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Early this mornin’, you knocked upon my do’

Early this mornin’, you knocked upon my do’

I said, “Hello, Satan, I b’lieve it’s time to go.”

—Robert Johnson, “Me and the Devil Blues”



If I die, I will forgive you.

If I recover, we will see.

—Spanish proverb








Part I

TALKING IN MY SLEEP








ONE



Ransom Hill had fallen hopelessly in love with his own wife. If there was any doubt of it—there wasn’t, but had there been—it ended in Myrtle Beach, as he deplaned and found her waiting with the children at the gate. Tall and thinner than he’d been since high school, Ran had on his good black coat, which still stank of cigarettes, though he’d given them up in anticipation of this trip, the first of many sacrifices he was prepared to make. His slouching jeans were held up by a concho belt in which he’d lately had to punch three extra holes, and his Tony Lamas clapped along with a delaminated sole. His Stetson, though—the new three-hundred-dollar white one he’d seen and really felt he owed himself—was as crisp, serene, and towering as a late-summer cumulus. In its shadow, under memorable blue eyes, two dark crescents stood out against his inveterate New York City pallor, smudged as though by Christmas coal, the lumps that Santa Claus reserves especially for fallen rock stars and other habitual offenders. Ran, as always, was carrying two guitars, the ones Claire called “the Gibson girls” and, again, “the mistress and the wife.” His road-worn but still handsome face seemed clarified by recent suffering for which he had nobody but himself and maybe God to blame. As he came up the ramp, a bit short-winded, with that slapping sole, he looked like someone who had served a stretch in purgatory, and now, there, in paradisal light at the end of the square tunnel, was Claire. And paradise turned out to be South Carolina. Who could have guessed?

Amid the tourists headed for the links and Grand Strand beaches, the rushing bankers on their cells, his wife and children looked like a subversive little carnival unto themselves. Hope, his four-year-old, had on a pink dress-up with blue and silver sequins and boa trim. In dandelion-white hair tinged with the faintest faint blond rinse, her plastic tiara featured sapphires one shade bluer but only half as incandescent as her eyes. Over the summer, her legs had sectioned out like telescopes and suddenly acquired a shape like Claire’s. At their distal ends, her nails were painted chipped hot pink. So, too, Ran saw—with an alarm he rapidly suppressed—were his son’s. Wrapped around his mother’s waist, Charlie, not quite two, had on a Cody Chestnut T-shirt with a grape juice stain and a hard-shell plastic fire hat: FDNY. As he shyly grinned with two new serrated teeth, Ran saw with a pang, for the first time, who his son was going to be, which had carved itself from formless babyhood while Daddy was away.

“Dute! Bi’truck!” he said, and banged his plastic lid.

“Fire truck, dude.” Putting down his cases, Ran took a knee, removed his hat, and raked his fingers through his sandy hair. With a hint of the grin that once upon a time had opened many doors (quite a few of which he would have been wiser to eschew), he held out his arms, not quite in time to catch the kids as they smashed into him like rocket-propelled grenades.

“Dad! Da-dee!” Hope squealed.

“Hey, Sweet Pete!” He keeled over, laughing, on his seat.

“Daddy, how come you’re so skinny?”

“I’m not skinny, am I?”

“Yes, you are. How come?”

“Bi’truck! Bi’truck!” Charlie said, lacking skills, but concerned to have his contribution recognized.

“Man, I really like that hat,” said Ran. “I don’t suppose…”

He commenced a swap, but it was ill-advised. “Mine!” said Charlie, clamping down with two big little hands.

Hope tugged his sleeve. “How come?”

“Well, Pete…”

He lost her on the hesitation.

“Look what I have on!”

“Umm-hmm. Très chic,” he said.

“You bought it for my birthday.” Her tone flirted with severity, as though she suspected he’d forgotten.

“I remember,” Ransom said, and now he did. “It fit you like a sack.”

In New York, cruising the garment district one day in his cab, he’d seen the item on a rolling rack disappearing up a ramp and haggled out the passenger-side window with a nervous Puerto Rican kid in a black do-rag. This was after the label dropped him; after his well-meaning friends rallied round and got him a stint producing a band from the U of Alabama called Broken Teeth (“the next Hootie,” they were touted as). After five days at the Magic Shop in SoHo, he was ready to kill them all or commit suicide, preferably both. In lieu of either, he showed up at home that night behind the wheel of a lurching, shot-shocked cab, making good a long-term threat. Five songs into an album he was hell-bent on self-producing and distributing, he bought studio time by running up huge debts on MasterCard (at one point, he had six he had to rotate every time the promo rate expired). One morning he came back from the garage after a shift and found the closets empty. He sat for a long time at the kitchen table, with Claire’s bran muffin and her coffee—sweet and extra light—in a bag, before he read the note. It was on her good stationery, heavy linen stock with the address blind embossed on the verso of the envelope. Even nineteen years in a rock band couldn’t burn some good habits from the heart of a Charleston girl who’d grown up south of Broad. They left in April, and Ran hit bottom, or what looked like bottom then. By that September morning in the airport, he’d discovered that, beneath the basement, the house we know as life has several unsuspected floors; and, below those, several more.

“We missed you, Daddy,” Hope said.

“I missed you, too,” he would have liked to say, but Ransom, briefly, didn’t trust his voice. Sitting on the floor as the traffic veered like a stream around a rock, Ransom squeezed his children hard and smelled them like a stricken animal recovering the scent of its lost cubs, and then he opened his red eyes and looked at Claire.

Standing barefoot on the Astroturf, in defiance, probably, of several laws, she had on a pair of faded, cutoff OshKosh overalls he recognized far better than Hope’s dress and from much further back, the sort that date from those brief years when you’re as close to physical perfection as you’re ever going to get and later put away in the unlikely hope that you’ll fit into them again. They not only fit her, they were loose, and her tan was almost shocking—a fearless and unapologetic mahogany the likes of which no one who listened to All Things Considered and read the New York Times had dared in recent times, as though in coming here she’d thrown away whole levels of caution and regressed to a wild, natural state. After years of threats and promises, she’d finally cut her hair, the long bolt of heavy chestnut silk she’d both prized and half resented, having had to tend it dutifully like an aging parent or the grave of a lover who’d died young. It barely brushed her shoulders now, the ends chopped in different lengths that looked gamine and unconsidered in a way nobody had to tell him cost a lot of dough. The gray threads he’d begun to notice in New York had been replaced by red-gold highlights, and all this somehow contributed to, but did not explain, the peculiar, throbbing vividness she had, which Ransom wanted to attribute to her coming home, to starting a new job and being mistress of her own demesne again, any cause, any possibility but one: that his absence had been good for her, had allowed certain parts of her long eclipsed by certain parts of him to reemerge and shine.

“That’s some hat, Sheriff,” she said as the kids hauled him to his feet.

Ran held the crown and stared inside. “It’s white.”

“Duly noted.” She smiled at him from eyes that were the color of the glaze on good crème caramel, with that same burned, limpid sweetness. “You are skinny, bud.”

“The Tragedy Diet,” he said, making light. “Do I look bad?”

“Fuck you, Hill,” she whispered as she tiptoed up. “You look twenty-five.”

“Twenty-five?” His tone mingled incredulity and pleasure. Thinking “cheek,” Ran was happily surprised when Claire gave him her lips.

“Well, thirty-five.” Her eyes had now turned sly. “Forty, tops.”

“Hey, I’ll take forty,” said Ransom, who was forty-five. Never shy of taking chances, he glanced his fingers through her hair. “It’s great.”

“Thanks,” she said, and her expression sobered—not rejecting but taking his touch the way you might a friend who says We need to talk, when the matter is a serious one on which you know the two of you may not agree.

Her kisses were allowable, then; reciprocal privileges, if any, had yet to be determined.

Pondering the state of play, Ran let his hand drop to her shoulder, wanderingly. On one side of the flap, a replacement button had been sewn. Thumbing the suspender, he drew his hand away. “I remember these.”

Claire looked down, then up again. “You do? From where?” Her face was innocent and clueless.

Ransom pressed his lips and shook his head.

In the baggage area, he chatted with the kids and held their hands, trying not to look at her too much. His lovesickness for his wife of nineteen years was like a tumor in his chest, one he didn’t know if he could live with, but had proved beyond all shadow of a doubt he couldn’t live without.

And the carousel went round and round and spit out his black bag, and away they went, back to Wando Passo.








TWO



You wait here.”

With an ambiguous smile, Claire put on her Wayfarers and her Yankees cap and disappeared with the kids into the dark maw of the parking deck, leaving Ransom at the curb.

The heat was something. He took off his coat. Ransom had forgotten heat like this. Even in the second week of September, it hit you like a comforter hauled prematurely from the dryer, scalding and wringing wet.

Before long, they hove to around the curve. Amid the late-model Tauruses and minivans, they looked more carnival-like than ever in a torch red Thunderbird convertible, the old country-club-style ’56 with the Continental spare that had once belonged to Ransom’s dad, who had sewed seams on the line at the Dixie Bagging mill in Killdeer, North Carolina, Ran’s hometown. Mel had bought the car the one and only way a seamer could afford: from the salvage yard, with the shotgun side stove in and suspicious stains on the white Dial-A-Matic seats. Since his death, it had been parked beneath a tarp in Wando Passo’s crumbling stable. Claire wanted to trade it for something more kid-friendly and familial, but for Ran, the Bird represented something he could neither put his finger on nor quite let go.

As they drew abreast, loud music thumped the air like a damp rug, and the kids were syncing out a little Motor City dance routine:


We said, “It’s so tru-oo-ue,”

We said, “It’s so deep,”

But all it ever was, baby,

Was talking in our sleep, that’s all,

Just talking in my sleep….



Their little faces screwed up in impassioned winces, they whined the lyrics like world-weary, hardened rockers who’d sweated blood for every word, and it was sweet and funny and, for Ran, like having someone open his belly with a knife and extract his small intestines link by smoking link. “Talking in My Sleep,” you see, was the biggest hit the Ransom Hill Band ever had, but the version booming off the box in the front seat was RAM’s, and the singer wasn’t Ransom, it was Mitchell Pike.

“Do you like it, Daddy?” Hope asked.

“Where’d you learn those moves?” he said, struggling to keep glumness from his tone.

“Mommy teached us them.”

“Taught them to us,” Claire corrected.

“Taught them to us.”

“Yea, Mommy! Yea, Doddy! Yea, me!” Unshy of self-advancement, Charlie hitched his wagon to the chorus as it circled back.


“Talky nana seep, bay-bay, talky nana seep, aw-haw…”



“They’ve been practicing all week.” Over her rims, Claire shot him a look of friendly mischief and jangled the keys like forbidden fruit.

Ignoring them, Ran slipped into the shotgun seat and punched Eject.

“Don’t tell me. You don’t like what Mitchell did.” Her dark eyes looked preemptively fatigued.

His blue ones flashed. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Come on, Ran, it’s sweet.”

“Sweet?”

She stood her ground. “Yes, I think they found a sweetness in it we didn’t see. Why not just give it to them? Did Mitch ever call?”

“No, Mitch never did.”

“How about the check?” Her smirk invited him to schuss past hurt feelings and let other people’s money wax the runners on his sled, but Ransom felt resistance, and though this might have been predicted, his forecasts had unilaterally called for clear blue skies. In New York last night packing up to come, as he moved about the apartment on West Jane, he returned over and over to the kitchen table and over and over slid the royalty check out of the music publisher’s envelope. $17,631.27. No fortune, true, but it had been quite some time since Ran had seen a check that large, quite some time since he’d seen any checks at all. Defying doctor’s orders, he uncorked a celebratory red from better times and poured a glass and put on Tosca, music Claire had turned him on to all those years ago, when he was on the cusp of stardom, yet still, at heart, the same hick kid who’d grown up in a company row house in the shadow of the great twin stacks of Dixie Bag with Mel, a fearful, angry drunk whose happiest hour came after the whistle blew on Friday afternoons. Returning from the package store, Mel ritually climbed behind the wheel and punched the buttons on the Town and Country radio of this car, which sat for years on blocks in the backyard awaiting restoration, as the rain and snow and dust and autumn leaves fell into it. At eleven, with money saved from scrubbing down the urinals at Dixie Bag, Ransom bought his first Chet Atkins self-instruction course and taught himself to Travis-pick, pledging himself to rock like a Famine Irish orphan to the church. When he arrived in New York on a Greyhound six years later, he could lay down, note for note, every lick Keith Richards played on Let It Bleed, yet he lived there for eight years and never set foot in the Met. And it wasn’t that he feared the music—actually, he was curious. What Ransom feared was the moment at the ticket window, when some poised, well-turned-out girl with her hair up and a string of pearls would ask him what he wanted, and he wouldn’t know the proper protocol for ordering, and he’d go hot and red like a specimen pinned beneath her clement 10x gaze. Claire—who’d had every chance, every reason, to be that girl, and wasn’t—had changed all that.

And as Maria Callas sang “Vissi d’arte,” vibrating that silver treble E string in the spine that Ran, in his own way, still reached for every time he picked up his Les Paul, he got a little drunk. More relaxed and closer to himself than he’d felt in months, he turned the check facedown and wrote, “pay to the order of Claire DeLay,” and signed his name. All the way to South Carolina on the plane, he felt it in his wallet, radiating subtle heat, goodness, and he imagined the conversation he and Claire would have, her relief that things, which hadn’t been okay in quite a while, could begin, from here, to be okay again. And now she asked him, “How about the check?” and the old resistance cropped up and surprised him, though it really shouldn’t have. Somehow, in all his fantasy preenactments of this reunion, the one thing Ran had never counted on was the future being like the past.

“Can we talk about it later?”

“Suit yourself.” Claire answered his evasion with no light in her face and put the key in the ignition.

He touched her arm. “Let’s just wait till we get home, okay?”

Her expression came back a little ways in his direction, as far as “mature and fair.” But it had started warm and lost some ground.

“Maybe I will drive….”

She reached for the chrome handle, but Ransom gripped her waist and slid beneath her, switching seats the way they used to do. As they passed, he felt the difference in her body, slighter but more dense, the bone and sinew closer to the surface, smelled her plain good soap, the perfume at the pulse-point under her left ear and, below that, an emergent hint of her BO, like turned black earth. Briefly, in his lap, there was something radiant and almost hot, and some of it was her, some him, and which was which and what was what was past parsing out. But though there wasn’t any stiffness in Claire’s body, there also wasn’t any give.

Rebuffed, he pulled them out into the hot wind and took 17 south. As they crossed the double bridges over the Waccamaw and the Black, Ran saw the voluminous billow hovering over Georgetown like a benignant mushroom cloud. It always looked so white and clean emerging from the smokestacks, as if the south side of town concealed a cloud manufactory. Then you caught the sulfur smell of a paper plant.

Ran dropped off his prescription at the CVS, and when he returned, Claire and the children—who’d picked up T-bones and instant mac and cheese next door—were working out to Marvin Gaye. When Ran heard Charlie belting out the Hooked on Phonics version of “Sexual Healing,” he laughed aloud.

“In fifteen years, they’ll be telling this one on the couch for sure,” he said, slipping behind the wheel.

“You don’t end up on the couch for that.” Claire nodded to the rearview, and, together, as they hadn’t been in quite a while, they contemplated their offspring cutting loose. Ran picked up the jewel case.

“So, Marvin G…I guess you’ve been warming up for my arrival.”

“I’ve been warming up,” Claire said. “But who says for you?” She poked her tongue into her cheek, and her eyes flashed, toying with him now.

Ran’s gaze narrowed a degree. “What’s this new je ne sais quoi, DeLay? You seem different.”

She flushed at the acknowledgment and looked away. “Not different so much as…”

“As?”

“Getting back to who I used to be.”

“Hey, seems to me, I remember her.” He smiled and put the key in the ignition. “That chick.”

Claire’s gaze, limpid now and bright, rested on his; then she reached out and straightened his collar, allowed her knuckles to graze his cheek. Something in Ransom soared, and, turning off the highway, he joined them on the chorus.


…when I get that feeling

I want sexual healing—sexual healing



The words flowed back into the slipstream, and for twenty minutes, as they shot through the blue Carolina afternoon, happiness was with them, like a fifth, completing presence in the car, a familiar stranger Ran had lately doubted he would ever see again.

They took 701 twelve miles inland toward Planterville, a tunnel, ribbon-straight and flat, through walls of pine and cypress forest, broken occasionally by marsh and estuary, gold-and-silver-spangled black this time of day.

It was coming on to dusk by the time he turned into the allée of ancient water oaks. Three-quarters of a mile long, there were over a hundred trees on either side, like deposed gods from some old pantheon, brooding wrongs the wider world had moved on from.

A cool exhalation from the river, not quite mist, further softened the soft light as the car moved up the potholed, sandy drive under heavy branches draped with Spanish moss where cicadas whirred. The whole scene possessed a riverine lushness composed of countless shades of green, and at the end of the tunnel of great trees, the house sat like a sepia-toned visitation from an old daguerreotype set down in the middle of a modern color photograph.

Wando Passo was none of the things Ransom had expected on his first visit, when Clive DeLay—Claire’s vindictive, jolly, aquiline-nosed uncle—was still alive. “The true old Carolina style,” Clive jeeringly explained—after ascertaining, in a quarter of a minute, everything he cared to know about Claire’s rock star husband—“wasn’t Tara, wasn’t Greek Revival, wasn’t elegant and white. What it was was this.” And his eyes—his bright, narrow, happy, entitled, avian old eyes—seemed to Ran to gloat: “And it belonged to us, not you, you ill-bred North Carolina cracker.” Clive was in the backyard now, taking his dirt nap beneath the cypress tree by the black pond with all the other dead DeLays, but Ran still sometimes felt he was here on sufferance, at the master’s—now the mistress’s—whim.

Under a tin hipped roof with six crumbling chimneys sticking out, what Wando Passo really was was a giant unpainted saltbox, a saltbox of seven thousand square feet and fifteen rooms. Massive and faintly carious, with the occasional window missing where symmetry demanded it, others where no Crayola-toting five-year-old with an ounce of self-respect would have placed them, the house was like a great ambition marred by insufficient planning and excess afterthought. At ground level, a wide porch elled around two sides under a shed roof. Its exposed rafters were supported not by columns, but by simple posts whose sole detail was a chamfered edge, irregularly cut with foot-adzes by the old slave carpenters who hewed them out of native cypress logs hauled up by mule team from the swamp.

Inside, though, despite a half century’s neglect, the house revealed its charms. The foyer cut up through two stories. Hung on fifty pounds of sterling links, the massive crystal chandelier was framed by a horseshoe staircase. Along its two curved walls, the paneling was faux-painted to resemble verde marble, and stepped above the rails were portraits of Claire’s ancestors, old planters of rice and, before that, of indigo, in crimson British uniforms, powdered wigs, silk hose, with silver buckles on their shoes.

A spacious center hall with three large rooms on either side led to the kitchen. Claire took the kids out back as Ran unwrapped the steaks in one of the deep bays of the old rust-spotted enamel sink that dated—like the pearl-tone Formica and the Frigidaire, with its heavy nickel latch and hinges and the top compartment made to hold a block of ice—from Clive’s renovation in the thirties. Overhead, the dusty chandelier harked back to a still more distant era, when the room had been a parlor and the kitchen house had been somewhere out there in the yard where Ransom headed now.

On his way, he left the check at Claire’s place on the table, smoothing it over the rough old heart pine planks.

“Look at this a minute, Ran, would you?” Claire said as he poured charcoal in the grill.

Brushing his hands, he joined her where she stood, arms akimbo, frowning at a boil of rot that had erupted in a foundation timber on the river side. Ran squatted on his hams and palpated a discolored patch of paint. The wood around the sore was punky and unsolid. When he poked, his index finger sank fist-knuckle deep.

He looked up, wiping mildewed wood pulp on his pants.

“Not good,” she surmised.

He shook his head. “You’ve got a rotten sill.”

“Just tell me how much it’s going to cost.”

“If it’s gone, a fair amount,” he said, standing up again. “They’ll have to jack this bad boy up and—”

Hearing him begin to wax enthusiastic, she held a hand up like a cop. “Stop. Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.”

“The core may still be solid, though,” he repented. “I’ll check it when there’s better light.”

“Well, unless the house is going to fall down on our heads,” she said, starting off, “it’s going to have to wait until I start my job.”

“Maybe not…”

She turned.

“I left something for you inside on the table.”

Her stare interrogated him, but Ransom, under pressure, didn’t break. “I guess I’ll see about that grill.”

In the first whoosh of exploding fire as Ransom tossed the match, he saw an ant, a large black one, crawling across a pale expanse of trodden clay. Dancing from the Weber’s cauldron, the tall blue flames revealed another, and another, a whole line marching across the lawn, flanked by their distorted, much larger shadows. Following them in the direction of the graveyard, Ransom, halfway there, came to a patch of old-growth periwinkle, where the tiny regiment vanished into cover. With the insole of his boot, he brushed the greenery aside. The earth within had been milled into friable red grains, the telltale sign. Trying to ascertain the colony’s extent, he waded deeper. The ground turned spongy underfoot. Feeling his way gingerly, his boot struck something solid, upright, like a stob. Squatting on his hams, Ran swept aside the leaves and looked. Protruding from the ground was what appeared at first to be a nub of upthrust tree root, possibly a surveyor’s pin. In the failing light, it was impossible to make it out. Touching it, he felt a shock. “Shit! The damn thing’s hot!” he said, reverting to old habits from the cab.

As he rubbed his hand and looked, Ran noticed smoke rising from the ground around him, a thin, subtle cloud, drifting over the periwinkle in the direction of the river. Suddenly, a boat horn blew.

“What the hell…” Startled, he fell over on his seat.

At that moment, he heard the fluttering of wings and looked up to see a flock of birds passing up where afternoon preserved a late, last note of blue. Wheeling in dark formation, they threw their shadow earthward as they went, creating the illusion. Trying to make out what they were, Ran watched them drift eastward in a twittering green cloud. Shelving his eyes, he stared toward the river, waiting for the boat to come around the bend. A beat passed. Then another. Ransom, as he waited, could feel his heartbeat pounding out a heavy klaxon in his chest.








THREE



In the Nina’s bows, Addie, with the breeze of the boat’s headway blowing her loose hair, watches six black oarsmen in a lighter off the starboard side put their backs into the strokes, redoubling their efforts as the little steamer overtakes them.

“Look, Aunt Blanche, they’re racing us—isn’t it lovely!” She points with the hand that holds her book—a new edition of Byron, in red morocco, picked up at Russell’s for the trip. In the excitement, she has yet to cut the pages….

Last evening, as they crossed the bar at Charleston, the Niagara fired across the bow, and all night long, as the crew tumbled casks and bales into the sea, the big Federal frigate gave chase—so close at times, Addie could hear the creaking of the warship’s masts. Today, just at dawn, the Nina slipped, safe, into Winyah Bay.

Addie barely closed her eyes, and her first encounter with the Pee Dee has ravished her so wholly that her beloved Byron has received short shrift.

“Oh, and listen…Listen, Aunt Blanche.” Now she holds a finger up.

Above the engine and the rush of wind, the song drifts up:


In case I never see you anymo’

I hope to meet on Canaan’s happy sho’….



Addie’s eyes, which are blue and mobile, showing every change of mood or thought, film with happiness as she looks at her aunt, who stands holding down her bonnet, under stress from the dazzle of sunlight on black water, from the fresh, raw wind.

“Yes, dear, but sparks…The smoke is blowing toward us.” Blanche eyes the imported silk of Addie’s dress regretfully. From Mrs. Cummings’s shop on Meeting Street, the centerpiece of the trousseau, it is pale blue to match her niece’s eyes, with darker horizontal stripes to bring them out, a style called bayadere, all the rage this winter past, the gayest social season anybody can remember, with a Secession ball or supper every week, a Secession something somewhere every night. “And your hair, Addie…Please come in before we have to hire a team of mules and drag a hay rake through your hair.”

“Do I look a fright?” she asks, laughing as she touches it. “I’m sure I must. But, oh, Aunt Blanche, I feel happy. Have you ever seen such a sky? If you struck it with a mallet, it looks as though it just might ring. And, look, the birds!” she cries now, pointing, as a sudden flock swoops down. “They’re racing, too! What are they? Are they the ones that Nellie makes?”

“No, dear, those are bobolinks,” Blanche answers. “These are green. I don’t know what they are.”

“Maybe it’s an omen!”

“A good one, let us pray.”

“I’m sure it is,” says the new bride. “Seeing this, I feel it will all come right. It must. It simply shall, Aunt Blanche.”

“I hope so, dear,” says Blanche, with notably less enthusiasm than her niece. “Though I can’t speak from personal experience, Addie, I’ve seen many marriages that start in passion come to bad results, while those built on prudence and good sense endure and thrive. Though Harlan isn’t whom I would have chosen for you once upon a time, you and he are well matched in several ways.”

“You’re right, Aunt Blanche, we are. And I thank you for all you’ve done. You’ve been both mother and father to me.”

“Dear girl.”

As the women press each other’s hands, Addie looks at Blanche’s face, at what is circumscribed and fearful there, put out by last night’s events and the disruption of routine this trip upriver represents—at what is afraid, essentially, of life—and it strikes her how narrowly she has escaped this fate. And that she has escaped it is due, in no small part, to Blanche herself.

Both the birds and the oarsmen have disappeared now, and Addie’s face, in contemplation, as she stares after them into the wake, takes on a melancholy cast.

When she first came out in society, she was courted by Paul Hayne, a poet who has now achieved a minor fame, yet when he proposed, she turned him down. And why? Because when Addie searched her heart at seventeen, she couldn’t say she loved Paul in the way Evangeline loved Gabriel Lajeunesse in Longfellow’s poem, which she first read at Mme. Togno’s school, in the dear old double house on Tradd Street two doors east of Meeting, where Addie walked each morning from her aunt’s. She felt certain then that such love—love like Evangeline’s, that would be proof against the power of distance, time, and even Death—would come to her; it seemed impossible that it should not. And as Addie waited for her Gabriel—like Sleeping Beauty for the prince—one season became two; two turned, suddenly, to ten, and she had passed, without perceiving any inward change, from debutante to the succeeding stage in the female life cycle that in Charleston is euphemized as “chaperone.” Instead of dancing at cotillions, to her bemusement and surprise, it became expected that Miss Huger would take the piano bench and play for the enjoyment of the younger crowd, who suddenly threw themselves into the round dances, the mazurka and the waltz that in her day were just the other side of proper, practiced only in the fastest set.

And there came a point—where was it?—when Addie learned to smile at the girl she’d been, who had believed that love like Evangeline’s exists outside the imaginations of poets and the pages of their books. She swallowed down her disappointment and reconciled herself to the fact that she would never marry, that she would have her morning walks in White Point Garden and spend her afternoons with books and visits to the sick, and take the family pew at St. Michael’s every Sunday and fold her spotted hands and listen, nodding, to the sermon and die an old maid like her aunt and be buried in the churchyard there, with Great Michael, the deep bell in the carillon, to mourn for her and count the hours into years. There were worse fates, after all. Far worse. And then, just when this future seemed assured, when Addie had accepted it, one night Harlan DeLay, who was rich but from a family that was not quite proper—not proper by a stretch—came to supper. He made her a compliment about her gown and laughed at a remark she made. Their eyes met over it, and something passed. Even now, Addie cannot say what. But she does not deceive herself that it was love, not even the sort she felt for Paul. Yet she liked Harlan’s jollity and size. In his slightly hazy ginger eyes there was a spark of play, something eager, childlike, reckless, that sought confirmation of its effect in her and did not appear to entertain the possibility of disappointment. And, too, there was the sympathy of one motherless child for another. She quickly saw the effects the lack of female governance had had in him, the way he laughed too loudly and sought to draw too much attention to himself, but these were things she felt that she could help to temper and correct. He seemed to want correction in that way, and even said so.

And so she took the gloves and sugarplums he sent her during Race Week in the mad runup to Sumter and felt eighteen again. But what moved Addie more than these was a simple gift of flowers. In a time when Charleston’s gallants relied upon the florists, who made up trite bouquets of pinks and bud roses wired stiffly to a stick, with geranium leaves and silver paper frills beneath, Harlan had the wit to pick a quart of white musk roses from Wando Passo’s hothouse. The morning after the Jockey Club Ball—where, in the carriage riding home, she first allowed a kiss—he sent them to her in a little wicker creel. Somehow those flowers, hinting at a sensitivity, an original turn of mind she hadn’t clearly seen before, set Addie irreversibly upon her course.

And so, when Harlan asked her for her hand, she said yes, and did so gratefully despite the tales she’d heard about his father. Percival DeLay’s alliance with Paloma—the Cuban Negress he brought back from Matanzas years ago—is infamous throughout the Lowcountry. (Some say he won her in a game of cards!) Paloma’s children serve in privileged roles on the estate. Due to these peculiarities, no few wedding invitations were declined, a slight that not even the Huger name could prevent. Harlan tried to speak to her about the situation once, but he grew flustered, and Addie, having accepted him already, felt that it would be indelicate to press. “When I’m master, things will be different,” is all he really said. “I mean Wando Passo to be a proper home for us and for our children, Addie, the way it never was for me. With you as mistress, it can be a great house again.”

Actually, in the moment, he seemed rather fine, and his dream was one that she could share. The truth is, when he asked her, Addie fairly leapt. And it was not for land or money or any of the things that social Charleston understands and cares about. Part of it was the chance for children and a family, things Addie longed for as a child, growing up a ward in her aunt’s house. The deeper reason, though, the one that only comes to Addie now, as she first looks at, then looks away from, Blanche, is this: she married him because she felt or feared that Harlan’s offer would be the last she would receive, her final chance to join the dancers in the dance.

And now, still holding Blanche’s hand, Addie turns and smiles, though her eyes do not participate. For a moment, they take on the oddly mesmerized and mesmerizing quality they’ve had since she was four months old, as she lay nursing with her dah on the sun-drenched beach at Pawleys, when her young parents walked, hand in hand, into a sparkling, calm sea, and did not come back.

“Look, Addie!” Blanche points.

And suddenly here they are. As the Nina rounds the final bend, the captain blows the horn and Addie catches her first glimpse of Wando Passo, her new home. There is the park; there, the six great chimneys rising up above the canopies of the old trees; there, on the rolling greensward that slopes down to the river, a crowd of well-dressed people mills beneath a tent with colored ribbons flying at the poles. Now, thinks Addie…Not tomorrow, not next week, next year, but today, this hour, my true life starts….

And there, surrounded by his friends, stands Harlan on the dock. It’s the first time she’s seen him since the wedding, the first time she’s seen him in his handsome, worrisome gray uniform. There, to his left, is Tom Wagner, his commanding officer at Fort Moultrie. (Just three days, she thinks, three days before he must report.) Both Harlan’s face and Tom’s—all the faces in the crowd, in fact—are turned expectantly one way, as if waiting, yet, oddly, not for her. Odder still, Harlan holds a gun.








FOUR



Eyes still shaded with a hand, Ransom gazed southward toward the river bend, waiting for a boat that never came. He could still make out the birds, though, away there in the distance. Like spindrift from a breaking wave, they hung a moment, a curtain of bright green high in the air, and then they veered and Ransom lost them, too. Through some trick of light, or of perspective, they vanished as though never there.

“Daddy!”

Coming to as from a fugue, he found Hope glaring from the edge of the periwinkle.

“What?” he said.

“What are you looking at? I called you three times!”

“Did you see those birds?”

“What birds?”

“You…” He took a sounding from her face and stopped.

“Mommy said the coals are ready. Everybody’s hungry.”

Some doubt of him had been instilled, he recognized. “All right, then, come on,” he said, deciding it was going to be his project now to banish it. “I’m deputizing you as my assistant.”

“What’s ‘deputizing’?”

He smiled and put his hand on her small shoulder. “It means you’re going to help me cook.”

They were really there, though, weren’t they? As he walked toward the fire with Hope, Ran posed the question to himself, or, rather, a little voice asked him, the familiar one that, in the morning, when you hesitate between the blue shirt and the red, reminds you, Red is better with your coloring. This conversation, for the most part, in most of us, goes on subliminally, yet for Ransom, in the months since Claire had left, when he had no one else to help him choose his clothes, this voice had broken through; he had befriended it, or it, him, and he sometimes answered it aloud. This didn’t seem too worrisome—the voice, after all, was his—yet in the cab and elsewhere, it had occasioned looks, so Ransom, heading south to rehabilitate his life, had decided to forgo further conversations in this line.

“Absolutely,” he muttered now, forgetting that resolve.

“What, Daddy?”

“Nothing, Pete.”

She watched, frowning, as he forked the first steak on the grill. “Is that zebra?”

Ransom laughed. “Zebra? What, does your old man look like a poacher, a horseflesh-eating kind of guy? Nope, Pete, plain old beef.”

With her hands clasped behind her like an Oxford don, scratching one big toe with the painted toenail of the next, Hope contemplated the meat with the oddly mesmerized and mesmerizing stare she’d had since infancy. “Scar eats beef.”

“Who’s Scar?” he asked as he seared one side and flipped.

“He’s the bad brother in The Lion King.” Brushing dirt smudges from her knees, Claire emerged from the garden with Charlie and a shirtfront full of Silver Queen and baby mesclun leaves.

“He isn’t bad,” Hope said. “Scar’s my daddy.”

Surprise made Ransom’s laugh a little sharp. “So who does that make me?”

“Silly, Scar’s my real daddy. Let’s play the Scar game!”

Claire’s look said, Don’t pursue, but Hope dropped to her knees and reached her fingers up to him, curled like claws. “Help me, brother, please!” she said, and her eyes glowed like two small illuminated swimming pools at night.

“No, ma’am.” Claire hauled Hope to her feet. “I need you inside to help me shuck this corn.”

“Mommy, please!”

“Madam, in the house. Right now. March.”

“Mo-om!”

“Move it!”

What’s this? Ran’s look said to Claire, and hers answered, Later.

In the square of mottled, antique yellow light, he watched them stripping tassels and green shuck into the sink, the same home movie he’d screened every night in New York all these months when he turned out the lights. Twice, Claire passed the table without looking, but the third time she glanced at the check, as though to reassure herself that it was really there. She glanced toward the window, seeking him outside in the darkness. Ransom, though—outside in the darkness, looking back—could tell by the vagueness in her face that Claire couldn’t see him through her own reflection in the glass.

“I think I may have diagnosed your problem,” he told her, slightly later, as he poured the wine.

“Do tell.”

“Carpenter ants.”

Claire glanced up, surprised. “You’re kidding.”

“There’s a mongo nest out there in the periwinkle patch.”

“Carpenter ants…They’re not that bad, though, right?”

Ransom shrugged. “Not as bad as termites. From what I understand, they only bore in wood that’s wet. That sill felt pretty damp to me.”

“So where’s the water coming from?”

“That would be the question.”

Claire considered. “That side of the house is always muddy when it rains.”

“Maybe it’s runoff from the roof. I’ll see what I can see tomorrow. By the way,” he said as he sat down, “there isn’t power to the cabin, is there?”

“No, why?”

“When I was feeling around out there, I got a shock. I wondered if there could be a buried line.”

Claire shook her head. “I don’t think so. The house line comes in on the other side, from that pole in the allée. It must be five hundred yards from there.”

Ran considered. “Maybe I just scared myself.”

“Look at me.”

Feeling this parental tête-à-tête had gone on long enough, Charlie put his bowl of macaroni on his head.

“Nice chapeau,” said Ransom, feeling some paternal comment was required.

Encouraged, Charlie strafed the china in the corner cupboard, twelves of this and that, an hour’s cleanup for a second and a half. Another volley hit the chandelier and plopped back down like muddy rain. With a big, pleased, slightly nervous grin, he looked around, assessing impact. Knowing better than to laugh, Hope polled Mom and Dad with a jewelly gaze that said, Bring on the dancing bears!

“So, Monster Man, that all you got?” said Ran.

They howled like happy hell on that, like happy hell broke loose. Charlie took his bowl and tossed that, too.

Claire’s chair skidded with the sound of a bad traffic accident. “Okay, buster! That’s it for you! Upstairs in the bath!”

“I’ve got him.” Swigging Pinot Noir and taking one quick bite of steak, Ran tossed the squealing miscreant across his shoulder like a twenty-five-pound sack of Idahos and headed up the servant stairs.

As the tub filled, Ran undressed his son and, with a finger-sized black comb, raked melted cheese and white sauce from his hair. Charlie took advantage of a lull and bolted down the hall. From twenty feet away, he looked back with that gleeful, defiant, anxious grin that seemed to say, You can’t catch me (but please try).

“You’d better get your little ass right back here, Hoss,” said Ransom, with an ominously Mel-like note, as the fun wore thin.

Charlie, in response, raised his arms, cocked one knee like an impertinent dauphin, and burst into a stomping, penis-flapping version of the Highland fling, cantering down the hall in one direction and then, widder-shins, back again. From the landing, Claire looked at Ran, and Ran looked back. Astounded and indignant, they both blinked and burst out laughing the way they hadn’t laughed that day and probably that year.

In the rocker, though, the little animal stilled, and as Ran read, he could see the pink curve of tongue working the plastic nipple from beneath the way no adult remembers how. With his buttery pomade, he looked choirboy trig and innocent, and under the smell of residual cheddar, under the watermelon of his no-tears shampoo, there was something that reminded Ransom of the smell of jute that, along with sweat and gasoline, was always in his father’s clothes and which, in spite of everything, he’d loved.

When Ran finally put him in the crib, Charlie said, “Stay, Doddy, stay,” so plaintively that Ran turned off the light and sat back down.

“Doddy?”

“What, buddy?”

“Doddy?”

“I’m right here, sweet boy.”

“Doddy?”

“Close your eyes now.”

“Shadlow, Doddy…”

“It’s just the bedpost.”

“Doddy?”

“Shh.”

“Doddy?”

“Charlie, damn it, go to sleep!”

Forty minutes later, he made good his escape.

Claire was in the bathroom, washing up.

“Jesus.”

She mugged in the mirror, knowing all about it.

“How do you deal with two?”

She shrugged. “One minute it’s five o’clock, the next I know it’s nine and they’re both in their own beds in their own rooms and neither one is dead, and how they got there—poof!—before I’m five steps down the hall, it flies out of my head.”

“How is it I don’t remember any of this?”

“Post-traumatic stress, babe.”

She’d hung her coveralls on the door and had on just her sleeveless linen blouse and underpants—new ones, Ransom noticed, hot pink briefs the color of her nails, with darker fuchsia trim. “Nice undies.”

With a droll look, she put a cotton ball on a bottle of green witch hazel and shook like Lady Luck about to roll the dice. The room filled with sweet astringency.

“You excited about teaching?”

“More nervous.” She began to swab her face. “A lot of this stuff I haven’t thought about since Juilliard. I mean, four-part tonal writing? I barely—and I mean barely—remember what it is.”

“They’re lucky to have you, Claire,” he said. “You’ve got ten times more real-world experience than anybody in that dump. To say nothing of talent.”

She glanced at him uncertainly. “Yeah, well, thanks, I guess. Harlow’s not a dump, though, Ran. It’s really not.”

There was just one way the conversation could go now.

“So, how’s Cell Phone?” Ran’s attempt to make this sound offhand came off like skywriting four-story capitals in multicolored smoke.

Claire’s reflection frowned at him, and then her face. “For starters, no one calls him Cell Phone anymore.”

“I guess it’s not in keeping with his newfound dignity as dean.” Ran’s single bite of steak—or something—threatened to repeat.

She turned. “It’s been seventeen years, Ran….”

“Eighteen,” he corrected. “Not that anybody’s counting.”

“Eighteen years,” she said, building up a head of steam. “After Marcel left…”

“Marcel?”

“After he left RHB, he toured with Olatunji. He was the principal percussionist with the fucking Boston Philharmonic. His dignity isn’t ‘newfound,’ and it doesn’t stand or fall by you.”

“You remember, though, don’t you?” Ransom said. “That first one he got at Crazy Eddie’s back when even the roadies had no idea what a mobile was? I think it was some sort of prototype. It weighed about six pounds and came with its own vinyl tote…more like a holster for a ray gun?” He laughed with happy malice. “The only place he could make calls was from the observation deck of the Empire State on a clear day when the wind was blowing from the south-southeast?” Doubled over now, hands on knees, Ransom gasped and tears streamed down his cheeks.

Claire slapped the countertop and stamped her bare brown foot. “Ransom! Look at me!”

Looking at the quiver in her pretty thigh instead, he swallowed hard and straightened up. A look of less-than-convincing penance filmed his eyes.

“Marcel Jones is my oldest friend. I’ve known him almost thirty years. For eighteen of them, I didn’t call him because of you and your various wounds and sensitivities, but when I was desperate and about to sell this place to pay the taxes, I picked up the phone and asked him for this job. I didn’t even know what a fucking CV was, Ran, and he hired me, no questions asked, and I love him for it, I’m grateful to him, and I need this thing to work for Hope and Charlie, I need it for myself, and I’m not going to have you fuck it up over old bullshit and hurt feelings.”

“That’s fairly clear,” he said. “Anything else?”

“Actually, yes. There’s a cocktail party at the college tomorrow afternoon, and if you really mean it when you say you want to be supportive, I’d like your skinny ass in situ. Correction, excuse me: I’d like it very much if you would come. In my dream, you will arrive in your white hat; you will walk across the floor; you will look him in the eye; you’ll say ‘Marcel’—not ‘Cell,’ not ‘Cell Phone’—‘Marcel, it’s good to see you’; you will shake his hand; there will be peace in the valley. Do you read me, Ransom? Sir?”

“If Cell Phone wants peace, why can’t he come see me?”

Her frown turned terminal. “You don’t read me. Ransom, I’m not asking this for Marcel, I’m asking this for me.”

He let a beat elapse. “I guess this is what they call a Mexican standoff.”

“I guess it is.”

“That’s a hard one, Claire. You know it is.”

“Suck it up,” she said.

“Can I sleep on it at least?”

“Please do. And sweet dreams to both of you.” She turned away, dismissing him, but Ransom didn’t go.

“So what is this Scar business, anyway?”

She doused another cotton ball. “It’s 101, Ran. He scares her. If she makes him her father and pretends he’s good, then he won’t hurt her, see?”

“So it’s about me….”

Claire laughed a short, bitter laugh. “Why not? Isn’t everything?”

Ran held up his hands, surrendering, and turned around.

“I’m sorry,” she called after him. “Ran?”

He turned.

“That was a cheap shot.”

“Okay.”

“And thank you for the check. It’ll help with that repair.”

“It should do more than that.”

“Great,” she said. “Because I still owe seven thousand in back taxes, and this year’s are coming due.”

“There’ll be more.”

Her face turned sober and attentive.

“Want to know how much?”

“You know I do. Don’t make me jump through hoops.”

“Come on, guess,” he said in a tone of sportive wheedling.

“Fifty?”

He pressed his lips and shook his head.

“More?”

He pointed toward the roof.

“A hundred?”

He shook his head again, trying not to smile.

“Oh, shit, Ran, just tell me, would you! What?” Her excitement had an edge of childlike terror.

He shot her a V.

“Two?” she said. “Two hundred?”

He let the grin come now, and Claire’s eyes filmed. She leaned back against the counter, staring blankly into the white void of the clawfoot tub, and then she covered her face and her shoulders shook.

Ransom hadn’t seen this coming and took it like a hard punch to the gut. He put his arms around her. “It’s been a bad patch, Claire.”

She looked up with streaming eyes. “It has for you, too, Ran. I know it has, and I’m sorry.”

“It wasn’t your fault. You did what you had to.”

The happy news led them down the alley, around the corner to revisit the dark place they’d escaped. For years they’d lived like gypsies and never cared for money—or thought they hadn’t, when there was enough—and then they’d found out what it was to be without it and have children. They’d found that what they took to be their basic and inalienable rights—to have a decent place to stay, to feed and clothe themselves, to take care of their children—weren’t rights at all, were nowhere guaranteed. The moment the spigot of their cash flow had shut down, the moment Ran had ceased to be able to meet his obligations, their inclusion in the human family, in fellowship of people of goodwill, had become tenuous in the extreme, and they had looked as near as their own families—Claire’s, that is—and far through the wide world and failed to find a single other person who would go to bat for them or stand up for Hope and Charlie’s right to eat and breathe and occupy a space on earth and serve out their allotted term of years. Ran had understood this growing up with Mel, who would have let him starve and advanced starvation as a character-building exercise before he would have forked out for an unearned Happy Meal; Claire had learned the news for the first time. The experience had been stinging and transformative for both.

“Listen, Claire, you don’t have to do this Harlow thing.”

She sniffed and gathered. “No, it’s done, Ran. They’re counting on me. I promised, and I want to.”

“That’s okay, too.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

He drew the inference, and her look, more sad than confrontational, confirmed the inference he drew. There had been a fundamental shift, and in the resounding childless stillness of the house, they contemplated each other, uncertain what came next.

“You know,” she said, “despite your God-given talent for driving me insane, I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you every day.”

“I’ve missed you, too,” Ran said, “but more at night.”

She smiled at this, her lips did, but her eyes were grave. “You know what my therapist said when I told her you were coming?”

“Unless it’s complimentary, I encourage you to keep it confidential.”

“She looked at me and said, ‘Do you know what the definition of insanity is, Claire? Repeating the same action and expecting a different outcome.’”

“Hey, therapists don’t know everything,” he said. “Doesn’t the exception sometimes prove the rule?”

“Let’s just try not to blow it.”

Ransom shook his head, and his eyes shone.

“Because I don’t know how many more tries I have left in me, Ran. I truly don’t.”

“I’ve changed, Claire,” he said, and he was earnest now. “I know it’s up to me to prove, but this time apart, however hard, has made me have a come-to-Jesus with myself. We aren’t going to blow it. I’m not. Okay?” When she didn’t answer, he repeated it. “Okay?”

“Okay. You must be tired.” She laid her hand along his cheek. “Aren’t you?” “Not particularly.”

“I’m wiped. Let’s go to bed.”

To his credit, Ransom didn’t pump his fist or click his heels or sprint.

Uncharacteristically shy with him, Claire switched off the light and turned her back as she undressed, a moving cameo against the starfield in the window frame. She lay down and Ransom brushed away her hair. Claire’s face was grave but open. Feeling a permission he formerly took for granted, a confidence he formerly assumed, he slipped his hand between the mattress and her breast. The nightgown she was wearing, soft and sheer as tissue with repeated washing, revealed the changes time and motherhood had wrought. Her breasts, once just enough to fill a dessert compote, were enlarged and lax. Their indolence aroused him. As he cupped and lifted, Ransom saw the telltale softening in Claire’s face and shoulders. Rising on an elbow, he leaned in and kissed her. She kissed back. The negotiation, at first, was as punctilious as that between two Confucian bureaucrats, and then he felt her tongue and they tumbled down a staircase into some loud, sweaty honky-tonk, and the tastes they took became like stinging hits of raw grain alcohol.

“Ran.”

“What?”

“We need to be real about this.”

“About what?” He drew up to look at her. “Real about what?”

“The money.”

He groaned and rolled heavily onto his back. “Can’t we have fantasy hour first?”

“I’m serious, asshole. I need to understand this. I need to be clear on what we’re doing here.”

“We’re trying to have sex—I am, at any rate.”

“You can’t just endorse the checks to me,” she said. “What are you supposed to live on? You need to keep some for yourself.”

Ransom sighed. “All I want is enough to cut the album.”

She took a beat before she asked, “How much will that take?”

He took a beat before he answered. “Seventy-five? Worst case, a hundred.”

In the silence, Ran could all but hear the clacking abacus.

Claire rose on an elbow. “So, we pay, what, forty percent in taxes? That leaves one twenty; you spend a hundred on the album; there’s twenty left, and you just gave me seventeen. What about the rent on Jane Street? What about groceries, bills, insurance? I mean, how does it work?”

“We just have to make it to the album, Claire. Even if it only sells as much as last time, we’ll clear fifty. That’s respectable for a year’s work. We can live on that down here.”

“Whoa,” she said. “Hold on, bud. We’ve never discussed you living here. That’s further ahead than I can think right now. And you’ve already been working on this album for a year, haven’t you? You’ve got, what, four songs?”

“Five,” he said, feeling everything begin to slip away. “I had a setback, Claire. Be fair.”

“I’m trying to be, Ran, but the truth is, there are always setbacks in your writing. You need six more songs, and if it takes another year, that fifty’s down to twenty-five, and that’s not enough to live on, here or anywhere. So tell me how it is that I don’t have to work.”

Ran, however, had never thought it out in such detail. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “I just told you we have two hundred thousand dollars coming in, and you act like I whacked you with a bat.”

“What I heard you say,” she countered, as hot as he was, “is that we have a hundred and twenty after taxes, of which you’ve earmarked a hundred for yourself. Does it work? If it doesn’t work, it doesn’t work.”

“Well, it certainly fucking won’t if we don’t believe in each other. It won’t if you don’t believe in me. Do you?”

She didn’t answer.

Ransom’s feet hit the cold floor. “What do you want me to do, Claire, quit? I’ve been playing rock and roll for thirty years. For twenty, it took damn good care of you. What else am I supposed to do?”

“I never asked you to quit, Ransom. Never. As long as you have the stomach for it, I think you should keep on, but let’s face it, the fact that Mitchell Pike covered ‘Talking in My Sleep’ was basically a fluke, a onetime deal. The kids and I have needs, and we can’t count on you hitting the lottery every year or two to provide for them. And I really don’t need you breezing in like Mr. Bigshot and telling me I don’t need to work, because I do, I just fucking do. And, speaking of which, I have to be up at the crack of dawn, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to try to get some sleep.”

She turned away, and Ransom started out, then turned back at the door. “Tell me something, Claire, okay? Why am I here? I’m suddenly having trouble understanding why you wanted me to come.”

Claire sat up. “You asked to come, Ran—remember? Not once. A hundred times. Ninety-nine of them, I turned you down.”

“And you said yes the hundredth because…?”

“Because you’re Hope and Charlie’s father, and they need you. Because I keep thinking, if only we can turn the corner, maybe we can spare them the unhappiness our parents did to us. I’d do almost anything to spare them, Ransom. And, along with Hope and Charlie, I’d also like to spare you and myself. I said yes because we’ve loved each other since we were children. Because I’m your family and you’re mine, and because I couldn’t stand to leave you moping around the city in that cab the way you were. No matter what my shrink or anybody says, I won’t stand by and watch you sick and suffering, and whatever happens between us, I never will. Do you understand that? Why are you here, Ran?”

Ransom should have had the answers ready. Moping around the city in that cab, and all those nights alone on Jane Street, when he closed his eyes and screened the tape, he’d had ample time to work them out. What he’d imagined, though, were tender declarations delivered in a moment of passion and shared sympathy, not being put on the spot like this and answering in self-defense. Yet Ran was forty-five and knew he ought to make those tender declarations anyway, knew full well the better man he’d always hoped to be—despite Mel Hill and Clive DeLay and many more—would say them anyway, despite the circumstances. But the real man Ransom was was too hurt and frightened by that “whatever happens between us,” and he said, “You know, Claire, I’m really not that sure.”

“Yeah, okay, great, whatever.”

And at that moment, as she rolled away toward the window, as Ransom hit the trail into the hall, something white flashed along the wall in front of him, moving toward the stairs. For an instant, only one, he felt a sense of free fall. Then the explanation came—headlights—and he reached out and grabbed it like a branch and stopped himself. That was all it was—someone passing on the road outside. He started to relax, and then there was a crash downstairs.

Claire sat up. “What was that?”

“Stay here.”

Blindly patting down the library wall, he stumbled over something on the threshold. The first switch clicked without result, the second brought on the brass portrait lamps. By that light, Ran found himself straddling an antique double-barreled shotgun lying in a scattered pile of books. Bemused, he studied it, and then a trail of plaster dust led him to a hook above the door and the small hole where the second hook had been. He knelt.

“What are you doing with that?”

Claire stood in the doorway, her hand over her breastbone. The barrel, as it leaned against his knee, pointed straight at her.

“It fell.”

Claire frowned, as though inclined to doubt his explanation. The tension, for that moment, was like a spell.

Then he nodded to the place the gun had hung, and she stepped in and looked. “Oh,” she said. “Oh, right, the Purdey.”

“The what?”

“It’s an English bird gun, Ran. It was made for one of the DeLays. Have you got this?”

He nodded. “I’ve got it. Get some sleep.”

After she left, he stacked the fallen books and laid the shotgun carefully beside them on the antique partners desk. “I doubt the damn thing even works,” he muttered to the empty room. A twenty-five-pound bag of 08 shot presently contradicted this assertion, as he opened the side drawer. A UPS box with several other items—a tin of FFG black powder, five hundred packs of overshot and overpowder wads, percussion caps, a brass ramrod still in shrink-wrap—was addressed to Clive DeLay from Dixie Guns in Tennessee. There, too, quarter-folded on slightly yellowed paper, was a diagram entitled “The Proper Sequence for Loading a Muzzle-Loading Shotgun.”

An indefinable misgiving stole over Ran as he examined this. A lover not a fighter, he shut the drawer, poured a drink, and sat down on the scuffed green leather sofa. There were five thousand volumes in this room, Clive had told him once. Looking at the shelves, it was easy to believe. Ran preferred to close his eyes. Sipping Clive’s old single-barrel Kentucky whiskey, he settled back, and his exhaustion overcame him. Within a second and a half, he was back at CBGB, 1982…. Someone led him to her table between sets. (This is where the tape began.) Amidst the Capuchins in downtown black, Claire wore a pastel linen summer dress with her heavy hair pulled forward over one bare shoulder. A critic of no less chops than Lester Bangs at Creem had just called Talking in My Sleep “the debut of the year,” but Claire, a pianist at Juilliard, did not read Creem. “Hello, Mr. Hill,” she said in a voice that conjured fountains plashing in the courtyards of gated Charleston homes, and cream-cheese-and-olive finger sandwiches on crustless triangles of white bread. “Hello, Mr. Hill”—at CBGB, on the Bowery, amidst the Capuchins, at two A.M. And then regarding him, the young rock wunderkind, with a deflationary but warmhearted irony, she pursed her lips around the straw in her Coke and Maker’s Mark and took a sip. That was it for Ran.

Within a month, she’d moved into his apartment overlooking Tompkins Square Park. They were so wild for each other then that sometimes he looked up and found her watching and groaned, “Oh, Jesus, not again.” Her eyes would widen with malevolence and she’d punch him—playfully, then hard. “Quit, DeLay.” Under pressure, he regressed to the idiom of Bagtown.

“Quit, DeLay?” she mocked. “Quit?”

And he remembered those OshKosh overalls, how the button—the original they never found—made a tinny ping on the wood floor as he ripped the strap. Claire reached out and slapped him hard across the mouth, and they ended wedged against the armoire with Ransom’s white-knuckled hand atop the bathroom door, straining into her as Claire fought back, exhorting, “Come on, come on,” desperate to shed some skin and merciless on both of them till they
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