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            Epigraph

         
         
            A great calm stole over him. Great calm is an exaggeration. He felt better. The end of a life is always vivifying.

            —Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies
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            The Vanishing Point

         
         In the bewilderment of being an only child on his parents’ failing chicken farm in Maine, his face fixed in a scowl for being
            nagged at, Guy Petit experienced the day of his greatest happiness. He was nine.
         

         
         “We have to drive to Waldoboro for Sarah Strunk’s funeral,” his mother said. “You’ll be okay on your own.”

         
         Then they were gone, the house was still, its odors stronger in its emptiness. He sat as though bathed in light, serene in
            the stillness, smiling at his luck, in the rapture of solitude. It was as though he had been swallowed whole.
         

         
         He did not want anything more than to be contained by that bliss, spared the disruption of the human voice. You couldn’t see
            the future, so there was no point looking. For some years he waited for a return to such happiness. After high school, other
            boys got jobs as sternmen on lobster boats, or in the paper mills or other farms; and the girls got married or worked the
            cash registers at Osier’s. Guy joined the navy, to be far from home.
         

         
         His father died in the barn with a hayfork in his hand while Guy was on maneuvers at Subic Bay. The man was a smoker and asthmatic
            and had always coughed in choking and suffocating fits; coughed his life out was how Guy imagined it.
         

         
         In the navy Guy learned pipe fitting, and later deep-sea diving—underwater repairs on ships’ hulls. His ready “Aye, sir,” his willingness to take on deep dives, several with faulty gear, led to a ruptured eardrum, a diagnosis of serious hearing loss, and an early discharge. Disability payments allowed him to earn a degree in history in Orono; but preferring to work with his hands, he opted for a job as a carpenter and a welder. He kept his mind active by reading, mostly biography and military history. During the day he wore a hearing aid in the damaged ear. 

         
         When his mother moved with Bud Strunk to a trailer park in Bradenton, Florida, Guy relocated to Water Street in Ellsworth,
            where he lived as a lodger with a woman called Mrs. Semple and her three children. He traveled each day to work full-time
            in the Bar Harbor studio of the artist Elliott Stanger.
         

         
         Stanger had hired him as a carpenter. Guy made frames, stretched canvases, built crates for shipping pictures to galleries,
            and now and then manned the paint sprayer, drenching the canvases with color, Stanger looking on, usually squinting through
            his own cigarette smoke at the images he had planned now soaking and swelling on the cloth.
         

         
         “This is my handyman,” Stanger told visitors who came to see his work. The studio’s interior, as big as a barn, was once the
            Elks Lodge and had been renovated by Guy under Stanger’s direction. It was now a great, warm, yellow-painted space, with a
            cathedral ceiling and skylights, Stanger’s latest finished paintings hanging along two walls, drying.
         

         
         The area occupying one corner some visitors mistook for a partitioned parlor, or den, because of the old sofa, and easy chair,
            and a one-armed bandit, with a slot for nickels, that rang when its arm was yanked, sometimes delivering a clatter of coins
            into the cup in front. But just out of sight, beyond a smeared and spattered curtain, a steel frame, the shelves of paint
            cans, the sprayer, the spools of masking tape, and on another rack, the thick roll of pale raw canvas.
         

         
         “So this is where you work your magic,” visitors said, when Stanger suggested his method of painting, adding that it was too
            emotional a process for him to go into any detail.
         

         
         Stanger’s thick hair was tousled as though in defiance. He usually wore a spotless, untucked shirt, blue jeans and espadrilles,
            while Guy would be standing by with Mack Spinney, the other assistant, and it was they who were spattered, their aprons stiff
            with paint, streaks on the toes of their shoes.
         

         
         The only secret to carpentry, Guy said, was having the right tool. “That’s a five-sixteenth,” he’d say of a nut, selecting a socket wrench. He was proud of his assortment of tools, which he kept in trays and steel chests and on hooks in Mrs. Semple’s garage. If he found a broken object, he could always devise a way to fix it. 

         
         What he knew of modern art was what Stanger had told him, that figurative painting was obsolete, Picasso was a con man. Only
            pure color mattered, Stanger offering his own work as an example, his horizontal stripes and perfect circles—ribbons and targets.
         

         
         Guy told the facts of his life and his work—family, navy, diving, deafness, college, carpentry—to Tony Semple, who was sixteen
            and full of questions, because Tony was wondering what his own life might be. And Guy, though still only twenty-nine, was
            like an uncle to Tony and the younger children, too, Adreth and Small Bob, less a lodger than an affectionate friend to the
            family.
         

         
         Guy paid rent and had his own room upstairs in the Water Street house, his window facing the river. Six months into his renting,
            Mrs. Semple knocked on his door. He was in bed, a biography of Joshua Chamberlain propped on his chest. Mrs. Semple grasped
            the book and said, “You’ll ruin your eyes.”
         

         
         Surrendering the book, Guy said, “What time is it?”

         
         Mrs. Semple latched the door. “The kids are in bed. Tony’s with his father. It’s raining. The tide’s up.” With these pronouncements
            she seemed to put herself in charge, but Guy (his hearing aid on the bedside table) had not understood a word. His deaf, questioning
            look was always a smile.
         

         
         She sat on the edge of Guy’s bed, her hands in her lap, and shimmied closer, slightly crushing him. Then she reached for the
            lamp and switched it off. She was naked when she slipped under the covers.
         

         
         “Hold me, Guy. Just a cuddle.”

         
         He was soothed by the sight of the rain on the window, diamond-like in the light of the streetlamps, and—though it had been
            years since the navy—he remembered the young woman with fragrant hair in the hotel bedroom in Olongapo, kneeling to help him
            untie his shoes. With Mrs. Semple he was reminded that a woman’s buttocks, no matter how smooth, are always unexpectedly cool
            to the touch, a different temperature from her lips.
         

         
         The pleasure, the relief, the satisfaction that he was useful helped Guy overcome his nervousness with Mrs. Semple that first time. She was out of bed as he lay gasping and gone before he found the nerve to speak. The next day, stammering to thank her, she shushed him and turned her back. But there were more times, always late at night, sudden, brief. She clapped herself to him, and he returned the embrace with gusto, as though saving her from a bad fall. 

         
         “I’m getting fat,” Mrs. Semple said, one morning in the kitchen, seeing him off. The children were at school, but even so
            Guy approached her cautiously as though they were being observed.
         

         
         Guy said, “I’ll love you as long as I can get both my arms around you.”

         
         Instead of replying, Mrs. Semple made a pushing motion with one hand, indicating that he should go, and covered her face with
            her other hand, tears seeping from between her fingers.
         

         
         He was privately strengthened in ways that shocked him. In one dream he stood, his feet apart, his hands on his hips, and
            wore a pistol, saying to a reporter, That man believed that he could break into my house, terrorize my wife, and intimidate me, and still leave my house alive.
         

         
          

         “I don’t do op art,” Stanger said in a scolding way one day when Mack Spinney used the term.

         
         And Guy, relieved that he had not said it, listened carefully, because he had wondered what you’d call what they were making.

         
         “It’s color-field painting,” Stanger said. Seeing Mack Spinney squint at the words, he added, “It’s flat. It’s meditative.”

         
         When Spinney murmured later, confiding to Guy, “Everything’s got a name. Even this flat stuff we do,” Guy went hot with guilt,
            as though he’d been disloyal.
         

         
         Earlier that day, Stanger had said, “This one’s no good. Get rid of it,” which had provoked Spinney saying, “I guess you’d
            call this op art.”
         

         
         Wearing masks against the fumes, they toiled in the big studio, spraying between the templates on the stretched canvas that
            lay tightened on the upright rack, Stanger issuing orders. They used wide paint rollers, too, pushing color between measured
            lengths of tape, saturating the cloth.
         

         
         Linear painting, bands of color, some thick, some narrow, some pencil-thin, none intersecting, none overlapping, sprayed over an off-white background. 

         
         Target paintings, concentric circles, different combinations of color, separated by the pale background, always with a bull’s-eye,
            a round clot of color.
         

         
         Chevrons another year, slanted stripes meeting at sharp angles, different colors, some of the stripes with a hairline margin
            of gold as a highlight. These Guy loved to make, because they reminded him of navy badges he knew, a petty officer’s red chevrons,
            master chief’s gold ones. Chevrons were like rafters, too, the carpentry in ceilings, like slanted planks in the eaves of
            the cathedral ceiling in Stanger’s own studio. These chevrons, more than the others, seemed to contain a meaning, but an obscure
            one; and Guy was glum when they went back to circles.
         

         
         “Circles sell better,” Mack said, another murmur, and Guy, flustered, wished he hadn’t heard. But who bought them? What did
            they cost? What did people do with them?
         

         
         “I see spatter,” Stanger said. He demanded hard lines. “Get rid of it.”

         
         Guy, who never threw anything away that he thought might come in handy, rolled the rejected canvases into tubes and took them
            home.
         

         
         “What’s it supposed to be?” Small Bob would ask, and Tony, too, would wait for the answer.

         
         “A painting,” Guy said. “It’s a Stanger.”

         
         “More like a drop cloth,” Tony said. These days he was an apprentice in construction down the coast.

         
         “A work of art,” Guy said.

         
         “Why are you laughing?” Small Bob said.

         
         “Because I did it. Or most of it.”

         
         An illustration on an oil-company calendar in the studio depicted a young man in a suit and tie waiting for a train on a railway
            platform. Guy had often stared at the picture, trying to imagine from his posture, the mood of the man. Going home? Going
            away? He was alone, his duffel bag at his feet, the sort of bag Guy had used when he’d joined the navy.
         

         
         Mack drew Guy’s attention to the railway tracks, the way they narrowed in the distance.

         
         “That’s your vanishing point,” Mack said, putting his blue-paint-splashed finger on the uppermost part of the tweezed-together tracks. “Gives you some idea of depth and perspective, which the boss”—he glanced behind him—“don’t approve of.” 

         
         “It’s a point,” Guy said, reassured that Stanger had left the studio. “It doesn’t really vanish. It’s just that you can’t
            see what’s beyond it. It’s not invisible. It’s unreadable. A mystery.”
         

         
         “Anyway it’s a real picture,” Mack said later, when they were stretching one of Stanger’s canvases. These canvases they stacked
            against the wall, in various stages of saturation.
         

         
         “Could be a mystery to this one,” Guy said of some chevrons. “Something coming that we can’t see.”

         
         They worked longer hours these days in the studio, to keep up, because Stanger was away more often, in New York, and left
            instructions for Guy and Mack to prepare canvases for his arrival.
         

         
         “The assembly line,” Mack said.

         
         As always, Guy glanced around, fearing they might be overheard in their mockery, though it was always Mack who was the mocker.

         
         On one of his arrivals back in the studio, Stanger had Guy and Mack gift wrap a big painting in sparkly paper and a red ribbon.
            “This is a first,” Mack said. They crated it, sending it to an address in New York City of a catalog company.
         

         
         “Boss is going to be in a catalog,” Guy said.

         
         “You don’t read too good,” Mack said. “It’s going to Babe Brickman.”

         
         “Brickman Catalog it says.”

         
         “She’s the catalog. See? ‘President and CEO.’ Stanger’s on the hunt.”

         
         Stanger began shaving, though he kept his hair tousled. He was sixty-seven, an old man to Guy, but that he might be wooing
            a woman made Guy hopeful and happy. Stanger’s wardrobe improved, silk shirts, a cravat, a Panama hat on warmer days.
         

         
          

         One Friday in late spring Stanger arrived in Bar Harbor in the driver’s seat of a sports car, a convertible, a woman beside him. She was small, child-size almost, and wore a large blue hat the blossom shape of a lampshade, and goggle-like sunglasses. When Stanger pulled up in front of the studio, Guy hurried out to help. He saw the woman struggling with the door handle, hitching herself forward in her effort. 

         
         Guy extended his hand.

         
         “Don’t touch me,” the woman said from under her hat.

         
         “Grab the bags,” Stanger said.

         
         “They’re in the boot,” the woman said.

         
         “Like—all of them—in a boot?” Mack asked. He laughed at the image in his mind.

         
         But by then Guy had lifted the trunk lid to find the bags crammed into the small space.

         
         Now the woman had managed to jiggle the door open and, stepping out, she tipped her head back to survey the building, piercing
            it with a possessive gaze. “Those curtains have to go,” she said. Her scrutiny of the building revealed the uplifted face
            beneath her hat brim. It was a girl’s face, but crumpled, a painted-on mouth fixed in a frown, severe in concentration, and
            when the woman tugged down her sunglasses to see better she widened her deep blue eyes and Guy thought, Lovely.
         

         
         “This is Babe,” Stanger said in his friendly drawl.

         
         “But you can call me Miss Brickman.” She turned her back and hurried into the building.

         
         Stanger lingered to say, “Like the car? Babe gave it to me for my birthday.”

         
         “Wicked nice,” Mack said.

         
         Stanger and Miss Brickman spent the weekend at his house overlooking the harbor. Although Sunday was his day off, Guy agreed
            to drive over from Ellsworth to the studio, to slide finished paintings out of the storage racks for Miss Brickman to see.
            The larger ones he propped against the wall, the smaller ones he put on easels.
         

         
         Miss Brickman sat on a sling chair, murmuring in approval, nibbling an earpiece of her sunglasses.

         
         “This is one of my personal favorites,” Guy said. “Chevrons.”

         
         He wanted to say more—what chevrons meant to him, the navy, rafters, the bones of a house. He also wanted to convey to Stanger and the woman newly in his life that he had not minded leaving Mrs. Semple and the children on a Sunday to drive over to Bar Harbor. 

         
         “You might have one of these in your future,” Stanger said.

         
         Before Stanger had finished speaking, Miss Brickman stamped her foot and sighed, folding her arms in impatience.

         
         Guy smiled, thinking, I’ve already got thirty, the ones I was told to get rid of.
         

         
         That was the first Brickman visit. On the second weekend visit a month later, to show his goodwill, Guy indicated the broken
            strap on Miss Brickman’s handbag and said, “I could fix that for you. I’ve got just the right size awl. A five-ten, fine point.
            I use it on bridles.”
         

         
         Miss Brickman clutched the bag and held it to her chest, as you would from a thief. The leather was like soft rich cloth in
            her anxious fingers, with the pebble-grain of orange peel. The bag was a remarkable color, lime green, and the broken strap
            its only flaw.
         

         
         “This bag is probably worth more than you make in a year.”

         
          

         Elliott Stanger and Babe Brickman were married that September, four months after “Don’t touch me.” The service was held on
            Stanger’s lawn, the reception at the studio, which was converted to a Stanger show, the walls covered with his paintings.
            Mack tended bar, Guy was a waiter in a suit borrowed from Tony, one with shiny lapels he’d bought for the Ellsworth Prom’s
            Grand March. Guy offered trays of hors d’oeuvres, tidied tables, emptied bins, and assisted the caterers who said they were
            shorthanded. He said nothing; he listened to “hottest restaurant” and “Her third—possibly her fourth. She’s buried two of
            them.”
         

         
         The people widened their eyes as they chewed, showing their hunger, like monkey hunger in a cage at feeding time. Watching
            them killed Guy’s appetite.
         

         
          

         “You’ll be all right,” Mack said to Guy after they arrived back from their honeymoon. “I heard the boss saying how much he
            depends on you.”
         

         
         “Who was he talking to, exactly?”

         
         “The little woman.”

         
         Probably, Guy reasoned, because they were preparing for a show in New York, at a new gallery: a lot of paintings to stretch and frame, crates to be made, late nights, making Guy eager for news of the show. But when Stanger returned, the two men met on the front stairs. Without any preamble, Stanger said, “I’m going to have to let you go.” 

         
         Guy thought he’d misheard—often the crackle in his hearing aid misled him. So he smiled, hoping for clarification.

         
         Stanger was tearful. He snatched at his hair and in an anguished voice said, “I don’t know how I’m going to manage without
            you.”
         

         
          

         “After all you’ve done for him,” Mrs. Semple said.

         
         She held him in her arms. But her caresses went no further.

         
         “And it’s come at kind of an inconvenient time,” Mrs. Semple said, still holding him, seeming to prop him up.

         
         Guy leaned back and smiled at her, looking sadder in his smile.

         
         “I’ve met someone,” she said. “Adreth and Small Bob are going with me to Waterville. Tony’s moving in with his girlfriend.
            Says he wants to start a business. Renovations.”
         

         
         “That’s great you met someone,” Guy said. “You’ll be happy. And the kids will be happy, Adreth’s at that age.”

         
         Adreth was sixteen now and sulky and often stayed out late with her friends. She was a beauty, with piercings—eyebrow, nostril—and
            a tattoo she’d gotten at a party, a bird on the back of her neck, usually hidden by her green-tinted hair. She sprawled when
            she sat, and she yawned constantly.
         

         
         “You could get a place of your own, Guy,” Mrs. Semple said. “It’s time, you being—what?—thirty-six.”

         
         “Eight.”

         
         “Find somewhere for your books, and those tools and drop cloths. Maybe bunk with Lane Frater.”

         
         Lane Frater was a quilter, a friend of Mrs. Semple from the garden club. At Mrs. Semple’s suggestion, Guy had sometimes repaired
            his loom. Lane was black and flamboyant. He made most of his own clothes, colorful ones, red trousers, a fitted purple vest,
            and sometimes on chilly days a poncho of his own weaving.
         

         
         Lane’s art—quilted and sometimes woven hangings—looked to Guy like hall carpets or area rugs, rectangles with stark patterns stitched into them, wide stripes or cubes picked out in contrasting wool. Lane said that as an African American, quilting was part of his heritage. 

         
         “Stanger would be interested in these,” Guy said once on a repair visit. “He’s color mad, like you.”

         
         “He’s a bubble reputation, if you ask me.”

         
         “He got married not all that long ago,” Guy said, to deflect the mockery.

         
         “I pity her,” Lane said. “I used to see his first wife at AA meetings. Golly, she had a tale to tell. My lips are sealed!”

         
         “I’ve always meant to drop in to one of those meetings sometime. Not that I have an issue. Just for the experience.”

         
         “I have an issue. More than one. I say it straight out. ‘I’m Lane. I’m black. I’m gay. I’m an alcoholic. I’m sixty years old.
            Plus, I smoke too much.’”
         

         
         Guy tried not to show surprise. He was working on the loom all this time they were talking. A crack in the upright, Lane explained,
            affected the head roller, and in response to Lane’s outburst, Guy said, “Making a spline here.”
         

         
         Seeing Guy step away from his work, Lane tramped on the treadles and the roller held, the threads meeting and lacing.

         
         “Perfect,” Lane said, pushing with the heel of his hand. He was wearing fingerless wool gloves. Then he turned to Guy and
            said, “May Semple says you adore chocolate.”
         

         
         “Can’t get enough of it,” Guy said.

         
         “This is for you,” Lane said. He brought his hands from behind his back and gave Guy a candy bar.

         
         After that, whenever Lane needed a tree cut down, or branches trimmed, or the lawnmower repaired, he called Guy, who did the
            work while Lane talked, often stories of recklessness related to his having been a waiter in Key West. And when the work was
            complete, Lane said, “I know what you want,” presenting a candy bar with the same ceremonial gesture. Two candy bars on the
            day of the snowstorm, when Guy shoveled Lane’s driveway, an all-day job.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Guy felt that he had a friend, and after Mrs. Semple told him that she was moving to Waterville, he visited
            Lane and asked whether he had any work for him.
         

         
         “I’m dusting and rearranging. I need help moving the wing chair.”

         
         With the chair in his arms, Guy said, “I need a place to stay. Mrs. Ess found a fella.”

         
         “There’s my attic,” Lane said. “You’d have to do some renovation. Bring it up to code.”

         
         Guy fashioned a new stairway, building it against the wall like a ship’s vertical ladder. He roughed out a room, the slanted
            roof giving it the sloping walls of a pup tent; insulated it, lined it with drywall. The window in the eave looked onto the
            cove. Though the room was smaller than the one at Mrs. Semple’s there was space for some of his books, and Lane’s shed held
            most of his tools.
         

         
         “This is for you,” Lane said, each day offering Guy a candy bar. And when Guy had finished and moved in, Lane said, “I hope
            you’ll forgive me for being a wicked, greedy old beast.”
         

         
         Guy smiled at Lane’s extravagant words, thinking: He is flamboyant. He is not afraid.

         
         “It’s a little question of rent. See, I never had to heat the attic before, but now that it’s a proper room, and you’re in
            it, I have to crank up the oil burner. That means more oil.”
         

         
         “I didn’t expect to live here free,” Guy said.

         
         They agreed on an amount, Guy inhabited the cubbyhole, and to raise money for rent he advertised in the Uncle Henry’s Weekly, offering himself as an odd-job man (“Old High School Kid,” his ad was titled) for tree cutting and disposal, carpentry and—as
            he had a gas-powered wood splitter—splitting logs for winter woodstoves.
         

         
         “High school kids used to do these jobs. They don’t anymore. I’m the high school kid.”

         
         And at night, in bed reading, that was how he felt, but much happier than he had felt as a high school student, and he always
            had work.
         

         
         He saw Mack Spinney at the Depot Grille now and then. Mack said, “The boss misses you. Says his work has suffered.”

         
         “How’s the wife?”

         
         “She’s a dragon, but she’s selling his stuff.”

         
         Seeing how well Guy went about the odd jobs, the person who had hired him would think of three more jobs to be done—a broken hinge, a wobbly table, a cracked pane of glass, a loose downspout, an errand to run—and would then recommend him to others. 

         
         “Some sort of leak in my chimney,” a woman said.

         
         “Loose flashing.” Guy was calling down from a ladder. “Plates need to be replaced and soldered. I’ve got a rivet gun and a
            soldering iron.”
         

         
         Fall wood splitting became winter shoveling, then spring-cleaning, and summer mowing. Guy kept to his upper corner of Lane’s
            house, in the nest he had made in the attic, which was always warmer than the rest of the house, being small and high.
         

         
         “You’re the only person who’s warm here,” Lane said, his bobble hat showing above the ship’s ladder. “It’s toasty here.”

         
         Back when Guy was only lending a hand, Lane had seemed cheery, bright and confident, always quick with a smart remark as he
            presented Guy with a candy bar, grateful for Guy’s help in fixing something, or when he was seated at his loom. But as a tenant,
            Guy saw that Lane had many down days, when he stayed in bed, lying on his side; that his smile was a mask; that he was often
            resentful in the left-behind mood of melancholic people.
         

         
         Guy’s burden—which he saw as his duty—was to encourage Lane in believing he was a wit, and a tease, never mentioning the days
            in bed, maintaining the illusion that Lane was strong, even when Lane lay like a dead man.
         

         
         “You’re an artist,” Guy said. “You’re creative. You can make things.”

         
         “But you’re handy,” Lane said, without force.

         
         “I can’t make much. I mainly fix things.”

         
         Lane said, “True. That’s a crucial distinction.”

         
         Lane was weak, he was helpless, he was lonely. “Let’s talk—you’re not going to read all night, are you?” Lane didn’t read.
            He said that smoking had killed his sex drive. “But I’m glad to be without it. I’m not a dog anymore. And I know I have a
            lot to offer.”
         

         
         Insisting he was happy sometimes drove him to spells of uncontrollable sobbing, his gray face shining with tears, his chin
            dripping.
         

         
         “I get these crying jags, Guy.”

         
         “It’s because you’re the sensitive type.”

         
         “My mother used to tell me that,” Lane would say, touching his wet face in wonderment and renewed pride. “‘Just be fabulous’
            she said.”
         

         
         “Fabulous doesn’t always work in Maine,” Guy said. “Me, I guess I just have a tougher skin.”

         
         Guy knew he wasn’t tough. “You’ll get no argument from me,” he’d say, or the useful, “You might well be right!”

         
         Paid in candy bars! But he reasoned, Lane is mean with money. He can’t help it. His incessant calculation made him miserable.
            Guy wondered: How do you become like that? He did not know, so would not judge him.
         

         
         Guy had never thought of happiness as a goal but only of the contentment of having enough. As a child he’d thought of his
            future as unknown and imponderable. “Let’s see what happens.” He had never reflected on what would become of him; and as an
            adult he did not look ahead to the secrets that lay in the vanishing point. He was grateful for every moment of calm, and
            at the end of each day considered it a victory to have lived through a day without disturbance, safely back in his narrow
            bed, with a book on the go.
         

         
         He did not think about the next morning, and most nights he did not dream. He was grateful to wake in sunlight and the warmth
            of the attic room. He earned just enough to pay the rent to Lane, to fuel his pickup truck, to buy food—simple meals in Lane’s
            kitchen—eggs, noodles, mac and cheese, beans, soup; and in return for using the kitchen he tidied it, did Lane’s dishes, scrubbed
            the sink, mopped the floor.
         

         
         “You’re so good to me,” Lane said.

         
         “It’s only fair.”

         
          

         Mrs. Gerwig, a widow, was one of Guy’s regular customers. He mowed her lawn, trimmed her trees, reshingled her shed, ran errands,
            cleared the sink trap: simple jobs. She was not old, she went for brisk walks, she was sinewy and strong, but Guy saw impatience
            in her treadmill-like stride.
         

         
         “What do you do with yourself?” she asked him. “When you’re on your own?”

         
         “I guess a lot of reading.”

         
         Mrs. Gerwig tried not to smile, as though he’d confessed a weakness.

         
         Sensing her discomfort, Guy added, “History and biography mostly.”

         
         “What are you reading now?”

         
         “The life of Alexander von Humboldt.”

         
         Mrs. Gerwig winced a little at the words.

         
         “Met Thomas Jefferson. Tangled with electric eels. He was all over South America. Stopped in Acapulco, too. He named ten species
            of animals, and lots of flowers. Kind of lonely, though. Never married.” He paused, because Mrs. Gerwig had only breathed
            and not said anything. “German.”
         

         
         Bewildered by the information, but impressed as a consequence of her bewilderment, Mrs. Gerwig invited Guy for a meal the
            following Sunday at the East Wind.
         

         
         “I’ve never been here before.”

         
         “But you were born here.”

         
         “Oh, yes, I’ve passed by this place many a time.”

         
         She talked, glancing around the room at the other diners, and with his bad ear to her he had trouble following. He missed
            whatever had led up to her saying, “People here always complain about his philandering. Yet I have considered having an affair
            with the president. Out of respect for the First Lady I would have to turn him down, though.”
         

         
         Guy was never more silent than when someone talked a lot, and he nursed a hope that the person would become self-conscious
            and stop. But it seldom happened, silence seemed to make them garrulous. Once she asked him an odd question.
         

         
         “Does it seem strange to you that we’re eating together and yet you work for me in a menial capacity?”

         
         “I was in the navy almost six years,” Guy said. “Based in San Diego, then Subic Bay. Then a supply ship off Danang. After
            all that nothing seems strange to me.”
         

         
         She clapped her hands at his certainty.

         
         Guy smiled. He said, “Or Idries Shah.”

         
         “In English, please.”

         
         “He said that when you realize the difference between the container and the content you will have knowledge.”

         
         She screwed up one eye as though questioning him and then smiled and said, “I’m going to call you ‘Ghee’ in the French way.”

         
         “It’s butter in India. Ghee.”

         
         Mrs. Gerwig had raised a fork full of fish to her mouth, but she put it back on her plate and stared at him.

         
         “Mentioned by Gandhi in My Experiments with Truth.”
         

         
         “What were they, the experiments?”

         
         “I suppose you could say his marrying his wife, Kasturba, when they were both thirteen was an experiment.” He saw that Mrs.
            Gerwig was still staring. “It was a marriage in every sense of the word.”
         

         
         On a day when he was retiling Mrs. Gerwig’s downstairs bathroom, she suggested going out for pizza for lunch. “My treat,”
            Guy said. All through the meal he was uncomfortable, wondering whether he’d have enough money to pay for it; he excused himself
            and in the men’s room counted the money in his wallet, but he continued to worry.
         

         
         “What happened to Von Humboldt?” Mrs. Gerwig asked when he returned.

         
         “I’ve done with him. I’m reading Andersonville.”
         

         
         Cocking her head, and eyeing him carefully, as though he’d lapsed into another language, Mrs. Gerwig seemed to be asking for
            more.
         

         
         “It was squalor, it was mayhem. One of the many disgraces of the war.”

         
         “Which war was that?”

         
         Guy was embarrassed for her that she did not know. To spare her, he said, “I’ll tell you all about it sometime,” and when
            the bill came and he realized he had the money to pay it, he became jaunty. Mrs. Gerwig said, “You’ve got a lot of pep!’
         

         
         That week, Lane said in his teasing singsong, “You’ve been seeing that Betty Gerwig woman.”

         
         “Just a friend.”

         
         “She’s a widow, you know. One of the hungry ones. She’ll eat you alive.”

         
         Another time, also at the pizza restaurant—perhaps she chose this place because Guy could afford it—she tapped his sleeve
            and said, “That stitching is so intricate.”
         

         
         “Tore it on a ratchet. Just simple sewing,” Guy said. “If you have a darning egg and the right needle, it’s easy. Shirt’s
            too good to use for rags.” Mrs. Gerwig said nothing, so he continued. “I like patching an inner tube—I love the smell of glue.
            Changing my own oil, mending things.”
         

         
         “I usually throw things away when they’re broken. It’s so cheap to replace them.”

         
         He suspected she despised him for his frugality, but he felt that in small ways like this, keepings things, fixing them, you
            could help change the world.
         

         
         On the weekend of the Lobster Festival, Mrs. Gerwig and Guy strolled among the stalls. Guy spent his last twenty dollars on
            two orders of lobster, corn, and steamers.
         

         
         They took their plates to a picnic table by the harbor, away from the shouts of children and the jazz band, and ate looking
            at the moored sailboats, all facing the same way, big and small, their backs to the noise of the festival.
         

         
         The way Mrs. Gerwig held her ear of corn in both hands, turning it against her teeth and chewing, brought to mind, She’ll eat you alive. Putting the bitten cob down, Mrs. Gerwig dabbed her lips with the back of her hand. She said, “Where exactly is this going?”
         

         
         Guy tapped his hearing aid, as he sometimes did to give himself time to think of a reply, pressing the earpiece as though
            to clarify what he had just heard.
         

         
         “I like being your friend,” he said finally.

         
         Mrs. Gerwig found a seagull to stare at and followed its alighting near a trash barrel to stab at a stained pizza box with
            its beak. She folded her plate, enclosing the last of the lobster, and dropped it into the barrel—the seagull taking flight.
         

         
         At her house, she said, “I need to be alone for a while,” and slid out, leaving the door ajar.

         
         Guy walked to her side of the truck and, as he closed the door, saw her mounting her new front steps. He had built the steps
            and painted them. He had used glue on each tread just before driving in the screws, so that they would never squeak or loosen.
            He was pleased to see that they were solid under her departing feet.
         

         
         Where exactly is this going? was the big question. But Guy had no answer. Losing Mrs. Gerwig as a customer was bearable, but it pained him to lose her
            as a friend, especially as he’d felt he’d hurt her. Running into her at the post office or Hannaford’s would now be awkward.
         

         
         The following Saturday, as he feared, he saw her exiting the post office. He hurried to hold the door open for her. She walked past him without speaking, her confusion giving her a lopsided gait. 

         
          

         The jobs were fewer when the summer people departed, leaving a shoreline of empty houses and dock floats dragged onto lawns.
            Within a month Guy was behind on his rent.
         

         
         Lane said, “I hate to say this, Guy . . .”

         
         He stood at his loom, wearing his fingerless mittens and a woolen skullcap and his Peruvian waistcoat, and he reminded Guy
            of the cost of heating oil.
         

         
         Guy said, “I’ve got an idea.”

         
         The idea, which had come to him in the night, had to do with his trove of books. What was the point of keeping books he had
            no intention of rereading? Books on a shelf in a room were meaningless trophies, gathering dust. But they had value.
         

         
         He filled three large boxes of books—a third of his collection—and took them to a bookstore in Bar Harbor. But when he carried
            the first box into the store the owner looked alarmed.
         

         
         “Don’t unpack it,” he said. “I’ll have a look.”

         
         Guy wanted to say—as a greeting, as a boast—that many of the books were ones he’d bought in the used section of that same
            store. But the man was digging into the box, frowning in distaste, pushing the books aside.
         

         
         “They’re really no good to me at all,” the man said, going deeper into the box. “Most of these you can buy for a penny on
            the internet, if you pay the postage.”
         

         
         “Mainly biography,” Guy said, as if he had not heard. “Churchill. Roosevelt. Lord Salisbury. Some war history. Fall of Singapore.”

         
         “What’s that?” the man said, plucking out a glossy pamphlet.

         
         “Elliott Stanger catalog. One of the New York shows. It’s signed.”

         
         “Twenty dollars,” the man said. “Any other signed material?”

         
         “Plenty, by former owners.”

         
         “I’d advise you to donate these to the library. They’ll give you a printed receipt to use for a tax write-off.”

         
         Guy chuckled, thinking he had no income to report, no taxes to pay. He took the books to the prison in Thomaston and left them just inside the door, where, without speaking, a duty officer indicated, pointing his truncheon. Back at his attic room Guy heard a knock on the ladder and saw Lane’s head. But Lane held on, just his head above the level of the attic floor. 

         
         “Guy—you’re a friend, you’ve been very good to me, you’ve been perfect, really . . .”

         
         Such praise always came before a “but.” To forestall it, and to save Lane from embarrassment, Guy said, “I have another idea.”

         
         It was to sell some of his tools. They had more value than books, yet to contemplate selling them was like facing an amputation.
            The wood splitter was worth a lot, and he knew a possible buyer, a man who had complimented him on the machine when he had
            split a cord of wood for him.
         

         
         “Alvin’s not home,” the man’s wife said.

         
         Driving back to Lane’s, Guy was relieved. And perhaps it was a sign, because when he arrived at Lane’s he had a message.

         
         Tony, now a contractor, had left a number for Guy to call.

         
         “I need a roofer,” Tony said.

         
         I’m a carpenter, Guy had always said with pride, because woodworking was a trade of precise measurements and visible symmetries, and sometimes
            it was an art form. Cutting and fitting wood required both skill and an aesthetic sense. Wood had a lovely odor, certain woods
            smelled edible, the tang of pine, the resinous aroma of oak, apple and pear trees—fruitwood; and the complex grain, the variety
            of hues. All other materials were inartistic—canvas, metal, plastic, asphalt shingles, composites without pith or sap or veins.
         

         
         “I’m your man,” Guy said.

         
          

         “Maybe better not tell the crew that we used to know each other,” Tony said, when Guy showed up at the house in progress down
            the coast in Camden.
         

         
         Guy nodded and thought, Yes, it will give Tony more authority.
         

         
         The job down the coast in Camden was renovating a bulky square-shouldered oceanfront house with gables and a wide porch, white
            cedar shingles on the sides of the house and, to Guy’s delight, red cedar shingles on the roof. Red cedar was another fleshlike
            wood that gave off a spicy smack when it was sawed.
         

         
         “How much exposure does he want?” Guy asked.

         
         But Tony, who knew little of roofing, didn’t understand the question until Guy laid out a sequence of shingles on the tailgate of his pickup truck and showed him the varying depths of overlap. 

         
         “This inch-and-a-half exposure can take more weather,” Guy said. “Lasts longer. And you want to install battens to help them
            breathe.”
         

         
         On the roof later that day Guy heard Tony explaining to the owner, “It’s an inch-and-a-half exposure. I’ve designed it so
            that it can take more weather,” and Guy was proud of him for his poise. Tony always was a quick study, he thought.
         

         
         Guy supervised the roofers but he used the nail gun, too, and worked until dark most days, until the job was done. The work
            expanded, as construction always seemed to—the owner seeing greater possibilities or having second thoughts, and Tony making
            suggestions. When the roof was finished, Guy worked inside on drywall, flooring, cabinets. They found rot in some floor joists.
            “Rip it all out,” the owner said, and he complimented Guy on the new joists he fashioned, the way they slotted together.
         

         
         In his second month of working for Tony, Guy realized that he was so frugal with his salary he was able to bank more than
            half of it. What had seemed a high rent at Lane’s when he was paid for odd jobs was now a modest amount compared to what he
            was earning. He never bought new clothes—Goodwill was his clothing store—so his expenses were rent, food, used books, and
            the upkeep of his truck. He had a radio but no TV: he read, he listened to ball games, he went to bed early.
         

         
         Guy set a goal for himself of saving five thousand dollars. And when he had achieved that amount he decided on ten thousand.
            With that he felt he could do anything—go anywhere, buy whatever he needed, a trailer, a mobile home, an RV. Ten thousand
            was freedom.
         

         
         “Seeing as he’s like a son to you, is he kicking some extra money your way?” Lane asked.

         
         “The owner’s happy—that’s the main thing,” Guy said, knowing it was not the answer Lane was looking for.

         
         Guy’s reticence on the subject of money aroused Lane’s curiosity, as though Lane suspected that his frugality might be an
            indication of Guy’s growing wealth, rather than his indigence.
         

         
         “Heating oil is going up this year,” Lane said. “And so are my property taxes.”

         
         He raised the rent by twenty dollars and the speed with which Guy agreed made Lane glum, as though regretting that he had
            not asked for more.
         

         
         “My gallery claims they’re having trouble selling my work.”

         
         “Stanger used to say that.”

         
         “I’m not surprised. I look at his paintings and I think, ‘What’s it all about?’”

         
         “Because there’s no perspective in it? No vanishing point?”

         
         Lane said, “You’re teasing me!”

         
         But the mention of Stanger’s work reminded Guy that among the crates of his possessions in Lane’s shed was a roll of the canvases
            Stanger had rejected, saying of each one, Get rid of it. Guy had added new canvases to the roll, so that by the time he’d left Stanger’s studio—was fired, rather—the roll was the
            thickness and the shape of a bolster.
         

         
         Using some fine, flower-patterned brocade discarded by Lane, Guy sewed a sausage-shaped sack for the roll of canvases, and
            used it as a bolster on his bed.
         

         
         “Now that is a very attractive accessory,” Lane said on one of his visits, clinging to the ladder, peeping above the attic
            floor.
         

         
         Lane’s admiration for Guy’s small achievements was always tinged with resentment—but why?

         
         One evening when he got home from work, Guy found Lane lying on the sofa crying, sobbing into a pillow. Hearing the door shut,
            Lane raised himself. His face was wet, twisted with grief.
         

         
         “People think there are answers to the world’s problems,” he said, his lower lip thrust out. “But there aren’t any answers
            because the world’s fundamental problem is that most people are stupid. Never mind that they don’t buy art and don’t read
            books and don’t think for themselves—that’s a given.” He snorted and gasped and wiped his nose with the back of his hand like
            a small boy. “It’s another kind of stupidity—animal stupidity. Dumb instinct. People make the same fatal mistakes every generation—in
            war, in politics, in business. The history of the world is the history of human folly. Nothing will change. Everything gets
            worse.”
         

         
         Guy said, “Einstein mentioned something along those lines.”

         
         The next day Lane sat at his loom, plucking at the wool strands as though nothing had happened; however, he seemed to have a dullness, a hangover, a result of his weeping. 

         
          

         “You claimed you’d like to go to an AA meeting,” Lane said one evening. “If you want, you can come with me to my Wednesday
            meeting.”
         

         
         Guy said, “Just for the experience.”

         
         On that dark late afternoon, Guy driving, Lane remarked on how well-kept the truck was.

         
         “A clean vehicle always runs best,” Guy said.

         
         The meeting was held in the annex of the community center in Ellsworth, fourteen men and woman on folding chairs, a bearded
            man in a baseball cap presiding at a table. Lane was the only black person present. One by one they introduced themselves,
            some offering a story—of temptation, of success in their number of days sober. Each person who stood up was applauded at the
            end of the testimonial. Lane spoke about the abuses he’d suffered as a waiter in Key West.
         

         
         Guy admired them for their truthfulness and humility, for their valiant stories. He saw bravery in adversity, the old clothes
            and raw faces and trembling hands. Most of all he sensed an air of acceptance in the room, a comradeship he’d known in the
            navy. Dressed in uniform, they could have been mariners on the quarterdeck, a cluster of swabbies.
         

         
         “I’ve got your back,” was the most reassuring assertion Guy knew. It helped make the world whole. They seemed to be repeating
            that here at the AA meeting in different words.
         

         
         Afterward, Lane introduced Guy to a woman, one of those who had told her story of struggle. “I’m Nicky. Sober for twenty-two
            months. I lost my daughter due to my drinking,” she had said, and when the applause died down she added, “I don’t want to
            lose myself.”
         

         
         “Nicky, this is my tenant, Guy. He’s a genius at fixing things.”

         
         Her thin face gave her startled owl’s eyes, her hair was lank and long, and her hands reddened either from the cold or work.
            Like Lane, she had stepped outside to smoke a cigarette.
         

         
         “Know anything about leaky pipes?”

         
          

         Nicky’s house trailer sat on a foundation of railway ties in a clearing surrounded by towering spruce trees that had dropped a mat of needles on the roof. Neglect showed in the rusted window frames and the loose door handle, but seeing the window boxes—empty on this winter day—Guy was sure they would be full of flowers in the summer. The narrow interior smelled of cats and mildew and burned toast and syrupy perfume. 

         
         Guy lay on his back to work under the sink, first using a wrench, then a hacksaw, to detach the leaky joint from the pipe
            to the faucet. Nicky watched with interest, standing over him as he fitted a new pipe and then cleared the mess of wet rags
            and sodden paper under it.
         

         
         “It’s rotted out the floorboards under your sink.”

         
         With a little moan, Nicky became a small girl, her hands dabbing at her face and tugging her hair.

         
         “Easy fix,” Guy said. “New floorboards.”

         
         “Lane was right”—she touched his hand—“you’re a genius.”

         
         “Simple carpentry.” The pressure of her fingertip on the back of his hand still glowed. “But at the moment I’m a roofer.”

         
         Nicky said, “In this weather.”

         
         “It’s tough some days. But the boss says, ‘If you’re cold it means you’re not working hard enough.’”

         
         “I’d tell him what he could do with his Christless roof.”

         
         “It’s my son, Tony. Stepson, sort of. I helped raise him. But he pays me well.”

         
         Nicky did not say, as Guy feared, You mean your stepson is bossing you around? She softened and touched his hand again; then she made another cup of coffee for him and urged him to sit with her at her
            kitchen table. Holding a cat on her lap she talked about her drinking, about the Higher Power, and taking one step at a time,
            stroking the cat as she spoke, and sometimes purring to it.
         

         
         “I’m Abenaki,” she said. “Black Wildcat clan. My father grew up in Stillwater.”

         
         “I was at U Maine in Orono,” Guy said.

         
         “So you know Indian Island.”

         
         “I have great respect for those people.”

         
         “We are the people of the dawn,” Nicky said, still fondling the cat. She worked in accounting at the creamery, she said. “You
            could pick me up on your way home. That way we could go to meetings together.”
         

         
         Guy had not intended to return to the meetings—his curiosity was satisfied by that first visit with Lane. But he said, “There’s
            a good atmosphere in there, something spiritual,” and agreed to take her the following week; and then every week for a month.
         

         
         In arriving back at her trailer, she always invited Guy in for coffee. He hesitated until she mentioned a repair she needed—a
            loose tread on the front steps, a faulty light switch, a bad circuit breaker. Guy readily agreed to the repairs. Nicky asked
            him what he meant by “spiritual.”
         

         
         “Different from my usual outlook,” he said. “Like the fellow said, a humorous skepticism towards everything.”

         
         “Which fellow?”

         
         “Montaigne—not one essay, but the tone of most,” Guy said, and as they were eating at the time—the routine of meetings and
            repairs often ended in a meal—he added, “Montaigne tells us he ate with his hands.”
         

         
         “Cute,” Nicky said.

         
         After one of these meals, Nicky said, “It’s raining real hard. Why don’t you stay the night?”

         
         The thought had not occurred to Guy. From habit he resisted, then said, “Good idea.”

         
         “The spare room is at the back end, as you know.”

         
         Where he had caulked the gap in the window frame.

         
         Within a week, at Nicky’s urging, Guy moved in—emptied Lane’s shed of his tools and transferred them to Nicky’s shed. “Who
            will dry my tears?” Lane said; but he seemed relieved that Guy was going.
         

         
         Guy’s room in the trailer had been used for storage. He built shelves, sorted the cartons (“It’s my idiot daughter’s junk,”
            Nicky said), and slept on a camp cot. Each morning, Nicky made coffee and toast and Guy drove to Tony’s jobs, more far-flung
            now, in Rockland and farther south, like the modular homes in Falmouth Foreside.
         

         
         One of the roofers on a modular home was a tall black man they called Ollie, who though slender had no difficulty climbing the ladder with a fifty-pound slab of asphalt shingles on his shoulder. Guy complimented him on his balance and asked him where he was from, thinking that he could mention that he had a black friend, Lane, who made brilliant quilts. 

         
         Lowering his head, and in a soft confiding voice, the man said, “Somalia. I am Allah Rakha.”

         
         Guy, who had expected him to say Boston, was excited by the revelation. “Where in Somalia?”

         
         They were kneeling on the roof now, side by side, with Dennis Colcord, who was fast at nailing but too old now to haul bundles
            of shingles.
         

         
         The man brightened and said, “Not Mogadishu. You have never heard of it.”

         
         “Maybe I have,” Guy said. “Is it Berbera?”

         
         The man lost his smile and stared in alarm at Guy, as though frightened of what he might say next.

         
         “Because Richard Burton was attacked there,” Guy said. “A Somali warrior jabbed a spear through his cheek. That’s the scar
            you always see in his portrait.”
         

         
         Before Guy had finished speaking, the man turned away, and though Guy admired him for his hard work, the man avoided him,
            always placing himself at the far side of the roof.
         

         
         When Guy remarked on this to Dennis, Dennis said, “Why didn’t you tell him about Elizabeth Taylor? That’s the real Burton
            story.”
         

         
         Nicky welcomed Guy home, always with soup, which he praised. She had made no mention of rent at the outset. Guy broached the
            subject and asked if he could pay her what he had paid Lane. She replied, “Why don’t we become partners?” and led him to her
            bedroom. As they made love, Guy reflected with pride, I am fifty-six years old, the great lover, and smiled in the darkness.
         

         
         He did not return to his camp cot at the far end of the trailer, but he amused himself by thinking that Nicky’s bedroom was
            narrower than the attic room at Lane’s. In good weather, on weekends, Guy fashioned a projecting roof for the trailer, and
            built a deck out front, and lined it with benches.
         

         
         Buying and planting flowers with Nicky in the late spring was to him an affirmation of hope. He blessed his luck and said,
            “This is a little slice of heaven.”
         

         
         “I only wish I could pay off my loan,” Nicky said.

         
         By then, through monthly deposits at the First National, Guy had almost achieved his goal of five figures. It seemed like
            a sign.
         

         
         “We’re partners,” Guy said. “I might be able to help. I’ve got about ten thousand.”

         
          

         They were married in a small ceremony attended by most of the folks from the AA meeting as well as Lane and Mack Spinney,
            Tony Semple and Tony’s wife, Beth-Ann. At the reception on the porch of The Anchor in Bar Harbor, they sat at long tables
            and had lobster and corn and the pub’s signature moon pies; no alcohol was served.
         

         
         Nicky worked nine to five at the creamery. Guy’s jobs were seldom nearby. Their lives were parallel; they rose at six and
            after breakfast went their separate ways, meeting again in the evening, these days too exhausted to cook, so Guy brought takeout
            from the Dairy or Moody’s and because of his hours he was never able to drive Nicky to the AA meetings.
         

         
         A full year of this, Guy reflected, because dates were significant to him for being milestones. But marrying was the great
            change he’d hoped for without ever discerning beforehand what it might be. He had not imagined having a wife, and sometimes
            wondered how it had come about. In this first year he understood that Nicky was easily hurt, that she hated to cook and drove
            too fast, and that she often craved to be alone. “You snore,” she told Guy, and many nights he returned to the camp cot in
            the spare room. Her furious telephone conversations with her daughter made him anxious; nor would she speak about her ex-husband.
            “Those people in AA are my family,” she said. But she was lonelier than she admitted. Guy told her he loved her, and he was
            lonely too.
         

         
         In the winter of their fourth year of marriage Guy tripped on a newly poured foundation slab and injured his back. After two
            weeks in the hospital he was weaker, with a high temperature, not caused by his back but a bronchial condition that would
            not respond to drugs.
         

         
         Nicky visited but seemed aggrieved. She said, “Addiction is an illness too. I guess you don’t know that.”

         
         “You might have caught a bug in here,” a nurse said in a whisper. “Hospitals are full of germs.”

         
         But when Guy mentioned this to his doctor, the man said, “That is just not possible. We take great precautions to keep this a sterile environment.” 

         
         At last he was discharged. Nicky said, “That’s what I need—three weeks in bed, all my meals brought to me on a nice tray,
            and plenty of television.”
         

         
         “I read a lot of books there.”

         
         “You would.”

         
          

         Guy eventually returned to work, still suffering a tug of obscure back pain behind his chest, and he was often short of breath.

         
         “Is it like an elephant is sitting on your chest?” the doctor asked.

         
         Guy said, “Elephant? Honestly, I wouldn’t know.”

         
         After tests, being hooked to monitors, tabs taped to his body, a spell on a treadmill, Guy got a verdict from the doctor.
            “You need a stent. That’s not a back problem. It’s your heart.”
         

         
         The stent was inserted, a simple procedure, and Guy was sent home with an array of pills. But the pain grew worse: Guy walked
            with difficulty. He saw another doctor, who said, “It’s your back—it might respond to physical therapy.”
         

         
         Nicky said, “I know all about hypochondria from AA.”

         
         “Someone once said every hypochondriac is his own prophet,” Guy replied.

         
         But sessions with a physical therapist, and mornings at the gym, followed by massages, relieved the pain. Guy took up yoga
            and felt better.
         

         
         “Massages,” Nicky said. “I know about them too.”

         
         Guy joined Tony again, who said there was money specializing in kitchens—he needed Guy’s cabinetry—and Guy was earning again,
            after the months of hospitals and the wrong diagnosis and therapy. The pills tired him, he worked long hours, and came home
            after dark, often forgetting to bring food.
         

         
         “You’re turning into such a drag,” Nicky said, one night. Guy had just stepped into the trailer, exhausted from work, blinking
            and pale. “All you do is work. Or get sick. You have no time for me.”
         

         
         Approaching her, to hold her, as she had once held him, he said, “How can we fix it?”

         
         “You make me want to drink,” she said.

         
         Instead of going home the next day, Guy searched the cards tacked to the corkboard at the general store and found one offering a room for a single man in a house on the Otis road. Guy called and visited that same night. He smiled to think that it was even smaller than Nicky’s bedroom in the trailer, that each room in his life was growing narrower. 

         
         Through her lawyer, Nicky disputed that Guy had loaned her ten thousand dollars. “Where’s the paper that proves it?” But Guy—the
            saver—had kept the canceled check. He handed it to his lawyer, and around that time had another dream, in which Nicky figured.
         

         
         Up front, I want you to know I’ve killed a man, Guy said in the dream, his feet planted apart, facing a stranger. So what deal are you offering?

         
         After months of negotiation he got half the money back, but not enough for a down payment on a house or even a trailer. He
            was sixty-one and feeling—not defeated, but low. Meeting Mack Spinney in town one Saturday he asked about Elliott Stanger.
            “Dead,” Mack said. “And the wife’s in Florida. No one’s happy.”
         

         
         “But she’s settled, and so are you,” Guy said. “I don’t know about me.”

         
         For the first time in a life of trusting fate and happy accidents, Guy began to think about the future. He was peering at
            the vanishing point but seeing only a small dot that he hoped was not a period, the full stop of oblivion. He wasn’t sad,
            yet he looked back and subjected his past to an interrogation and saw that what he had taken to be his choices had actually
            been the demands and urgencies of other people saying, Go away, Get out, You’re fired, I don’t love you anymore. He wondered how his life might have been different if he hadn’t always responded to those demands, and he asked himself,
            without pride but as a simple bemused inquiry, Why aren’t I sadder?

         
          

         Then Guy knew the answer, from two episodes that followed one after the other.

         
         Working in a house that a family inhabited always gave him a window into the way other people lived, and sometimes through
            an actual window he was installing.
         

         
         This was the house of a wealthy couple on the granite cliff overlooking Rockport Harbor. The house was full of exotic artifacts, statues, carvings, bronzes, pots, porcelains—trophies of travel. On the staircase wall of this Rockport house Guy saw a Stanger painting—chevrons—and winked as though to an old friend. 

         
         The couple’s son, a young man—midtwenties, baggy sweater, spiky hair, sleepless-looking—sometimes spent part of the week there,
            filling the house with music that cheered Guy in his work. The couple complained about the dumpster in the driveway, the size
            of it, its ugliness. “Is it going to be there forever?” the man asked. “We thought you’d be finished by Christmas,” the wife
            remarked.
         

         
         Much as he enjoyed the son’s music, Guy began to dread going to work, fearing he would have to think of a reply to the couple’s
            complaints. Tony was no help, having put Guy in charge of the job.
         

         
         “I’m doing the best I can,” Guy said to the owner.

         
         “Maybe your best is not good enough.”

         
         Guy said, “You might well be right!”

         
         One whole week the house was empty. In that week the job neared completion. Guy thought, They will be so relieved when they come back and see it done. They returned the afternoon of the tidying up, walking past the dumpster without a complaint.
         

         
         “Their son passed away,” Tony said in a whisper. Tony had come to make the final inspection. “The one that used to play the
            piano. I think it was suicide.”
         

         
         Gathering his tools, Guy saw only one room lit in the big house, the yellow window solitary in the winter darkness.

         
         Not long after that—the second episode—a fretful call from Nicky. “It’s the driveway.”

         
         She did not have money to pay anyone to plow it, so Guy agreed to clear it—she was stuck—though he had not been near the trailer
            for years. Glancing up from his shoveling Guy was proud of his handiwork on the front stairs, and the way the deck and roof
            had withstood the weather.
         

         
         “Do you ever hear from Lane?” Nicky asked. “He stopped coming to AA ages ago.”

         
         She looked much older, wearier, uncared for, and was still smoking.

         
         “I’ve been meaning to get in touch.”

         
         “I should email him,” Nicky said. “I could do it right now.”

         
         Guy did not have a computer. Email was a mystery. “You might find what you’re looking for online” was a tease. I’m a dinosaur, Guy sometimes said, but secretly he was pleased he was not burdened by technology he could not fix, and information he did
            not need.
         

         
         He shoveled the last of the driveway. Then Nicky was at the door, holding a small phone with a glowing message on its screen.
            This is it. I’m checking out. I’m in a hospice.

         
         Lane died a week later, before Guy could visit.

         
          

         “Lane Frater was colorful in every way—in his life and in his work and his clothes,” Guy said at the memorial service held
            at the AA hall, all the other AA members attending. Guy recognized many of them as the wedding guests from long ago. And he
            remembered with fondness how, after Guy had finished a job, repairing the loom or cutting branches or changing a tire, Lane
            would present him with a candy bar, looking pleased, eager to be thanked.
         

         
         In his truck, about to drive away, Guy saw a young black man running toward him holding a paper parcel.

         
         “I’m Lane’s nephew,” the man said, handing over the parcel. “He would have wanted you to have this. Lane was very fond of
            you.”
         

         
         It was one of Lane’s wall hangings, vivid patterns on a red background, a gold medallion like a sun, glowing between two vibrant
            black bars aslant, intersecting at a distant point in a corner. Guy hung it on the wall of his room. It was the smallest room
            he had yet lived in. Fits me like a snail shell, he thought.
         

         
         The message in Lane’s quilt was like the revealed secret of art, that at the farthest end of the vanishing point, at that
            seemingly unreadable dot in the buzz of color, a life was being lived. His hope was restored, and of Lane of the crying jags
            and the candy bars, Guy thought, Poor dear suffering black man.
         

         
          

         Medical expenses had drained Guy’s savings, yet he still had a few thousand as a cushion. Each year he had less, but the dwindling was inevitable: you got older, worked less, saved less, got deeper into a hole that was harder to climb out of and might end up being your grave. He could no longer balance on a steep roof, nor was he able these days to sling a bundle of shingles off a truck. Hoisting the air compressor was a two-man job. One of the young crew guys, Dale or Aiden, had to lend a hand. Reading was still his satisfaction. Library books now, because even used books were expensive and once a book was finished it was no more than a brick of dead weight. 

         
         The crew was kinder, taking pains to speak loudly so he could hear. Tony, too, was patient, a wealthy man now because of his
            reputation, and the demand for custom homes. He and Beth-Ann had three children and a boat and a mooring at the Municipal
            Pier in Bar Harbor. Tony sometimes mentioned his mother, who had remarried and lived with her husband in a retirement home.
            Guy resisted asking for further details. Guy was seventy-one, so she was probably in her late eighties.
         

         
         A flare-up of his back pain and—for the first time—an attack of gout kept him from work for two months. That, with the breakdown
            and repair of his truck (ball joints, cracked engine block), depleted his savings. Contemplating a move to a smaller place—it
            would have to be a closet, with a pocket door—he laughed out loud. But he knew he needed some money to get him past this spell
            of bad luck.
         

         
         Yet as Guy lay in his small room watching the Christmas snow come down, the light blowing snow of small flakes on a cold day,
            the beauty of them whirling past his window, transforming his usual view, making it new and softer, purifying it with the
            bluish white of fresh snow, dusting the tree branches, leaving dunce caps on fence posts, I am lucky, he thought—lucky to be alive in this cozy room, lucky still to be able to work, lucky in my tools, and luck will make me well.
         

         
         The landlord, Finn Rooney, inquired after him, and brought him soup that his wife had made, fish stew with buttery potatoes,
            that warmed him and helped him sleep. Yet the illness persisted, and a week later when it seemed to abate, Guy was unsteady
            and dared not drive.
         

         
         The whole time he’d been bedridden he’d studied Lane’s multicolored quilt on the wall, the quilt the nephew had given him
            in gratitude. He’d ceased to meditate on the two dark bars, but rather on the way they converged in a vanishing point. Ingenious
            Lane had made the point ambiguous and indistinct in a frizz of wool. Geometry proved that such lines never met; life wove
            ever onward.
         

         
         You managed best in growing older when you learned how to lighten the load. All you needed was enough. And a painting or a quilt was never the equal of a window giving onto sculptural snow-bandaged trees and the tracks of jittery sparrows. 

         
         Guy called an auction house in Bangor and said he had one of Lane Frater’s hangings and wished to consign it in an upcoming
            sale.
         

         
         “One of the bigger ones?” the man asked.

         
         “A wall hanging. Almost as tall as me and a little wider,” Guy said. “Dark stripes not quite converging, and a sort of golden
            sun, red background. Very nice.”
         

         
         The man said, “I’ll send our appraiser over.”

         
         The appraiser was a ruddy-faced man named Fraser Aitken—Canadian, he said, and familiar with Lane’s work. “Never got the recognition
            he deserved. Probably racial.”
         

         
         Aitken was thin, with a full head of white hair, streaked with yellow, and a reflective manner—Guy was glad for his silence.
            His gaze went through the room, registering each object—the ladder-back chair with the seat Guy had recaned, the brass barometer,
            the fruitwood bowl Guy had himself turned on a lathe, with thin sides and a lovely grain. Aitken stroked each one, evaluating
            them with meaningful blinks.
         

         
         He teasingly tapped the roll encased in silk brocade. “Looks like what we’d call a Dutch wife.”

         
         Guy coughed, and he was seized by gagging and could not answer, but he finally managed in a gasping voice, “Helps me sleep.”

         
         “As it’s been newly recovered with material that’s not vintage, you wouldn’t get much for it,” Aitken said, poking it again
            with his finger. “Hard, too.”
         

         
         “Reason being . . .” Guy said, and he felt awkward, stifled in his small room with the tall stranger filling it, nowhere to
            sit except the ladder-back chair or the edge of the bed.
         

         
         Guy did not finish the sentence. It was too odd to explain the scraps of what the bolster contained—and he had not stopped
            smiling at the expression “Dutch wife.” Instead of speaking he tugged on the laces that held the end gathered like the neck
            of a flour sack, and undoing the knot, in that motion, the loose end fell open releasing dust.
         

         
         Fraser Aitken bent his knees and peered inside. Looking down at the man’s head Guy saw
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