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PART ONE


October, November, January















Late October





MONDAY


It was amazing how different the world appeared once shifted back an hour. How altered the towns along Route 111 looked at 5:30 P.M., now that the hands of the clocks had been maneuvered. The storefronts of the smaller villages that usually were filled by darkness and northern decay were gleaming tonight. Lit up on the insides, they shone through normal working hours, almost festively alive. And this illusion seemed to work on pedestrians, as more people cluttered the sidewalks, creating the myth that there was life after dark in these forgotten little coastal townsall you needed to do was turn back the clocks.


Claires commute home from campus usually concluded with the veil of dusk over her Providence driveway. If she was quick enough, Claire could leash up her one-year-old dog, Cocoa, and walk the length of her street until she was at the top of the hill. From there she could watch the sun drop into the other half of the world. Perhaps it was the result of finding herself alone again, but she needed the nightly ritual to wring out her psyche.


The first night of standard time each October was always disorienting. Coming out of the classroom, she saw the night pouring through the sky, reminding her of the same power and explosion of Van Goghs form against a brilliantly conceived dawn. And, for a moment, she understood Vincents momentary lapses of lucidity, of how strange and blinding the natural world must have seemedone that only bold brushstrokes could tame. (She thought to make a note of that for her class, and possibly for her newest book project.)


The drive down 111 was in near total darkness, without even the moon as a night-light. She trailed red brake lights that cast a fiery hue over the night. Traffic was snarled per usual at the town of Carver. These roads had never been built with the expectation that they would be traveled by the hordes of commuters that had extended the city into every outreach of the region. And poor Carver, so fragile and all alone, with little to show but a Dunkin Donuts, a hobby shop, a string of stagnant antique shops, and a hidden work center for retarded adults, had become the epicenter of the coastal traffic. After winding around the waterfronts, the major shortcuts and minor routes all collided in Carver for a straight path out to the freeway. A final ten-mile-per-hour crawl that stretched along past once glorious houses that now sat fearfully exposed at the roadside.


Clouds had darkened the edges of the horizon, giving a strange dual dimension to the blackened sky. In an odd moment of prewinter fury, a flock of black-winged birds whipped the sky, swooning to the left, with a sudden awkward turn to the right, as though lost and trying to rediscover their way south. They looked equally frozen at the merge, shadowed against the brilliance of the still glistening bay that paralleled 111.


Claire looked over to her left at the houses that had stood for nearly two centuries. For seven years she had been commuting this road from the university, yet she was noticing them for the first time. Perhaps separating from Richard had really opened new sights for her. There was a red Colonial, its lit-up windows sparkling and winking back at the drivers. Beside it a little shack that must have housed generations of New England fisherman who trolled for quahogs or lobsters. And how different this all must have looked, four generations ago. These homes originally built with northeastern reserve, where heavily trafficked routes did not belly up to their front lawns, where seclusion was their protection from the changing world. Claire squinted to read the historical plaque by the red Colonials door, but couldnt quite make out the name of the original owners. She thought she might have seen the name WILLIAMS, and then wondered if the Williamses could have ever imagined that this is what would happen to their lovely home. The pride of their workmanship set three blocks from the bay, isolation that must have afforded them a view into the sweetly infinite horizon. This implied paradise now sat along the backed-up roadway, one block from a Shell gas station, a block the other way from a Blockbuster video, and directly across the street from a fried chicken stand that also made donuts and tacos.


The traffic started to move a little, enough that Claire dragged the stick of her nearly new Honda Accord into second. The other side was running remarkably faster, as those residents heading into the village were unfazed by the darkness at this earlier hour. It was their road and their night. Yet, as suddenly as she found her side moving, she was just as quickly stepping on the brake.


Just hold tight, Cocoa. Hold tight.


On the front lawn of the red Colonial stood a young boy, maybe ten, maybe younger (perhaps older, it is hard to tell in these days of adult fashions for children). Yellow light squared off every available window of the red Colonial, yet still there was a strange emptiness to the house behind him. Had he been there before, and just been obscured by her thoughts? He postured with one hand on his hip and the other clutching a skateboard. His expression looked somewhat puzzled, as though his pupils were in a permanent state of refraction from trying to adjust to the new night. Claire witnessed a certain disappointment in him. His hour of play before dinner had been cheated from him; the daylight stolen, replaced by a stream of unforgiving cars with burning headlights. She watched the decision process. He sized up the elements, weighing the possible against the impossible, dislocating risk from consequence. But mostly she saw the defiance of righteousness, of a boys decision to refuse to have his right to play taken. He threw down the skateboard, stepped aboard, bent his knees, and clumsily sailed it off the lawn toward the narrow strip of crumpled sidewalk that 111 bordered. The leaves broke under his wheels. In near darkness, on a deteriorated sidewalk, the boy was barely in control of the board as the cars sailed beside him.


Clouds began to overtake the sky, making the early evening seem darker. From the Honda there was no skating noise, just the cool breeze of cars beating down the opposing lane, some still without headlights, not fully accepting the dusk. She should have said something to the boy. She was convincing herself that this was not the neglect of TV-obsessed parents who had told their son to go outside and play until dinner is ready. Perhaps he was the latchkey child of working parents who were jammed up by the traffic right now. She briefly looked away from the inching bumper ahead to study the boys face, looking for something.


Hold tight, Cocoa.


Claire leaned forward to turn up the radio. This section of road was always brutal on the airwaves. The final ten minutes of this hours All Things Considered was supposed to be a story about the changing role of the museum, questioning whether it was driving the culture of art or merely responding to the demands of its consumers and donor bases. She tried to edge the car forward a bit, hoping another few feet would be enough to clear the static.


Traffic had barely moved. The skateboarding boy reappeared beside her, moving carelessly closer to the streets edge. His board flipped up, out from under his awkward feet. The nose and front wheels touched on the macadam as he stupidly reached out for it, his head seconds away from a speeding Pepsi truck that was too large and in too much of a hurry to be on 111 at rush hour. Claire screamed for the boy to look out, but her voice was lost to the roar of the trucks diesel engine. She was a little glad that she was not heard, as she might have distracted the boy and caused him to freeze in place, making the chance of an accident that much more inevitable. But, predictably, the boy still did not leave the area.


The southbound traffic had opened up a little more, and the cars were flying by faster. Each fender took the slight curve in front of the red Colonial with a little more daring. Either undaunted by the boy in front, or more than likely not seeing him at all.


Hold tight, Cocoa. Ill be home for you soon.



It was nearing the top of the hour, and the local affiliate announced the weather, saddening her with the news that the temperatures were beginning their annual descent. A typical NPR segue, a collaboration between a steel drum and an acoustic guitar, gave way to Robert Siegels introduction of the museum story. Claire smiled when she heard that Maggie Harrison, a friend and colleague, would be the focus of the piece. It was nice to hear Maggies voice again, reminding her that she needed to call Maggies husband, Bill, who was editing her latest book, to give him a status report. Claire listened in carefully. The seriousness of Maggies voice made her laugh, mostly from the memory of how unserious they had been together at the Worcester Marriotts bar after a day of conference papers delivered at Clark last year. It hadnt been that long after Richard had moved out, and Claire, having felt very alone and very friendless, had welcomed the late nights and forgetting, even if it was for only a three-day weekend. Still, Claire could recognize the professional Maggie in the interviewthe passion rising in her voice when pressed to a defense against high-powered commerce that was trying to co-opt the essence of art, in collusion with the overall assault on high culture. She listened with interest until a wave of static hijacked the station with the distant cadence of mariachi music. Many a radio story had been lost over this quarter mile of Carver road.


Just ahead, on a side street to her right, an older black Delta 88 started to nose its way out onto Route 111, the chrome trim stripped from the door, with one nub dangling near the rear shank. Claire was not a newcomer to Rhode Island, but she had never really gotten used to the driving practice of swinging into oncoming traffic. Sometimes Claire went out of her way to speed up in order to prevent the cars from butting in to the stream.


Letting cars pull out in front of you was a custom here. The real locals said it was bred from courtesy. The oncoming driver was supposed to recognize the plight of the stranded turner and hit the brakes. Then he was to give a slight wave of the hand and let the motorist proceed to turn left in front of everybody, instead of waiting for the natural break in the traffic. The practice yielded two negative results. One was all the near accidents that were caused by the sudden, unexpected braking of a car on a straightaway, the other was the danger from cars such as this one that just expected the stopping as a formality, and then pulled out into traffic anyway, nearly causing as many accidents.


From the moment she first moved to Rhode Island, Claire was determined not to be part of that system. She incurred the wrathful stares of those whom she bypassed on her rightonly vaguely spared verbal abuses when they saw her Rhode Island license plates. The practice may have been a holdover from a simpler time. But these two-hundred-year-old roads had since become complex arteries of traffic that carried people all over the region.


Claire tapped at the buttons of the radio, hoping to tune in the story on a side frequency. She really wanted to hear Maggie finish her interview. If worse came to worse, Claire could always flip over to the FM side to try to find WBUR in Boston, although by the time she found it, the story would probably be over.


The car in the facing traffic followed the regional custom by stopping cold in the road, jamming up all the autos behind it. Claire could see its conductors hand beginning to wave on a Delta 88. Another case of the illusion of order leading to disorder. The Delta 88 began to edge out. It hesitated, unsure of what Claire might do. She herself was uncertain. At this point, there was no reason not to let the car go. The whole highway had come to a complete halt for it. The chaos had already formed into sequence, and in a ridiculous turn, Claire, by not participating, would now be the one causing the dysfunction. The stage was set. Everything in place. The pedestrians stood poised, ready to cross through the street, as though there magically appeared crosswalks and orange reflector-vested guards. In this one flicker of time, Claire saw herself on a moral precipice, as though stopping would promote an errant system and make her an accomplice to every roadside danger on Route 111. To complicate things, the traffic ahead had broken open. If she stopped, Claire risked missing the break and getting stuck at the red light ahead.


There was surprise in the eyes of the Delta 88s driver when Claire did not appear to be slowing down (and in fact even speeding up in order to make the lightand get back into range of NPR). In that moment, Claire saw the womans heavily mascaraed eyes. They were painted and pronounced. She imagined the makeup had been carefully appliedthicker at the bottom, thinned at the top, accented by an unusual spike that collided with the outside corner of the eyes. Hardened and desperate. A woman who had been beaten down by dreams and fists. Reduced to a helplessness that seethed in anger, where her only sense of power was when she could control a two-ton piece of steel and blast it uncompromisingly into the road, using this antediluvian New England driving tradition to engage in a ridiculous battle against class, nosing its way into the roadway, the thoughts almost emanating out the windshield that no 2001 Accord EX is going to tell me how to drive. Claire practically heard it while the woman inched forward with testosterone machismo. Claire should have just braked and given the woman one moment, a small victory in a lifetime of defeats, but she would not let herself be bullied.


As she stepped on the gas, Claire tried to tell that to the woman through a firm but empathetic gaze. The Delta 88 woman threw up her middle finger, and shouted, Bitch as she slammed on her brakes, causing the Delta 88 to jerk to a halt, rocking back and forth on overloaded springs.


Claire looked straight ahead, consciously trying to ignore her. As the radio signal began to strengthen, Claire reached over to adjust the dial back to its regular setting.


Somebody screamed from the sidewalk. Claire looked up to see the boy frozen in place, his head and shoulders squared clearly in front of her windshield.


And for a moment it is a still photograph.


The boy is looking directly at her with an expression free from fear. He is oddly at ease. And as Claire looks at his face, she has the sudden realization that this is a face she will never forget. This face will emerge from the shadows when she closes her eyes at night.


She sees his red hair, colored by a particular shade of Scot orange, cropped close to the head, with defined lines shaved up over the perfectly symmetric ears. The top is left tousled, although not shaggy enough to incur a parents wrath. His thin nose points with purpose but seems oddly small for the roundness of his face. Slightly chapped lips are set apart with a little space, void of expression. And she wishes she could see his smile. Not seeing his teeth will always leave the image incomplete. She is fully aware of how dramatically a smile can alter the way a person looks. Warmth, charm, bitterness, devilishness. They all reveal themselves in the smile. And in the eyes, as well. A pair of blue irises as pure as a new marble looks back at her, too young to have to witness the sadness of the world.


For one last second they look at each other.


Just stare.


Claire never heard the thump of the car. Later she wont remember slamming the brakes, nor recall how her car ended up parked along the side of the road, only a vague memory of hearing Maggies voice fading. The air bags never deployed; the collision was that subtle. Her head throbbed. And she found herself fearfully banging at the car door. A temporary memory loss at how to open the goddamn thing. She fumbled for the handle while kicking instinctively at the base. Her mind and nerves operated with no central thought commands, as though she was fighting defensively for her life. She couldnt get out of this Japanese suit of armor. Even for a moment. Just to see if the boy was all right.


A man cupped his hands against the window on the drivers door. He leaned in close, peering, his breath fogging a near perfect circle. Claire looked at him and called out, Get me out of here. Please.


He looked kindly in his long black overcoat, with the wind blowing his salt-and-pepper hair. He sported a cropped gray beard, not too unlike Freuds, but without the scholarly authority. If you could just open up the lock for me, he said. The last word wavered slightly at the end, the point when emotion is finally allowed to supplant bravery. Can you do it, miss?Paramedics are on their way. On their way. I calledTwo times, I called. They are on theirThey said theyre on the way.


Claire froze in place. For the life of her, she could not remember where the lock was. She fumbled her hands around. She closed her eyes once, and then opened them again, hoping that the freshness would bring everything back into perspective. Somehow, her brain was unable to command her hands to reach for the door.


Traffic was stopped in all directions. Constant footsteps patted circles around her. Claire heard crying. She heard panic. But mostly what she heard was a strange silence, one in which all the sound waves were thickly coated in plastic, bouncing off one another mutedly. In the distance the ambulance howl cried from Billington, winding its way through the cars that clogged the highway. She knew the boy must be lying in the street somewhere near the edge of her front tire. She needed to get out to save him. But she could not find the goddamn lock.


The passenger door swung open, letting in a wave of excitement. Claire turned to see the man from outside kneeling in the neighboring seat. Did you hit your head? His voice was a little thinner than it had seemed from outside the car. Is your head all right? he asked with a nervous whisper.


What happened to the boy? Her voice did not sound as her own, rather some implanted response mechanism programmed for unfortunate circumstances. Television had trained her well.


The man looked down. The ambulance is on its way.


I tried to tell him to be careful. I tried


He skated out in front. No regard forWe all saw it. From across the street. My office window. It was slow motion that happened in a secondWe allYelled, but notWe all saw.



I tried


No business being there. No. None at all. Pure recklessness.


I even yelled out once.


The ambulance is on the way.


Claire closed her eyes. Her head was going to explode. She tried to speak calmly through modulated words. I cant seem to manage to open my door. It didnt strike her as funny, but she thought that she might start laughing at any moment. Maybe at irony. Or at the sadness of pure helplessness. I cant remember how to open the damn door.


The man looked at her.


Can you just help me out of here?


Maybe you should just wait until the police get here. They know what to do with these things. The man nestled into the passengers seat. His muddy shoes stepped on the papers, further jostling them in his effort to avoid them. He closed the door, insulating the chaos. Ill sit with you until help comes. He must have had children, and been through the worst emergency room scares. Police are on their wayProbably best if you just stay put.


I yelled out once. And that car kept coming at me. They all do it, although its totally reckless. Kept comingWhat else could I have?


I hear the sirens coming closer now. Traffic is backed up. Deep.


I think that I should get out. Can you help me get out? I could help the boy.


Theyll be here any minute.


Claire lifted her head and turned to look at him. Outside the headlights cut through the darkness, etching fine ivory beams only broken by drivers who had jumped out of their cars, rushing to figure out the right thing to do. The scene seemed to become more festive as the red and yellow lights of the emergency vehicles finally approached. Claire looked at the strange man sitting in her front seat. She began to repeat that she had tried to warn the boy, and then interrupted herself by finally flipping the door handle, again only to find it locked.


The man placed his hand on her back. It might have been comforting, but it left her feeling oddly violated. He was kind. Kinder than she would know how to be in this situation. You dont need to stay, she said. You dont need to protect me. Ill be okay. Fine. If you could just help me open the


The police are arriving now. Theyll need to talk with you, Im sure.


Just tell me that hes alive


And the paramedics will check yourIts okay, Im just across the streetI work acrossThe accounting agencyI can


Just help me out of here.


Outside the groans and rumbles of fire trucks and ambulances shook the ground. Their lighthouse beams swirling colored fingers of light. The urgency accelerated, as she felt the presence of authority and control.


The man opened the passenger door. Over here, he shouted toward the paramedics. Over here. He left one leg in the car, his weight on the ball of his other foot while his hand pressed against the ceiling.


Please just help me out. Someone, Claire muttered, aware that she was only speaking to herself.



A paramedic scooted the man to the side and slipped into the warmed seat beside her. He introduced himself as Jim. Asked her name, and she told him. He asked how she was doing. His voice sounded a little casual given the potential, an obviously intended psychology to alleviate panic. Im all right, she answered. How is the boy?


I need to take a look at your head. These kinds of accidents can sneak an injury up on you. Let me take a look now, Claire.


No, she said. I am fine. Please tell me about the


In just a minute I will come around to the other side and help you out. He spoke as though she had suffered a brain trauma. He barely looked older than most of her students, with the same simple, clean-cut look. We have to have you stand. Can you do that for me, Claire? Stand? First, please look my way. You can hear me, right?


Before she could protest, he was pulling down on her eyelid, blinding her with a penlight. She didnt object. What else could she do? Good, Jim spoke as he worked. Look up. Then he peered into the other one. Looking goodIf there was any jarring, things can seem momentarily disoriented for some time. But not to worry.


Jim reached across her and popped open the lock. Her sight was blurred and burning brightly.


When he opened her door from the outside, Jim stood with his red toolbox in hand, the accounting Samaritan behind him. Behind both of them, Claire could see the wall of people carefully arranged by the police officers finally on the scene. Yellow tape was being strapped around the perimeter. The lighting was all very strange. A pitched dark that falsely dazzled under the artifice of generated lights, turning the loneliness of tragedy into pure man-made brilliance.


Jim bent down and squeezed around her knee. A little tender, he said. Do you remember hitting anything?


Claire shook her head, no.


Can you stretch it out for me?


She tried, but it was a little stiff.


Can you stand on it, Claire?


The paramedic lifted her by the upper arm. At the true moment of finally being freed from the car, she suddenly felt afraid. She did not want to let go of the steering wheel. As he pulled her up, planted her on both feet, she looked down to avoid the scene. And there, before she could avert her eyes from the emergency team huddle, Claire saw a patch of the boys red hair against the black macadam. She witnessed the control of the paramedics, responding with ease, reaching into their boxes for needles and apparatuses, their postures calm but their hands beginning to shake.


Claire felt her chest pump. It became almost impossible to swallow, as though her throat was rebelliously constricting, while her body became obsessed with getting air.


She kept staring at the red hair.


Her hearing started to diminish until all she could hear was a loud pounding sound, as if mallets beat her eardrums. The paramedic was talking at her, but it wouldnt matter. She couldnt hear him anyway. Her head started to feel light. She finally drew her eyes away fast enough to see Jim strapping an oxygen mask to her face. She ripped it off instinctively and turned her head to vomit against the side of the Accord.


Claire retreated to her car. She sat with the door open, an olive green blanket wrapped around her like a cape. The scene played on as if it were a television show that she had seen a million times. Various police asked quick questions as though she had already read the script. Administered the Breathalyzer. Rerouted the traffic. Their postures, the modulation of their voices, and their formalities were all comfortably familiar. Claire was thankful that she knew the show. She knew how to answer the questions. What to expect, and what was expected of her. At least something seemed normal. She had been cleared by the paramedics assigned to her, who walked away empty-handedonly advising her to see a doctor if the pain in her leg persisted. She promised she would.


Twice she had tried to go over to the boy, but both times had been stopped by police officers. They took her registration, her license, and her insurance card. An officer named Almeida asked her routine questions as he organized the documentshow fast was she traveling? When did she first notice the boy? And as though he already knew the answers, he walked away without excusing himself to radio in her documents from the patrol car.


Claire stood up, tugging the blanket around her waist. The paramedics were hovered by the left headlight of her car, forming a half circle that revealed nothing other than their backs. Silver camera flashes exploded from the front bumper. Another officer marked off white lines while measuring them. And the traffic, by now backed up all the way to Newport, crept around the police barricade, each driver trying to steal a look without appearing obvious. Claire tried to muster the strength to stand on her tiptoes to look over the medics for the red hair. Inching herself forward, she was stopped by a police officer who was out of uniform but still bearing the official-ness of the uniform. He did not introduce himself but instead handed her his card. She didnt look at it. Been a rough night for you, Miss Andrews.


She nodded, her hearing still muffled. How odd all these strangers knew her by name.


He stood between her and the boy.


Some good news for you. Your blood alcohol level has registered zero


I rarely drink during the week.


But I do have a few things I need to go over with you, like how fast you were going, what led up to the moment of impact. Those kinds of questions.


I just answered those for Mr. AlmeidaHe has my drivers license in his car.


I realize that, Miss Andrews, but I am with the traffic investigation unit. Please bear with me.


She leaned to peer over at the boy. The cop swayed with her, blocking her view.


These things have to be done procedurally. You can imagine all the lawyers and insurance investigators that will be looking over these reports. It was strange that he seemed to be apologizing. This is all in your best interest.


They stood beside the car. Inches away from the boy, as the voices of the paramedics began to rise. Then one of them ran desperately back to the truck where he grabbed a plastic bag, ripped it open with his teeth, and discarded the plastic shard on the pavement. A sense of panic seemed to rise from the spot of highway in front of her car. The wind came up cold and heavy, having traveled across the bay. At first it stung Claires ankles, almost having snapped at them, but then it felt like it had wrapped itself around her calves and thighs. The nameless investigator continued to ask questions in a modulated voice that she sensed held a trace of sympathy. It was a strange universe that they inhabited, where the dramas of each world seemed so separate, as though they were going on miles apart. Each time Claire tried to look over at the boy, the investigator moved in her way and asked another question. She played along. One more minute of camaraderie before she would walk away and live this evening alone for the rest of her life.


The boy was carried into the ambulance. Claire only saw the rise of his small frame formed under the thick blanket. She strained to see if it covered his face, but the investigator blocked her off. All she saw was the boys streak of red hair blended into the sirens light. Then the ambulance pushed its way through the remaining snarl of traffic, en route to deliver the boy to the emergency room at Childrens Hospital in Providence.


She stepped to the side and looked to where the boy had lain. It was just a black stain, no different from the refuse of leaking oil. Darkened by its fresh dampness, the spot would soon fade into the macadam.


The investigator looked over his shoulder, seemingly startled by the sirens light, then slipped his notepad into his pocket. He coughed for her attention. Is it best to reach you at home or at the university?


Either wayEither way you can find me.


The fire trucks began to pull away, along with the extra police units. Claire felt her chest lighten, sensing the stripping away of sound that would leave her alone in silence. In a way, wishing this moment would never have to end.


I almost forgot to ask, the investigator said. Did you know the boy? I only ask because with these small towns one never knows.


She shook her head, no. At least she didnt think so.


My advice to you is to stay away from the parents. Fight the urge for apology. For remorse. When the world goes crazy, the people in it do too. Best to just keep looking forward, and figure out what you need to figure out in your own way.


Claire didnt think she could stand any longer. Her knee was stiffening, and all the strength was draining from her body. She reached out to shake his hand. Thank you, she said. For a second he was supporting her full weight.


Well be in touch. The investigator momentarily looked away, and then walked off, barking out a directive to a uniform to measure the distance from the curb to the current location of the car one more time.


From her car, Claire watched the investigation begin to wrap up. The traffic had been reduced to the remnants of those few who slowed down to take in the details. The camera flashes still bounced off the Accords bumper, where, almost eerily, the car appeared to have only lost a front turning light. They flashed off the police-marked road. Off each angle of the intersection. All the questions had been asked. The witnesses queried, except the Delta 88 woman, who had driven off rather quickly after the impact, certainly never once considering her own culpability. Claire was told not to worry. The witnesses corroborated her story. There was nothing she could have done. Could have been anyone. It was not her fault. It was just down to procedure now. She nodded her head, thanking him as he spoke, and stretched her leg out a little bit to loosen the knee, dabbing it with the compress that the paramedic had left behind.



With each passing moment the night grew quieter. The branches looked like bones that had grown petrified and spindly, reaching out helplessly from the arched backs of the trees. The leaves, weeks past dried and fallen, had been swept into thoughtful piles house by house, passively fearing the wind. The crows had departed long ago. Bored from disinterest, and pulled by instinct, they had winged off much more stealthily than they had entered.


Officer Almeida told Claire that she was welcome to leave. There were still some loose ends to be tied, but they didnt need her anymore at this juncture. He had her contact information. She should expect a follow-up call with the questions that they may have neglected to ask on the scene. But, for now, he understood that she must be exhausted and bewildered. Is there someone you would like to call before you leave? he offered. Im no psychiatrist, but sometimes it is best not to be home alone.


She started to shake her head, no. Thinking for one moment that she might just crawl into the backseat, curl up with her jacket laid over her, and sleep until the morning sun forced her to leave. And for now, Claire regretted that she had Cocoa. That dog sitting home alone was the only reason she had to force herself back into her car. But the officer was right. This was no night to be alone. Thank you, she said. She nodded, and took the cell phone that Almeida offered, pulling it through the open window.


It was in times of crises when she wished her parents were still living. Since her separation from Richard, Claire had had to manage completely alone again. Yes, she made polite conversation with her colleagues, followed up on invitations to various social events, but she kept all her friends at a distance. She had needed to discover who she was, without the expectations of who she had been. In truth, she couldnt think of a single person whom she could say remained a close friend from the days before and during her marriage. Maybe that was the sacrifice of her work. Or perhaps she had dedicated too much of her time to Richard. And now, not more than six months after she had given the speech that they needed to stop depending on each other in order to get a better gauge on where they stood, she held the cell phone, folded and miniature, almost delicate in her palms, trying to remember Richards Cambridge studio number. Finally, she found one of Richards business cards that he had left in her glove box.


It took total command of her concentration to make her finger dial the number. It was as though she had no body, her physicality gone numb and useless, almost ghostlike, where her thoughts only floated freely, with little connection to the physical world around her. She touched each number slowly, watching her hands as though they belonged to somebody else.


Richard answered on the first ring, probably engaged in the critical moment of a drawing, and too distressed by the phones intrusiveness to do anything other than pick it up to make it stop. Hello.


He was the type who needed notice. You could count on an uncomfortable silence if last-minute tasks were dropped on him. He was an artist who sat diligently at his easel most every day, a set of colored pencils in his hand, sketching fairly standard illustrations of the superficial muscles of the face. Mostly, he worked on order for the Harvard medical school. When he wasnt in his Cambridge studio, Richard was at the bottom levels of buildings, watching bodies being autopsied for a firsthand view of the subjects. His work was precise, capturing the essence of photography, with little call for an aesthetic valuesomehow even a step beyond realism. The only goal was to capture the subject, void of any symbolic representation. He was the last of a dying breedrefusing to follow many of his colleagues into the digital world. He wouldnt make the move to airbrush or acrylics, instead using Verithin pencils as his only tool. Claire always had felt a little sadness for Richard. He had been blessed with remarkable skills, the gift to take in something with his eyes and then see through it with his hands. But because he disregarded his imaginative talents, his art would never be anything other than his vocation. He had abandoned a sense of interpreting the world, satisfied with just reporting on it.


Richard. Claire couldnt say any more. She didnt know what to say. They dont show this scene in the movies.


Claire? This is a surprise. Can I call you back in about five minutes? Im struggling with getting this one stupid tendon right. It looks like a piece of machinery right now. Five minutes?


She hesitated out of instinct, almost ready to agree. I cant. That was almost painful to say. Her body stiffened with the realization that she was reaching out to the person who two years ago, in a privately contrived existential panic, had tried to push her away; but despite his almost immediate recantation, the damage had lingered for another year until she sadly, but defiantly, had declared the trial separation.


Where are you?


Its too much right now. Speaking any more than a single sentence would crush her.


Are you okay?


Please come to the house tonight. Can you?


ClaireI dont know about



You need to.


The 93 traffic will be unbearable. I dont know when


I need you to come now.


Richard sounded antsy. Maybe concerned, maybe bothered. All right, he said. Ill leave now. Maybe the Mass. Pike will beCan you just tell meWhere are?


I cant believe it is even realIts too horrible.


There was a pause, and then he said, Okay.


She folded the phone in half, not sure if that had hung it up. When Claire looked around, and only she and Almeida were still there, the haunting vacancy of the scene began to make the accident devastatingly more real. She started to realize how impossible the drive home might be.


Almeida stared into the Accord on occasion as he finished his survey. He wrote down a few notes, and then started up his car, probably to let it warm. The gray exhaust blew straight and hard, almost solid looking. He left his door open and walked over to Claire. Thats all I have, he said.


Thank you, officer. She returned his phone to him.


You going to be all right going home?


She lied, yes.


I can follow you if you would like.


Ill be fine.


And youre sure there will be someone to meet you at home.


She nodded.


Because, be continued, a person should not be alone following an incident like this. The mind can play funny tricks on itself. Ive seen a lot of this. Also saw it in the Gulf War. A couple of soldiers in my unit were involved in friendly fire. Knew the men they had eliminated by name. Held themselves in silence. Wouldnt talk to a soul. They could only stand to look at each other, until they could no longer stand to even look at themselves. But you dont need to know about that. All Im saying is that you shouldnt be alone at a time like this. Know what I mean? Now I am just going to wait in my car until youre ready to go. Just going to be waiting, is all.


Thank you, officer. I appreciate your concern. She rolled up her window, and watched him walk off to his patrol car, holstering his flashlight. Once inside the car, he turned on the map light, reached over to the passengers seat, and picked up a steel clipboard and made a quick note. He spoke into the radio, and then switched off the light. All she saw was the blank expression of his rear lights in the total darkness, surrounded by invisible chalk lines and multicolored plastic shards.


She slipped the key into the ignition and slowly turned it, expecting a brutal growl from the engine. Instead, she was greeted with the usual soft hum. She sat for a few minutes while the motor turned, letting it warm, acutely aware of the unconsciousness of machinery. Almost amazed that something so powerful and brutal would have no sense of right and wrong. She sat and listened to the engine purr.


Claire placed her palms on the steering wheel without gripping too hard. The three pedals on the floor initially looked confusing, and she had to tell her left foot to engage the clutch at the same moment that she pushed the gearshift into first. Her right foot steadied on the gas pedal, waiting for the command. She was still afraid to go. She would have to shift again, but she did not want to have to take two hands off the wheel while she drove. Ever.


She knew that Cocoa sat waiting at home. One minute scampering by the door when an engine sound came close, and then leaving disappointedly for the kitchen or couch when the suspect car continued on. The brown lab probably was lying in front of the door on the Pottery Barn runner that had once looked so elegant in the catalog, but between Cocoas homesteading and the seasonal muds, its untimely wear had returned the foyer to the same helpless shape. By now, Cocoa was undoubtedly fast asleep, unaware that night had prematurely fallen, as her stomach gurgled in hunger, and her bowels built up unconsciously. She welcomed the companionship, but in truth that was secondary. When the house was dark and empty, Cocoas main concern had to be filling and emptying her stomach. Dont worry, Claire said out loud. Im almost home.


Claire closed her eyes and
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