


  I


  Mattie scowled through her bedroom window, following George Mayes as he walked out the dooryard to the tannery bridge. Then the river alders hid him. On the way to his camp, ready to head down-country, was he? Nowadays she and George didn’t talk like they used to. But who’d tote her husband’s sorry carcass home now?


  It was coming on daylight in their back lot, covered with maple whips now, some with a touch of flame already. Lord, she used to love the time between tree-color and snowfall, only that little bit of red in the woods to start, but the winds coming back soon, stiff enough to lay foam-lines side by side on McLean Lake, and the salmon and brook trout moving to the shallows come early October. When she was a girl, she used to stand on the bridge and drop pebbles, just to watch them shoot out and then slide back where they’d been.


  She felt a change brewing even now, no matter the weather stayed warm. Two ravens were fighting a blow to get upstream, gathering two yards and giving up one, flopping around like laundry. She could just make them out against the gray. The mountain ash berries in her dooryard weren’t even ripe yet, but the waxwings were mobbing them already. Oh, the light off those birds!


  “You don’t have to live with that old man,” she whispered after George.


  Well, time was, she thought of Evan as a hero too, that short year they were courting, when weather meant a thing or two, like she was just thinking. Buck deer in rut, say, and the town all women in daytime. The best-looking young fellow in the village, Evan, no two ways about it. He’d get done in the woods, working or hunting, whichever, and he’d be back from camp on Saturday evenings, so’s to go out somewhere only with her. A dance, maybe, or only a moonlight canoe ride uplake. And they had all day Sunday—nobody but the two of them until Tommy was born.


  Evan turned himself out so nice in those days. She used to wonder how on earth could his shirt get that white, and who made it that way? You could see it even after dark. Nearly the same for his teeth—he had every one of them then, never mind he chewed that awful snoose like any ‘jack.


  And under the shirt . . . “It’d make a mare to eat her own bedding,” she muttered. Then she blushed, even though she was all by herself.


  It wasn’t just how Evan looked, though. He was a man among men, drove the Percy every April, first one hired by the time he was only nineteen, best paid but Biscuit the cook, who was on the drive since Evan was a baby. That river business scared Mattie half to death before he quit, praise Jesus. They don’t drive timber by water anymore.


  Winters he cut railroad sleepers. Ties, the company called them. Camp boss would go man to man at night, taking tally. “Fourteen,” one of the boys would say, and it stayed about like that for everybody up to Evan. Twenty, twenty-four, twenty-six. Even thirty-two once after he heard Sebby Pierson meant to beat him. Evan worked himself about off his feet and Sebby went right back to the pack because her husband cut the thirty-two, and each last one an A-sleeper which Boston and Maine would be glad to lay down.


  Even in his prime he couldn’t do such a thing now. Not enough good wood anymore. In those days, plenty of fine trees stood handy by, south of Gary Pond in the black swamp. That meant Evan was home nights. It was sure a lot better than during the drives in spring, when she learned what lonesome meant. And she couldn’t sleep for the thought of him trotting around on those damned long-logs or stepping out on a jam with a charge of dynamite on a pole. How could a man claim to love such a business? But Evan claimed he did.


  Those days making sleepers he never saw their house in daylight but for Sunday in winter. He went off every day with a lantern and that broadaxe and a dinner pail and bucksaw strung on him somehow and not come home till after dark. She got up with him and waited for him nights. Plenty to do anyhow, especially after Tommy came along, but that didn’t make any difference. Even when she was tending the baby or stoking the furnace or splitting kindling, a lot of what she did was wait for Evan Butcher.


  Now look.


  Mattie felt all slept out, early as it was. Plenty of memories to bear down, mostly the one—or three, more like it. She always tried her best to put the kids out of her mind, but it wasn’t ever all the way. And there her Evan was, out in the shop, so drunk he didn’t know he was in this world.


  She stepped into a set of his drawers. He was skinny now, and Mattie gone a little to girth, which she didn’t care a particle about. Then an old shirt, also his, not white. She trotted downstairs. The way to keep going, her mother always told her, was—keep going. She knew what she was talking about too: shingled her own roof as an old woman, and it never leaked a glassful, even though she moved away the very next year.


  Old? Was that what Mattie just thought? Sixty-five was what her Ma was when she did that job. Then she left Woodstown. She had a little pension from the army, because Mattie’s father got himself killed in the first war. Mattie never knew him, but her husband’s money was just enough for Ma to get herself out of town. Forevermore bull-headed.


  It can’t be healthy if it’s good weather every day and never different. She told Ma that, but look what happened. A few years went by, and then it started: just a little bunch in one armpit at first.


  Mattie always wanted to be like her mother, but to add on a quarter century or so. And now she was seventy-eight and, on her way, because her mother was only seventy-two when she passed. Seventy-eight. How’d that happen so quickly? Mattie meant to keep the same gumption Ma had, but she wanted to live to a round hundred. Why not?


  Well, why, considering?


  There was a time she pitied her poor mother, living those years without a man. But any way you sliced it, if he woke up sober enough to talk a full sentence, her own man would tell the world to this day that a person could play checkers on his wife’s shirttails. She never stood still. Well, that’s Mattie Butcher, she thought, and it’ll keep on being her. Couldn’t change if she cared to, and she doesn’t.


  She stood in the kitchen a while till she caught herself studying the electric tea kettle, that drooling bastard. There showed a crack in the spout, and you almost lost one cup for one you boiled. She meant to find herself a new pot, because Evan wouldn’t get around to fixing things, the way he was. Wouldn’t even drink coffee now. Too busy drinking from another cup.


  Plug-in kettle. Gas stove. Oil furnace. Lord God. All kinds of things changed, some for the better.


  They kept their wood stove. Nice to fire up now and again come fall, taking a little chill off, saving on the oil, but not for old times’ sake. Old times was splitting off cedar chips on the kindling floor first thing when you got up if you forgot or were too played out to do it the night before. One of Evan’s sportsmen told her it was called killing floor down south, which was a better name, especially if you had the morning sickness. Get the stove het, then lay in a few sticks of whatever hardwood there might be to hand. It took half an hour on a good morning before you’d feel half comfortable.


  She hooked up the drooler and found a teabag. Then she grabbed her molasses. People could say there was nothing to it, but she always felt healthier for the blackstrap. Let them think whatever they wanted. She never put much else inside her in the morning these days.


  Evan was out in the shed, which she’d burn up if she dared. Lying on that awful bedroll, or maybe just in his clothes on top of his cot. She hadn’t been inside the shop a dozen times after they left it. It was what they had for a house clean through the second year they were married. That was plenty.


  Nowadays she could barely put her eyes on the little building for the memory of cold, a foot of snow by Thanksgiving, Evan in the woods. There she was, bare-knuckled in the dooryard, putting in studs and joists and stringers, fitting those two little windows old man Patcher gave them for their wedding. By and by it was nailing the waney boards on the upright, all they could afford. She might look at the shack easier if Evan would just yank those ratty wanes and put on some clapboard, or even butted planks. That wasn’t going to happen, so she chose another window to look out.


  She wiggled her fingers to thaw the memory of one of those mornings. She thinks how she suddenly felt something down below once, and when she got indoors, come to find out the sweat of her backside froze her cheeks together. She had to dip her hands in a water pail to tend herself.


  Good old days? Pretty likely.


  It was nicer looking out the south side anyhow, over to Addy Benson’s house, which Addy kept up nice even after Thump died, and then past her to the sidehill. It still showed signs of a burn, Lord, thirty-five years since. The popple took over after, white as birch in winter, then the lovely yellow leaves in spring, which moved like riffles in a brook when the wind fluttered them in summer. Money tree, some called a popple, not because it was worth much, but when those leaves came down in October, they looked like coins on the ground. That hill was most of it gone to cabbage pine by now, red maple suckers in the clear spots. A popple doesn’t live long; a lot of them fell down and rotted a few years back.


  That old shop could fall and rot too, and Mattie wouldn’t care, no more than if she stepped on a piss-a-mire. It was a start for them once, but good riddance after they got the big place up. A lot of better years in the big house, which she and Evan still call it. A lot of very good years, truth be known. Woodstown lost its best river fishing by the late sixties, but it got a reputation by and by for bass in the lakes, and when they paved the roads to just ten miles from town, Evan could make a dollar off rich folks, taking them out to fish and looking after a couple of their summer places. The sports were the real money trees, seemed like. You had to just tolerate a few, mucky mucks, but there was a decent one or two. Even that foolish George Mayes, and she’d admit it. George meant well. Why couldn’t he save Evan, though? Save her while he was at it. Save something, for the love of Christ!


  Now who was the foolish one?


  Guiding was a fine thing by her and Evan both. And every inch he stood off from a falling tree or a floating log was a good inch, far as it concerned her, and not just on account of danger. When he guided, they spent more time together, like married ones ought. That didn’t last forever, though, did it? What in creation did? Some good in the old days after all. Look what’s going on now. The teapot spat on the oilcloth. That kind didn’t whistle a note, which was a nuisance. That’s why she burned the hole in it, so she shouldn’t complain. Her own fault. Could have burned the whole house down. She yanked the plug and filled the cup with the cub bears looking down from a tree. The picture of the trunk wore off a long time back, so the bears seemed like they were flying. Angel bears.


  There was a little gray wad of something under them, which Evan used to patch a seep. She plain forced him to do that, because she wasn’t giving that cup up, not on her life. Tommy made it for her when he was eleven or such a matter, a lifetime ago. He worked it out of a little jar of clay she gave him. Evan’s patch job weren’t much account, but it seemed like he didn’t care about that or anything else these days.


  There’d be no more cups, and no more Tommys right from when the doctors had to cut him out of her. No more Tommys even if they didn’t. No more babies at all. Not in this godforsaken house.


  She rode all the way to Centerville to get that big cut made. It was in an A-model older than God, but it was the only rig in town that would make the trip. Evan kept crying behind her from the rumble seat, just like a baby himself till she almost went deaf on it, as if she didn’t have enough to put up with. It was more than a full day and night of labor before she even got in that Ford.


  Mr. Patcher owned it, and he kept right on rolling, never a word, hell-bent. Lord, but he was a fine old rascal! Good family, all the Patch-ers. Forty-odd miles of bad road with frost heaves and her bottom about blowing out. Then came the ether, which smelled like death itself even next day. They dropped that cloth down over her face, and quick as that she saw a bunch of lumberjacks rise up in the air, not one face she could recognize. Next thing, their clothes fell off, and they were nothing but skeletons under. Their bones were all blue. Her mother kept shouting about the mess from the far side of the river and claiming she was dead too.


  That didn’t make any sense. Ma wouldn’t die for years, but she hardly knew her grandson. It was going to Florida killed her. Mattie’d swear it. Nobody used to do that around here, but different ones made that same mistake these days if they could afford it. They didn’t last down there, either, always some son or daughter taking a bus and driving them back up home in the dear departed’s car, which they traded quick as they could along with their own for a better.


  Oh, that was some trip to get Tommy born, the first on her side or Evan’s not delivered in their parents’ house. But they just couldn’t get him out at home. If Mattie ended up in hell, she thought that day, she’d be ready. She still thought so, even if what she had right here was not the bed of roses people sing of, neither.


  That George Mayes. He was a grown man himself with his own past, but he didn’t know from Toby’s ass what it was for her to be with this old man he worshipped. She never held much against the boy—she still couldn’t help calling him a boy—but no, he didn’t understand, did he?


  Oh, Evan drank all his life. Which of the men didn’t? Only the ones with the sugar or whatever. The rest liked a sip, and then some in a few cases. Not too much you can do if that’s what they’re after. A woman looked out for herself, because there wasn’t always going to be someone else to do it.


  Mattie filled the bear cup again, spooned in some more molasses, then some Carnation. She watched the milk cloud up before she stirred. Then for some reason she got thinking about young Wilma Whitten, next house past Addy’s. Wilma came in two winters back, not so long after that business with Tommy’s kids. She was small as twenty seconds, but here she stood with a big shiner on her like a prize fighter.


  Alan. Again.


  “Mattie, I can’t figure what to do,” Wilma told her.


  “Do?” Mattie asked, though she knew plain as day what was meant here.


  “He’ll come in cocked and smack me, or yank my hair and tip me right over in my chair at suppertime, and that-like.”


  “I’d put the boots to him.”


  Wilma stuck her hand over her mouth, like somebody covering up bad teeth.


  “A man in that shape couldn’t whip nobody!” Mattie told her. Yes, a woman had to tend to herself. “I’d wait till time was right and tip him over, by the Jesus.” Wilma looked white as a ghost. She couldn’t say a mumbling word. “Tip him over and give him the boots soon’s he lights.”


  She didn’t have much faith in Wilma. Next day but one, though, here’s Alan going around town with shiners in both eyes, talking about running his skidder up on a stump in the burntland. Hadn’t raised a hand to Wilma since. Mattie smiled. Oh, he still cursed and howled, but never the hand. No, it didn’t mean all peaches and cream for Wilma, but she took a step to the front, all right!


  Would Mattie give the same advice today, or was she only madder than a hornet with all that went on? Maybe she just wanted to punch the bejesus out of something, give God Himself a licking. But that was still good advice she handed Wilma. It was lucky for Alan he never married Mattie, not that she’d have him. Black eyes wouldn’t be a patch on his troubles then.


  You could say this much for Evan anyhow: he never even grabbed her, and that wasn’t just because he knew she weren’t one to take things exactly like a lady. He did know that, but bullying wasn’t in a one of the Butchers, drunk or sober, no matter what that wife of Tommy’s claimed.


  It’d be strange to some, but no, the hardest part was how Evan quit telling stories three or four years gone, maybe more. She was still surprised to miss them so much, because she heard every last river tale in the world a hundred times.


  It was only that he told some corkers! One about Eddie and Nora Sullivan was her favorite. Come April, the Sullivans set up what they called a store about halfway downriver. A lot of work to get stuff in there overland, but the river drivers always felt ready for something besides beans and cream of tartar biscuits by the time they reached there. The Sullivans sold corned venison or beef, and maybe some chocolate, tobacco, or that beeswax goop for blisters. Not much else, but they got a nice take. All IOUs, of course, but nobody was going anywhere. They’d call in their cash once the crew finished the drive, except every few years a poor one that didn’t make it. Mattie could still shake, just remembering how she fretted.


  And they’d keep that little place open right through deer hunters, for what little custom they got way out where it was. Evan told about how the storekeepers took in an orphan bear a trapper brought them one spring, not much bigger than a barn cat. Eddie wasn’t too particular about it, but Nora was soft-hearted, like women are. At least that’s what Evan said. So they raised this cub up till he got big enough to go back in the woods, which he did, just slipped his collar and run off just before fall. So they went back home in town.


  “It’s better, Mother,” Eddie told Nora. “That bear’s where he belongs.” But she was sorry over it.


  Well, the next April was uncommon warm, so they had their windows open. The missus slept out back in the big bed but Eddie stayed up front to mind the goods, not that you’d expect a thief that far in. By and by he woke up in the dark, though, conscious of a great weight upon him. That’s exactly the way he said it, which was just like Eddie—a great hand for putting a flower in when he spoke. That bear climbed in a window and got in his bed, and you didn’t know but he was ugly after almost a year living wild.


  “Evan,” Eddie told him, “that were one of life’s darkest moments.” But after half an hour, that bear climbed right out again, and they never saw him afterward.


  It was a good yarn, all right, likely half-true anyhow. But it was really how Evan could spin it that tickled her. She’d bet money Sully could never tell it half so good, and him the one it happened to! Thing was, Evan had this gift to look like any animal he ever talked about. When he told about the little bull terrier he had as a kid, you almost saw the dog, all nerves and quiver. If he showed you an eagle looking down from a limb, he really showed it. A treed ‘cat. A swimming buck. Eddie’s bear. All plain as pictures. He wasn’t exactly imitating these things; he just knew how to be them. Hard to explain.


  No, he never struck her, didn’t so much as shout at her, not even those times when she figured he almost had a right to. Mattie had a tongue like a raven on her when she was a young woman, she’d admit it now, and truth is, she’d rear back and lace him now and then!


  It was like the drink took ahold overnight and made him an old man: one day he’s what she lived with all that time, next he’s not. He just got very quiet. In his seventies and plain out of things to say, which certainly weren’t Evan Butcher. And he’d stay like that, hardly any talk at all for days. Or else he stayed gone. Asleep in that rotten shop or driving the twitch roads about five miles an hour, pining around the cemetery till he passed dead away. One night he’d freeze if he kept up that damned silliness or roll off a bank.


  Another cup of tea would stick her in the bathroom half the morning, but Mattie poured it. As good on the toilet as anywhere, only putting in time. The idea made her sad, for that weren’t Mattie, no more than she could truly believe Evan was Evan these days.


  Once the liquor got its grip, if they did go visiting or launched the canoe or just went to see some nest or raspberry tangle or the sun over Percy Dam, where their stinking log drive used to start—if they did any of that, she might as well be by herself. It was like he had another girlfriend these past few years and he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He’d go through all the motions but you weren’t sure he saw a thing. That other lover sure didn’t use him right, but she stayed on his mind.


  Some lover! Just a damned jug.


  Time goes by like a short night’s sleep. Here it was 1933, and her in a new blue dress, all out of breath, telling her mother: “I’m over to marry Evan.” She knew Ma didn’t like that, because she thought he was a lot older, which he wasn’t, because couldn’t she remember him and her together in grammar school, and him just maybe a year ahead? Well, he was a working man by then. Maybe that’s what confused Ma.


  But her mother was a funny duck in her fashion anyhow. Why would she go down to a place full of snakes and alligators and who knows what else if she was like other folks? Didn’t matter how she squawked anyways because Mattie was eighteen. She was already half out the door on the fly in that boughten outfit, clicking across the bridge in high-heeled shoes. And now here she was, sixty years after, and all that a memory, was all. Here she was, drinking electric tea out of a half-broke cup.


  Old Ben Patcher was J.P., and married them right in his kitchen, surprised as the next one. He dragged in a man and a woman for witnesses, visiting cousins, he told them. No one ever saw them around here. Both older than the state of Maine, looked like. Then she and Evan lugged their duffels up to the dam, and off they went in the freight canoe he used for running beaver traps. The beam was fat as a tar road, and it was flat-bottom, and Mattie was in her blue outfit still, looking at handsome Evan on the stern seat, paddling to beat hell, her scarcely believing he was there and she was, and they actually went and did this.


  They slept outdoors on the sand beach that night, and many another. When bugs were bad, they bedded down in Evan’s canoe out on the lake. If it rained, they stayed under a woodshed at somebody’s camp. Never spent a night inside a real place all summer long.


  Wherever they were, Evan paddled to work in the morning. It was guiding mostly because of summer. He’d be back at evening, and she couldn’t wait to see him. Oh, she kept busy enough all day, berrying or getting wood or finding a little sprig of something for decoration and keeping it in a can all day, waiting to set the posies in the gap of a gunwale, right up in the bow. Or she’d just sit there and see what swam or flew past. Not a care.


  Evan always trailed a Black Ghost fly, so they ate some kind of fish for a lot of suppers. By the time the leaves changed, the loons were getting out of the lake, but Mattie had tamed down one old hen by feeding her fish scraps and guts. That bird was the last to fly to the coast. Feeding her and making of would fill up a little chunk of daytime too. No, never a worry but for maybe that foolish loon would forget ice was on the way.


  A few hairs grew out on Mattie’s chin that summer. She tried to pluck them with her fingers, but weren’t a mirror anywhere, and she never could get all of them. She had her tweezers and looking glass these many years later, but she went back to letting the damned things grow out again. Evan never said a word about how she looked once he took to his new ways. Back then he spoke up, all right, but not mean, only teasing about the scraggle on her face. It sure didn’t slow him up much.


  She took to the bathroom, sat there and suddenly tasted something. Tears! They surprised the daylights out of her. She called herself batty, right out loud, and went back to the kitchen. By and by she peeked out the shop-side window in spite of herself and saw what was left of her Evan, hair all anyhow on his head, blinking like an owl.


  Once Evan Butcher hewed thirty-two A-grade railroad sleepers in one day. His shirt was white as his teeth. He wrapped her up in his hard arms all night long, hairy chin and all, even in the belly of a canoe.


  Now look.




  II


  It would be a long workday: a lot to take care of with summer running out. Mayes Transportation needed to be ready, as it always has been, thank God, even in the bad old times. George meets his obligations. That was one excuse for letting those bad times go on so long. He wondered what excuse Evan was using that morning. George hadn’t even seen him after he hauled him home from the marble orchard for the last time a summer ago. He’d ducked him this year, just didn’t want to be with the old wreck.


  “There is trouble with the ditch-side tie-rod on number thirteen.”


  He remembers how his bright new mechanic Rob Beam put it, right here in this very yard, on this very spot, after George came home from his brief trip to camp in ‘75. He’d hired him just a day before he left for Woodstown, so this strange side of him—his striving for eloquence—hadn’t shown itself before he went north.


  Why does this snatch of talk wing its way into George’s mind? Something about being where you’re supposed to be, maybe. Rob was a good one for obligations too.


  Was.


  George remembers everything about the kid’s little speech that day, but why choose that one among so many? He has the gift, if that’s what it is, of recalling things people say, right down to specifics. He can read this morning’s news and forget it by suppertime, but he’ll bring back the most unimportant scraps of conversation even from early childhood. And there are a few words and things he’d like not to keep handy, that he wishes could crawl from between his temples and turn into trees or butterflies or whatever.


  He thinks, God in heaven, George, do something with your time here!


  “It is corrosion,” Rob told him that morning. “It is potentially grave trouble, I believe.”


  The boy stood straight as a soldier as he delivered his opinion. George, though never a military man, was tempted to cry, “At ease!”


  What a mix of feelings he has of Rob from a decade or so back, when the boy was his star employee. And it’s still hard to keep developments straight in mind: the early time of his own sobriety, and then his puny bus business, and then the business getting so big almost overnight that he couldn’t handle it alone—and of course Rob’s departure, George had prepared it, wanting the best for him. But he never dreamed Rob’s going would be a devastation.


  He prods himself, as so often, to clear away the wreckage of his past. The process requires more than scratching his head and madly fidgeting, as if he had a thousand pieces of a puzzle and had to cram them into a pretty picture all at once. How did George ever manage to be shocked by his world’s intractability? How can he be confused even today by how Rob left?


  It is potentially grave. . . . None of his other mechanics would have used it is rather than it’s. And grave or potentially? Who threw words like that around a garage? Not even George himself, and never mind his fancy education, what little he’s ever used of it. Rob was the best of George’s early crew precisely because of his own strange gravity, which could stray into unwitting self-parody. Rob might say epitome in three syllables, for instance, rhyming the last with home. Or mischievous in four syllables: mis-CHIEV-i-ous.


  Once George came to the shop in an evil mood, and that scene is clear in mind too. He can even see the contrails in the dull sky above, how they moved him to try out some cockamamie metaphor—some nonsense about entanglement. Pretentious internal blather. Rob remarked that George was “looking sort of contumely.” He read a pocket dictionary on his breaks, and most of what he studied sank in, but of course not everything.


  George thanks God he always resisted the temptation to straighten Rob out. Who was he to play the superior anyhow? He knew where Rob came from: good parents, but rudimentarily literate; bare-bones high school education for their son; no instruction for him in automotive maintenance, either, beyond what he’d gathered—a fair amount, as it turned out—from his shade-tree mechanic uncle, aptly named Jim Beam, long since dead, liver big as a dinner tray. Jim had been a well-known character in Glassburg.


  George admired this kid from the start. Rob’s work was flawless, and he was dependable to a fault. George sent him home half a dozen times when he showed up almost too sick to stand. His cannonball shoulders faded into his torso like a goat’s, and he looked like a line-backer; yet his health was surprisingly erratic. On bad days, even the bristles in his brush-cut seemed to wilt. He’d outgrow the bad health in his later twenties. He outgrew a lot of things. Or did George just wake up to what was what? His workplace changed to beat hell, in any case.


  George can feel his face flush. He checks the angry retrospection, because it’s no good to get riled up, is it? His mood should suit a moment of hope, after all. Isn’t that what today is all about, hope?


  “Do what needs doing,” George told Rob that day.


  After their brief exchange that morning, George’s spirits improved. He lost what his wife calls his curly eyebrows. They’d manage with the number one bus until the thirteen got up and running again. He’d semi-retired the poor old crate four years earlier, used her only for rare substitute duty nowadays. They probably wouldn’t need her, though. He could send someone over to the NAPA in Norris, or go himself, to fetch a new rod for thirteen. It would be back online by early afternoon if he knew Rob Beam. No job too big or small.


  George recalls cranking up his fan that day, but then going right back into the yard and climbing onto the old one bus. Her paint showed so dull it wasn’t even yellow anymore but the color of the county’s dirt lanes, unpaved until the early sixties, when he started his business. He feels mild shock as usual to think that almost thirty years have gone by since then. He has many a good memory, but not all by a damned sight. Clear away the wreckage, he reminds himself. Hope’s the watchword.


  For all her used-up appearance, the one seemed about the same as ever that morning, which was—when? ’84, wasn’t it? Thereabouts. So even then she was two decades old, and more. Rob had taken the jumpers out and started her engine, and she sounded same as ever, moaning exactly twice when you kicked the starter, then catching, even in January. George believes she’d do the same right now. It’d be like starting over himself.


  No, it wouldn’t. Forget the magic. What’s done is done. It wasn’t January that morning but after Labor Day, George’s shirt soaked through by seven in the morning.


  Today he sits, cool, in the office his new wife made him redo as soon as they married, air-conditioning all through the shop. No, it’s that just yesterday the papers were full of the end of the Cold War, and the day right before that, he and Rob stood in that yard and spoke of a broken tie-rod, and it was not much farther back that he and Evan ran across each other in clear water off Prune Island. How can it be 1994?


  He can’t help thinking of Evan, of course. What if he parked in the Woodstown cemetery and maybe even spent last night out there? There’s a lot of precedent. By now the rock maple branches at the graveyard must be about half orange. George prays Evan had his wool jacket on. A chill can hurt an old man.


  No. Evan is alive, or better be. He’s in the world, but Lord have mercy, there’s no sure thing. It’s another of George’s refrains for the morning. May Evan keep his eyes out for the miracle. May he quit moping around at night among those headstones, ghastly in the moonlight above Woodstown.


  George is a man for prayer, though it’s largely wordless and entirely creedless. It more or less amounts to picturing the faces of people he cares most about. Evan may be a more important portrait in that gallery than some would consider sensible, but the old fellow has so affected his life that he’s been praying for the old guy over decades, never so desperately as now.


  Evan’s worth it, but he’s also outside George’s power, or any human’s. Thy will be done, George breathes. By now he’s well beyond caring what the smart people might think any more than he cares about what the various orthodoxies propose.


  After he sent Rob to Norris that morning, he went on sitting in his original bus. There was a fleet by the ‘80s—not a fleet like now, but a whole lot more than at the start. The one wasn’t even the one then. She was The Bus. He lingered on the sprung seat and sweated, just as the kids would be doing that afternoon unless Rob could replace the thirteen’s bad rod before two. The newer buses came with air conditioning, better than George had in his office. He’s worked hard at staying with the times; he’s proud of that.


  But for all his work, listening to the veteran engine’s rumble, hoping Rob would be back in time for the afternoon route, hoping the boy would stay with him forever, but hoping too that he wouldn’t, that Rob would break bounds, find something better, be his own boss—no matter all George’s years of work, he found himself thinking how strange life looked.


  It’s kept looking stranger ever since, even to him. Especially to him.




  III


  “God, man!” Boardie Bennett snapped at the Fence Club bar, “Do you know what you’re getting into? I’d rather drive a bus!” The memory of that evening is specific for George, however much he forgets from similar ones. There were too many of those.


  He’d never know if Bennett really believed his crap about a night club, and doesn’t care now, of course. He has a narrative of his life in the ‘60s, which he suspects of being partly contrived, but he’s gone on telling his tale, at least to himself. It starts at this hazy conversation with that tweedy classmate Boardie. Boardman Bennett III, to give him his prep school due.


  Their bizarre exchange, unbeknownst to George, would turn out to be a seed, which became a flower, which dropped further seeds, which flowered too. Much of the process remains a blur. In any case, George Mayes now tends a sprawling garden of jonquil-colored school buses.


  The night club, an utter fabrication, needless to say, seemed appealingly anarchic after graduation. He pictured his move as a headline, a habit of his in those chaotic years: Yale French Major Buys Bus. And indeed, he did buy a used one. To the Glassburg school board’s severe consternation, Walter Hack, the driver who’d served Glassburg even in George’s earliest school years, had abruptly died. George could scarcely have stepped into Mr. Hack’s job except in such an emergency.


  The development represented one of the coincidences so frequent in his life since that George occasionally wonders if they’re coincidences at all, though his sense of Providence is woolly at best.


  At all events, not long after Mr. Hack’s unexpected death, George bought the bus from the poor man’s widow and set about driving what few school kids there were in his neighborhood, all year long, often inexcusably drunk.


  Then he got sober. Then there were more buses. Then more and more families moved in with their kids. Then he had kids of his own.


  That’s about it in a nutshell. Maybe what he did wasn’t whimsy after all. His life has followed the kind of logic a dream follows, not true logic at all, but some progression that keeps making sense. By what right is he alive, especially in light of all his vodka-sick episodes? His affection for the flow of his ordinary existence is something he couldn’t have dreamed back when he spent every free minute sitting on a bar stool.


  His account, of course, is too seamless, but for whatever reason George, drunk or not, has always longed to make his life a coherent package. He sees that in himself, though not his motive. Story just matters, period. He can’t come to grips with experience if he can’t tell it.


  In his college days, George hadn’t rushed any fraternities. If he could get at their booze, why bother? The legal drinking age was twenty-one in New Haven. That was what spurred him, not a desire to be anyone’s so-called brother. He’d visit whatever frat let him in; then he’d tell lies there. Plain as that.


  Fence, the fraternity in which he spun his jazz club fantasy, was the epitome of Old Yale: J. Press, Brooks Brothers, and Chipp clothing everywhere, paisley ascots flashing in the half-light of the bar, tasseled loafers dully aglow. Oddly, the brothers’ ankles tended to be bare, even in winter. In the inscrutable Yale slang of his time, the Fencies were “shoe,” a sort of high-bred version of hip. So the place was one of George’s dearest stalking grounds.


  “Drive a bus, eh?” George vaguely remembers stalling for time, warming up his argument. Once he’d drunk enough, he argued with anyone who took the bait, deliberately tending to extremes. He was liberal and conservative, warmonger and pacifist, redneck, beaux arts fop, ascetic and hedonist. A positivist. A religious seer, sometimes radical Protestant, sometimes Catholic, sometimes even Buddhist. He’d been a Rousseauist, and of course he’d been a Sartrean, the voguish mode of his era, though like most of his contemporaries, he had little idea what that meant.


  Dissidence was the point. It didn’t matter what he dissented from. George now recognizes this actually meant he had no genuine convictions of his own for many years. All he had were tricks, one favorite in particular. Whenever he considered himself overmatched, he’d put his improbable French major to use, inventing some philosopher to quote in the original. Next he’d translate the quotation, very slowly, as if seeking the mot that was absolutely juste, or as if addressing a child. The technique could humble an opponent—or so he intended—by pointing up his innocence both of foreign languages and of important European thinkers, never mind that the thinkers were phantasms.


  Boardie Bennett happened to be standing at the bar in obligatory attire. He affected a world-weary sigh before making any point, and he was addicted to certain words, vapid the real darling. Some other members, rather avant-garde by the frat’s standards, had put Miles Davis’s Birth of the Cool on the house record player. Boardie puffed his cheeks, blew out, and announced he despised jazz.


  George could start wherever he liked. “Pretty vapid, eh?” he asked, feigning a sigh of his own, his imitation of Boardie Bennett surely perfect. Bennett scowled, but he nodded.


  “Soon as I’m out of here, I’ll find out how vapid,” George went on, but Boardie made no reply. George scarcely knew where he was headed, but he rambled on: “I’m going to open my own little club in the Village.”


  Remembering all this today, George can’t help smiling, but he winces too—at his old pretensions, his sordid wiliness. A lot of these adventures were meant to be funny, true enough, but often they feel otherwise in hindsight.


  He took Bennett for a pushover, which almost disappointed him. It was almost as though George were playing a horn himself, his first invention generating another, and that another, and on and on until the story shaped itself. He was confident his opening figure would come back as he wound down. His solos always made a whole; he didn’t have to think; that just got in the way. George considered himself a master of improvisation.


  He dreamed up an address for Club Mayes: 107 Beulah. Had he ever been to Beulah Street? Did it exist? No matter. The permits were long since approved, the renovation of the building nearly done, the mortgage signed, everything as it should be. This was the opening lick. George could go anywhere now, riff, vamp, and fill. Bennett tried to hold his expression of boredom, but his eyes showed uncertainty.


  “You hear that record?” he asked. “Miles is the opening act. He’ll be there before the mortar’s dry.”


  Bennett sighed again. Twit.


  “Monk in the fall,” George added, pretending to sip from his glass, though the glass was empty, damn it. “Trane’s on board, signed up for Christmas holidays. Cannonball. Wes Montgomery, Grant Green, Kenny Burrell, Joe Pass.” George was partial to jazz guitar. He pretended to sip again. There couldn’t be a club on earth that could line up luminaries of this kind in sequence, but Boardie wouldn’t know.


  “The whole thing’s so . . .”


  “Yeah, vapid.” George almost pitied this poor sap. He thought of Bernard Shaw’s claim that the British upper class subsisted on fewer than twelve words. The Bennetts of the world must command eight. “Haven’t you got any other two-dollar locutions in the bank?” George demanded. The pity had vanished, immediately replaced by indignation, along with real pleasure. Locutions. That sounded so right. Everything was right. George was right. He was on a roll.


  “Vapid will do just fine,” Bennett said, heaving another sigh.


  “Fuck you,” George answered, depressed.


  He’s shocked to recall how irritated he became. A fierce proprietary interest in Club Mayes flooded him, along with fierce loyalty to the master musicians who’d perform there, not one of whom this herring-boned nitwit could pick out of a lineup. George might have been talking about Martin van Buren’s cabinet.


  But why on earth couldn’t he do better than fuck you? Bennett ignored him, probably hadn’t even heard him above the general babble. George needed more liquor. That was it. He ordered his fifth stinger and gulped it, but the situation had changed subtly. He couldn’t quite calculate how. His show wasn’t getting any traction. Time for one of his Frenchmen. But he couldn’t come up with a name, though he was confident, if it came to that, he could explain why some Paris intellectual might care about an American jazz facility.


  Suddenly it seemed that all the brothers at the bar were talking at once. You could
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