbit, and shuddered a little. Her eyes were open, fixed on some spot across the room, and it occurred to him that she hadn’t asked for Catherine since they’d left the Pratts’, not once. He found it strange. Maybe somewhere inside her little head she understood her mother wasn’t coming back.

			He pulled the blankets up and kissed her cheek. Mercifully, she fell asleep.

			He sat down on the other bed, watching her. It was just the two of them now. He tried to think. The curtains swam, ghostlike, in some unexplained breeze. It was the heater beneath them, he realized, not without relief. He went to the window and adjusted the temperature and looked out into the night, the dim parking lot, the distant lights of the interstate. It had been a long, cruel winter. Again, it was beginning to snow. He pulled the heavy drapes across the cold glass, making the world out there disappear, and turned on the TV, muting the volume. A commercial ended and the nightly news came on. He was both surprised and not that his wife’s murder was their lead story: footage of the farm, the empty barns, an ominous shot of the unutilized milking contraptions, a dreary photograph of the house from the assessor’s office with the word Foreclosure stretched across it like a police banner. Then a picture of his wife that had been in the local paper, taken at the Chosen Fair, an annual tradition in which everybody came together to eat corn dogs and fried dough—­one of the few levelers in a town of extreme wealth and poverty with little in between. Catherine, in overalls, a moon and a star painted on her cheek, looking angelic, almost childlike. Finally, a photo of him—­his ID picture from the college, which made him look like an inmate. He could see what they were doing; it didn’t take much.

			He switched it off and went into the bathroom. The light was overly bright, the fan roaring. He turned it off and peed in the dark. He washed his hands and face. Unwittingly, he looked at his new reflection—­the whites of his eyes, the curve of his lips, his vague outline—­and it occurred to him that he was beginning to disappear.

			He removed his shoes and put them on the carpet and lay down on the bed fully clothed, pulling up the bedspread. What would they do next, arrest him? They wanted to question him again; what more could he tell them? He’d come home, found her, grabbed Franny and run out. Obviously, they were hoping for a confession. He had seen it happen often enough in movies, and the next thing he knew he’d be shipped off to some prison in chains. It could actually happen, he realized. Shockingly within the realm of possibility, it terrified the hell out of him. He didn’t think he could bear it.

			Just before six the next morning, he heard someone knocking. His mother stood in the doorway in her robe, drawn, withered. His father wanted to talk. He’d been up all night and had concluded that they should ignore Sheriff Lawton’s request and return to Connecticut immediately. Since George knew nothing, his mother emphasized, another meeting with the sheriff’s office would not be productive. Once they got to Stonington, they’d arrange for a lawyer. It was still early. They had time to stop at the farm to get a few things. George could take his own car and then they could drive in tandem to Connecticut. They’d be out of the state before Lawton even got to his office.

			It was cold, the sky white, the landscape drained of color. Evergreens, distant fields and barns, unmoving cows, sunless horizon. The house on Old Farm Road seemed defiant, dressed in police tape. A notice had been pinned to the door. Look, he said to his parents. I’m sorry about all this. I’m really very sorry.

			George’s father nodded. We understand, son. It’s a terrible thing that’s happened. A terrible thing.

			They waited in the car with Franny while George went in through the porch, just like he’d done the day before. He kept his gloves on. He knew not to touch anything. The surfaces had been dusted for prints, and a fine silt remained. This was a crime scene now, and even the most ordinary objects seemed to pulse with collusion: a plastic doll ruined with ink, candlesticks ornate with wax, one of his wife’s blue pumps sticking out from under the couch. These things he saw in flashes as he crossed the floor to the stairs, trying not to make a sound, as if someone else were already here, as if he were the intruder. He stood for a moment, just listening. He could hear the trees blowing around in the wind, Catherine’s wrangling chimes. He was sweating, his face, the back of his neck. Overcome with a sudden nausea, he wondered if he’d be sick.

			Again, he looked up the staircase.

			He had to go up. He had to.

			Clutching the banister, he climbed to the second floor and briefly stopped in the hall. It was cold, the air practically shaking with it. His daughter’s room was a bastion of innocence, the pink walls and stuffed animals flaunting their betrayal, and he could sense an awful strangeness, some lingering malevolence. He wanted very badly to leave. It was as if this house, this strange farm, wasn’t even his. It belonged to those people, the Hales. He knew it always would.

			In Franny’s closet, he found a small suitcase and filled it with whatever he could—­clothes, toys, stuffed animals—­and stepped back into the hall. The door to the master bedroom was ajar, an invitation that he didn’t think he could answer. Instead, he started for the stairs, hearing voices outside. On the landing, he saw they’d gotten out of the car. His mother was bouncing her granddaughter from hip to hip, singing a song. Franny had her head back, laughing. It didn’t seem right, he thought, annoyed. It wasn’t right for anyone to be happy, including his daughter, and he knew Catherine would admonish such behavior at a time like this.

			When the phone rang, it seemed incredibly loud. Who could possibly be calling? He looked at his watch: ten to seven. The phone drilled through the empty rooms. After ten rings it stopped.

			The silence seemed to be listening.

			Then something stirred at the end of the hallway. Wind, sunlight, a vicious shimmering—­and he thought, wildly, It’s her. Yes, yes, it’s her! Standing there in her nightgown by the bedroom door, her delicate hand on the knob, a halo of light around her head. Let me show you, he almost heard. Her hand reaching out. Come.

			In that moment the world went silent. Again he looked out at his parents, his daughter, and saw them all fiercely animated, but could no longer hear them and knew they existed in separate worlds. And understood, too, what was required of him now, what she wanted, his dead wife, and he fumbled down to the room they had shared. He would end his own life, he thought, if she wanted him to. It was what he deserved. For not protecting her, for his misguided impression that she’d be happy here and for all of the other things he’d done to make sure she never would be. And then he felt something, like a cold hand on his chin, making him look. There it was, the bed. They’d taken the bloody sheets, the blanket. Now it was just the mattress, the outline of the stain, an uneven circle like a lake on a map. Again he heard the wind, the bare branches of the trees. Again that distraction of sunlight. Cathy, he whispered. Is that you?

			THEY DROVE one car after the other. Franny lay across the back seat sleeping, breathing heavily. It was four hours through sleet. He had to concentrate, to focus. How could he go on? All that blood. Her pale, lovely arms, her delicate wrists.

			They’d had dinner; she hadn’t eaten. She’d been cold, distant. Shoving the plates into the sink. Her shoulders raised. I know about you, George.

			What?

			I know what you did.

			Ruined, he thought. A wasted life.

			I can’t stay here, George. I can’t stay here with you. I have to go.

			He wanted to hit her but instead said, If that’s what you want.

			You don’t have a fucking clue what I want.

			He had washed his hands over and over.

			He had pressed his ear to the door and opened it silently. She looked up in her white nightgown, her skin already so pale, and lowered her brush.

			THE SOUND APPEARED, stretched long and black across the horizon. There was no sleet here at the shore. He pulled over at an overlook and stumbled out onto sand that nearly swallowed him. He got to his feet and ran across the cold beach like a man in the desert who has at last found water, vaguely aware that his parents were screaming at him. He felt almost as though it was the very end of the world, and there was nothing left, neither day nor night, heat nor cold, laughter nor joy. And he belonged here. He belonged in nothing.

			He wanted to feel something, the water in his hands, the smell of it, of life, the salt, the cold sunlight. Distantly, he felt the water rising up his legs, his hips. Make me clean, he thought. Baptize me.

			They had to coax him out. Blankets, then hot soup at some roadside place after he’d changed his clothes in the men’s room.

			What were you thinking, his mother said, going into the water like that? She’s going to need you, George. Your own life comes second now. You don’t matter anymore, she might’ve said. You don’t deserve to.

			They waited in the parking lot while his father bought an ice-­cream cone for Franny. His mother’s eyes were as watery and gray as the Sound. Looking shrunken in her outsized coat, she reached out to take his hand and he could feel something breaking inside of him.

			They think I did it, he said.

			Well, they won’t get far with that.

			The wind blew hard. He wondered what she was thinking. She looked up into the suddenly bright sun and closed her eyes.

			They lived in an old saltbox on a cove, overlooking the water. As a boy, he’d owned a series of sailboats. When they got out of the car, he wondered vaguely if his old Vagabond was still in the shed. He had to remind himself that this was no ordinary visit.

			They left him alone. He stayed in his childhood room, lying on the twin bed, and the afternoon brought the thick gloom of a winter storm. In the kitchen downstairs, the radio repeated its grinding emergency warning: more snow predicted, travel advisories, etc. He could hear Franny’s staccato footsteps all over the house. At least she was all right, he thought. Even though he couldn’t begin to predict what she’d experienced; he doubted he could ever know.

			He nodded off for a while and woke to the ringing telephone. He assumed that it was Catherine’s mother, or perhaps her sister. Later, his father knocked and leaned into the room in his cardigan sweater, tentatively, as if George had some contagious illness he didn’t want to catch.

			They called here, looking for you.

			Lawton?

			His father nodded. They want to talk to Franny.

			George shook his head. I won’t allow it.

			All right. That’s your decision.

			His father stood there, watching him.

			She wasn’t happy, George said. With me, I mean.

			His father waited.

			We were having problems.

			This information made no difference, and his father was suddenly all business. I’ve been in touch with that lawyer you suggested. He’s on retainer now and has already done some good. Nothing you said last night can be used against you in a criminal case. As it turns out, you didn’t have to submit to an interview. Of course, they didn’t tell you that. If the police want to talk to you again, your lawyer will have to be present. Those are the stipulations now.

			I didn’t know that was possible, George said.

			Anything’s possible with the right attorney. His father looked at him briefly, definitively, and closed the door.

			THE HOURS slowly passed. He was like a tenant in their house. He sensed their uncertainty, their judgment. He thought of this time, this schism of abeyance, as his own realized version of hell.

			Your in-­laws are on their way, his mother told him, a warning. They’ve agreed to have the funeral here.

			She was making pancakes and had burned a few—­not a new tendency. The kitchen had the same smell he remembered from childhood, the ever-­present salvages of burnt toast left on the Formica like fossils, evidence of her good motherly intentions. She poured him a cup of coffee.

			How soon?

			A couple hours.

			Okay, he said, sipping the coffee, not tasting it, his mouth tasting of rubber or some other toxic residue, fear. Seeing Catherine’s parents would be difficult, witnessing their grief. Suddenly ill, he pushed the cup away and got up.

			I made these for you, his mother said, holding the plate of pancakes, standing there, her face pale, her hair as wiry and brittle as pine needles. It was nearly noon and she was still in her nightgown, and in a cluttered corner of the countertop he spotted her glass of gin. Don’t you want to know where Franny is?

			He asked her with his eyes.

			Your father took her to the carwash. You used to love that.

			Yes, he said—­but that was a lie. He had always been a little terrified of the dark cement tunnel on Liberty Street, the long arcade of equipment, the vicious yellow tubes of the vacuums, the deep-­black skin of the employees.

			I need some air, he said.

			Of course. His mother looked ravaged, there was no other word for it. Go for a walk.

			He found one of his old jackets in the closet. Bracing himself for the cold, he walked down the narrow lane to the empty, desolate beach. All the neighbors were gone for winter, and the flat sand stretched down to water that was dark, almost black. Walking along the shore, he shoved his hands into his pockets and discovered a crushed pack of Camels, the unfiltered brand he’d smoked in graduate school. He lit one, dragged deeply. The tobacco was stale, but he didn’t care. He wanted the burn in his chest; he’d smoke a whole pack if he could. He watched a low-­flying gull surveying the water, the beach. It flew up into the white sky and disappeared.

			AN HOUR LATER, maybe two, he heard a car and his mother-­in-­law’s high-­pitched voice: Frances Clare, look how you’ve grown!

			He stood in front of the mirror and buttoned his collar, then tucked in his shirt, trying not to look at his face.

			He went downstairs. His mother had Franny at the kitchen table, coloring. She was watching the child intently, as if some telling revelation would appear on the paper, when in fact all Franny had drawn were flowers. He kissed the top of her head. That’s a nice picture, Franny.

			I’m making daisies. She was pressing hard, making thick waxy stripes of grass.

			Isn’t that nice, his mother said. She looked up at him, appraising or admiring him, he couldn’t tell which, and he knew it didn’t matter. His mother was on his side, no matter what. They’re in there with your father, she said.

			When he entered the living room, the room went quiet. Rose and Keith were sitting on the couch and looked up at him without recognition, like strangers waiting for a bus. Without a word, George leaned over and kissed his mother-­in-­law, then shook her husband’s hand.

			Rose stood to embrace him, shaking in his arms. What happened, George? What happened to our Cathy?

			I wish I knew.

			Her eyes filled with tears. Who could do such a thing?

			Of course they’re trying to pin it on me, George said.

			Rose blinked, looked away. Her whole body seemed to contract, and he took his hands away as she sank back into the couch.

			I don’t know what happened, he told them. I don’t know any more than you do.

			It’s just an awful thing, she said to the room. Just awful.

			Can I get you anything?

			No, thank you. I just want to sit here.

			To his relief, Franny ran into the room with her picture. Look at my picture, Grandma Rose.

			Well, now, you’re quite the artist, aren’t you? Come onto Grandma’s lap. She pulled the child into her arms. Now, where’d my kiss go? Did you take my kiss?

			Franny shook her head and held up her empty palms. I don’t have it.

			Is it in your pocket?

			I don’t have any pockets!

			Is it in your shoe? I’ll bet it is.

			Franny scrambled onto the floor, pulled off a shoe and shook it hard. Here it is, she cried. It fell out like a little rock. She held out her hand for her grandmother to see.

			Oh! I knew it.

			You take it, Franny said.

			Put it right here, Rose told her, leaning forward.

			Franny touched her grandmother’s cheek and Rose hugged her tight. Lord our God, that’s the best darned kiss in the whole world.

			THE SNOW TURNED to rain. They sat there together with the cold light pouring in through the picture window. His father was watching a game, college basketball. Intermittently, bursts of wild cheer filled the room. George drank a little gin. Just after halftime, a car pulled into the gravel driveway.

			There’s Agnes now, his mother-­in-­law said.

			I’ll go. George went to the door, glad for something to do, and watched his sister-­in-­law and her husband get out of the car. Agnes, newly pregnant, had already put on weight. Paul was carrying a platter of food wrapped in plastic and held his wife’s arm as they came up the walk.

			Agnes, George said, and kissed her cheek.

			Her eyes seemed to prickle. How is this possible?

			I don’t have an answer for that.

			He held her a minute, loosely, and without affection. She was shorter than Catherine, round-­shouldered, substantial. She broke their embrace and wiped her eyes as her husband came inside.

			Hello, Paul, he said, shaking his hand.

			I’m sorry for your loss.

			Here, let me take that. You all go inside.

			They all drank too much. Now and again, Rose was overcome. Water and pills were fetched. They tried to remain composed for Franny’s sake, but their stagy enthusiasm confused her, and she fussed and cried and twisted in their arms.

			Time for a nap, little puppy. When he scooped her into his arms, she giggled and shrieked and kicked her legs.

			No, Daddy, not yet.

			He laid her down in the guest room, on one of the twin beds, and pulled the blankets up under her chin. Are you warm enough?

			Where’s Momma?

			The question alarmed him, and he tried to mask it. She’s up in heaven with God, sweetheart. Remember what Mommy told you?

			God lives in the sky.

			That’s right.

			But I want her, Daddy.

			You can whisper to her. Just whisper and she’ll hear you.

			She looked up at the ceiling. Up there?

			Yes, right up there. He kissed her forehead. She looked at him and he hugged her. She held him very tightly.

			Mommy is with you, Franny. She’s with you every minute. Okay?

			Franny turned away and closed her eyes. He sat there a moment, watching her. He sensed someone in the doorway and turned and met his mother’s eyes. At once he felt supervised, self-­conscious. She was his warden now, he thought, joining her in the hall.

			Has she said anything?

			No.

			She looked at him sharply. I just can’t stop wondering. She was all day in that house.

			I know.

			Unsatisfied, she shook her head. She must have seen something.

			We may never know.

			That’s not good enough. What about that boy? I wonder if he had something to do with it.

			He’s just a kid, Mother.

			You never know. Kids these days. It’s a different world.

			He sighed. What could he possibly say? I’m sorry, Mother, he finally said.

			She looked at him strangely, as if trying to determine his meaning. I know you are, son. I know.

			LATE IN THE AFTERNOON, Agnes wanted to walk. He took his mother’s cigarettes and went with her, pushing an umbrella over their heads. Briefly, after college, she’d lived with them in the city. He’d gotten to know her, and the one thing he understood about Agnes was that she was prone to compromise. Easily accepted things just as they were, whether in her work or in her relationships. Her husband, he thought, was a drip. He sensed that she’d admired Catherine, but never told her so, which maybe wasn’t so unusual. Perhaps that was how sisters were.

			Winter on the Sound offered a bleak dissolution of color. They stood looking out at the water. He lit a cigarette.

			I want you to know, she said, that you can trust me.

			Okay, he said. That’s good. I appreciate that.

			I mean with anything.

			He nodded.

			I know you had nothing to do with this.

			I don’t know what to say, Agnes.

			I can’t imagine what you must be going through.

			It’s very difficult.

			She put her hand on his arm and kissed him on the cheek and he could smell the perfume she’d put on that morning, Chanel No 5, the same scent his wife had been wearing since college, and he wondered if it had been deliberate. Agnes seemed, in that moment, a complete and total stranger. It came to him that he hardly knew these people. And they certainly didn’t know him. They’d already come to their own conclusions about his wife’s murder. And, like a good son-­in-­law, he’d acquiesced, assuming the stoic resignation of the accused.

			ON MONDAY MORNING, hours before the funeral, the police came poking around. His father had seen them in town, blatant outsiders. A couple camera crews parked at the end of their road, waiting to get a shot of him. They were at the cemetery, too; George and the others watched it later that night on the local news, the two families standing over her grave. Their faces. The distortion of grief.

			The next afternoon, two of Lawton’s lackeys knocked on the door. George was up in his room, trying to rest. He could hear his mother letting them in, their voices filling the living room as if they wanted him to hear every word.

			He won’t be interviewed without his lawyer, his mother told them.

			All right, one of them said. We understand that. But tell your son we’ve got an investigation to run. It would be helpful to talk to him. He knew his wife better than any of us. We could certainly use his help.

			His mother said something he couldn’t make out and they left. From the window in his bedroom George watched them walk down to the beach, their jackets filling with wind as they stood at the shore. One of them scooped some sand into his hand and jiggled it around like pocket change. The partner said something and he laughed, and they glanced up at his window. Caught, George backed away, letting the curtain fall into place over the glass.

			A WEEK OR SO LATER, he drove back to Chosen to pick up some things—­his bank book, checks, his wife’s jewelry. The trick to hiding something, she’d told him once, is to put it right out in plain sight. His father had offered to go along, but he needed to do this on his own. He needed to be alone in that house, with her.

			He took the three-­hour drive in silence. In the freedom of his car he allowed himself to think of the girl, and how she’d looked at him that last time.

			At last he turned down their road, where he feared some unseen surveyor might be watching him. He scanned the trees, the outlying fields, but saw no one. The house looked abandoned. As he stepped out of the car, it occurred to him that he was frightened. His mouth was dry and his head ached. He had history here, he reminded himself, and some of it had been good.

			The police had come and gone. The house felt used, trampled by strangers. Their old room looked bare. Someone had come in to clean up the blood. You couldn’t see any on the walls. He wondered who had done it, if it was a specialized job. He stood over the bed, looking down at the space his wife had filled. On impulse, he grabbed the mattress and jerked it upright and jostled it into the hallway and down the stairs and out the front door, sweating and cursing. He dragged it into the field over ice and snow and left it there on the hard ground. Then he went to the barn to look for gasoline. The can wasn’t full, but there was enough, and he poured it out over the mattress. It only took one match.

			And he stood there and watched it burn.
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			JUST BEFORE WINTER they took the cows. Their mother had sent them upstairs, but the boy and his brothers watched from their window. There were two trucks with slatted sides and he could see the cows all pushed together and he could hear them moaning, for this old farm was the only home they’d ever had. Then the boss, a carton-­shaped man in a plaid shirt and gloves, whirled his arm around like he was working a lasso and the first truck pulled out and a thick brown dust rose up in the air. Their father waited, his arms crossed on his chest like someone about to be hit. The man shuffled over in his untied boots, kicking up the dirt, and handed him a slip of paper and said something, the words turning to smoke in the cold air, and he touched the brim of his hat like he was sorry and climbed up into his cab and jerked the gears and rolled out. Again dust filled the air, and the sun went away. For a minute or so they couldn’t see their father, and the boy thought it was like a trick, how one minute you have everything, the next you don’t. It went quiet for a little while, and then the sky opened like it was cut, and the rain fell into the dirt and yammered on the old tin buckets.

			Ignoring his brothers, he ran down the staircase hung with crooked pictures of dead relatives, the banister black with filth, and across the scuffed floors, vaguely aware of his mother in the kitchen, and pushed open the storm door and ran out into the rain, past the barns with their empty stanchions, into the field of broken grass, and kept on running. Up the hill, over the hard ground, along the ridge with its mangled dandelions, and finally, when he could run no farther, he stopped with his hands on his knees, gulping the cold air, knowing he had finished crying and also that he was too old for it now. He looked down at the farm where his mother had first carried him and then bore him and held him as an infant in her arms, and now he cried some more, this time like a man cries, when he knows what is to come.

			HIS NAME WAS Cole Harold Hale. He’d been named after his great-­grandpa, who had bought the farm in 1908 and turned it into a dairy. Cole’s father, Calvin, had grown up here and had taught Cole and his brothers how to do things just like his own father had taught him. He hadn’t gone past high school, but if you asked him anything he always came up with some answer. Didn’t matter what it was about, he knew a whole lot of things. He was tall and stoop-­shouldered and walked around in an old blood-­colored coat, and he had a tight, sewn-­up look on his face, like he’d swallowed glass. His hands were big as Frisbees and they’d fly at you when you didn’t expect it. He spoke in a code. Not even Eddy understood it. He could hurt their mother. Doors would close. He’d drive off in his truck.

			On that night, though, he didn’t go anywhere. He stayed out in the barn with his whiskey. Finally, their mother went out to check. She stood in the doorway, holding a blanket like a sleeping child, but he wouldn’t take it. She came back to the house and lay on the couch with her back to the room. Cole covered her with the same blanket and waited for her to say something, to tell him he was a good, thoughtful boy like she often did, but she said nothing, and he went up to find his brothers.

			The room was cold without much heat and they all three of them got into one bed with all their clothes on and lay with their arms and legs touching and their eyes on the ceiling. Wade fell asleep first, as he always did. He wasn’t a worrier like their older brother, Eddy. Worrying kept Eddy up at night. He’d open the window and climb out on the roof and sit there and smoke, and when he came back he brought the cold in with him and the stink of cigarettes.

			In the morning, Mrs. Lawton came over with her boy, Travis Jr. Cole’s mother had washed her face and brushed her hair and put on lipstick. She stood at the mirror buttoning her sweater. She had yellow hair and little baby teeth, and people smiled at her like they do at babies or cupcakes or butterflies. Even with nothing she’d made cookies, and the whole house smelled good and sweet, like it always used to when he was little.

			Why don’t you boys go for a walk, Mrs. Lawton said. Your mother and I want to talk.

			Travis was a year younger than Cole and went to St. Anthony’s and had to wear a uniform. St. Anthony’s was around the corner from the middle school, and sometimes Cole would walk over and watch the St. Anthony’s kids behind the fence in their blue shirts and gray trousers, the girls in plaid skirts. He knew one of those girls, Patrice, and was in love with her.

			They went down to the creek, getting their sneakers wet, and started throwing rocks. Cole’s went the farthest, which was no surprise. He was tall for his age and had big hands and feet like his father and would grow up to be as big and tall as him, that’s what everybody always said. People always compared him to his father, but they didn’t know anything. For one thing, he didn’t plan on being poor, and he’d never hurt a woman or use a belt on his children, and when he thought about these things his chest went on fire and his eyes prickled, but he wouldn’t say a word. How he really felt about his father was nobody’s business.

			Travis Jr.’s father was the county sheriff. One time Wade got caught stealing something in Hack’s and Sheriff Lawton walked him into the parking lot and put his hand on his back to talk some sense into him. They stood there with their heads bowed like two men praying, but it made no impact on Cole’s brother, who was always figuring a scheme.

			He fished one of his mother’s butts out of his pocket and lit it, aware of Travis Jr.’s eyes on him. His mother smoked Pall Malls. He dragged on it hard and it hurt a little bit and an ugly taste covered his tongue. How many guns your father got?

			Couple.

			He let you hold ’em?

			One time I did.

			They threw some more rocks, and Travis said, Sorry about your farm.

			Cole threw a rock and it made an arc through the sky and disappeared, almost like a shooting star.

			You can’t tell, Travis said ominously. In life. One minute to the next. You don’t know, you just can’t predict it.

			Cole looked off at the hills, waiting for them to blur. If you looked at anything long enough it would start to become something else, or even completely undefined, and no matter what it was, you thought about it differently than you had before, and usually it was less important. This was a philosophy he’d been developing in his own mind. He had an interest in philosophy, about how people thought. And physics, too, how one thing influenced another, and he was a good student and really good at science. But there were mysteries in life that could not be explained.

			Travis touched his arm. You okay?

			He shrugged him off.

			They walked through the woods, the cold darkness of the trees. When they got back from the creek his mother put out cookies and they ate them and drank the milk of their lost cows on the steps outside in the bitter sun. The air still smelled of the cows, of the sweet manure-­smell that he’d known all his life and that always made him happy, but when he remembered the long white barns and empty stanchions, the milk suddenly tasted sour. He used to complain about his chores—­his father’s hand on his back to wake him, being pulled from the warm bed, shuffling half dressed out into the pitch-­black to milk and feed the cows and clean the barn before school. Too lazy to put on socks, his feet always freezing in his old boots, and his brothers shoving him across the dirt yard into the warm light of the barn, where the cows yearned for him and stamped their feet. He had hated every minute of it, but now missed it so much his guts hurt.

			The women came outside. His mother buttoned her coat, sniffling, her eyes watery in the bright sunlight. She was clutching a yellow tissue like a trapped warbler, and in his mind’s eye he saw the crumpled wad unfold itself and fly away.

			You okay, hon? Mrs. Lawton asked. I know you’re worried.

			He looked at her wormy forehead, her wide orange mouth.

			You just go about your business, she said.

			I will.

			Thanks for coming, Mary, his mother said. Goodbye, Travis.

			Bye.

			Travis climbed into the car. His cheeks looked clammy and pink, and when the car pulled slowly down the road, he pushed his face against the window like a retard, and just before they turned the corner he waved. Cole raised his hand and kept it up even after the car had disappeared out of sight.

			He stood there a minute, listening to the sounds moving through the air. They were familiar to him. He could hear the train; it came loud at first, then went on through the woods and grew quiet. He could hear Mrs. Pratt’s dogs. Inside, his mother was sitting at the table with a ledger book and a pile of bills. He could tell she’d been crying even though she smiled at him like a girl who’d just won something. He made her tea and brought it to her on a saucer, spilling it a little, the spoon tinkling. Then he took her hand tenderly, sheltering it in his own, closing his eyes very tight and trying to send something from himself into her that would keep her going, because he sensed her distance, that she was fading out, becoming some quiet figure in the background who nobody noticed. In her old pink sweater, she stared at the tabletop where the bills were laid out like a game of solitaire. He would watch his mother very closely, noting the changes in her face. She was like a warning sound in the distance. You knew something was coming, something bad, and it would hurt.

			Then she got up and brought the empty teacup and saucer to the sink and washed them and set them each in the dish rack, and watching her do this made him feel a little better. His father came in with mud on his boots and shuffled across the floor and lay on the couch, and she stood there looking at him, her face so pale. She went and untied his boots and pulled them off, and like a small child he let her do it. She covered him with the blanket and put her hand on his forehead like she did to Cole when he had a fever, and she looked into his eyes and his father looked back. She told Cole to go outside and make good

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
‘It's an iceberg in disguise. Beneath the
beauty of her writing, something grand,
tense and terrifying is shifting’

LOUISA YOUNG

"
16
&
-

ﬂ

‘High art and spellbinding thriller,

including a character as creepily sinister
as any created by Patricia Highsmith’

BEVERLY LOWRY
k)
J

-l ™ - =
'UO LA

Frh

e
:

ELIZABETH BRUNDAGE





OEBPS/image/riverrun_17feb_spinebmap.png
riverrun





