
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      
    
  


		
			Archive Alley Books

			 

			Copyright © 2026 by Alex Fardon

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, without explicit written permission from the author. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

			 

			This is a work of fiction. Characters, places, names, and events either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locations is coincidental.

			 

			Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material:

			 

			Quiet Nights of Quiet Stars (Corcovado)

			English Words by Gene Lees

			Original Words and Music by Antônio Carlos Jobim

			Copyright © 1962, 1964 ANTONIO CARLOS JOBIM

			Copyright Renewed

			All Rights for English Speaking Countries Controlled and Administered by SONGS OF UNIVERSAL, INC.

			All Rights Reserved. Used by Permission.

			Reprinted by Permission of Hal Leonard LLC

			 

			Cover and interior design by Damonza.com, a division of Booknack Ltd.

			 

			ISBN (paperback): 979-8-9943254-2-1

			 

			ISBN (ebook): 979-8-9943254-1-4

		


		
			 

			For Terry, Tess, and Noah.

			And for all the dogs that have loved them.

		


		
			Contents

			SEPTEMBER 1963

			OCTOBER 2018: SATURDAY

			OCTOBER 2018: SUNDAY

			OCTOBER 2018: MONDAY

			FEBRUARY 1966

			OCTOBER 2018: TUESDAY

			DECEMBER 1966

			OCTOBER 2018: WEDNESDAY

			OCTOBER 2018: THURSDAY

			OCTOBER 2018: FRIDAY

			LABOR DAY, 1958

			OCTOBER 2018: SATURDAY

			With Gratitude

			About the Author

		


		
			 

			Fugue: A musical composition in which a theme is repeated or imitated by successively entering voices and developed in a continuous interweaving of the voice parts.

		


		
			​SEPTEMBER 1963

		


		
			An Introduction to Poetry

			On a sun-dazzled afternoon in September 1963, Oliver Bartholomew followed Rose Dellaplane from poetry class with an armful of books and, as Rose would discover, not much of a plan.

			Professor Grabowski’s Introduction to Poetry met on the top floor of Bingham Hall, home to the University of North Carolina’s English Department. Professor G, as he was hailed throughout Chapel Hill, had taught the immensely popular course since before the Second World War. That day he had just recited Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken” when the timer on his desk signaled the end of class.

			Squat and bald—Rose had heard a classmate quip he looked more meat-packer than poet—Professor G removed his horn-rimmed glasses as the students stood and gathered their things. “Remember, next time I expect three pages on a Frost or Keats poem of your choice. Don’t dare disappoint.” The professor’s eyes twinkled. “And, for those of you still tuned in, I hope you caught that example of alliteration.”

			Someone in the back of the room guffawed.

			Rose smiled to herself and joined the others as they shuffled from the classroom to the building’s central stairwell. Descending, she was keenly aware of the young man who had fallen in behind her.

			She exited the building and squinted into a burst of light, the sun bright yellow, the sky a capri-blue over the lush green of the quad.

			She turned onto the walkway in front of Bingham Hall.

			Oliver followed.

			Rose suppressed a grin and quickened her step.

			The previous week, she had noticed him the moment she entered Professor G’s classroom for the first time. She was sure she’d not seen him before. Long-limbed and quietly intense, in khaki slacks and a neatly pressed blue collared shirt, he seemed to stand apart without making any effort to do so. She’d frozen just inside the door, book satchel dangling at her side, oblivious to the students streaming around her, and watched him greet a few classmates. But then, rather than join the chatter about the football game and campus parties of the previous weekend, he sat, opened a book, and began to read.

			A photograph came to Rose’s mind: a black-and-white image of a young Jimmy Stewart she’d seen in one of her mother’s old movie magazines. In it, the actor stood at the end of a dock, white capped water running to the hard line of horizon behind him, hair tousled as if by crosswinds, the gentle hint of a smile on his lips but determination in his eyes. The resemblance was at most passing, but . . .

			“Time to take a seat, Miss . . . Miss!”

			Rose realized with a start this was directed at her. Flustered, she hurried to the closest available desk.

			“Welcome to Introduction to Poetry,” Professor G had announced that first day. “Prepare for your lives to change.” He removed a crumpled sheet of paper from a well-worn leather portfolio and began to call roll.

			“Oliver,” she whispered to herself upon hearing his name for the first time. She lifted a hand when her own name was called and, glancing toward him, found he was staring directly at her. Their eyes met. Rose’s cheeks began to burn, and she turned away.

			Now, as she walked quickly through the quad, she thought again of the photograph in the magazine. She stopped and turned. Oliver nearly ran into her, causing one of his books to jostle loose and fall to the ground. He stooped to retrieve it.

			“Are you following me?”

			He rose to meet her, recovered book in hand, and she smiled. She hoped her question did not sound accusatory.

			“I’m sorry. What did you say?”

			“I asked if you were following me.”

			“I’m . . . I’m not sure. Where are you going?”

			“Phillips Hall.”

			He nodded slowly. “Me too.”

			Her eyes narrowed as she studied his face. “Advanced calculus starts in five minutes, and I don’t think I’ve seen you in that one. What class do you have?”

			He glanced at his shoes. “Botany?”

			“Then you’re headed the wrong way.”

			Rose turned and resumed walking.

			With two quick strides, he was again alongside her.

			A squirrel chased another up the trunk of a nearby oak, the pair screeching as they scrambled out along a branch, making leaves tremble. A lawnmower coughed to life somewhere beyond sight. 

			“Still here?” she said, not looking at him. “You do know the science building is on the far side of campus, in the other direction?”

			“I’ve decided to drop botany.”

			Now she did look at him. “And you reached this decision just now, here on the quad?”

			After a long pause, he said, “I’m sort of thinking science isn’t my thing.”

			“No?”

			“Or it may be that I’m just sick and tired of plants in general.”

			Rose noted an awkwardness not present when he spoke in poetry class. “Then what is?” she asked.

			“What is what?”

			“Your thing, Oliver, if it’s not science or plants.”

			“My thing?” He considered this a moment. “Books. Words and books . . . and music.”

			She fought to ignore his stare as they walked together at her brisk pace. “I like music too,” she finally said. 

			“May I carry your books?” Abruptly, he reached toward her. His hand brushed against the back of hers, and she felt goose bumps erupt up and down her arms.

			“I’ll carry my own, thank you.”

			She scooched the strap of the canvas satchel along her slender shoulder.

			At the far side of the quad, the walkway divided.

			Oliver pulled up at the split. “So, Rose, which road will we take?”

			Without slowing, she replied over her shoulder. “I can’t speak for you, but I’m taking the road that leads to Phillips.”

			An hour later, when her calculus class let out, he was there, seated on one of the concrete benches facing Phillips Hall, the books he’d been carrying piled beside him. As she approached, he stood and rubbed the back of his neck.

			“Have you been here the whole time?” she asked.

			“I thought we’d get some coffee.”

			“What if I don’t drink coffee?”

			“Then a soda pop. Or milk. Or whatever you like. I’m buying.”

			It occurred to Rose that he was improvising and that it did not come naturally to him. She searched his hazel eyes. She saw intelligence there—and determination. “You need to be aware of something,” she said.

			“Okay.”

			“I don’t date.”

			He made a face. “It’s only coffee . . . or whatever.”

			She sighed. “All right. Coffee will be fine.”

			They walked to a coffee shop near campus and sat opposite each other in a booth by the window. “Be My Baby” by the Ronettes started playing on the jukebox at the back of the room as they ordered and was still playing when the waitress brought two steaming cups on saucers.

			Oliver sipped his coffee. Rose spooned sugar into hers. As she stirred, she was aware of both his discreet glances and her own faint reflection in the glass beside her—the long raven hair and the faded burgundy cardigan that hung loosely from her shoulders over a plain white blouse. Two young women were engaged in animated conversation at a table nearby. Rose looked toward them, noting their attractive, fashionable clothing, their makeup, their jewelry.

			She set down the spoon and looked up at Oliver. “So, who’s it going to be?”

			He smiled uncertainly. “What do you mean?”

			“You know, the big decision: Keats or Frost? Which one are you writing about for Professor G?”

			“Frost, definitely. You?”

			“Still deciding. Which poem?”

			“The one just before class ended, ‘The Road Not Taken.’”

			“And why that one?”

			“Because I don’t agree with it.”

			Rose’s eyebrows knitted together. “So, you’re going to pick a fight with Robert Frost?”

			“Yeah. I mean, it’s well written. But it’s supposed to be about choice, and it’s a false choice.”

			“What’s false about it?”

			“The traveler in the poem says he’s made this big, unalterable, life-dictating decision. But it’s just two roads in the woods, right? You go down one. And, if you want, you come back later and take the other.” He parted his hands in a nonchalant gesture. “Not a big deal.”

			Rose laughed. “That’s it?”

			“That’s it.”

			“You do realize you’re going to need gigantic handwriting and super fat margins to get three pages out of that.”

			Oliver shrugged, but his forehead furrowed.

			“Anyway, you’re wrong,” she said.

			“I am?”

			“Yes. Once you go down one road, you can’t ever go back and take the other.”

			He looked genuinely baffled. “And why’s that?”

			“The traveler can’t possibly take both roads because once he’s gone down the one, he and the world are no longer the same. He’s changed—everything’s changed. Because there are consequences from the choices you make, nothing can ever again be exactly as it was when you first came to the two roads diverging in the yellow wood and made your choice.” She sipped from her coffee. “I’m pretty sure that’s what the poem is telling us.”

			Oliver said, “Wow. That’s your paper right there.”

			“No, I think I’ll go with Keats.”

			They stared at each other while Bobby Vinton crooned “Blue Velvet.”

			The door to the coffee shop opened. A young man, one of the dozen or so Black students enrolled at the university, entered, removed his cap, and began speaking with the cashier. As customers noticed him, a hush slowly replaced the chatter in the room.

			Softly, Oliver asked Rose, “Did you hear about yesterday?”

			“You mean Alabama?” The previous morning, a bomb blast at the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham had killed four girls and injured more than twenty other children.

			“Yes, that.”

			Rose shook her head. “What kind of evil leads someone to do such a thing? Those poor girls and their families. When will it ever stop?”

			“When enough of us come together to make it stop.”

			They watched the student who had just entered nod solemnly to the cashier and turn to leave as a new group came in. Oliver ran a finger across a chip in the rim of his cup. “I might start writing for The Daily Tar Heel.”

			Rose resisted an urge to reach over and touch his arm. Instead, she said, “That sounds good, Oliver. You should do it.”

			The waitress stopped at the booth and refilled their cups from a dented silver pot. “Can I get you kids anything else?”

			Oliver looked at Rose. “Anything?”

			She shook her head.

			“No, thank you,” Oliver told the waitress. She moved on to the rowdy group of students who had just piled into the booth behind Rose.

			Oliver began to fiddle with one of the buttons on his shirt. He asked, “Have you read Profiles in Courage?”

			“No. Why?”

			“I don’t know. I read it in high school and liked it.”

			Rose leaned toward him to compensate for the cacophony now coming from behind her. “Where are you from?”

			“Norton.”

			“Norton? I’ve never heard of that. Is it in North Carolina?”

			“Kansas, just south of Nebraska and north of Prairie Dog Creek.”

			She sat up. “Geez. That’s a crazy long way from here. What’s it like?”

			“Norton? Flat, in every way you can imagine. But with lots and lots of corn. Lifetimes of corn. Way too much corn.”

			Rose smiled, nodding. “Now I get it about the plants.” She swept away a few loose strands of dark hair that had fallen over one eye. “Are your parents also from Kansas?”

			“Yes. My father died when I was young, not long after the war. After that, there was just me and Mom . . . and the corn. Where’d you grow up?”

			“Durham.”

			“Then not so crazy far.”

			“Our house is exactly fourteen miles from here. Dad and I measured with the Buick.”

			“Brothers or sisters?”

			“An older sister, Sam. Samantha.” She paused. “And I had a little brother, Tillman.”

			Oliver hesitated. “Did you say had?”

			Her face clouded. She touched her throat.

			The neighboring booth burst into laughter.

			When the laughter faded, Oliver said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

			Rose picked up her spoon, set it down, repeated the process.

			“Advanced calculus is the real deal,” Oliver quickly said. “What are you planning to do after graduation?”

			She looked up at him, forcing a smile. “I want to be an accountant. Dad says where two or more are gathered, there’ll always be work for an accountant. How about you?”

			“I’m thinking law school. But I like history, too. And I was starting to really like poetry, although now I’m not so sure I get it.”

			She shook her head, and the smile became genuine. “Yes, you do.”

			In the late-day clamor of the coffee shop, Rose and Oliver looked out the window, into their nearly empty cups, and, furtively, at each other.

			Rose’s eyes narrowed. “May I ask you a personal question?”

			He shifted in his seat. “Maybe.”

			“You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Why are your nails long on your right hand but not the left?”

			He rotated his hands, examining the long, thin fingers. “You think I’m weird?”

			“I’m considering the possibility.”

			“I play classical guitar. Instead of a pick, you use your nails to pluck the strings.”

			She was silent, her expression blank.

			“I’m not kidding,” he said. “That’s how you play it.”

			“Then, yes.”

			“Yes what?”

			“Yes, I think you’re weird.” Rose grinned. “By far, the weirdest person from Norton, Kansas, I’ve ever met.”

			The waitress returned, placing the bill in front of Oliver.

			Rose stood. “Thank you so much for the coffee, but I really need to split. I have a ton of reading for tomorrow.”

			“All right,” said Oliver, jumping up. “But may I ask you a personal question first?”

			She hesitated. “I suppose that would be fair.”

			“Will you see a movie with me this weekend?”

			She slung the satchel over her shoulder, suddenly aware of her heart’s beating. “Are you asking me out?”

			“Is that not okay?”

			“I told you: I don’t date.”

			Oliver looked into her eyes. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Is it some kind of policy, or ideology, or religious commandment?”

			“It’s just a fact.”

			“Okay.” He gently touched her elbow, and she felt the goose bumps again. “So, let’s think this through,” he said. “There must be some solution. Like we could meet outside the theater, maybe run into each other by freak accident, and then sit next to each other during the movie—that, too, by pure coincidence, of course. If we did all that, we could call it something else, right? Something entirely different?” 

			Rose bit her lower lip.

			“Well?” he asked. “What are you thinking?”

			“I guess I’m trying to figure out how I can possibly say yes now and come back to this same place later and say no.”

			The jukebox clacked as a new record dropped to the platter. Oliver smiled and raised a finger as if to make a point. “Just remember, like the poem says, I’m grassy and wanting wear.”

			She scrunched up her face in mock disgust. “That’s gross.”

			He shrugged but kept smiling.

			I can’t do this, she thought.

			“Saturday?” she said.

			*

			They met by accident in front of the theater on Saturday afternoon. By the time the movie began, they were holding hands in the cool dark. By the credits, they were kissing. Over the eight hundred and eighty-three days that followed, they spent nearly every possible moment together.

			And then they did not speak again for fifty-two years.

		


		
			​OCTOBER 2018: SATURDAY

		


		
			Buckle Up

			Oliver’s cell phone began to ring.

			He was seated in the kitchen of a one-bedroom apartment in Washington, DC. The newspaper was spread across the table, unread. His coffee had gone cold, the blue campfire mug resting in a weak beam of late October sun that sifted through a small window above the sink. Close by, his beagle, Frannie, slept within reach of the radiator’s heat.

			The ringing persisted. Although he could not immediately place the area code, Oliver sensed the presence of divergent worlds-in-waiting: one if he answered and a second, utterly different one if he did not.

			He swiped, bringing the phone to his ear.

			“Oliver Bartholomew speaking.”

			A beat of silence greeted him from the other end before a woman’s voice asked, tentatively, “Is it really you?”

			“Who’s calling?”

			“It’s me, Rose. Rose Dellaplane.”

			A dizzying sensation swept through Oliver. He placed a hand on the table, the morning’s stillness and the comfort of its routine shattered.

			“Oliver?”

			“Rose?”

			“It took me forever to track down your number.”

			“Why are you calling?” He heard the edge in his voice, vaguely aware that the impulse to warmth he’d felt upon hearing her name was already at war with the still-vivid memory of the last time they’d spoken.

			“I’m . . . I’m sorry to trouble you. I know I’m crazy to be calling you with this, but I have a small favor to ask.”

			“What’s the problem?”

			Rose laughed nervously. “There’s no problem. It’s just that my grandnephew, Wilson, has applied to Georgetown for law school and really has his heart set on it.”

			“Yes?”

			“This may be a stretch, but I remember you went there and saw you still have a DC address. I thought you might have some connection, someone you could talk to?”

			Oliver drummed the fingers of one hand against the table’s pine top. “Sorry, Rose, but I’m pretty sure no one there wants to hear from me.”

			“Really? Is that true? I can’t imagine. Oh well, I was hoping maybe you could help, but I understand.”

			In the long moment that followed, Oliver lifted his head toward the window over the sink and felt a mild softening. “I’ll try. Send me his application, and . . . hold on.”

			Frannie had retched. A yellow-white liquid pooled on the floor in front of the cushion on which she slept. Marveling at its volume, which seemed to far exceed the spoonful of vanilla ice cream she’d lapped up earlier, Oliver put down the phone, grabbed a dish towel from the stovetop, and went to her.

			She was panting, panicked.

			Oliver knelt. One beagle ear had backflipped across Frannie’s head, revealing its soft pink underside. Oliver ran a hand along the jagged range of her ribs before gently flipping the errant ear into place. Big round chocolate eyes looked up at him. Was there pleading in them?

			“Sweetie, you’re such a good girl,” he said, stroking her.

			The wall plaster just above Frannie’s head was cracked, a long and jagged split like a pencil tracing of a lightning bolt. It occurred to Oliver—and not for the first time in recent weeks—he’d been letting things slip that required his attention.

			Under his hand, Frannie’s breathing quickly calmed.

			Oliver wiped up the sour-smelling liquid. He rose against the protest of his knees, tossing the dish towel into the sink before returning to the phone.

			“Oliver? Is everything okay?”

			“Yes.” While trying to decide whether to tell Rose anything more, he was startled by the sound of his own voice. “It’s Frannie.”

			“Frannie?”

			“My dog.”

			“What happened?”

			“She vomited ice cream.”

			A pause. “You feed your dog ice cream?”

			When he did not answer, Rose asked, almost in a whisper, “Is she okay now?”

			“She has cancer.”

			“Oh no.”

			Oliver glanced toward Frannie, who was watching him, her position unchanged. “She’s been sick a long time. We saw the vet this morning, and . . . um . . .”

			Oliver heard himself gasp. He bent his head, wiping at tears. What was this? He straightened and quickly reasserted control over his emotions.

			“Oliver?”

			“I need to put her down on Monday.”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			Met again with silence, she added, “Is there anyone there who can go with you? Someone to help you?”

			“I don’t need help, Rose.”

			“When on Monday?”

			“Noon. Why are you asking me this?” Oliver shook his head in frustration. The better question was why he was answering.

			A moment passed.

			“I know I’ve called from out of the blue,” Rose said. “And I know you would never ask for help from anyone, especially me. But you shouldn’t be alone for this. I want to drive up there Monday. I want to be with you and Frannie when the time comes.”

			Oliver was again looking toward his beagle, who had drifted back to sleep.

			“That’s not necessary. We’ll be fine.”

			He heard a sigh on the far end. Rose’s voice returned, more resolved. “Please listen. I’m seventy-three years old, I’m increasingly ornery, and notwithstanding abundant good cause the State of North Carolina has yet to take away my driver’s license. So, there’s nothing you can do to stop me. You are still in DC, right?”

			Only after a long moment did he answer. “Yes.”

			“Where exactly?”

			“Adams Morgan.”

			“Well, I’m still here in Durham. And I’m coming to see you.”

		


		
			​OCTOBER 2018: SUNDAY

		


		
			Empty Cupboard

			Sunday morning, Oliver’s feet landed on the hardwood floor at precisely six, no alarm needed.

			He went around the side of the bed to check on Frannie. Every night for ten years the beagle had slept alongside him, snoring, snorting, rolling over, jostling, standing, circling, grunting, and scratching away at the blanket as if digging to China, but in the end always resettling into slumber with some part of her body pressed solidly against his—every night until three weeks ago, when she howled in pain as Oliver sought to lift her onto the bed.

			Frannie was now curled into herself in her own bed at the foot of his. Dreaming of better days, Oliver hoped.

			He dressed, pulling a vintage Washington Senators sweatshirt over his grizzled head, then started coffee in the kitchen. While it percolated, he did thirty push-ups (piece of cake) and thirty squats (with his failing knees, stomach-turning) before recalling there was nothing to eat in the apartment. He threw on a jacket and quietly exited.

			Outside, an unsettled wind gusted one way, then another. It was colder than Oliver had anticipated, unseasonably so. He walked quickly, each burst of his breath briefly visible. Red and gold leaves skittered along the concrete in the places where isolated trees were squeezed into slivers of naked ground between sidewalk and street. Stifling an urge to hug himself against the cold, Oliver turned onto Columbia Road.

			Jerzi was posted just around the corner. For all the years Oliver had known him, the former soldier had been in and out of shelters, refusing treatment whenever offered, disappearing for days or weeks at a time before rematerializing in the neighborhood. Jerzi was rumored to have served four tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, although he never spoke of that, or anything at all. In a heavy, greasy coat, torn camouflage pants, and black boots missing their laces, he sat spread eagled on the sidewalk, his back against the white stone building. Between his legs was a jagged piece of cardboard that appeared to have been ripped from a box. Scrawled on this: “Everything helps. God Bles.”

			Oliver stopped. “Hey, Jerzi. You okay?”

			Jerzi looked up at him but said nothing.

			“Is there anything I can do for you this morning?”

			At this, Jerzi located the paper cup beside him and, with a tremulous hand, held it toward Oliver, who was already digging into a pocket in anticipation of the answer to his question. He placed a bill into the empty cup. “You know you could add another s to ‘Bles.’”

			Jerzi peered into the cup. “Thanks, man.”

			Oliver realized he was not referring to the unsolicited advice. Down the block, the wind swirled a few leaves into a dust devil that traveled a short distance along the empty sidewalk before collapsing upon itself. “It’s cold out here, Jerzi. Please try to stay warm.”

			The soldier grunted before turning his head to look away.

			Rixey’s Bagels was a little farther along Columbia. A bell above the door chimed as Oliver entered. He inhaled the warm aroma of freshly boiled and baked dough. At this hour on a Sunday, there was not yet the usual queue; one other customer, a pale man with a red beard, stood to the side, apparently waiting on his order.

			Rixey’s husband, Bill, glanced up from the register. Several years ago, Bill had shuttered his insurance agency and happily joined his wife in her booming bagel business. “Morning!” he said to Oliver. “The usual?”

			“Please.”

			Bill adjusted his ball cap and called to Rixey, who was working the range and commercial toaster at the counter’s far end. “Hey, Rix, poppy, double toasted, egg and Swiss.”

			Rixey looked up in response to the familiar order and smiled. “Well, hello there, Oliver. You know, every time I see that grimace, I say to myself, ‘Now there’s a man who could use a bagel!’”

			Oliver studied the floor’s repeating honeycomb mosaic of black and white, rooting about in his mind for a clever response. He could think of none, and, worse, caught himself grimacing over the fact.

			A few minutes later, Rixey approached the register with two small paper sacks. She handed the bearded man his order before turning to Oliver. “Do you have a minute?”

			“Sure.”

			“Have you heard about Matt Gleason?”

			“No. What is it?”

			Matt Gleason—known in the neighborhood as “Big Matt”—owned Pizza Cutie Pie, another Adams Morgan institution. Every night of the week, couples and families jammed the place, spilling out to the picnic tables on the sidewalk whenever weather permitted and sometimes even when it did not. In his starched white apron, a jovial Big Matt presided over this friendly chaos. He hired all his staff from the neighborhood and paid them far more than the law required. His supersized image, in the same white apron and with a jaunty toothpick protruding from the corner of his big grin, was painted on the restaurant’s plate glass window above the phrase “And We Make Our Own Dough!”

			Rixey said, “Matt’s building has been bought by an investor fund out of Bethesda. Yesterday, the new landlord told him they’re going to double his rent when his lease runs out.”

			“When is that?” Oliver asked.

			“Next month.”

			Oliver slowly shook his head in thought. “There’s nowhere else in the neighborhood for him to go, is there?”

			“Exactly. If they get away with this, it’ll be sudden death for Pizza Cutie Pie.”

			“Double the rent,” said Bill. “What a load of crap.”

			“I guess it’s not so shocking you hadn’t heard,” Rixey told Oliver. “Matt’s not one to bitch and beg. But I’m not above it.” She tilted her head and smiled at him warmly. “Can you and the boys do your thing?”

			“I’ll put it on tonight’s agenda.”

			Two customers entered the shop as Rixey handed Oliver his order. “I so appreciate you,” she told him. “No charge today, Mr. Mayor.”

			Oliver frowned. “Please don’t call me that.”

			Bill reset his cap. “And how’s our favorite beagle making out?”

			“Not too well.” Oliver held up the sack as he turned for the door. “Thank you for this.”

			Practice

			Oliver tossed the Sunday paper onto the kitchen table, where it landed with a soft thud. He removed the bagel, tore a piece of egg from its rounded edge, and went to the bedroom.

			Frannie drowsily opened her eyes and raised her head an inch or so as Oliver crouched before her. Her tail wagged twice. He placed the yellow bit of egg on his palm and held it to her nose. Frannie sniffed at the offering and turned away, resting her chin on the raised side of her bed.

			“More for me,” said Oliver, scratching behind one of the beagle’s ears.

			He checked the nearby absorbent sheet. For several days, Frannie had shown no interest in going outdoors and seemed content to relieve herself within a few steps of where she usually slept. The sheet was dry.

			Oliver read The Washington Post in the kitchen as he drank coffee and finished breakfast. At one point, he realized he was far into an article and yet had no idea what it was about. He set the paper down and stared out the window above the sink, replaying in his mind yesterday’s call from Rose. But he soon pushed the memory aside and picked up the paper again.

			Later, he returned to the bedroom, where his guitar case leaned against the wall beside the desk. He set the hard-shell case on the bed before popping the latches and lifting the top. Inside was one of just a handful of material things in the world that had ever really mattered to him: a classical guitar that one human being, a luthier, had made entirely by hand.

			After he’d begun playing as a teenager in the 1950s, Oliver owned a series of inexpensive factory-made guitars. But eight years ago, on the morning following his last day as a lawyer for the Department of Justice, he’d risen before dawn, left Frannie with the young couple on the floor below, caught the Metro to the airport, and boarded a plane to New York. There he took a cab to the shop of a high-end instrument dealer, where he spent hours noodling on handmade guitars from around the world. He’d fallen for this particular one from England, handed over two months’ worth of his forsaken government salary, and that night returned home with his new instrument. A soundboard of bear claw spruce, its back and sides crafted from maple, the guitar’s trebles sang pure and clear, and its bass strings produced a sound as round and warm as a late summer night. Often when he opened the case, Oliver would lean over, his nose just above the strings suspended over the sound hole like six miniature tightropes, and draw into himself the still-sweet scent of wood from inside. The guitar’s character changed with temperature, humidity, even the size and nature of the room in which it was played. It was inanimate, and yet very much alive.

			Oliver brought into the bedroom the footstool and old piano bench he usually kept in the bay window of the apartment’s living area. He arranged these to face Frannie and then lifted the guitar from the plush interior of its case before sitting on the bench.

			“I hope you don’t mind, sweetie.”

			The beagle did not open her eyes. The wind whistled wildly beyond the window. Oliver placed his left foot on the footstool, rested the guitar on the elevated leg, and, after a deep breath, began to play Erik Satie’s first “Gymnopédie.”

			He suspected this music was Frannie’s favorite. From an earlier century, the melody was soothing and sorrowful, always suggesting rather than telling, with not one extraneous note.

			A minute in, eyes still closed, Frannie released a long, contented murmur. Feeling the light vibrations of the wood against his chest, Oliver imagined the beat of his dog’s heart gradually slowing to confide with the pulse of the music in the room.

			At song’s end, Oliver paused to let the last strummed minor chord fade to nothing. He then adjusted the guitar on his leg and began to practice—section by small section, and so very slowly and carefully—the fugue by Johann Sebastian Bach he’d been working on daily for years. This was music of a significantly higher order of difficulty, music he likely would still be struggling to master the last time he ever played, whenever that day came.

			Frannie stirred and resettled.

			Oliver recalled with a jolt that, while his own future remained veiled in mystery, hers did not.

			*

			Eventually frustrated with the fugue, Oliver returned the guitar to its case and the bench and footstool to the bay window. He checked the time before refreshing the water in the silver bowl next to Frannie. She was still traveling in other lands. He lightly touched the top of her head. “Back soon, old girl.”

			The temperature outside had risen only slightly. A weak sun briefly appeared from behind wind-battered clouds before being swallowed again. This time, when he reached Columbia Road Oliver turned away from Rixey’s Bagels and toward Kalorama Park.

			Outside the Safeway, he came upon Samir.

			Samir Maloof, who had emigrated from Lebanon in the 1990s, ran an open-air shop on the sidewalk near the grocery’s entrance. He pulled his rust-eaten van to the curb before each sunrise, yanked open the side door while the engine coughed and sputtered toward rest, and set out his wares in piles on folding tables or hanging from improvised wires and flimsy racks. Regardless of season, Samir sold winter hats and gloves; these were part of a stagnant inventory
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