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Chuck: 1963

Chuck Ritter finished his cereal and pushed the bowl away as the cuckoo clock in the living room chirped seven times. Shards of June sunshine pushed through the Venetian blinds and slatted the linoleum floor. His wife Susanna put two pieces of toast on a plate and carried it over to the table, where she sat down across from him. “You’re going to think about the Stock Club today, aren’t you?” she asked.

He shrugged. “If I get a chance.” He managed his father’s hardware store on Main Street near the traffic light in the center of Stewart’s Crossing, Pennsylvania. He was short and stocky and during the day he wore a canvas apron over his plaid shirt and jeans. Stray nails, twist-ties, plastic bags, washers and odd pieces of paper always ended up in the pockets of his apron. He’d take it off at the end of the day, puzzled by how much he had accumulated.

It was like that with his marriage, too. He looked at Susanna in her cloth housecoat that was just like the one her mother wore. She hadn’t combed her hair yet that morning, and the static electricity in it kept the thin hairs stuck together. He wondered how they had come this far, eleven years into a marriage, two kids and two cars between them.

“When we were sixteen years old and I kissed you for the first time,” he asked, “did you ever think we’d end up this way?”

“We were fifteen when you kissed me for the first time,” Susanna said. She bit into a slice of toast.

“No. We were sixteen. It was at Louise Walsh’s party.”

“Her sweet sixteen party,” Susanna said, wiping her mouth with a paper napkin. “It was July.”

Chuck had a sudden longing for those days, when he was young and free and the world was full of possibility. Susanna had been his high-school sweetheart, the only girl he had loved or made love to, the reason why he had stayed in Stewart’s Crossing. Most of the guys he had grown up with left town for college, and stayed in those college towns, or moved to the big city with their degrees. Or else they’d just wandered off, to other cities, other states, or other suburbs newer and fresher than their home town.

As he put his bowl in the sink and ran water in it, he heard the high-pitched groan of the school bus slowing to a stop at the end of the block. “Kids! The bus!” he called.

Ten-year-old Bruce skidded around the corner into the kitchen first, barely stopping to pick up his lunch bag and run for the door. Lisa, six, was right behind him, stopping to kiss her mother good-bye and grab her own lunch. “Bruce! Wait up!” she cried, darting through the door and letting the screen bang behind her.

Chuck stood up and watched his children fly down the driveway and jump in through the open door of the school bus. Then he turned back to where his brown-bagged lunch was the only one left on the counter. “I’m going.”

“Promise to think about the Stock Club,” Susanna said.

“Promise.” He kissed Susanna good-bye and walked out to the garage, carrying his lunch.

At heart he was still the same kid who’d dished out nails and measured lumber since he was fourteen. Back then he’d never thought he’d spend his whole life in the same small town. He had his sights set on the larger world. He was sure some train would pass through town and drag him along behind it, watching the tracks fade behind him and Stewart’s Crossing disappear in a haze of summer heat and engine fumes.

But he’d ached for Susanna. That passionate churning in his groin and the pit of his stomach had won out over any desire to leave. He’d gone to work for his father and married Susanna one Sunday at St. Jude’s, the Methodist church on Station Avenue. The railroad lines ran just behind the chapel; during the service the train whistle had blown, loud and strong, just before he took his vows.

He got into his pickup and drove the few minutes down into the center of town, puzzling over the way he felt. On the seat next to him was a Reading Railroad schedule to Philadelphia, and he stared at it for a minute, wondering where it had come from. Then he remembered. A few days before he’d left the shop on a break and walked down to the station at the north end of town. He’d stood there for a while, watching the tracks, not knowing just what he was waiting for, before he’d picked up the schedule and walked back to the store. He wondered now, as he drove down into town, if he had settled for life, rather than going out and grabbing it. Was he getting old, sinking into the sludge of life without ever making a stab at getting out?

He admired men like his friend Sandy Lord, who was an attorney. He’d gone to college, and law school, too, and gone out into the world to find his life. He had chosen to come to Stewart’s Crossing, rather than inheriting it as a birthright. Somehow Chuck thought that was a better way to find your place in life, but he wasn’t sure why.

It was a slow morning at the hardware store. Kids were still in school, crops were already planted; the town was in a holding pattern, waiting for the slow inexorable change of the seasons. Every day got longer, lazier. A fine haze of dust rose and then hung in the air when a customer dropped a half-dozen copper elbows on the counter. Throughout the morning, Chuck mused about Sandy’s life and his own, wondering how things might be different if he left Susanna, gave up the store, moved someplace else.

Just after noon, Sandy walked into the back office where Chuck was sitting, eating his lunch. Sandy’s wife Helene was the bookkeeper at the lumber yard on Mill Street, near the river, where Susanna was the boss’s secretary, and the men had originally met through their wives.

With a deep sigh, Sandy settled into an old wooden chair and put his feet up on Chuck’s desk. The Lords lived in the middle of a tract of suburban homes, in a big Revolutionary War farmhouse that was falling apart. Sandy was a regular customer at the hardware store, asking Chuck for advice about blocked downspouts, chipped bricks, and buckling floors.

They talked for a few minutes about the onrush of summer, and about Pope John XXIII, who had just died the day before.

“Did Helene tell you about this idea she and Susanna cooked up?” Chuck asked finally, in between bites of the chicken salad sandwich Susanna had made for him on white toast.

“You mean this Stock Club thing?”

Chuck nodded. “Sounds like a bunch of crap.”

“I don’t know,” Sandy said. He wore a pair of round glasses framed by thin gold wire, and he had a habit of pulling them down on his nose when he was serious. “I know Helene and I could use a little extra money.”

“Hell, who couldn’t?” Chuck said. He was already wondering where the money was going to come from for new sneakers for Bruce, who seemed to grow an inch every time his father’s back was turned, for clothes and toys and maybe a color TV to replace the old black-and-white in the living room. He had a momentary flash of life in an apartment in some strange city, every dollar in his pocket his own to spend as he pleased.

“It might be worth it to look into the stock market.”

Chuck shook his head. “I was never much good with numbers.”

Sandy put his feet down and sat up straight. “And yet I’ve seen you rattle off ten different sizes of adjustable wrenches and the kinds of bolts that match each one. You remember that because you want to.”

Chuck finished his sandwich, crumpled the wrapper, and tossed it into the trash can across the room.

“Two points,” Sandy said.

“So you think we ought to do it?” Chuck asked. He was wary of the club; it might be just another rope tying him down to Stewart’s Crossing, to his wife and family, to a life that didn’t seem to suit him any more. It might also cost him what little he’d saved. But it was change, too, and change was good, or at least seemed like it might be.

“Give it a try,” Sandy said. “What can it hurt?”

* * *

They ended up with the Ritters, the Lords, and five other couples, including Nick Miller and his wife Carol. Nick had sold Sandy the homeowner’s insurance on the old farmhouse, and they’d gotten acquainted over deductibles and floaters. The club met the first time at the Lords’ house, in the dining room, where the ceilings were so low that Nick, who was well over six feet tall and skinny as a telephone pole, had to duck down to get over to the table.

While Helene made sure there were plenty of chips and dip, and everybody had coasters for their drinks, Sandy started the meeting. “Nobody likes to talk about money,” he said. “You’re always afraid you don’t have as much as the other guy, or that you’re making him feel bad because he doesn’t have as much as you do. You know, my best law school friend works for a big firm in Pittsburgh, and I can only guess how much money he makes.”

Across the table from him, Paul Warner nodded. He was a supervisor at a plant near Philadelphia that made missile parts, and he and his wife Elaine lived around the corner from Sandy and Helene. “At the plant, they don’t want anybody to talk about salaries. They’re afraid you’ll find out that the guy next to you makes more than you do.”

Sandy nodded in response. “But none of us ever has enough money, isn’t that right?” There was a general murmur of assent around the table, husbands looking at wives, everybody nodding. “So maybe if we pool what we know, we can all make some money.”

“What if we don’t know anything?” Harry Mosca asked. He was a short, stocky man, with hard lines in his face and a bluff manner. He worked at the Ford assembly plant in West Trenton. “I know about nuts and bolts but I don’t know anything about the stock market.”

“We’ll all learn,” Sandy said.

They started by reading books, and the Wall Street Journal, and even had a stockbroker Sandy knew come and talk to them one night. They met every other week, talked about different companies they had read about or heard about, and ate refreshments. Every week each couple was to put in ten dollars, and when they found a stock they thought was going up, they would use the money in the kitty to buy some shares.

One day Chuck walked the two blocks down Main Street to the library. They got the daily papers in from New York and Philadelphia, and kept them on long sticks like flagpoles. He picked up the Philadelphia paper and carried it over to a big round table near one of the Gothic-arched windows overlooking the mill pond next door.

At first, glancing around him occasionally, he scanned through the national news and then the articles about city and suburban problems. When the librarian passed he bent his head over a plan to subsidize the Reading Railroad, which ran the commuter line from Stewart’s Crossing into the city. He felt like a guilty lover on his way into a motel for an illicit rendezvous as he turned to the help wanted ads.

He didn’t know quite what he was looking for. He briefly contemplated cross-country trucking, joining the management team at Wanamaker’s department store, and working for a developer building new homes along the River Road, before he closed the paper, returned it to its rack, and walked back to the hardware store thinking, his lips pressed together.

A few days later he watched a program on public television about a new oil pipeline they wanted to build in Alaska. He wondered what kinds of jobs such a pipeline would open up, if there would be new hardware stores springing up as the pipeline moved north, men drilling and exploring and building new towns.

* * *

The Stock Club met at the Warners’ house on the first of July, and afterwards everybody wanted to talk about the Independence Day Parade. Sandy Lord was going to play George Washington, and Charley Woodruff, who was in the club with his wife Connie, was going to play General Lucius K. Stewart. Stewart’s second crossing of the Delaware, six months after Washington’s, was less historic but had given the town its name.

Nick Miller’s insurance agency was sponsoring an antique car, mostly so that Nick could drive it in the parade. He asked Chuck if the hardware store was sponsoring a float.

Chuck shook his head. “My father’s been working on the VFW float. And anyway, I couldn’t ride on a float. He’s making me keep the store open.”

“Why?” Sandy asked.

Chuck shrugged. “Holiday comes on a Thursday. He says the store ought to be open on a Thursday.”

The next morning at the store, Chuck asked his father, “How about a sale? Declare your independence from home repair worries with Ritter’s Hardware.”

“Did I tell you what I did in the shelter last night?” Hal Ritter asked. Right after the Cuban Missile Crisis he had built a bomb shelter in his back yard. He was still refining it, figuring out ingenious ways of storing food, putting aside canned goods, tools, and bolts of cloth in case of a nuclear attack.

“If you won’t let me close the store, then at least think of all the people who’ll be coming to see the parade, Dad,” Chuck said. They were walking down a narrow aisle toward the back door. “If we don’t do something special we won’t draw them into the store.”

“I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again,” Hal said. “If you run a good quality operation, the people will come in. We’re not some honky-tonk out on the highway that needs to pull customers in off the street. Everybody in Stewart’s Crossing knows about Ritter’s Hardware, and when they need something, they’ll come in.”

“But Dad, I’ve been talking to this guy I know from the Stock Club, Tom Laroquette,” Chuck said. He stopped for a moment to replace a price tag that had fallen. “He has a college degree in marketing. He says you have to create a need for the customer and then fill it. You can’t just wait around for the customer to want something.”

“Point him out to me the next time he comes in the store, so I can make sure to see him out right away. We don’t need his kind in here.”

“I give up,” Chuck said. It would serve his father right if he left town, he thought. Show the old man how under-appreciated he’d been.

“Good,” Hal said. He paused before going out the door. “Then maybe you’ll listen to what I did in the shelter last night.”

* * *

July fourth was bright and hot. Lisa had to meet the rest of the Brownie troop in the parking lot of the VFW Hall at eight a.m., so Chuck dropped her off on his way to the store. His father was already at the Hall, checking out the float. “Good morning, Princess,” he said when Lisa ran up to him.

“Hi, Grandpa,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and planting a kiss on his stubbly cheek.

“What’s this you have here?” he asked. As usual when his grandchildren were around, he ignored Chuck. Chuck thought that Hal Ritter would have preferred to skip the child-rearing phase of life and go straight to grandchildren.

“It’s my sign.” Lisa held up a cardboard sign on a stick. The word “WHAT” was written on it in black ink. “I’m the second what,” she said.

Finally Hal looked at Chuck. “What is this?”

“The troop is spelling out Kennedy’s statement,” he said. “You know, Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country. Lisa’s the second what.”

Lisa ran off to join her troop. “I gotta go open the store, Dad,” Chuck said. “You gonna come by?”

“I’m busy here,” Hal said. “You go on. It’s almost eight o’clock. There might be a customer waiting.”

“Yeah,” Chuck said. “See you in the funny papers.”

“I don’t appreciate your stealing my lines,” Hal called as Chuck walked to his truck. “Get your own damn lines.”

* * *

Susanna brought Bruce down to the store around ten. “The traffic is terrible,” she said. “I had to park at the lumber yard and walk.”

“Boy, Daddy, I didn’t know there were this many people in Stewart’s Crossing,” Bruce said. He looked around the store. “Any customers?”

“You’re my first,” Chuck said. “What can I get for you, sir?”

“I don’t see why your father made you open up today anyway,” Susanna said. “It’s not like anybody can get in here.”

“I opened up because he’s my father, and he said so.”

“That’s what you tell me,” Bruce said.

“And now you see where I get it from. Come on, let’s just put some chairs out on the porch and wait for the parade.”

The street was lined three and four people deep. Fathers had little children balanced on their shoulders, and old people sat on folding lawn chairs in the gutters. Chuck stood next to Susanna and said, “It is kind of stupid to open the store today. I don’t have to do everything my father says. You know what? I say we close the store and enjoy the parade.”

“I’ll lock up the back,” Susanna said. “You close out the cash register.”

Once the Ritters closed the hardware store, people clustered on the porch. There were even a pair of twin boys in the big maple tree by the sidewalk.

A couple of Bruce’s friends showed up and they staked out an area of the porch for themselves. Chuck remembered when he was a kid and he used to do the same thing. His father gave them all nickels for ice cream. Chuck dug into his wallet.

Hal Ritter rode on the VFW float, and tossed miniature Tootsie Rolls at the kids on the sidelines. The parade stalled for a minute, with the float right out in front of the store. “What are you doing out here?” he called down to Chuck, who was standing on the sidewalk. “You ought to be inside the store!”

“Store’s closed, Dad,” Chuck said. “Happy Independence Day!”

“Who do you think you are?” Hal asked, as the parade started up again and the float moved on down Main Street. Chuck watched his father glide away, continuing to throw the Tootsie Rolls out in small handfuls, with a fixed smile on his face.

Nick and Carol Miller drove past in the antique Ford, with their son Fred in the rumble seat. Nick was wearing a yellow vest and a straw boater, and Carol was wearing a white dress with a broad-brimmed picture hat. Only Fred looked out of place, in his white t-shirt, his blond crewcut glinting in the sun.

Dressed in blue cutaway coats and black breeches, with white wigs and three-cornered caps, Sandy Lord and Charley Woodruff stood on opposite sides of a float sponsored by the bank. The centerpiece was a flat Durham boat of the kind used in the original crossing. Every few feet Sandy and Charley turned to each other and shook hands over the boat.

Lisa’s Brownie troop followed the Pennsbury High School marching band. The troop leader was having a hard time keeping all the girls in line; they kept falling back to wave at their families or running up to talk to a girlfriend. When they passed the Ritters, the signs read, “Ask not country what what your can do for you, ask you for can do your country.” Lisa waved at them.

* * *

Hal Ritter said nothing to Chuck the next day, but he started dropping in on the store more often, as if he was afraid Chuck might close the place up and run off. And indeed, Chuck’s discontent increased as the summer waned. At night he’d sit out on the back porch and daydream about foreign places he’d seen on public television.

One night late in August he and Susanna went to a slide presentation to the men’s club at St. Jude’s by a deacon and his wife, about their bicycle trip through Italy and France. “Wouldn’t that be nice to do someday?” Susanna asked. “When the kids are older, and it’s just you and me?”

Chuck didn’t hear her. He was daydreaming about cycling through a vineyard in Bordeaux, or past one of those pebbly beaches on the French Riviera where the women sunbathed without their tops on. In his daydream he wasn’t old and tired like the deacon, but still young and able to have a good time. The vision seemed so close to him, it was as if he was leaving the next day. And he was on his own, free of all responsibility.

* * *

The Stock Club met regularly, every two weeks, throughout the rest of the summer and the fall. The leaves changed color and fell to the ground, and the Canada geese that summered on the mill pond migrated south, but Chuck’s discontent remained. By the end of October, it was like a tumor growing inside him, a lump he could almost feel, a dizziness that came on him without warning.

Hal Ritter always went over the books on the last day of the month. No matter how good things had been, he always grumbled about rising costs and dropping profits. Chuck decided to ask for a raise before his father had the current numbers fresh in his head, when Chuck might have an advantage. On the thirtieth of October, when his father came into the store late in the afternoon, he told the clerk to watch the register and steered his father into the back office.

“Look, Dad, I need a raise,” he said. “The store’s doing well. We can afford it. Bruce is going to need braces on his teeth, and Susanna’s got her eye on a new dishwasher, and Jeez, I got bills coming out my ears.”

“Can’t do it,” Hal said. “You need to learn to budget, boy. Why, I raised you on less than half of what I pay you now.”

“Things were cheaper then,” Chuck said. “Dad, I need more money.”

“I’ll go over the books tomorrow,” Hal said. “But I can tell you already there won’t be any fat in them.” He nodded his head back toward the store. “Now go on, get back in there. Get to work.”

Chuck stalked back out to the store. He spent the rest of the afternoon imagining what would happen if he quit, right in front of his father, and walked out, throwing down his apron on the counter. That would make him sorry, he thought. That would make him come around. But by the time he went home at six o’clock, he knew he would not quit, that he would stay behind the counter, under his father’s thumb, until he mustered up the courage to do something else.

That night the Stock Club met at the Ritters’ house. After they discussed their stock picks, Susanna served a pink, creamy Jell-O mold she had made with vanilla ice cream and formed in a copper cornucopia pan that normally hung on the kitchen wall.

Chuck was still in a bad mood. He felt himself tensing up for a fight. “Anybody want a beer?” he asked, standing up from the table.

“Chuck. Not with Jell-O,” Susanna said.

“Why not? Why the hell not?”

“I’ll take one,” Paul Warner said quickly.

“Me, too.” Sandy stood up across from Chuck. “Come on, let’s go out in the yard.”

Chuck cracked open a six-pack and brought it outside, with a Coke for Harry Mosca, who was a Christian teetotaler.

Chuck sat in the swing set he’d built for Bruce and Lisa. The other guys sat on the lawn furniture or leaned up against trees. “You know what this club is?” he asked. “It’s boring, that’s what it is. Goddamned boring.”

“It’s not exactly a subject that lends itself to excitement and intrigue,” Sandy said.

“Life is what you make it,” Paul said. “If you think something’s dull, liven it up.”

“All right,” Chuck said. He stood up. “Then I say we take some steps to liven up our dull, boring lives. I mean, Christ, I wake up in the morning, eat the same damn food for breakfast every day, spend the entire goddamned day locked up in my father’s hardware store, my father’s store, he reminds me every day. Not even my store. Not even half my store, or one quarter my store. And what have I got to show for it at the end of the day, the end of the week, the end of the month? A stack of bills.”

“Amen, brother,” said Charley Woodruff, who had a new baby and had to live with his in-laws until his wife could go back to work.

“Everybody know what tonight is?” Chuck asked.

“Tomorrow’s Halloween,” Harry Mosca said.

“But tonight,” Chuck said. He started to pace back and forth, stabbing the air for emphasis. “Tonight is Mischief Night. I say we go out and make a little mischief of our own.”

There was a murmur among the group. Nothing actually said, but a general feeling of agreement so strong it drew sound out of the air.

“What did you have in mind?” Paul asked.

“Nothing all that terrible,” Chuck said. His voice grew softer, more conspiratorial. The men drew in close around him. “Last week, I delivered some lumber to a farm out past the state park,” he said. “There was an old wooden outhouse out back. I made a joke about it to the farmer, told him to watch out for splinters. He said nobody’d used the thing for donkey’s years.”

“So? Tom Laroquette asked.

“So what would you say if we picked up that old outhouse and did something with it. Dropped it in town, say?”

“It’s theft,” Harry said. He was the oldest one of them, as well as the most moral and righteous.

“Call it borrowing,” Chuck said. “We just borrow the outhouse, and leave it in front of the town hall. It’s not like we’re taking it away permanently.”

“What if we get caught?” Harry persisted.

Chuck shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “But my father always says, if you worry everything to death you never do anything.”

“I don’t know about you all,” Sandy said slowly, “but I’ve been a good boy for too long. My daddy wanted me to go to law school, and so I became a lawyer. I’m Helene’s husband and Danny and Tommy’s daddy. And even though I love them all, I’m damn tired of being all that for everybody else. I’m in, Chuck.”

He walked over and put his arm around Chuck’s shoulder.

Paul drained the last of his beer and crushed the can in his hand. “Me, too,” he said.

They all agreed, even Harry. “But we don’t tell anybody,” Chuck said. “Not our wives, nobody. This is just between us.”

“I love it,” Tom said. “It’s like being back at the frat house.”

They went back inside, and told their wives they were all going out for a ride in Chuck’s pickup, that they’d see them all home afterwards. “Where are you going?” Elaine Warner asked.

Paul kissed his wife on the lips and said, “I love you, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.”

Harry rode in the cab of the pickup with Chuck, and the other guys climbed into the bed. Paul and Sandy stood behind the cab, holding onto the roof, as Chuck roared out of the development and down the winding country roads into the farmlands north of town. The wind roared and whistled around them and they felt as giddy as school kids on a field trip.

They stopped just downhill from the farm. Chuck and Charley Woodruff, who was a carpenter, made a quick survey to see how big the outhouse was, how rooted in its foundations, how sturdy.

Chuck was the organizing maestro. He had all the tools in his truck, as well as a couple of lengths of rope. He delegated responsibility for toppling, roping, hauling, and levering into the truck bed. “Paul, pick up on your end,” he said. “Tom, you give him a hand down there. Easy, Charley, not so fast. Here, let me get a piece of that.” He leaned down and grabbed at the side of the outhouse. It was strong and well-made, and he could feel the nail heads under his fingertips, how they’d been driven flush into the wood.

It took them nearly an hour to get the outhouse into the truck. When it was finally in place, roped down and buttressed with rags and spare pieces of lumber, he stood back and looked at it. He nodded his head. “Looks pretty good, boys.”

Everyone piled back in for the ride back to town. There were a few bathroom jokes made, and Harry Mosca made a show of closing off his nostrils with his fingers. “Phew,” he said. “You boys better watch out your wives don’t get any whiff of that.”

It was after eleven by then and the town was quiet. Most businesses closed at six, and the people who lived downtown were generally older folks whose lights were out by nine. When they rounded the curve of Main Street, just before coming to the center of town, they flushed a gang of teenagers, who scattered as their headlights lit the darkened street. The kids left a trail of toilet paper and soapy windows behind them.

As Chuck pulled his truck around behind the town hall, they heard the siren of a police car. The men jumped out and stood in the shadows next to the five and dime store. They watched the policeman pull up in front of some soapy windows and then prowl around the sides of the building with his flashlight. Chuck realized he was holding his breath, and tried not to.

The radio in the police car crackled and the policeman returned to it. “On my way,” they heard him say.

He got into the car and turned the flashing lights and the siren on. Once he had driven off, the men hurriedly unloaded the outhouse and carried it around to the front of the town hall. They stood it up in front of the main entrance, and it tilted badly to one side. Charley quickly shimmed up the side with a piece of lumber from the truck.

“One more thing,” Chuck said, when it finally stood level.

“Make it quick,” Harry called, as Chuck ran across the street and down a few doors to the hardware store. A minute later he was back, charging across Main Street like a fullback. He was carrying some kind of paper.

When he got closer the men could see it was a sign, a standard issue black and orange one that read, “Happy Halloween.” Chuck placed it carefully above the door handle. “I think that’s just what it needed, don’t you think?” he said.

There was general agreement. Tom Laroquette and Charley Woodruff decided to walk home, and Chuck dropped Harry Mosca and Nick Miller off, then drove back to his own neighborhood, where Sandy and Paul were only a few blocks away. They stood around in Chuck’s driveway, scuffing the gravel, none of them wanting to go home.

“I think we did good tonight,” Sandy said.

“Damn good,” Chuck said.

“You make a good organizer,” Paul said.

“Don’t say that,” Chuck said. “You make me sound like a grown-up. When we’re just a bunch of overgrown kids.”

“We’re not,” Sandy said. “You know it. We’re responsible citizens. Tomorrow morning when we see this in the paper we’ll shake our heads and say, what a silly prank. We’ll tell our kids we hope they never do anything so dumb.”

Paul laughed. “He’s right. I can hear myself already.”

“Come on, guys,” Chuck said.

“You had all the right tools, and the rope, and you knew just what to do,” Sandy said. “Imagine some kid being so organized.”

In the distance someone shot off a bottle rocket, with a soft whoosh, a whistle, and then a bang. “You’re right,” Chuck said. “Kids never could have pulled this off. But we did.”

“That’s right,” Sandy said.

“We did,” Paul said.

Chuck stifled a yawn, and then they were all shifting around like it was getting late and they had to go. Paul went left and Sandy went right, and Chuck walked up the concrete path he’d laid to his front door. The night was cool and breezy, but it didn’t remind him of the Serengeti Plain or the northern California coast. It just felt like home. A few more firecrackers went off, and Chuck shook his head and said, “Kids.” Then he laughed and went inside, where his family slept.





Charley: 1964

It was just after five a.m. when the phone rang at the little bungalow Charley and Connie Woodruff were renting on Hill Street near the center of Stewart’s Crossing. Charley stumbled out of bed and out to the kitchen, to where the new Princess-style phone was hung on the wall by the back door. “Hello?”

It was his mother. “Charley?” she asked, and there was a queer sound in her voice, half a sob. “You’d better come over here. I can’t seem to wake your father up.”

“Did you call the rescue squad?” Charley asked.

There was that sob again, in his mother’s voice. “No,” she said. “I don’t think they can help him.”

“Call them anyway,” Charley said. “I’ll be right over.”

* * *

The funeral was held three days later, on a blustery September morning. Puffy gray and white cumulus clouds rolled across the sky, and a row of maples by the entrance to the cemetery buckled and twisted in the wind, showing flashes of red and orange through the green. After the minister had said his last blessings and the coffin had been lowered slowly into the earth, Charley, his mother and Connie clung to each other for a moment, then broke apart for the walk back to the limousine.

Behind them, the mourners dispersed to their cars. The women held their hats down in the wind, and the men they were with guided them over the rough spots, down off the curb and into their cars. The limo led a procession out of the cemetery gates toward the Woodruff farm, about ten miles north of town.

Inside the limo, Charley leaned forward. “Do you think we could have the radio on?” he asked.

“Certainly, sir.” The driver punched a button on the dashboard, and Charley recognized the distinctive smooth voice of John Gambling. “Welcome back to Rambling with Gambling on WOR,” he said. “We’re talking with Sybil Harrison, president of Mothers for Peace, about the recent Gulf of Tonkin resolution. Sybil, what’s the significance of this resolution?”

“It gives President Johnson great latitude in sending American troops to Vietnam, young boys who could die to defend commercial interests there,” the woman said.

Charley leaned forward again. “No, I think you’d better turn it off.”

His mother sat behind the driver, worrying her hands in her lap. After a while, she said, “There’s the corn.”

“Corn?” Charley asked.

His mother nodded. “You’ll need to bring it in soon. It’s almost ripe.”

Charley’s father had twenty acres of yellow corn and spinach. “It’s been a long time since I ran that old picker,” Charley said. “It still work?”

His mother shook her head. “He had it in pieces out in the barn,” she said. “He was worried he was going to have to pick by hand this year.”

Charley sat back against the seat, turned his head and stared out the window at the passing landscape. He hadn’t even thought about the crops that needed harvesting. It was all too much, his father dying like this without notice, without preparing Charley to take over. He was only twenty-five himself, married just two years, with a one-year-old baby. He felt as helpless as a newborn calf, struggling shakily to its feet, not sure of what the world held.

The limo pulled up the long driveway to the farm, leading a chain of cars behind it. Connie’s cousin Jenny Laroquette and her husband Tom came to the door; they had volunteered to leave early and set up some coffee and cake for the mourners. Charley was grateful for all the kindness his family had received, for the neighbors and friends who had come to the funeral or stopped by the house, to offer their condolences and whatever help they could. He nodded politely and thanked them for coming and allowed himself to be led along, by the funeral director, the minister, the neighbors with their advice.

* * *

That afternoon, after most of the mourners had gone, Charley walked out to the barn alone. There, in the center of the floor, was the mechanical picker, in pieces, as his mother had said. The picker was old, a relic his father had gotten cheap when it got too hard to pick the corn by hand.

He lifted the picking arm and scanned it carefully. It had two hairline cracks, and one end of it seemed bent out of shape. He had no idea how the pieces fit back together. He took the arm and hefted it in his right hand. “Damn!” he said, and flung it out through the barn door. It landed with a clang at the edge of the asphalt drive.

The next day Charley stopped in at the hardware store to ask Chuck Ritter for advice about the picker. Chuck took one look at the make and model number and said, “Sorry, buck, I can’t help you. Nobody’s made one like this for years.”

“But how do I get the corn in?” Charley asked. “You know anybody who’s got a picker I can rent?”

Chuck shook his head. “Bad time of year to look for a corn picker. What with everybody’s crop coming in.”

Charley stared down at the counter. “Don’t worry,” Chuck said. “We can pick it by hand. I’ll round up some folks. You think it’ll be ready by Saturday?”

“I’m not sure,” Charley said. “Pop was the one who always decided when to pick.”

“I’ll ask my dad to take a look,” Chuck said. “He grew up on a farm, after all. He’ll know.” He put his hand on Charley’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, buck, you’ll make it through.”

“Wish I could be sure,” Charley said.

* * *

By Saturday morning Chuck had rounded up all the Woodruffs’ neighbors, and a lot of people from town as well. Little kids played in the yard around the farmhouse, while the older ones stayed together and told each other stories in the secret language of teenagers. Everybody was wearing jeans and old shirts, eager to get out in the fields, dig their feet into the rich, loamy soil, break the ears out of their spiky nests and dump them into canvas sacks.

Chuck Ritter’s father Hal stood at the bottom of the drive as the people drove up, with a couple of ears of corn and a big stalk he’d cut from the edge of the field. He was a stooped old man with a thatch of gray hair and a pronounced limp. As Charley stood by and watched, Hal showed the town folks, like Sandy Lord, the attorney, and his wife Helene, how to tell which ears were ripe, and how to break them out. Hal sent crews down every furrow, handing out shoulder sacks and big bushel baskets for the end of each row.

“I appreciate this,” Charley said, when there was a temporary break in the flow. “I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Your father was a good man,” Hal said.

Charley nodded. “I know.”

* * *

It was a beautiful day, the sun warm and high in the sky, a cool breeze drifting through the green stalks. The Pennsbury High football game against Neshaminy was on WBUD out of Trenton, just across the Delaware, and somebody had a transistor radio going out in the middle of the field, the volume turned way up. When Pennsbury made a touchdown, everybody cheered. At half-time, the marching band played “The Twist,” by Chubby Checker, and some of the teenagers stopped picking to dance.

By four-thirty the crop was in. Wearing an apron over her flowered dress, Charley’s mother boiled up gallons of hot water and Charley and Chuck and a couple of the other guys stripped dozens of the ears, tearing open the rippled husks, picking away at the smooth yellow silk until the kernels shone clean.

After everybody had been served, Charley walked out behind the kitchen, where Paul and Elaine Warner were sitting on the grass eating, with their seven-year-old, Dennis. A thin trail of butter dripped down Dennis’ chin. “This is the best corn I ever tasted,” Paul said, stopping for a minute as Charley passed.

“Pop knew how to grow corn,” Charley said. He stood next to the Warners and surveyed the fields. He had decided to let the stalks go brown, then plow the field under just before cold weather set in, and sell out before spring planting.

“How come you didn’t want to take over the land?” Paul asked.

Charley frowned. “I never wanted be a farmer. I didn’t have the patience for it.” He remembered the cycle his father had gone through, year after year—putting the seed in the ground and then working the land, praying for the right amount of sun and rain, and then, after months of work, maybe pulling out a good harvest. “And I saw how hard it was on Pop, especially in years when the crop was poor.”

“I can see how you’d get discouraged,” Paul said.

“Even when I was little, I’d find a scrap of wood and start whittling on it. I used to make toys for the other kids, whistles and tops and slingshots. Then when I got to high school and discovered shop class, I started to make furniture, and I loved it.” Charley laughed. “Most of the kids were making shelves and footstools, and I was making tables and selling them. That’s when Pop said I was too good with my hands to use them pushing dirt.”

Paul stood up. “Come on, sport, let’s see if we can find a bathroom and wash these hands,” he said to Dennis. As they turned toward the house, Charley walked out into the field, among the empty green stalks.

How his father had loved the corn, watching it rise up out of the dirt, grow strong green leaves and rich yellow ears, then harvesting it and feeding it to his family. Charley finally understood that he was not that different from his father after all. The best thing about making furniture, he thought, was seeing something in a piece of wood, and then forming it to fit that vision, just as his father had envisioned these green fields and then pulled them out of the earth. And there was the same reward in the work itself, in doing a hard job that you enjoyed and that fed your family. For the first time since that five a.m. call, Charley felt good.

* * *

The next day Helene Lord, who was the bookkeeper at the lumber yard, helped Charley sort out his father’s financial records. “I’m sorry,” she said, when they’d come down to the bottom line. “I wish the news were better. Your father owed a lot of money.”

“I never realized how deep in debt he was. He must have been borrowing from Peter to pay Paul.” After Helene left, Charley sat up for hours in the kitchen, staring at the figures, hoping they would show him something different. The farm was mortgaged so heavily he would have to get top dollar for it to break even. Most of the equipment had been bought on credit, and the only pieces his father had owned outright were the ones, like the corn picker, that were old and worn out.

Thankfully there’d be enough left so that his mother could buy her own place, not have to move in with him and Connie. She’d have to live on her Social Security, though, and it wouldn’t be easy.

And she’d depend on him, too. His father had always been the boss in the marriage. He’d made all the decisions, and his word was law. At 58, how could he expect his mother to begin making her own choices, for the first time in her life?

There was Connie, too, and Raymond, depending on him. Connie’s pregnancy had been hard, and Raymond was a sickly baby, so she hadn’t gone back to work yet. They were living on what he made at the furniture factory, and the little money he eked out on weekends doing custom cabinet work and home repairs.

“Charley?” Connie asked, coming into the kitchen in her nightgown. He looked up at the clock. He hadn’t realized it was after midnight.

“How does it look?” she asked.

With her hair down, she looked so sweet and young, almost a teenager. She came over and put her arm around his shoulders, and he leaned back against her.

After a while, Charley said, “I never knew it was so bad. He never let on.”

“That’s the way he was,” Connie said. “You know that. He was the kind of man who, if he was drowning, wouldn’t have asked for a life raft from anybody. He’d have figured if he couldn’t save his own sorry ass, it wasn’t worth saving.”

Charley smiled. “You sound just like him.”

“You’re a different sort of person, Charley. At least I hope you are. We’re a team, you and me. I don’t want there to ever be secrets between us.”

“You know what really worries me?” Charley sat up straight, and Connie came around the table to sit across from him. “He worked hard all his life and this is all he got. What if, some time from now, you’re sitting at this table with Raymond, and I’m gone, and I can’t leave you any more than this.”

“You can’t judge a person’s life by how much money they leave behind when they’re gone,” Connie said. “Your father was a good man. He took care of you and your mother. He could raise the sweetest corn I’ve ever tasted. I think his life could stack up against anybody’s.”

“He never came out and told me he loved me, but I knew,” Charley said. “And sometimes he’d be sitting on the sofa with Mom, watching TV, and he’d reach over and take her hand, and she’d look at him so sweet. He didn’t have much, but I guess it was enough.”

* * *

Charlie listed the farm with Elaine Warner, who was a saleswoman with a real estate agency in the center of Stewart’s Crossing. By mid-October she had found a buyer, a housing developer, and she found Mrs. Woodruff a bungalow on the south side of town, only a few blocks from the river. She helped Charley and his mother organize a yard sale to clear out the big old farmhouse.

The day of the yard sale it was cold and rainy in the early predawn hours, when Charley was tossing and turning in bed, worrying about the price he’d gotten for the farm, but by the time daylight arrived the storm had passed over, leaving the air clean and fresh. When he finished showering, a few minutes past eight, Connie was sitting at the kitchen table feeding Raymond pureed bananas. He knocked her arm, and she spilled bananas on her white blouse.

“Oh, Raymond,” she said. “Look what you’ve done.”

“I’ll finish up with him. You go change your blouse. We should have left here already.”

“All I have that’s clean is that pink one with the Peter Pan collar. Do you think that’ll be all right?”

“What’s a Peter Pan collar?” Charley asked. He sat down next to Raymond and started to feed him.

“You’ll see it in a minute,” Connie called from the bedroom.

The phone rang. “There are already people here,” his mother said. “I told them the sale doesn’t start until nine o’clock and they said they’d wait, but I don’t know what to do.”

“We’re leaving in a few minutes,” Charley said. “We’ll be right there.”

By the time they got to the farm, Elaine Warner was standing in the driveway directing traffic. “You look so chic,” Connie said, getting out of the car. “That sheath really suits you. And I love your scarf.” She walked quickly up to the house.

“You’re lucky you’ve got so much land for parking,” Elaine said, as Charley got Raymond out of his carrier seat. “At least once a month, one of our clients sells a house and has a sale, and there’s never enough parking.”

She diverted her attention to a red Volkswagen Beetle that was trying to go all the way up the driveway. “I told you to park back there,” she said, planting herself firmly in their path. “You might just as well back up, because you’re not getting past me.”

Carrying Raymond, Charley hurried up to the house. Tom Laroquette was setting up folding tables in front of the garage, and as soon as he set one up, Jenny brought boxes out for it. A few of the customers were so eager to see what was inside that they were opening the boxes themselves. Connie started directing them.

Charley found his mother in the kitchen. “Here, let me take him,” she said, holding her arms out for Raymond.

Charley handed the child to his mother. “Are you going outside?” he asked. “You ought to make sure we aren’t selling anything you want to keep.”

“I think I’ll stay in here for a while,” his mother said. “Where I have this little boy to keep me company.” Charley looked doubtful. “I’d rather not have to see everything laid out. I’ll be all right. You go look through the tools.”

Charley set a half-dozen two-by-fours on sawhorses outside the barn, and laid out everything he was selling. He kept a lot of the woodworking tools, the planes, the routers and the files, and a hammer with a handle he’d made for his father one year for Christmas. He left the bigger pieces on the hard dirt around the front of the barn doors.

Paul Warner and Sandy Lord were among the first customers, and they bought up a lot of the hand tools. “Listen, Charley, about your father’s will,” Sandy said. “I just want to let you know there’s no charge for the probate.”

“That’s not right,” Charley said. “I want to pay you what I owe you.”

“You’ll make it up to me,” Sandy said. “I could use some new cabinets in my office. After things have quieted down, come on over and take a look.”

“I will.” Charley watched the cash box while Tom Laroquette negotiated with the buyers. Tom was a smooth salesman, convincing people of the merits of machinery he didn’t quite understand himself.

Around eleven o’clock Chuck Ritter came by with a handful of yellow sheets of paper. “I’m giving these back to you,” he said. “I don’t want to hear any arguing.”

Charley took the papers and looked at them. “These are invoices,” he said. “Bills Pop owed you.”

“I know,” Chuck said. “Listen, your dad and mine went back a long time.” He nodded his head toward the front of the house. Hal Ritter had just gotten out of his new Cadillac. They watched him walk up to the front porch and say something to Mrs. Woodruff. She started to cry and he held her in his arms and said something to her.

“Thanks,” Charley said. “For everything.”

* * *

The tools sold out by midafternoon, and Charley lounged by the side of the garage with Tom Laroquette and Harry Mosca, watching the people eagerly searching for bargains.

“Like a pack of vultures,” Tom said.

“Used to be that things stayed in families,” Harry said. “Half the things Jane and I started out with came as hand-me-downs. Nowadays everybody wants new.”

Charley watched a couple struggle down the driveway with his father’s imitation-leather recliner, load it into a pick-up, and drive away. From the time when they got their first black-and-white TV, he remembered his father relaxing in that chair every night, watching Sid Caesar and Imogene Coca on Your Show of Shows, laughing over Uncle Miltie’s antics or Lucy’s wild schemes.

It seemed to Charley like pieces of his life were drifting away. There went the Bavarian cuckoo clock his great-uncle had brought back from World War I. The matching curtains and bedspread from his room, with their scenes of Revolutionary War battles, went off to populate some other child’s dreams. Someone even bought a souvenir plate from the Poconos, a relic of the one family vacation the Woodruffs had ever taken.

When the crowd eased, Jenny Laroquette came over to the men for a break. She looked efficient and yet casual, in a pair of stiff new jeans and a blue-and-white striped shirt of Tom’s. “This place has been a madhouse,” she said. “Worse than campaign headquarters on election night.” Jenny had just received her degree in political science. She worked part-time in the office of their state senator.

“You know women when they smell a bargain,” Tom said.

“That’ll be quite enough out of you, Mr. Laroquette,” she said. “Actually, it’s your friend here I would like to speak with. Come take a walk with me, Charley.”

Tom hummed a funeral dirge. “It was nice knowing you, pal.”

Jenny pinched his chest. “I’ll deal with you later.”

They walked toward the stripped fields. “I know this has hit you hard, your father and all,” Jenny said. “But you have to take care of Connie, too. She looks so tired.” They turned after a few feet and looked back toward the house, where Connie was leaning against the wall, behind a table filled with rows of unmatched glasses, jelly jars and gas station giveaways, and a set of flower-patterned dishes that had belonged to Charley’s grandmother. Connie’s hair was limp and tangled, and there were bags under her eyes. Even Charley could see that the pink top didn’t go with the flowered slacks she was wearing.

“You don’t know what I’m going through,” Charley said. “Things are hard now. And Connie’s not complaining.”

“Just because she’s not complaining doesn’t mean she’s not unhappy,” Jenny said. “Be careful, Charley. You look after my cousin, or you may find yourself losing more than just your father.” She turned and walked back toward the house.

Charley walked on, out into the fields his father had tilled, seeded and harvested for over thirty years. The stalks lay crisscrossed all around him, where the wind had knocked them down. He picked one up, brushing away the dirt that dangled from its roots, and, in a quick motion, snapped it across his knee. He threw down the pieces, brushed his hands on his pants, and then turned to look back up at the house.

* * *

By dark the sale was over and the temperature had started to drop. Whatever hadn’t been sold was boxed up for donation to the Rescue Mission. The Laroquettes and the Woodruffs relaxed in the living room of the farmhouse, even though most of the furniture was gone. Tom and Jenny sat in front of the fireplace on a couple of big cushions, and Charley and Connie sat on gold velour wing chairs that Mrs. Woodruff was going to keep.

“I’d say we did pretty well today,” Tom said, holding up the cash box. “Final count is $2,012.50.”

“Fifty cents?” Charley asked.

“We had a lot of low-ticket items,” Tom said. “Of course, we had some big-ticket items too. The dining room set, for example.”

“So much has happened in this last year,” Charley said. “I mean, a year ago, who’d have thought that Kennedy and my dad would both be dead?”

“I still cry sometimes when I see his picture,” Jenny said. “JFK, I mean. He made me believe in the future.”

“He made you want to join the Peace Corps,” Tom said. “Did you know, Connie, your cousin wanted us both to volunteer to teach English in Africa somewhere, or build shelters in the Philippines, or bring American agricultural methods to Borneo.”

“Don’t they have head hunters in Borneo?” Charley asked.

“Go on,” Jenny said, poking Tom in the stomach. “You were interested.”

“Why didn’t you go?” Connie said. “I’d give anything to be able to go someplace exotic. Someplace far away from Stewart’s Crossing.”

Jenny looked at Charley, but he looked away. “Tom got the job at the plant,” Jenny said. Tom was a junior executive in the marketing department of a big chemical company out on the highway. “And I got the job with the Senator, and you all were here, and we just decided we’d stay.”

“I’m glad you did,” Connie said. “In hard times, it’s good to have your family around.”

Charley got up and walked into the kitchen. His mother had set out cocoa powder, sugar and milk, and a kettle of water was steaming on the stove. But instead of bustling around as she usually did, she was sitting at the Formica-topped table, holding a tissue. Her cheeks were slick with tears.

“Mom, what’s the matter?” Charley asked. He sat down next to her and took her hand.

Mrs. Woodruff smiled faintly. “I’ll be all right,” she said. “It’s nothing. It’s just…” She hesitated.

“What?”

“I thought I’d use the blue mugs for the hot chocolate,” she said. “But they’re gone. I guess we sold them today.”

“It’s all right, Mom. I know, this is going to take getting used to. But you’ll get accustomed to it.”

“I thought I’d sell all the things your father used,” she said. “That seeing them every day would only remind me, make me feel bad. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Come on,” Charley said, standing up. “Let’s make this cocoa.”

* * *

The day before the closing on the farm, Charley stopped by Sandy Lord’s office on his way home from the furniture factory. “Don’t worry so much,” Sandy said. “You’re getting a good deal. This developer’s taking a big risk that people will want to live in suburban houses so far outside of town.”

“It’s pretty scary, having to be the father,” Charley said. “How did my dad manage it, all those years?” He paced over to the window, then turned back to Sandy. “Even when Raymond was born, and I was standing at the hospital looking down at him, proud—but scared, too—I knew my dad was there to fall back on. But now, I’m on my own.”

“You have been all along. You just haven’t realized it until now.” Sandy sat back in his chair. “I lost my father while I was in law school,” he said. “He had cancer, and he was gone a couple of months after they found it. And all that time he was sick, I never thought to ask him what I was going to do without him. At first, when he was gone, I thought that if I just shouted loud enough, he’d hear me, up in heaven. But then I realized there was nothing I couldn’t figure out on my own, if I just thought about it the way he would have.”

Charley turned back to the window.

“That’s something you’ll have to learn for yourself,” Sandy continued. “But just remember, for generations our fathers have been dying and leaving us, and we’ve been going on.”

Sandy stood up and walked over to the window with Charley. They looked down to Main Street together, and saw two little boys chasing each other around the big iron bell outside the firehouse. Neither one was winning. Charley smiled. “Remember that prank we pulled last year?”

Sandy laughed. “We stole an outhouse in the middle of the night and left it at the town hall,” he said. “How could I forget?”

“Afterwards I told my Dad that it was me, that it was the guys in our Stock Club that did it, that I was in it. You should have heard him holler. Said I had no respect for other people’s property. Said it was a good thing for me that I was bigger than him, or he’d tan my britches.”

“He was probably just jealous,” Sandy said. “Man, that was fun, wasn’t it?”

Charley nodded. “Let’s do it again,” he said. “There was an outhouse behind the farm. We could take that one.”

“Those fancy new places certainly won’t need an outhouse,” Sandy said.

* * *

The next afternoon, just before the closing, Charley drove out to the farmhouse. The mover had been there all morning, picking up his mother’s furniture and boxes, and by the time he arrived the place was nearly empty, except for a suitcase and a couple of boxes in the living room. His mother was standing by the back window, staring out at the fields.

It was one of the few times he could recall seeing her without an apron over her dress. It was sad to think she’d kept that dress safe for years for a moment like this. “Ready for your new life?” Charley asked.

“Not much to it,” his mother said. “At least out here, I had the house to keep up, and your father to look after. That new place is so small I can clean it without blinking.”

“I wish Connie’s life was so easy,” Charley said. “She’s tired all the time.” He looked at his mother, remembering the sweetened French toast she made for special breakfasts, how she had sat lovingly next to him at the piano during those brief years when he had lessons, holding his fingers and helping him strike the keys. “You know, Connie’s got so much to do, taking care of Raymond,” he said. “Now that you’ll be closer to us, maybe you could help her out.”

Mrs. Woodruff smiled. “A little baby in the house again,” she said. “That could almost make that new place seem like a home. I’d love to, Charley. She could bring him over in the morning, and I’d feed him lunch, and she could have a few hours off. I know that’s important to a new mother.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Charley said. He smiled, and his mother smiled back. Charley felt a warmth running between them, something that recharged him. He walked over and hugged her.

“I’m your mother, Charley,” she said. “I want to help you.”

Mrs. Woodruff went out to her car, and Charley walked through the empty rooms of the farmhouse one last time. The house seemed so much smaller without its furniture, without a family living in it. He stopped at the doorway to his old bedroom. He remembered how he had been afraid of thunder when he was a boy, and how he’d hide in the closet whenever there was a big storm.

No more hiding, he thought, as he turned to go back downstairs. You had to face the storms, and either you beat them, and you went on, or they beat you. He wondered how much longer his father could have kept things going. Another bad year and he’d have been turning the place over to the bank. It was getting too hard to run a small family farm. Most of the money you made went to pay off the mortgage and the loans for the equipment. It seemed like the farmer spent most of his day earning money to pay the banker.

Just before he walked out he turned back and looked at the house. The living room, with the staircase going up. The dining room, and just beyond it the kitchen. The house looked old and tired. It deserved a rest.

Charley locked the door behind him.

* * *

It was a simple matter to call the men of the Stock Club together again. By Mischief Night they were prepared, with heavy gloves, a couple of cans of disinfectant spray, and some old rags to cushion the sides of Chuck Ritter’s truck. On the way there, they traded a few jokes about Lyndon Johnson and his dogs, and drained a couple of six-packs, too, for encouragement and liquid refreshment.

There were no streetlights that far outside of town, and the farmhouse itself was dark. Charley led the way out behind the house, alongside the empty field, to where the outhouse stood at the back corner of the Woodruffs’ property. For the first time since his father’s death, he felt like he knew what he was doing.

Nobody had used the old outhouse for years, not since they’d had modern plumbing installed when Charley was a baby. It was a solid wood building, about seven feet tall, showing remarkably little wear. It had a tar-paper roof and a swinging door with a rusty latch. It was nailed securely to fir sills, and it had to be pried off its foundation with a crowbar. Once removed, it was lightweight and easy to move. It had been so long since it was used, the pit hardly smelled at all, just a faint fragrance like leaves on a compost pile.

They tilted the outhouse and put three men on each side, with Charley leading the way. As the men carried it they heard the lid of the seat flapping with every bump.

On the way from the farm into town, Charley sat on the top of the cab, his legs braced against the outhouse, holding a can of beer and singing at the top of his lungs with the rest of the men. The only song everyone seemed to know was “God Bless America.”

Chuck pulled over just outside the town limits. He stuck his head out the window and said, “You guys just want to pull up in front of the police station and ask them to arrest us?”

Everybody looked chastened. “Hell, it used to be my Dad’s outhouse,” Charley said.

“And if he were still alive you’d never have taken it,” Paul said. He caught himself. “Geez, I’m sorry, Charley.”

“No, you’re right,” Charley said. “My Dad was always the boss. I never directly disobeyed him, though I did things he didn’t approve of. But he’s gone now. And I say we get this sucker going into town.”

The other guys cheered. “Where to?” Chuck asked.

“The bank held a mortgage on pretty near everything my dad owned,” Charley said. “If we hadn’t been able to sell so quick, they’d have taken the whole place, lock, stock and outhouse. So what do you say we give them a taste of what they might have had?”

* * *

The outhouse fit snugly into the doorway of the bank, under the carved Georgian lintel, beneath the bank’s name, spelled out in squared Romanesque letters. A photo even made the late edition of the newspaper. Charley put the picture away inside his toolbox, an old wooden one his father had used for fifty years, one that now held Charley’s favorite and best tools.





Sandy: 1966

During the summer, the inner door to the Home Style coffee shop in Stewart’s Crossing was left open, just the wood-framed screen separating the patrons at the counter and at the half-dozen tables from the activity of Main Street. But now, in late September, the door was pulled closed and had swelled into its frame, so Sandy Lord had to push hard to get it open.

He sat down at one of the tables, smoothed the red-and-white check vinyl tablecloth, and pushed aside the cloudy glass vase with its plastic flowers so that he could open his newspaper. When the waitress came by, he ordered a grilled cheese and tomato sandwich and a Coke.

The paper was full of depressing news, as usual. Up at Harvard, a professor named Timothy Leary had been suspended for advocating the use of illegal drugs like LSD, peyote and marijuana. A flood in Florence, Italy, had damaged millions of dollars worth of art, books and museum collections. All over the country, people were protesting the escalation of the war in Vietnam.

He shook his head. Even the book he was reading at home, In Cold Blood, by a young author named Truman Capote, was about a senseless crime out in the Midwest. It was a terrible world.

“This seat taken?” Sandy looked up to see Nick Miller towering over him. Because of his height, nearly six foot four, Nick made any room seem small.

“No, have a seat,” Sandy said. “I just ordered.”

Nick ran a small insurance agency in town, and had been a friend of Sandy’s for a few years, since their wives had convinced them to join a group of other couples in a stock club. Nick called his order out to the waitress and then turned back to Sandy. “It’s nice now and then to eat in a place where you don’t need a menu. I don’t think they’ve changed anything in this coffee shop since I was a kid.”

“The world is changing, though.” Sandy folded up his paper. “Someday Stewart’s Crossing is bound to catch up.”

“Be a good thing,” Nick said. “This town was a dump when I was a kid. A place farmers came to once a week on a Saturday night. People in Trenton used to drive through, gawking, like we were the real back woods. I hated it.”

“Why didn’t you leave, then?”

“And go where? I had two years at Rider College when I got fed up. I wasn’t cut out for schoolwork. I thought I’d try my hand at selling insurance, and if you want to sell something, it’s best if you try and sell to people you know, at least for starters. They take pity on you.”

The waitress brought their sandwiches. “Then I decided to open my own agency, and I didn’t want to give up all my local clients. But I’ll tell you, though, if I could get out of this town I would.”

“I like Stewart’s Crossing,” Sandy said, between bites of his grilled cheese. “It’s pretty. History all around, lots of good people.”

Nick shrugged. “Sign you up for the Chamber of Commerce.”

Sandy smiled. “Too busy already. Got to save some time for my kids.” He swallowed the last of his sandwich, and washed it down with soda. “You’ll be at the Stock Club meeting next week, won’t you?” He stood up and pulled some money out of his wallet.

“Unless I find a way out of it before then.”

* * *

Sandy’s old friend Arthur Winston called that afternoon, and they were still on the phone when Sandy’s secretary, Lois, interrupted to say that the Laroquettes were there for their appointment. “Ask them to have a seat,” Sandy said, covering the mouthpiece. “I’ll be with them in a minute.”

He turned back to the phone. “It’s a terrific offer, Artie,” he said. “To step in as a partner in a national firm. That’s a big leap from being a sole practitioner in a small town.”

“Like I said, Sandy, the firm wants to expand its presence here in Pittsburgh. To do that, we need experienced lawyers. You have the advantage in that you’ve already passed the Pennsylvania bar.”

“You understand, I’ll have to think it over.”

“Take all the time you need,” Artie said. “Just let me know in a week.”

“Will do. Listen, Art, can you put this in writing?”

“A good lawyer puts everything in writing.”

“Professor Bruckstein, Civil Law 102,” Sandy said.

“I’ll get a letter out to you this afternoon confirming everything. The partnership, the salary, moving expenses, the whole nine yards.”

“Now that was Professor Mcdowell, Introduction to Torts,” Sandy said. “He used that expression at least once every class.”

“It’ll be good to work with you again, Sandy.”

They said good-bye and hung up, but before Sandy buzzed Lois to send the Laroquettes in, he sat back in his oak chair and looked out the window at Main Street. He had come to Stewart’s Crossing in 1955, after a year clerking with a judge in the Circuit Court in Philadelphia. Helene’s family was from Trenton, and she wanted to live near them. Since Sandy had already passed the Pennsylvania bar, it made sense to stick to the west side of the Delaware.

They’d been married barely a year, and Helene was already pregnant with Tommy. He’d hung up his shingle in an office above the bank, and soon he was handling a steady stream of real estate closings, civil suits, divorces and wills.

The town had been good to him, and he’d paid it back. He served on the School Board and the Library Committee, and he’d been a scout leader and a Little League coach. And for the last three years, he and the other men from the Stock Club, including Tom Laroquette in the waiting room, had stolen an outhouse from a farm out in the countryside on the night before Halloween, and left it somewhere in town.

That brought him back to the present with a start. He stood and opened the door to Tom and Jenny, his pretty brown-haired wife, who was carrying their baby boy. “What a cute little devil,” Sandy said, peering down at the baby, who was napping. “How old is he?”

“Two months,” Jenny said.

Sandy ushered them to seats and returned to the far side of the desk. “He’s why we’re here,” Tom said. He looked at Jenny. “Now that we’ve got a child, we figured it was time we started acting like grown-ups, got ourselves life insurance and wills. We’ve already been to see Nick Miller and he fixed us both up with policies.”

“So you’re into the gloom and doom,” Sandy said. “Well, making a will is pretty simple. Let me show you the standard forms and then we can talk about any changes you want.”

It took almost an hour to spell out what would happen to the house, the bank accounts, the shares in the Stock Club, and a trust from Jenny’s grandmother. When they were finished, Sandy walked Tom and Jenny to the office door, and said good-bye.

He turned back to Lois. “Let’s close up early today. It’s almost four-thirty, and I’ve got some things to talk over with Helene. We can work on the Laroquette wills tomorrow.”

“But what if someone calls, Mr. Lord?”

“Then they’ll call again in the morning.”

Lois sat primly at her desk. “If it’s all the same to you, Mr. Lord, I’ll wait here until five o’clock. I wouldn’t want you to miss an important call.”

Sandy smiled. “That’s good of you.” He picked up his jacket and his briefcase and walked out. “See you tomorrow.”

Helene kept the books for the lumber yard in the center of town, and worked from eight to three so that she could be home when the kids got out of school. When Sandy pulled up in his driveway a few minutes later, she was in the garden, spreading mulch around the roots of the rose bushes they had put in that spring. It was cool and sunny and the sky was a deep blue, with hardly a cloud overhead.

“You’re home early,” Helene said. She was wearing green oilcloth gloves decorated with flowers and when she wiped a hair away from her forehead she left a small dirty smudge behind.

Sandy leaned down and kissed her. “Don’t let me stop you,” he said. “As a matter of fact, I’ll change and help you.”

A few minutes later he was kneeling by her side, wearing a pair of disreputable overalls and a plaid shirt. “You always look like such a farmer in that outfit,” Helene laughed.

“And what are we doing here, if not farming? Hand me some of that mulch.”

They worked in silence for a few minutes. Sandy noticed how pretty the stark, thorny branches looked against the fieldstone wall behind them. “So to what do I owe this honor?” Helene asked.

Sandy leaned around behind a rose bush to make sure the mulch was even. “I wanted to discuss a call I got this afternoon.”

“Really?” Helene sat back, crossed her legs to the right, and took off her gloves. Sandy told her about the offer from Artie Winston. “My goodness. Do you want to take it?”

“What do you think?”

“Pittsburgh. It’s so far.”

“We could come back and visit. And your folks could visit us, too.”

Helene stared into the distance. “It would be a lot more money. We could put some away for the kids’ educations.”

“It’d be more work, naturally, mounting up billable hours. But there’d be a big office, a real law library and other lawyers to consult with. And a managing partner to handle all the details. I could concentrate on practicing law.”

“You always did like Artie Winston. I’m sure I could get a job there. And the kids would adjust.”

“Tom and Jenny Laroquette were in my office today to prepare wills. They were talking about acting grown-up, now that they have a child. Doing things that were right for him. If I took this job, we could do a lot for our kids.”

Helene stood. “We’ll think about it. Come on, help me clean up.”

The next day, on his way back to the office after lunch, Sandy ducked in at the hardware store to see Chuck Ritter. He waited until Chuck had finished helping a customer and then said, “Got a minute?”

“Sure. Things are slow.” Chuck, who was thirty-three, short and tending to plumpness, turned and called down the aisle, “Bobby, I’m going in the back. Watch the register for a few minutes.”

Chuck and Sandy walked down the lawn and leaf aisle, past the rakes, the fertilizers and the fencing, toward Chuck’s office. Sandy explained about the offer in Pittsburgh.

“Wow,” Chuck said, as they walked into the little room, where a window looked out over the parking lot, and up the slope to Hill Street. “Sounds like a good deal.”

“I think so,” Sandy said. “I haven’t made up my mind yet. There are disadvantages, too, like moving away from Helene’s family, uprooting the kids and taking them to a different house and a different school.”

Chuck said, “I used to want to leave Stewart’s Crossing. It’s the only place I’ve ever lived, and I thought it wasn’t right to hang around. But now I think it’s good, and I’m glad I can stay and raise my kids here.

“What made you change your mind?”

Chuck blushed. “It’s gonna sound stupid.”

“Go on.”

“It was starting up the Outhouse Gang.” That was the name the newspaper had given them, after the second year when they had dropped the outhouse in front of the bank. “I was feeling kind of restless, not wanting to grow up and face the fact that I was stuck here. You know how you can pump up a tire too much, and it’ll burst, but if you let a little air out, then it’s all right? That’s what it was like for me. Getting out and doing something crazy was like letting the air out. Saved me from blowing up.”

“Maybe that’s what I’m feeling now. All pumped up. Talking to Artie made me remember all the dreams I had in law school. Things I’d forgotten about.”

“Like what?”

“Wanting to save the world. You know, use all that intelligence and legal reasoning I was developing to help other people. Be a judge, maybe run for office some day. Artie says three of the partners in his firm have gone on to the bench. It’s almost like a pipeline. He says if that’s what I want after ten years or so, it can be arranged.”

“It’s good to have dreams,” Chuck said. “I still have a bunch. I’m just trying to keep them in proportion to what I can actually do.” He leaned across the desk. “I always wanted to travel, you know? Places with palm trees and sandy beaches. So Susanna and me worked out a plan. Next March, her parents are going to come stay with the kids for two weeks, and she and I are driving down to Florida, just the two of us.”

“Sounds nice.”

“Well, they’re simple dreams. But we’re simple folk around here. None of us dreaming about being judges and saving the world.”

Sandy reached over and cuffed his friend’s ear. “I’ll make sure you’re in the part of the world I’m not saving.” He stood up. “I’ve got to get back. Thanks for the advice.”

“After hardware, advice is my specialty.” Chuck stood up, too. “By the way, did I give you any?”

* * *

Two nights later, the Stock Club met at Paul and Elaine Warner’s house. All seven couples were there, most of them dragging along their kids, who were dispatched to the family room in the basement, with fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies. Terry Mosca, who was the oldest at 15, was instructed to make sure none of them killed themselves. “Or each other,” Elaine added.

Connie Woodruff kept her younger son Jeffrey, who was a year old, and Jenny Laroquette held onto her newborn too. The adults gathered around the dining room table to review the performance of the stocks they had bought and discuss new purchases.

“Before we talk about buying anything new,” Sandy said, “Helene and I have something to say.” He looked at his wife and she smiled. “We’re thinking of moving to Pittsburgh. We’re not definite yet, but we’re trying to clean things up so we can go if we want to. So we’d like to cash out.”

They’d made provisions at the start for cashing out. They’d figure out the total value of each couple’s investment, and then sell the shares necessary to generate the cash. The table was immediately buzzing. Everyone wanted to know why they were moving, when, what were the details.

“You know,” Chuck said, when the table had finally calmed down, “Susanna and I were thinking of cashing out, too. We’re not going anywhere, but frankly, we haven’t made the kind of money we were hoping to, and following the market has gotten to be a lot of work.”

There was a chorus of agreement around the table. Paul Warner said that he and Elaine had been having the same thoughts. “I’m pretty busy at the plant,” he said, “and we just don’t have the time to keep up with the market like we should.”

There was more discussion, everyone chiming in with their particular gripes, and Sandy said, “What I hear is that we should dissolve the club.” They took a vote, and it was unanimous. “Well, then we’ve got our work cut out for us. Let’s get to it.”

After they’d come up with an approximate value for the portfolio and written down instructions for their broker, Elaine served fruit cocktail doused with Grand Marnier, and petits fours from a French bakery in Trenton. While most of the group stayed at the table, Paul led Sandy and Charley Woodruff down to his workroom to show off his new table saw.

“I wish I could get down here more to use it,” Paul said. “I’m working twenty hours of overtime every week.”

“The plant’s that busy?” Sandy asked. Paul was a shift supervisor at a factory in Trenton that made missile detonators.

“They say things are heating up over there in Vietnam. And the orders are piling in. We’re struggling just to keep up.”

“I think there’s going to be a war,” Charley said. “I’m just glad I’m too old for them to call me up.”

“We won’t go into any war,” Sandy said. “Johnson’s spending too much on his Great Society program. He can’t afford a war.”

“I hope you’re right,” Charley said.

“If he’s not planning a war, he’s sure ordering a lot of detonators,” Paul said. “If this doesn’t stop soon, I may forget what my son looks like. I leave the house before he’s up in the morning, and by the time I get home most nights he’s already had his supper and he’s up in his room doing his homework or watching TV.”

Elaine called Paul upstairs. Sandy started to follow, but Charley pulled him back. “Sandy, can I talk to you, private?” he asked. “I’m sorry to hear you’re leaving town. I was hoping to get in to talk to you one of these days.”

“No trouble, is there?”

Charley shook his head. “Nope, everything’s fine. Got more work than I can handle, weekends, building cabinets for people. Matter of fact, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“The cabinets you built for my office are terrific. I’d be happy to give you a recommendation.”

“That’s kind of you.” Charley looked around for a moment before he spoke. “I’m thinking of quitting the furniture factory and going on my own.”

“Working for yourself is a rough road,” Sandy said. “Take it from me, I know. You have to worry about everything. Getting the business. Doing the work. Paying the bills. I’ll tell you, that’s one of the things I’m looking forward to in this new firm in Pittsburgh. Just doing my job, not worrying about the rest of it.”

He looked at Charley’s face, which suddenly seemed full of fear and confusion. “Hey, Charley, don’t listen to me. You’re a fine carpenter, and I’m sure you’ll get a lot of work. You should tell everybody upstairs—get some referrals coming in.”

“Shh,” Charley said. “Connie don’t know yet. I’m just trying to figure out if I can do it, before I tell her. I don’t want to get her hopes up.”

“Call my office tomorrow,” Sandy said. “I don’t have my calendar with me or I’d make a date with you right now. Come over one day after you finish work and we’ll talk about it.”

They began to climb back up to the others. “Thanks, Sandy. I don’t know much about business, and I’m feeling pretty scared.”

“I’ll have Helene come in, too, if you like,” Sandy said. “She can tell you how to set up the books.”

Helene came into the foyer then with Connie as the men reached the top of the stairs. “See, I told you we’d find the boys here. What have you been up to?”

Charley blushed, but Sandy said, “Just talking. Come on, let’s round up the kids and get home.”

* * *

“That isn’t the way I expected this evening to turn out,” Sandy said to Helene after they had collected their kids from the playroom and walked off into the chilly night. Tommy, who was eleven, and Ellen, who was eight, had run on ahead. Sandy was carrying Danny, who was asleep on his father’s shoulder.

“I feel like we killed the Stock Club,” Helene said. “If we hadn’t wanted to cash out, it might have gone on for years.”

“Now, you can’t say that. You heard what Chuck said, that he and Susanna were thinking of cashing out too.”

“Chuck Ritter has no initiative. If you left it up to him we’d never close the club down at all. I don’t think he’s had an original idea since we’ve known him.”

Sandy smiled in the darkness. The Outhouse Gang had been Chuck’s idea, and a damn good one it was. But none of the men had revealed to their wives that they knew anyone in the Gang, and certainly not that they were members themselves.

“Don’t be too hard on him,” Sandy said. “And where are our kids, by the way? Tommy! Ellen!”

Tommy and Ellen jumped out from behind some shrubbery on the Schimels’ lawn. “Boo!” they said in unison.

“We’re practicing for Halloween,” Ellen said. “Did we scare you, Daddy?”

“You kids scare me every time I look at you,” Sandy said with a laugh.

* * *

The next evening after dinner, they called the kids into the living room. Helene had decorated it in keeping with the history of the house, which had been built in the late 1700s. She had bought antique furniture and hung pewter plates on the exposed fieldstone walls.

“Your mom and I have something to talk to you about,” Sandy said. He and Helene stood by the fireplace, facing the three kids on the sofa.

“I didn’t do it,” Tommy said. “It was Ellen.”

“Not me either,” Ellen said. “You creep.” She pushed her big brother.

“Nobody’s accusing you of anything,” Sandy said. “Though if somebody did something, we’ll deal with that later.” He paused. “How would you kids feel about moving?”

The kids were all excited about going, though it was difficult to convince Danny that Pittsburgh was not a foreign country or another planet, especially since Tommy and Ellen kept making strange noises and waving their hands around like antennae, pretending to be from the planet Pittsburgh.

Then Sandy explained he’d have a new job there, and he’d probably have to work more and wouldn’t be home so much. Immediately, the kids got quiet. “Would you still be able to coach Little League?” Tommy asked.

“I’m not sure, son,” Sandy said. “We’ll have to see. Probably not at first. It’ll take me a while to get settled into the job, and that’ll mean working late most nights for a few months.”

“A few months?” Ellen asked. “Yuck. Don’t do it, Daddy.”

“We haven’t decided anything yet,” Sandy said. “We’ll see.”

* * *

The night before he had to call Artie Winston, Sandy could not sleep. He tossed and turned for a while, then got up to walk around the darkened house. He looked in at the kids, each of them asleep, breathing softly. A shaft of moonlight illuminated Danny in his bed, and Sandy stared at him for a while. He made himself a cup of tea with honey. He stared at the etchings of Washington at Valley Forge that lined the kitchen walls. He decided that he wanted the job.

He told Helene when she awoke, and she agreed that it was a good thing for the kids, in the long run, and that if they had to make some sacrifices then that was just the grown-up thing to do.

Artie was in court all that day. “I’ll have him get back to you as soon as he has a break,” his secretary said. Sandy waited anxiously until five, jumping whenever the phone rang, but it was never Art.

“I don’t understand,” he said to Helene that night at dinner. “Maybe he’s changed his mind.”

The phone rang at ten-thirty, and Sandy jumped on it, hoping it hadn’t awakened the kids. “Hello?”

“Sandy? Sorry it took so long to get back to you. I’ve been bogged down on this big securities case. I finally got a minute to come up for air.”

“You’re still at work?”

“It’s only ten-thirty, son,” Artie said. “This is the big city. We don’t roll up the sidewalks here until at least midnight.” He paused. “So, you made a decision?”

Sandy looked at Helene. “Yes. I’ll take the partnership.”

“Terrific,” Artie said. “I can use the help. How soon can you get here?”

They negotiated for a few minutes. “You’ll want to start looking for a house,” Artie said. “There are still some nice areas of town, McKeesport, McKees Rocks, though half the city’s going to hell in a handbasket. It may mean driving a half-hour or forty-five minutes, but it can be done. You ought to send Helene out for a few days to get a head start.”

Forty-five minutes, Sandy thought. He could almost be in Philadelphia by then. What if he had to work late? It wasn’t like he could dash home for a bite, then go back to the office.

“Sure,” Sandy said. “That’s a good idea. We’ll work on it.”

“Glad to have you aboard,” Artie said. “Listen, I’ve gotta run. I’ve got another couple of hours work here before I’ll see my pillow. Talk to you soon.”

Sandy hung up the phone. “Well, it’s done.”

Helene took a deep breath. “That part’s done,” she said. “The rest is just beginning.”

* * *

On Saturday afternoon, Helene took Ellen shopping for a present for a friend’s birthday. Sandy was sitting out on the glassed-in porch, watching the light rain fall and thinking about a nap, when Tommy came in carrying the chess set. “Daddy, can I have another lesson?”

“I suppose that could be arranged.” Sandy stood up and walked over to a wrought-iron table with a glass top. “Come on, bring the board over here. You remember how to set up?”

“Black on one side, white on the other.”

“That’s a start. How about the kings. Where do they go?”

“Across from each other.” Tommy tentatively placed the black king on a square. “Here?”

“One more to the left,” Sandy said. “That’s where the queen goes.” He put his hand over the boy’s and they moved the piece together. He led Tommy through the rest of the set-up, and reminded him how each piece moved.

Chess was a good way to develop the kind of analytical mind necessary for success at the law, Sandy thought. Someday, perhaps, Tommy would make a good attorney. He smiled. “If you move that pawn, you’re opening an opportunity for me,” he said. “You have to anticipate how I’ll react to everything you do. Look at the board. If you were me, what would you do?”

“Oh, wow,” Tommy said. “You could move that bishop guy all the way across.”

“And I could get you in check in two moves.” He leaned forward. “See, that’s how chess is like arguing a case in court. You have to anticipate what your opponent will do and try and get around him.”

“Neat.” Tommy pulled the pawn back and reconsidered his move.

Sandy sat back in his chair and smiled. The boy had potential, he thought, definite potential.

* * *

On Monday, Charley stopped by Sandy’s office a few minutes after five. He came in as Helene was narrating how she had given in her notice that day at the lumber yard. She turned to Charley and smiled. “What’s up? Sandy said it was a secret.” She leaned forward. “Is Connie pregnant again?”

Charley blushed. “Well, we’re not sure. She might be.”

“Congratulations.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You’re a wonderful father, Charley. I’m happy for you.”

“You had something different you wanted to talk about, though, didn’t you, Charley?” Sandy asked.

Charley explained to Helene that he’d been thinking of opening his own business. “But I can’t figure out the details yet,” he said. “I’d need a shop somewhere, and some more equipment. I don’t know where I’ll get the money for it, especially since we’ll probably be needing a bigger place to live soon, too.”

“Maybe you can kill two birds with one stone,” Sandy said. “Builders are buying up a lot of the old farms these days for housing developments. You could probably get a farmhouse and a barn pretty cheap from one of them.”

“I can help you set up the books and file the paperwork,” Helene said. “We won’t be leaving for a few weeks. What does Connie think about this?”

Charley blushed again. With his sandy hair and pale coloring, it was easy to bring a reddish rise to his skin. “I haven’t told her yet,” he said. “I didn’t want to worry her, now that she’s thinking about a new baby.”

“Charley,” Helene said. “Hasn’t that gotten you in trouble before, not talking to Connie?”

“That was different,” Charley said. “After my Pop died, I was upset, and I thought Connie had her hands full with Raymond.”

“And it wasn’t until you talked to her that you found out she wanted another baby, too, wasn’t it?”

“That’s true,” Charley said. “But we been real good about this one. We planned to have another two years after Jeffrey. I hope for Connie’s sake this one’s a girl. Three boys is a lot to take care of.”

“But you talked to her about it, and you worked together,” Helene said. “You need her help on this plan, too. Before you go ahead and set up a business, you need to be sure what Connie wants. Maybe she doesn’t want to stay in Stewart’s Crossing.”

“Oh, she’ll want to stay,” Charley said. “We’ve got roots here.”

“Well, let’s assume you’re going to talk to Connie tonight,” Sandy said. “Let’s put together a plan you can show her.”

With Helene’s help they laid out a financial plan. A quick call to Elaine Warner got them a list of suitable properties on the outside of town. Nick Miller filled them in on the insurance and liability costs for a new business. And Chuck Ritter offered to finance the new equipment for Charley at a low interest rate. “All you need to do now is get a bank loan,” Sandy said. “You can probably go through the Small Business Administration. I hear they’re guaranteeing loans for little guys like yourself.”

“You guys have been real helpful,” Charley said, standing up.

“And you’re going to go home and discuss it with Connie, aren’t you?” Helene asked.

Charley smiled. “Right after supper,” he said. “When the boys are down and we’ve got a few quiet minutes.”

After Charley left, Sandy and Helene turned the lights off and locked the door. Walking down the stairs to the first floor, Helene said, “You think we’re a team, don’t you, Sandy?”

“Of course I do,” Sandy said. “I wouldn’t make a move without you. Didn’t I tell you about Artie’s offer as soon as I heard about it?”

“I just want to make sure we always communicate.”

“OK, then here’s a communication for you. What’s for supper?”

“I don’t know,” Helene said, laughing. “Depends on the restaurant you pick.”

They reached the bottom of the stairs and Sandy opened the door for her. “Anywhere you want, angel,” he said. “Anywhere you want.”

* * *

By Mischief Night all the wheels had been set in motion. They’d put the house on the market, and Helene had flown to Pittsburgh for a few days, but hadn’t found anything she liked within their budget. He was wrapping up the current business at the office, and he’d given Lois her notice. She had cried and said he was a good boss and that she’d miss him.

Like a background melody, the knowledge that he was leaving Stewart’s Crossing floated behind Sandy’s thoughts. He scrutinized every place he passed, even the tacky commercial strip out on the highway, and the auto junkyard behind the garage. He drove slowly down Main Street, looking at each of the Victorian clapboard houses, trying to memorize the details of their gingerbreading, the trees in their yards.

By the time he pulled into the parking lot behind the hardware store that night, ready to join the Outhouse Gang for the last time, he was late, and already missing Stewart’s Crossing.

In the brief flare of his headlights as he turned into a space, Sandy saw the men grouped around the pickup truck. Chuck had taken the bulb out of the street light at the back of the lot, so the night seemed dark and heavy. The gibbous moon was especially bright, hung as it was at the top of the sky, surrounded by a field of stars.

Sandy’s eyes acclimated to the darkness as he walked slowly toward the men, guided by the sound of their voices. Terry Mosca, who was fifteen, stood next to his father, Harry, and seemed to be trying to hide in his shadow, something that was impossible because he was nearly a head taller. “Are we bringing our kids now?” Sandy asked.

“He wouldn’t let me alone,” Harry said. “Chuck said Bruce wanted to come too, so we agreed. If my wife finds out, though, I’m going to catch it.”

Scanning the crowd, Sandy saw thirteen-year-old Bruce Ritter beside his father. He nodded his head. It seemed right to him that the boys were joining them. For a moment he thought with pleasure of bringing his own sons along. Maybe next year he’d bring Tommy, when he was twelve. Then he remembered the move. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “You all ready?”

“Charley knows a place,” Chuck said.

“Just down the road from my Pop’s farm,” Charley said. “The people sold out and moved to Florida. There’s an old outhouse out back.”

“The man knows his town,” Paul said. “Let’s get moving.”

As they climbed in the truck, Charley said, “Hey, you live in the same town all your life, you get to know your way around.”

That’s what he’d hoped to give his kids, Sandy thought, as they drove uphill, away from the river valley. A childhood spent in the same small town, knowing the same kids from kindergarten to high school graduation. It was something he’d missed, moving from town to town as his father found and then lost jobs. His father had always called it a fresh start in a fresh place, but Sandy knew it was just another town where he’d be the new kid, the outsider, where they’d leave as soon as he had made friends and started to belong.

This wasn’t the same, he thought. After all, he’d be a partner in the firm in Pittsburgh. He’d probably stay there the rest of his career. They’d find a new house, a new small town.

Chuck pulled up at the deserted farm and everyone jumped out. Terry Mosca and Bruce Ritter danced around eagerly, asking where was the outhouse and how were they going to get it to the truck.

While everyone walked to the rear of the property, Sandy held back, looking at the farmhouse. At his house, they had already started to mark off the kids’ heights on the kitchen wall, planted trees and rose bushes, made it their home. He wouldn’t have time to do much to a new house. Helene would have to unpack, decorate, settle the kids in, set up their lives. Lives he would only be a distant part of, the kind of father like Paul Warner who left before the kids were awake and came home when they were tired and sleepy. A father who was lucky to spend Sunday afternoons with his kids.

He joined the others out back, where they pried the outhouse from its foundation with chisels. It came off easily. “All right, let’s be careful,” Chuck said. “This wood may be rotten.”

Gingerly, they lifted the outhouse up and began to carry it to the truck. Halfway there, Sandy stumbled on a rock and let his end down for a minute. There was a cracking noise, and a big piece of rotten wood split away in his hand. “Shit,” he said.

“Keep going,” Chuck said. “Don’t stop. We’ll work it out back at the truck.”

Out of the shelter of the trees, they examined the broken boards in the light of the moon. “I’m sorry,” Sandy said. “I couldn’t see the rock.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Chuck said. “Sometimes things fall apart, and you fix them. That’s life.”

“I can put this back together,” Charley said. The men gathered around to look. “See, it was a rough break, but all the wood’s still there. That’s the rotten part. If I can nail a two by four to the inside, that’ll keep both parts together.”

“Good idea,” Paul said.

“It’s not the right way, but it’ll do,” Charley said. “You got some equipment, Chuck?”

Chuck jumped up into the truck bed. “Think so,” he said. He started handing things down to the two boys, who were eager to help. “Hammer. Nails. Aha! I knew I had some pieces of wood down here.” He held up two short pieces, each about a foot long. “Will these do?”

“They’re a little short, but I’ll nail them together.”

“Can I help?” Sandy asked.

“Sure,” Charley said. “You brace the left side. Chuck, you and Harry do the same. Paul, you and Nick and Tom brace the right. You boys can be my helpers. Once I crawl in there, you hand me the tools.”

“Yes sir,” Terry said.

It was so quiet out there on the farm road, with only the chirps of crickets around them, that each bang of the hammer resounded like thunder. Sandy was so caught up in the moment, concentrating only on holding his piece of the outhouse steady, that he forgot about moving.

Finally Charley crawled out. “She’s braced, for now,” he said. “Let’s take it easy getting her in the truck.”

Once the outhouse was loaded, Chuck said, “So where do we take it?”

“How come we never think about where the thing goes until we’ve got it loaded?” Paul asked.

“Can we leave it at the school?” Terry asked. “The elementary school on Hill Street?”

“Yeah,” Bruce said. “Let’s leave it at the school.”

“Sounds like a good idea,” Chuck said. “In honor of our newest members.”

Stewart’s Crossing Elementary stood at the very top of Hill Street, looking down on the town and the Delaware. They could see down into the sleeping valley, lit by street lamps, passing headlights, and the occasional bedroom lamp of a night owl or someone preparing for the late shift. In the distance Sandy heard the rumble and whistle of the last train from Philadelphia.

There was one high street lamp illuminating the school’s parking lot, and Chuck pulled up on the far side of the lot, away from it, hiding in the shadow of the brick building. The light bounced off the many-paned windows of the classrooms, bathing them in a soft glow as the men carefully lifted the outhouse out of the truck and placed it in the front doorway of the school. “Neato,” Bruce said. “Wait till the kids see this.”

“You can’t say a word about it,” Chuck said. “It’s a secret.”

“I know, Dad. I can keep a secret.”

Chuck turned to his son. “What kind of secrets are you keeping now?”

“They wouldn’t be secrets if I told,” Bruce said, and all the men laughed.

“Don’t laugh,” Chuck said to the crowd. “Your kids are growing up too.” He stripped off his heavy gloves. “All right, we’d better move out. Everybody back in the truck.”

“I’m staying for a minute,” Sandy said. “I can walk down the hill myself.” He walked around the back of the school to the sixth grade classroom, facing the playground. He’d been there just the other night, for a meeting with Tommy’s teacher. He had been looking forward to the sixth grade graduation, all the little kids in caps and gowns marching past the swing sets.

Up on the second floor was Ellen’s third-grade room. He liked the way Tommy looked after her, the way Ellen had begun to talk about walking Danny to kindergarten in the fall.

It was nice that all the kids could go to a school where they were known, part of a family tradition. Sandy remembered one school in Ohio where a bully had beaten him up on the first day. He had come home crying, his books dirty and his eye blackened, wanting his father to make him feel better. But his father had been on the road then, and hadn’t come home for nearly a week. By then his eye had healed and he’d made a friend, so his father’s interest hadn’t mattered.

He walked slowly down the cracked sidewalk along Hill Street, under hundred-year-old oak trees, past a row of sleeping bungalows, down into the center of town. His car was the only one left in the hardware store lot. He got in and drove home.

Helene was already asleep, but Sandy sat down next to her on the bed and whispered, “Angel?”

Helene sat up and yawned. “Where did you leave it this year?” she asked.

“You knew?”

She looked at him. “Sandy.”

He laughed. “Listen, would you hate me forever if I said I just didn’t want to move?”

Helene sat up straight and felt around on her night table for her glasses. She turned on the lamp. “You’re serious?”

Sandy nodded. “I didn’t realize it until now, but I’m happy writing wills for my neighbors, helping them over the rough spots and suing the people who’ve done them wrong.”

“What about all the opportunities you’d be giving up?” Helene asked. “The big law library, the clerks doing the dirty work, someone else taking care of the business?”

Sandy got up off the bed and walked to the window. He tried to look outside but all he saw was his own reflection. “Those are nice perks,” he said. “But they’re just frills, fringe benefits. I don’t want to tear down the life we’ve built here unless it’s the right thing to do.”

He turned back to face Helene. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what’s important to me. When I was twenty-five, I wanted to change the world. Now, I’ve lowered my sights. I’d rather do a good job on a small scale.”

“And what about being a judge? You said this firm has a pipeline to the bench out there.”

“Nobody says I can’t run for judge here in Stewart’s Crossing,” he said. “If that’s what I want, someday, when I’m ready for it.” He came back to the bed and sat down. “Look, Helene, I know I’m giving up a chance. And I can’t say I won’t feel bad about it for a while. But I’ve weighed my choices, decided what’s important to me.” He paused. “But what about you? What do you want? There’d be a lot more money in Pittsburgh. You probably wouldn’t have to work, at least not for a while.”

Helene laughed. “With three kids to put through college and law school, I’m sure I’m going to have to go back to work someday, Sandy. That’s not what bothers me.” She ran her fingers through her hair, in a gesture Sandy had always loved. “Ever since I fell in love with you, you’re what I’ve wanted. And I can certainly get more of you here than I could in Pittsburgh.”

“Then it’s settled. When we bought this house we thought it would be a good place for the kids to grow up. Let’s let them grow up here. Maybe next year Tommy can spend Mischief Night with me.”

“I’m not sure about that,” Helene said. “Everything else, but I’m not sure I want my son dragging an outhouse around Stewart’s Crossing in the dark of night.”

“So we can stay? You don’t mind?”

“Sweetheart, I never wanted to go. But I said I’d follow you to the ends of the earth. And I still would.”

“I’ll call Artie in the morning,” Sandy said. Helene took her glasses off, took Sandy’s right hand in hers, and with the other hand reached up and turned the light off.

She fell asleep again within minutes, but Sandy’s head was too full to allow him to drift off so easily. There are a few times in life, he thought, when you come to a fork in the road, and you have to choose which way to go. Leaving law school with a job offer from a Philadelphia firm and the opportunity for a clerkship, he’d made a choice, taken one road. Who knows how his life would be different if he had taken that job offer? He might have had an entirely different career. And marrying Helene had been the same way. He’d stayed up the entire night before he proposed to her, plumbing the depths of his heart, trying to imagine a future without her.

It was strange to consider now. He could have had a different job, different wife, different kids. It all came down to the choices he made. Now he was at another fork in the road, and he’d chosen to stick to the path he knew, the one with rewards he had already determined mattered to him. But that didn’t make the choosing any easier. He knew he would debate this choice within himself for months, agonizing every detail. It was the kind of lawyer he was; it was the kind of man he was.

As his father had said to him many times, you’ve made your bed, now lie in it. He looked at his sleeping wife in the moonlight and shadows, listened to the sounds of his house, imagined his children sleeping in their beds. Eventually he drifted off.





Paul: 1967

Paul Warner stood at the edge of the lake at the Labor Day picnic, grilling burgers on a big barbecue made from half an oil drum. Tall oaks swayed overhead in a soft breeze. Down the shore, a half-dozen kids splashed around, calling each other names and teasing the little kids about giant fish that lived deep under the surface of the water. In the background, somebody had the Beatles on a transistor radio.

Sandy Lord came up and leaned next to an oak. “How was the vacation?” he asked. “You went to Canada, didn’t you?”

Paul nodded. “Montreal,” he said. “We wanted to take Dennis to see Expo 67.”

Sandy took a swig from his beer. “Worth the trip?”

Paul shrugged. “You’ve never seen such crowds. Lines everywhere. It took us an hour to get in to see the U.S. pavilion. And Dennis wanted to go through every pavilion, even the ones from those countries you never heard of. Places in Africa that change their names every six months.”

Paul’s son Dennis appeared at the edge of his father’s field of vision. He had a cowlick and a pair of dark-framed glasses with thick lenses, and he was shy around strangers. “Any burgers done yet, Dad?”

Paul turned back to the grill. Every time he looked at his son, really looked at him, he wondered how his genes could have translated themselves into such a kid, a person unlike either his mother or his father, and yet like them both. He’d always envisioned having a son just like himself, a boy he could take fishing, teach about hand tools and what it was like to go out in the world every day and make a living. But Dennis was clumsy, nearsighted, and too fidgety to sit for hours by the side of the lake, waiting for the fish to bite and listening to his father’s wisdom.

He supposed he was disappointed in Dennis. But then, nothing had worked out quite like he had planned. The pretty, impetuous girl he’d married had matured into a woman with spidery veins and a date book full of appointments and activities. He owned a tract house just like every other one on the block, and struggled to make the mortgage payments every month. Dennis ate like he had a tapeworm, outgrew his clothes faster than Paul could pay for them, and was always stuck in a book or in front of the TV.

Paul opened a bun, flipped a burger onto it, and handed it to Dennis. Then he slapped him on the backside and said, “Don’t eat too much. You’ll make yourself sick.”

Dennis ran off with the burger on a paper plate, toward the picnic tables where the mothers and kids were sitting. “They never listen to you,” Sandy said. “Christ, I hear myself talking sometimes, and I think I sound just like my dad. No wonder my kids don’t listen to me—I never listened to him.”

Paul remembered when Dennis was a baby, how he would cling to him, how he’d cry when Paul tried to put him down. He had felt so close to the boy then—that his son had been an extension of himself. But now, with every year that passed, the boy got older, became more of his own person, slipped farther away from the father who wanted only to hold him.

He turned back to the burgers, which sizzled sweetly in the background and filled the air with a warm charcoal scent. “You never answered,” Sandy said. “Was it worth the trip?”

“They had these little gondola cars up there,” Paul said. “They took you for a ride all across the fairgrounds, but the wait was terrible. I thought it would be a great thing for Dennis, to ride up so high over the park. But he was scared. He won’t ride the roller coaster, not even the Ferris wheel.”

He paused to flip a couple of burgers. “I started yelling at him. I told him we were going to ride in that gondola or else we were going home right then.”

Sandy leaned back against the tree and look another sip of beer. “I get like that sometimes,” he said. “When the kids get to me.”

“So we were waiting in this line, and I’m talking to Elaine, and then we look down and Dennis is gone.”

“He ran away?”

Paul turned toward Sandy, away from the grill. “We thought so. We got kind of crazy. We got out of our place in line, started hunting for him, calling his name.” He paused. “When I was working for Lockheed, I went up in one of the Phantoms, with a test pilot I knew. Scared the shit out of me, going that fast. But that was nothing compared to looking for Dennis at the fairgrounds. I mean, the people were so thick you had to push your way through.”

“But you found him.”

Paul nodded. “After half an hour, Elaine and I met back at the gondola line. Dennis was standing there, holding our place. He’d gone off to see a clown or something, while we were waiting, and when he came back we were gone, so he waited with the family in front of us.”

“Jesus,” Sandy said. “If I lost one of my kids, I think I’d go crazy.”

“Take it from me, it’s not something you want to try.” Paul turned back to the burgers and concentrated on making sure that they all cooked evenly. The truth was he still felt bad about losing Dennis, felt he had failed him in some way.

And it was more than just that incident at the fair. Paul was a supervising engineer at a factory that made detonator mechanisms for bombs. The escalation in the Vietnam war meant more and more bombs were needed, and therefore more and more detonators. It meant overtime, and that was good, because the Warners could use the money, but it was bad, too. He spent very little time with Dennis, and he couldn’t help feeling that same sense of despair that he’d felt in Canada, the sense that he was losing his son, though in this case the loss could be measured in increments, some of them as small as the calibrations he measured at work.

When Paul looked up from the grill, he saw Dennis sitting alone at the edge of the lake. “Can you take over for me?” he asked Sandy.

“Sure.”

He handed Sandy the spatula and walked toward the lake. He sat down next to his son. “What’s up?”

“Nothing,” Dennis said. “Watching the fish.”

“That one’s a bass,” Paul said, pointing to a fish that moved lazily around in the shallows. “See his tail? How it looks orange? You can tell the young bass that way.”

“Neat,” Dennis said.

Paul reached over and ruffled his son’s hair. “I guess it is.”

As it got later, families started to drift away from the picnic. “Dennis always disappears when there’s work to be done,” Paul said as he and Sandy and a couple of the other fathers took down the grills and cleaned up the lakefront.

“That’s kids for you,” Sandy said.

“I specifically told him to stick around, though. It’s like he willfully disobeys me.”

Dragging the charcoal and the lighter fluid home with him, Paul continued to fume about Dennis’s absence. The boy had taken a perfectly nice day and ruined it. “Dennis!” he bellowed when he reached the front door.

Dennis was in the living room watching TV. “You were supposed to help me carry this stuff home. Now you can take it down to the basement.”

“I’m watching TV,” Dennis said. Tinker Bell the fairy sprang across the screen, spraying her magic wand over the Disneyland castle.

“I don’t care if you’re talking to the queen of England. Take this downstairs now.”

He dropped the charcoal at Dennis’ feet. “Paul! Not on the carpet!” Elaine said.

“Dennis will clean it up, after he takes the charcoal downstairs.”

Paul turned and went up to the master bedroom. He was angry that Dennis had destroyed his good mood. After all, he worked hard all week. He deserved some support on the weekends. The kid had to learn to pull his own weight.

He settled down on the bed with a magazine, but could not concentrate. Why did the kid always have to act up? What was wrong with him, anyway? Somehow his mind drifted from his anger at Dennis to his problems at work, where his workers were always screwing something up.

Elaine finished puttering downstairs and came up to bed. Paul picked up the magazine again as he heard her footsteps. “The picnic was nice today,” she said, after she had brushed her teeth and put on her nightgown. She got into bed next to him.

Paul grunted. “What are you reading?” she asked, tapping the magazine. Paul held the cover up for her to see—it was a technical journal he never seemed to have time to look at during the day—and went back to reading. “Be that way,” she said. She picked up a book of her own from her nightstand.

* * *

A few days later, Chuck Ritter’s father finally died after a long battle with cancer. The funeral was on a sunny Sunday afternoon, and Paul and Elaine argued over whether they should take Dennis with them. “He’s only ten years old,” Elaine said. “Can’t we let him stay a kid for a few more years?”

“I hardly think we’re destroying his childhood by taking him to a funeral,” Paul said. They were in their bedroom getting dressed, Paul pulling on a suit and tie, Elaine picking out a somber gray dress from the closet, a linen one that needed to be pressed. She went downstairs in her slip to throw it over the ironing board and Paul followed, fiddling with his tie.

“We’ll go out for a drive afterward,” Paul said. “Out into the country. We can stop and have dinner somewhere, up the Delaware at one of those little old inns.”

“I still think it’s gruesome. He’ll probably have nightmares.”

Dennis came downstairs, wearing a white tricot shirt and shiny gray trousers. A piece of brown hair stood up in a cowlick and his tie was draped around his neck. “Can you tie my tie, Daddy?” he asked.

“Sure. Come here and I’ll show you how to do it.” Paul stood behind his son and leaned over him. “Start with the wide end of the tie on your left, and let it hang down about a foot below the narrow end.” He walked Dennis through the rest of the steps. It felt so good to have his boy next to him that Paul’s heart pounded. This was love, he thought, this feeling that bubbled up in his windpipe and pulsed through his veins. “Now turn around.”

The tie was crooked, but it would do. “Lisa Ritter says her brother Bruce said there would be worms in their grandpa,” Dennis said.

“That’s terrible.” Elainepressed the last pleat in the linen dress and held it up.

“The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out, the worms crawl up and down your snout,” Dennis sang.

“Are you still worried he’ll have nightmares?” Paul asked.

There were over a hundred people jammed into the funeral home, to pay tribute to Hal Ritter, who had sold hardware in the center of town for as long as anybody could remember. There were tales told of seed and tools he’d advanced to men in trouble, of his copious knowledge and his willingness to tell you exactly what tool you needed and how to use it.

There was also a swarm of family members, Hal’s elderly cousins and their grown children and small grandchildren. The Ritters had been in the Delaware Valley since sometime after the Civil War, and their clan stretched from Philadelphia north to Easton and Allentown. Paul tried to speak to Chuck a few times but was always interrupted by distant cousins, weeping women in black and stoic men who didn’t have much to say, just a nod, or a touch on the arm.

Afterwards, the Warners joined the procession to the cemetery, down along the river to the north of town. It was shady, driving under the tall swamp maples that lined River Road, but at the cemetery, a broad, flat plain that ran almost from the water’s edge to the first line of hills, it was hot and bright. Paul pulled uncomfortably at his collar and dabbed at dots of sweat on his forehead. It was September, he thought; it shouldn’t be so hot.

They stood behind a crowd of people because Elaine was afraid it might bother Dennis to see the coffin going down into the ground. “When I die, I want to be buried in this cemetery,” Dennis said. “It’s really pretty, and it’s close to the house.”

“You’re not going to die for a long time,” Elaine said.

“And besides, you couldn’t be buried here,” Paul said. “We have to be buried in a Jewish cemetery. We’d have to go to Ahavath Shalom in Trenton.”

“How come? Don’t they want us here?”

What are we teaching him, Paul wondered. How not to belong to a place? Paul put his arm around Dennis’ shoulder. “Remember how when you went to Tommy Rossos’ house and his father said Grace before dinner in Greek?” Dennis nodded. “Well, everybody has their own customs. This is just one of ours.”

“OK,” Dennis said. “As long as they have worms there, too.”

As people began to disperse, Chuck and Susanna Ritter came through the crowd, followed by Bruce and Lisa. Elaine and Susanna stepped to the side, followed by the children, who hung in their shadows. “I’m sorry,” Paul said to Chuck. “I hope he didn’t suffer a lot.”

Chuck shrugged. “Toward the end, he slept most of the day, and sometimes he didn’t even recognize me when he woke up.” He paused. “I like to think it wasn’t too bad, but you never know what’s going on inside somebody else.”

“If you need anything, give us a call,” Paul said.

“Thanks for coming.” Chuck looked up and shaded his eyes with his hand. “You know, I spent years trying to get out of my father’s shadow.” He paused. “It’s awful bright out here.”

Paul put his arm around Chuck’s back and they walked toward the limousine.

* * *

As September wore on, Paul worked until ten o’clock some nights, and most of the day on Saturday. One day toward the end of the month, Elaine said, “The Moscas have invited us for dinner on Saturday. Can we go?”

“Do we have to? I just want to stay in and rest.”

“That’s all we ever do,” Elaine said. “Stay in. I know you’re working hard, but I’m not asking you to take me dancing until dawn. I haven’t had a chance to see Jane in months.”

“You saw her at the Labor Day picnic, didn’t you?”

“They don’t come to our picnic,” Elaine said. “You should know that.”

While the Warners lived in The Lakes, a neighborhood of large houses, winding streets, and small lakes, the Moscas lived on a long straight street of small bungalows. Though it was not too far away, it was on the other side of the golf course and the Reading Railroad tracks, within the town limits of Stewart’s Crossing. The lots were small, the houses nearly identical. Elaine often slowed down too early when approaching the Moscas, lulled by the similarity. Only a split rail fence distinguished their house from their neighbors.

“They could,” Paul said.

Elaine looked at him. She was a real estate saleswoman with a local firm, so her knowledge of the class distinctions between neighborhoods was acute. She had to be able to size up new clients and determine whether they’d be happy in The Lakes, or Fairway Drive, where the Moscas lived.

Paul held up his hands. “All right,” he said. “Saturday night. I’ll try to get home by three so I can get a nap in.”

Friday afternoon, however, a directive came down from the top canceling weekend overtime. “Don’t ask questions,” Paul said when he came home that night. “Just be grateful. A full Saturday off. I can sleep late, work downstairs, whatever I want.”

He stood in the living room pulling off his tie. “You can help me run errands,” Elaine said. “I have to go to the cleaners and the grocery. Dennis needs new shoes, and Aunt Rose and Uncle Harry got us a couple of tins of those butter cookies you like. I said I’d pick them up tomorrow.”

“Come on, Elaine, I only get one day off,” Paul said.

“I don’t get that much.”

Paul was about to shoot a comment back at her but their live-in housekeeper, Etta, stepped out of the kitchen doorway and said, “Dinner’s ready, Miz Warner. You want me to call Dennis?”

Dennis came jumping down the stairs just at that time. “Is dinner ready yet?” he asked.

“Thank you, Etta,” Elaine said. “Come on, let’s eat.”

* * *

Paul spent Saturday morning in his shop in the basement. He repaired one of the kitchen chairs that had come apart, measured lumber for a new bookcase for the den, and put a new catch on one of Elaine’s silver bracelets. When she came home from the grocery, she called down to him from the kitchen. “You want lunch?”

Paul put his tools down and climbed the stairs to the driveway, where Elaine was unloading the car. “What are you making?”

“I’m making a trip to the Harvest Fair,” she said. “At the Friends’ Meeting. I told Helene Lord I’d help her at the Garden Club table. You and Dennis can walk around and pick up some food from one of the booths.”

“I want to take a nap,” Paul said as Dennis carried two bags inside.

“Do you want me to leave Dennis here with you? I’m sure he won’t mind if you take a nap.”

Dennis was back almost immediately, frisking and jumping in the driveway. “I put my bags down, Mommy,” he said. “Can I have more?”

“I’ll go to the Harvest Fair,” Paul said.

The day remained warm and sunny as the Warners drove into Stewart’s Crossing. They had to park nearly a block from the Friends’ Meeting and walk. Paul said, “At least we’re getting some fresh air.”

“That’s the spirit,” Elaine said. “Look, there’s the Garden Club table. You can talk to Sandy Lord.” She walked quickly ahead.

Paul watched as Dennis ran off to join a few other kids at a small playground at the back of the meeting house. Sandy met him at the edge of the gravel driveway. “Haven’t seen you for a while,” he said. “Not since the picnic, I guess.”

“Work,” Paul said. “This is the first Saturday I’ve had off in months.”

“All work and no play makes Paul a dull boy,” Sandy said. “So what do you think? Does the Outhouse Gang ride again this year?” By then, the Outhouse Gang had become something of a local tradition, with coverage in the local paper and general speculation in town as to the identity of the perpetrators.

“I don’t know.” They started walking around the perimeter of the fair, a glorified flea market with a bake sale and a few tables of local crafts. “You think?”

“See that kid over there?” Sandy asked. “The blond one, in the white shorts?” Paul nodded. “That’s Danny. He’s my youngest. He just started school this year.”

“My kid turned ten last week,” Paul said. “We’re getting old.”

“Hey, speak for yourself.” Sandy stood up straight. “I say we do it again, and we keep doing it as long as we can.”

“If we do this thing, we’ve got to plan it better.” Paul paused. “I was thinking of bringing Dennis. I’ve been working so much overtime, I don’t get to see him enough. I thought this’d be something we could do together.”

Sandy said, “There’s an old farm out on Taylor’s Mill Road. I took the kids out for a hike there last week. And there’s an outhouse. Perfect. Even has a half-moon on the door.”

“You tell anybody else?”

Sandy shook his head. “Not yet.”

Just then Paul spotted Chuck Ritter coming around the corner of the Meeting House. The first theft had been his idea, a way to spark them all out of their suburban inevitability. They conferred together, in a quiet spot underneath an ancient maple, and worked out the details of their plan.

That evening, Paul was eager to let Dennis in on the secret, but he and Elaine had to hurry through dressing for their evening with the Moscas. Normally they left Dennis home with Etta when going out, but since she was staying over with her friend in Trenton they took him with them. “He can play with Terry and Karen,” Elaine said.

The night seemed interminable. Though Elaine had known Jane Mosca all her life, Paul never seemed to have much to say to Harry, and so he passed most of the evening uncomfortably making small talk or listening to the women. He could not talk to Dennis in private.

When they got home, Elaine sent Dennis to bed immediately. Then days passed, and still Paul neglected to tell his son about the Outhouse Gang. It wasn’t hard to do. Elaine had usually fed Dennis and sent him to his room to do his homework by the time Paul got home, and it was hard to get the boy alone. He and Elaine ate quietly and quickly, and then Paul retired to his lounge chair to watch TV. Dennis was too quiet for his own good, too shy to grab his father’s attention. Some days the only thing Paul said to his son was, “Good night.”

Paul didn’t realize how much time had passed until he walked in the door one night, after a long day. Dennis was standing on the coffee table with a big white box strapped around his middle. The box had been painted white, with different numbers of black dots on each side. “How do you like it, Dad?” Dennis asked. “I’m dice.”

“Actually you’re a die,” Elaine said. “Dice is plural.”

“Don’t tell me it’s Halloween already?” Paul asked. How could he have missed the date?

“Tomorrow night,” Elaine said. “But the costume contest is tonight at the community center. I’m glad you’re home early. You can come with us.” She stapled the bottom corner of the costume. “By the way, Sandy Lord called you. He said it’s important you call him tonight.”

“All right.” He walked up to Dennis. “So tell me, if I tossed you, do you think you’d roll?”

“Daddy.” Dennis made a face.

“You can get down now,” Elaine said. “Take your costume off and put it away carefully, and then come down for dinner. When you pass her room, please ask Etta to come downstairs.”

On his way up to take his tie off, Paul passed Etta coming out of her room. “Hello, Etta,” he said.

“Evening, Mister Warner,” Etta said. “Dinner be ready in a few minutes.”

“That’s fine.” From the bedroom phone, Paul called Sandy. They were meeting at the hardware store at midnight, Sandy said. “You bringing Dennis?”

“Shit, I haven’t even told him yet,” Paul said. “You bringing Tommy?”

“I couldn’t avoid it if I tried,” Sandy said. “See you at midnight.”

“Yeah.” Dinner was on the table when Paul came downstairs. Etta had retired to her room while the Warners ate, ready to come out afterwards and clean up.

Paul sat down at the table and Elaine said, “I spoke to Charley Woodruff today.”

Paul looked at her. Did she know, he wondered, about the Outhouse Gang? Otherwise, why would she mention Charley that night, only hours before the Gang was to meet? “Really.”

Elaine started to eat. “He’s closing on that farmhouse on Thursday. You remember, I told you.”

“He’s starting a farm?”

“You never listen to me.”

“You’re always talking. How do I know when to listen and when not to?”

Elaine did not answer. Instead, she looked at Dennis, who was pushing around his mashed potatoes with his fork. “Don’t play with your food,” she said. After a pause, she said to Paul, “Charley is opening his own cabinetry shop, so he and Connie are buying an old farmhouse on Edgewood Road. He’s going to set up his business in the barn.”

“Good for him,” Paul said. “Next time I see him I’ll have to congratulate him.”

“That shouldn’t be very soon,” Elaine said tartly. “Considering how frequently you see us.”

“Are you coming to the costume contest tonight, Daddy?” Dennis asked.

“I’m tired, Dennis,” Paul said. “I don’t think so.”

“Please, Daddy?” Dennis asked. “Maybe I’ll win a prize.”

Paul looked at Elaine, who seemed to be keeping her face a mask. “All right.” He hoped that he’d have a chance to talk to Dennis after dinner, to tell him about the Outhouse Gang, but as soon as they were finished Elaine rushed them into the car. Then at the contest, he never could get a moment alone with his son. There was registration, and then Dennis had to line up with the other kids and Paul and Elaine went into the audience.

Nick Miller was standing by the stage, tapping his foot anxiously. “You haven’t seen Sandy Lord, have you?” he asked.

“Hello, Nick.” Paul turned to Elaine. “You get a seat, honey, and I’ll be with you in a minute.”

As soon as his wife was out of earshot, Paul turned to Nick. “Do you want to spoil everything? Don’t say anything in front of Elaine.”

Nick looked blank for a minute. “Sandy’s supposed to help me judge this goddamned contest,” he said. “He’s late.”

Paul exhaled. “Sorry. I thought you were talking about later.”

“There won’t be any later if I don’t get this show on the road.” Nick’s insurance agency was sponsoring the contest, part of its “Have a Safe Halloween” campaign. “Sandy’s late, we’ve got at least twenty more kids than we expected, and to top it off, Carol insisted on letting Freddy sign up for the contest. What if we give him the prize by accident? How’s that going to look? If my own kid wins?”

“You don’t know what his costume is?”

“Carol wouldn’t tell me. And frankly, I didn’t pay much attention before tonight, when she announced she was bringing him here. ‘All his little friends will be there. You can’t deny him.’ Christ. Maybe if we denied the kid a few more things he’d behave better.”

Paul looked toward the door. “Here comes Sandy. I’ll see you later.”

He walked up the aisle and slipped into his seat next to Elaine. “What did Nick want?” she asked.

“Freddy’s in the contest and Nick doesn’t know what he’s wearing,” he said. “He’s afraid Freddy will win by accident.”

“He doesn’t know what his own son’s costume looks like? Poor Carol.”

“Ssh,” Paul said. “They’re starting.” Accompanied by spooky organ music, each of the kids paraded down across the stage at the front of the room. Each kid had a number; Dennis was 23. When he walked across the stage, Paul and Elaine clapped. “Yeah, like it’s really anonymous,” he whispered.

Fred Miller wore a pirate costume, and though his face had been smudged with charcoal, he was clearly recognizable. Like most of the kids, he received a bag of candy corn, an apple, and a selection of candy bars. The grand prize winner was a harlequin in diamond-patterned costume; runners-up were a dragon and a fairy princess. They won life insurance policies and bags of candy.

Paul was eager to get home, where he figured he could get Dennis alone for a few minutes and tell him about the Outhouse Gang. But as soon as they pulled into their driveway, Elaine said, “Tomorrow is garbage day.”

“I’ll put the cans out later,” Paul said.

“Oh, Paul, don’t give me an argument. Dennis, go in and get ready for bed.” When the boy had gone into the house, she said, “Just put the cans out, please?”

In the glare of the corner lights, Paul packed the heavy metal cans, hunted around for the lids, and then dragged them to the curbside. He stopped to tidy the garage a bit, and it was a few minutes before he went inside. Elaine was in the kitchen.

“Where’s Dennis?” he asked.

“Asleep.” Etta had cleaned up after dinner. Elaine had her briefcase open on the kitchen table and was sorting through some papers.

“He’s asleep? Already?” Paul asked.

“He has an eight-thirty bedtime,” Elaine said. “After all, tomorrow’s a school day.”

“Yeah, right.” He yawned. “I’m going to watch TV.”

Paul and Elaine went to bed at eleven. He waited until she was asleep, then crept out of bed, gathering his clothes. He dressed in the hallway and then walked into Dennis’ room.

The giant dice cube glowed in the corner of the room. His son lay in a shaft of moonlight, curled up on Wizard of Oz sheets. “Dennis? Wake up.”

“Dad?” Dennis rubbed his eyes. “What’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” Paul said. “How’d you like to come out with me tonight?”

Dennis sat up. Without his glasses on, he looked just like Paul’s father. “What time is it?”

“It’s almost midnight. Come on, I’ll get your clothes out.”

He pulled out a t-shirt and jeans for the boy, and a quilted jacket. “Where are we going?” Dennis asked as he got dressed.

“Ssh. I’ll tell you in the car. We don’t want to wake up your mother.”

When they were in the car, Paul asked, “Do you know what an outhouse is?”

“Like some kind of old toilet, right?” Dennis said. “Grandpa used to tell a story about having bees in the outhouse.”

“I remember. How’d you like to see one of those old outhouses?”

“You mean tonight?”

Paul nodded. “A couple of my friends and I, we’re going out to see one tonight.” Saying it like that, it sounded pretty stupid.

“You’re the Outhouse Gang? This is so cool! It was in the paper today and everything. They said the whole town is waiting to see where the outhouse will end up.”

They pulled up at the hardware store. There were already a couple of cars there, Sandy’s among them. “You’ve just got to promise to keep quiet,” Paul said.

“This is so cool,” Dennis repeated. “My dad is in the Outhouse Gang.”

“And you can’t tell anybody,” Paul said. “It’s a secret. Can I trust you?”

“Scout’s honor.” Dennis scrambled out of the car.

“You’re not a boy scout.”

“Yeah, but everybody says it. Come on, Dad.” He was already halfway up the driveway.

The rest of the guys were in the parking lot behind the store. Harry Mosca and his son Terry, who was sixteen. Sandy and Tommy Lord. Chuck Ritter and Bruce, his fourteen-year-old. And Tom Laroquette and Charley Woodruff, whose sons were still too young. Nick Miller pulled up behind the Warners, with his son Fred, who was in the same grade as Dennis, though not the same class.

“Jesus, we’re making this into a convention,” Chuck said. “You think we can all fit in the truck?”

There was a low murmur of assent. The men scrambled in, giving hands up to the boys. Chuck and Charley sat in the cab. Paul was squeezed between Dennis and Fred Miller.

They rode on the highway for a while, and then turned down Taylor’s Mill Road. As they got close to the farm, Chuck switched the headlights off and shifted into neutral.

They coasted to a stop under a spreading oak tree at one edge of the property. There was a small stream just ahead of them. Everybody climbed out. “It’s down there.” Chuck pointed along the stream.

It was so dark that the night seemed to have a texture, like fine silk. The air smelled like dirt, sweet and musky, with a hint of new-mown grass. They circled the outhouse, tied ropes around it, then lifted it and carried it toward the truck. The boys trailed around the men, trying to get their hands in to touch and getting shooed away. The wind rustled in the trees and the stream gurgled. Somewhere in the distance a dog howled.

Chuck let down the tailgate when they reached the truck. Just then the dog appeared out of the darkness, barking madly. “Jesus Christ!” Sandy said.

“Quick! Get it in the truck!” Chuck said.

The dog, a big black mutt, danced around between the men, barking. Lights came on in the farmhouse and they heard a man’s voice. “Buster? What you got there?”

There wasn’t time for everyone to get in the truck. Chuck took off with the tailgate down and the rest of the men ran off in different directions. Paul grabbed Dennis by the hand and they ran down Taylor’s Mill Road.

Behind them, the dog was still barking madly. The truck had disappeared and so had the rest of the men and boys. Paul and Dennis ran until they rounded a corner and could stop, breathing hard.

“This is so cool,” Dennis said after a while. “You know, you can see all the stars.”

Paul stood up straight and looked up. More stars than he had ever seen before twinkled overhead. He wished he knew the names of all the constellations, so he could teach them to his son. It was so quiet he could hear trucks on the distant highway.

“So what’s the plan, Dad?” Dennis said.

That’s the wonder of children, Paul thought. You could do something so totally screwed up, bringing your kid out to the middle of nowhere to steal an outhouse, end up on a country road miles from home, one o’clock in the morning, and your kid has faith in you, that you’ve got a plan.

They couldn’t walk all the way back home. That was fifteen miles or more. He supposed they could find another house, wake someone up and call Elaine.

“You think they’ll wait for us someplace?” Dennis asked. “This road comes out on the highway up ahead. It’s like a big circle.”

“How’d you know that?”

“If you stay late at school for a club or something, you have to take the late bus,” Dennis said. “It goes all over. You get to know your way around.”

“So if we go this way we’ll get to the highway?” Paul asked.

“Yup.” Dennis started walking.

“I don’t know, maybe the other guys won’t know where to go.”

“Everybody takes the late bus sometime, Dad.”

As they walked, Paul held Dennis’ hand, which was small and sweaty in his grasp. Whenever they heard a spooky noise, like wind whistling through the trees, or some small animal crashing through the brush, Dennis squeezed hard. Paul pointed out the stars he knew, asked the boy about school, made him promise again not to tell his mother. He realized after all that this was what he’d wanted, just to spend some time with his son.

A half-hour later, they came out at the top of a rise. Just ahead of them, backed into a grove of trees, they saw Chuck’s truck. “I told you,” Dennis said.

Paul stopped. “You’re a good kid, you know that? I may not get a chance to tell you much, but I really love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.” Dennis started to run ahead. “This is great. Now we get to put the outhouse out in town.”

Harry Mosca and his son were the last ones to arrive, a little while after the Warners. “This calls for a song,” Charley Woodruff said. He was the leader of the local boy scout troop. He sang, “A hundred bottles of beer on the wall, a hundred bottles of beer.”

It was a silly song, Paul thought, but he looked at Dennis, who was waiting to see what his father would do. Paul joined in at the chorus. “If one of those bottles should happen to fall, ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall.”

They sang until they were ready to exit the highway. “All right, everybody, be quiet,” Sandy said. “This is the tricky part.”

“You just be sure and stick close to me,” Paul said to Dennis. “If this gets any trickier we’ll be in big trouble.”

But the unloading was simple. They left the outhouse in front of the library and returned to Chuck’s house. As Paul drove home, he said, “Bet you’re tired.”

Dennis slumped against the door. He yawned. “Not me. I’m wide awake.” But in minutes he was sound asleep.

Paul carried him in the house, undressed him, put his pajamas on and slipped him into bed. He leaned down and kissed the top of his son’s head.

He didn’t go back to bed. Instead he went downstairs again, took a beer from the refrigerator, and sat in the darkened living room, staring out the window at the stars. He remembered the story his father had told. When Paul was a boy, they’d gone to the country to visit relatives who had an outhouse. His mother had gone out to use it, and run from it screaming, chased by bees. His father had chased the bees away, taken his mother in his arms and comforted her.

He’d felt so secure then, knowing his father could protect them from anything. He wanted to do that for his son, give him that feeling. But how could he? Every day, hundreds of detonators rolled off the floor at his factory. Half a world away, boys not much older than Dennis were killed by the dozens, Americans, Vietnamese. There had been riots in the city in the spring, violence and fire and death. How could he save Dennis from all that? Out there in the country, he hadn’t even known what to do. Dennis had been the one who knew how to get out.

“Daddy?”

Paul turned around. Dennis was standing on the stairs in his pajamas. “Did I have a dream tonight?”

Paul got up and walked over to him. “No, Denny, it was real.”

“I’m glad.”

“But tomorrow is still a school day, so you’d better get your little butt back in bed.” Paul yawned. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Can we do it again next year? Maybe we could steal something different, instead of an outhouse.”

“God, I’m raising a little criminal.” Paul picked Dennis up in his arms. “You’re so big,” he said. By the time they made it to his room, Dennis was asleep again.





Harry: 1969

“Damn!” Jane said.

Harry Mosca looked up in alarm at his wife. They had been married for four years by then, in that spring of 1954, and he had rarely heard her say anything she wouldn’t want the priest to hear. “What’s the matter, babe?”

She was standing in front of the vanity next to the bathroom, unpacking her travel case. “I forgot the toothbrushes.”

The Moscas had driven up from Pennsylvania for the wedding of one of Harry’s Army buddies. They’d just checked into this motel, next to the highway in a small town in Connecticut.

“We can get along without them,” Harry said.

“I won’t kiss you if you don’t brush your teeth.”

“Oh, no. We’d better get some toothbrushes.” He fell backward on the big double bed, next to his three-year-old son, who giggled when the bed bounced.

Jane walked to the bureau and picked up the car keys. “I saw a Rexall in town. I’ll run down there and pick some up. Will you take care of Terry?”

Harry rolled over onto his stomach and started to tickle the boy. “Kootchy-koo.” He gave Terry a big sloppy kiss on his forehead. “You want to stay with Daddy?”

Terry giggled.

“I won’t be long.” When Jane walked out, a flood of light streamed in. It was early in April and the country air was so fresh and clean Harry couldn’t stand to stay in the room. He jumped up, put his jacket on, and picked up his son.

“You’re getting so big,” he said. “You want to go outside? Want to go for a walk with Daddy?”

“OK,” Terry said. Harry put the boy’s jacket on and they walked out to the parking lot. Terry was still chunky then, awkward on his feet. They walked across toward the highway, kicking up little pieces of gravel, Harry telling jokes.

It was a gorgeous day, he had a great wife and a kid of his own, and he was looking forward to a reunion that evening with his buddies. At the edge of the parking lot, the ground sloped away sharply. The hillside was covered with a loose screen of trees and underbrush, and in the far distance they could hear the buzz of traffic below them.

A few feet down the slope was a dogwood tree just starting to blossom. “Pretty tree,” Terry said. He ran toward it, lost his footing, and began to roll down the slope.

“Terry!” Harry tried to run after him, but lost his own footing and slipped and slid until he could grab hold of a tree.

Terry did not stop so quickly. He was crying as he rolled through the undergrowth toward the highway. “Oh, my God, oh, my God, Terry!” Harry called. He finally reached his son, laying against a pile of brush, mercifully unharmed. Harry picked him up and held him close, crying and whispering to him softly.

Carefully he climbed back up the hill, holding his son to his chest. His heart was racing. He thought he could never be more afraid for his son.

He didn’t tell Jane, though she knew something was wrong. She chalked it up to anxiety about seeing his friends again. They left Terry with some other kids at the home of a friend of the bride’s, and Harry slipped away twice to call and make sure his son was all right. Even years later, that awful hollow feeling would come back to him unbidden, and he’d be there all over again, helplessly watching his son slip away from him.

Jane was pregnant then, but didn’t know for a few weeks. Karen was always her mother’s daughter, just as Terry was his father’s son. On weekends, Harry and Terry would go camping or make father and son projects, while Jane and Karen went shopping or played with Jane’s dolls.

For his son’s eighteenth birthday, Harry wanted to make him a special present. It had to be something memorable, something that the boy would keep for a long time, to remind him of his father. And at the same time, it should be something that would help launch him out into the world. Terry had applied to a couple of the smaller state colleges, and though he hadn’t heard from any yet, Harry was sure there would be a place for him.

Harry thought for a long time about what college kids did. Every time he pictured a campus in his mind, he saw kids carrying books, so he decided to make Terry a bookcase. Not just an ordinary one of pine scraps or Masonite, but a nice one in walnut, with scroll work across the top. He made it three feet high, with three shelves, because he thought the rooms in the dorms were probably small.

He worked on the bookcase in secret during the weeks before Terry’s birthday. He was on the early shift at the plant then, and he got home around three-thirty. Since Terry and Karen usually stayed at school for clubs or sports, he had the basement workshop to himself in the hours before dinner. Jane knew he was making something special but didn’t ask what it was.

By a Thursday in early April, just before Terry’s birthday, he had almost finished. On his way home from work, he stopped for a can of varnish to protect the wood’s beautiful finish. He was worried that kids might be hanging around in Terry’s room at college, drinking cans of soda slick with condensation, and he wasn’t going to let any wet ring ruin his handiwork.

He was proud of himself for his forward-thinking as he pulled into the hardware store in the center of town. As he got out of his car, he saw two boys approaching each other on Main Street. One was wearing Army fatigues and boots, and had his hair cut short. The other had long hair and a tie-dyed t-shirt with a big peace symbol on it. He watched as the two boys warily approached each other, then stopped, face to face. “Peace,” said the t-shirt boy, holding up two fingers.

“Fuck off,” said the soldier. He pushed past the t-shirt boy and walked on down the sidewalk. Harry shook his head and went into the store, where Chuck Ritter was standing behind the counter talking to a woman customer.

“Take care,” Chuck said to the woman. “You need anything more, just call me.” He turned to Harry. “Afternoon, Harry.”

“Hello, Chuck. How’s everything?”

Chuck shrugged. He nodded his chin toward the woman, who was walking down the slate path toward the sidewalk. “You know Mrs. Rafferty?” he asked.

Harry shook his head. “Widow,” Chuck said. “She’s got a big house down by River Road. Two kids. Her daughter’s grown and moved to Ohio, but her boy used to help her keep up with the house. Now he’s in the war and something’s always happening to her. Leaves in the gutters, squirrels in the attic. Got a faucet that won’t stop dripping now. I just sold her a couple of washers and spent fifteen minutes explaining how to change them.”

“Shame,” Harry said. “Lots of boys going off these days.”

“Your Terry?”

Harry shook his head. “He’s going to college. Though of course, if he got the call, he’d go. I think this war’s got to be over soon. You just watch the TV news, we’re wiping up the floor with them.”

“And good riddance to the little Commie bastards too,” Chuck said. “You know what I heard the other day? Over thirty-three thousand boys have been killed in Vietnam so far. That’s more than Korea.”

“My goodness,” Harry said. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s terrible.” Chuck stood up straight. “So what can I do for you today?”

They spent a few minutes over by the woodworking counter, discussing the merits of various lacquers. Harry coated the wood three times over the next few days, and by Monday night, when they took Terry out to dinner for his birthday, it was ready. After Jane, Terry and Karen had gone out to the car, he carried it up the stairs and left it in the middle of the living room.

They ate at the Stewart’s Crossing Inn, down by the river. It was a fancy place, tie and jacket required, not the kind of place the Moscas usually went, but this was a special occasion. “Can I get anyone a cocktail?” asked the waiter, an older man in a white vest and black pants.

“I’ll take a Manhattan,” Harry said. “A whiskey sour for the lady.” He turned to Terry. “To celebrate this momentous occasion, let me have the honor of buying you your first drink.”

“I’ll have a Bud. With a shot of tequila.”

Harry stared at his son as the waiter backed away. “It’s not exactly my first drink, Dad,” Terry said.

Harry nodded slowly and said, “Well, I guess not.”

The waiter brought the drinks and took their dinner orders. Harry raised his glass and said, “I’d like to make a toast. To Terry, on the occasion of his eighteenth birthday. Your mother and I are very proud of you, and I’m sure you’ll go on making us proud at college.”

They all lifted their glasses and drank. “Mom, Dad, there’s something I want to tell you,” Terry said. “I signed up today.”

“Signed up?” Jane asked. “For what?”

From the sinking sensation in his stomach, Harry knew. “The war,” Terry said. “The army.”

“But why, son?” Harry asked. “I thought you were going to college.”

“I can go to college when I come back,” Terry said. “You should understand, Dad. You’re always talking about your Army days. How those buddies will always be your best friends.”

Jane looked at him then, and he knew it was his fault. No one talked much at dinner, just ate quietly and even skipped dessert. Turning the key in the front door, Harry remembered the bookcase sitting in the middle of the living room. He stopped just inside the door, and the rest of the family piled up behind him.

“What’s that?” Karen asked.

“Your brother’s birthday present,” Harry said. He turned to Terry. “I thought you might need a bookcase in college.” He shrugged. “We can always find a place for it here in the house.”

“It’s great, Dad,” Terry said, walking over to it. “Beautiful. Thanks.” He turned back to his father. “I’m still going to college. When I get back. With the GI bill and all. I’ll use it.”

A horn honked out at the street. “Who’s that?” Harry asked.

“A couple of the guys. They’re taking me out for my birthday.” He peeled off his sports jacket and his tie and draped them on the edge of the sofa. “Thanks for dinner. And the bookcase. I’ll see you later.”

Harry followed him to the door. “Be careful of that tequila,” he called, as his son ran toward the street.

“Will do, Dad.” When Harry turned back into the house, he saw that Karen had gone up to her room. Jane stood by the sofa, holding Terry’s jacket and tie.

“Maybe the Army will teach him to put away his clothes,” she said. Then she started to cry.

* * *

They’d all gone to church that next Sunday, and prayed for Terry and for the country, and Jane and Harry had kept on going every week. It was hard to let go, but Terry wasn’t leaving until mid-June, after his high school graduation. And even then, he was just going to South Carolina. He’d be home after basic training. And he might not even go to Vietnam. One night in June the Moscas watched President Nixon on TV discussing his Vietnamization program, planning to turn the war over to the Vietnamese and bring the American boys home. But that didn’t have any effect on Terry’s appointment at basic training.

Two days after his graduation, the Moscas drove Terry to Fort Dix in New Jersey, where he was inducted into the Army. Driving away from the base, Harry and Jane were silent, but the reality of his absence took a long time to hit. For days Harry looked up at the supper table and almost asked, “Where’s Terry?”

It was like he was away on vacation. He called every Sunday, and wrote once a week, short letters about basic training and the men in his unit, who were slowly becoming his friends. Harry recognized that shift, remembered the way he had grown away from his own family, made the men in his unit into a new one.

On the twentieth of July, Harry, Jane and Karen gathered around the TV set to watch Neil Armstrong land on the moon. The picture was grainy and Harry kept getting up to adjust the antenna. “You can wiggle that thing all you want but it’s not going to help,” Jane said. “Imagine, that picture’s coming all the way from the moon.”

“I hope Terry’s watching this,” Harry said. Jane looked at him sharply, but said nothing. Harry watched the bulky man drop from the space ship, and bounce lightly on the surface of the moon. Exploring new worlds, he thought. His whole life ahead of him. And all his parents could do was sit there, transfixed by the scene, and watch.

* * *

In early August, when Terry came home on leave for a few days, he seemed to Harry like a different boy. “I can’t quite put my finger on it,” he said to Jane that night, as they were preparing for bed. “He’s changed.”

“He’s growing up.”

“It’s more than that,” Harry said. He began unbuttoning his shirt. “Look at his spine. That boy used to slump like nobody’s business. Now he stands up straighter than a ruler. I had forgotten he was so tall.”

“The army does that to you.” Jane slipped her blouse onto a hanger and took it to the closet. “I remember when you were first back from the service. You were so polite. Yes ma’am, no ma’am.”

“I was accustomed to taking orders.” Harry folded his pants and laid them over the chair next to the bed. He sat down on the edge of the bed in his boxer shorts and started to take off his socks. “Hmm. Maybe I can get Terry to clean up the basement before he leaves.”

“Harry.” Jane took a faded pink nightgown from her drawer, slid it over her head, and then swiftly pulled her bra out her sleeve. “I think we should do something nice for him before he leaves. Make a party in the back yard.”

Harry settled into bed and pulled the covers up over him. He yawned. “I don’t know that the boy wants a fuss.”

Jane turned the light off and slipped into bed next to him. “It won’t be much of a fuss. Just a little party.”

The party escalated in size rapidly. The next day, Harry overheard Jane talking to Elaine Warner on the phone. “We haven’t had a party in so long,” Jane said. “There are so many people we owe invitations to. And of course Terry wants to ask his friends, and Karen wants hers too.”

“A lot of nonsense,” Harry said.

“I’m on the phone, Harry.” Jane listened for a moment. “I don’t want you to go to any trouble, Elaine.” She paused. “All right, if you want to bring some cookies that would be nice. Bring Paul and Dennis too, of course.”

Harry snorted in the background. On Saturday morning, Jane roused everyone early. Karen had to clean the house, Harry had to borrow a barbecue grill from the neighbors and set it up, and Terry had to cut the grass. “Right away, Mom,” Terry said, then gulped down a glass of milk.

Harry watched in amazement as his son walked out the kitchen door. In a moment he heard the garage door open, and then the rip of the mower cord. “Not a word of argument,” he finally said. “Just, ‘right away, Mom.’ Why didn’t we send that boy off to the Army when he was ten years old?”

Jane cleared away Harry’s plate. “You’ve got work to do too. Go on, git.”

The guests started to arrive at twelve. Harry set up the grill under an old oak at the edge of their yard, where the broad green sweep of the golf course picked up. It was what had made Harry buy the house in the first place—it was like having a twenty-acre back yard. So what if he didn’t know how to play golf, and couldn’t afford to even if he knew how. He’d put up with the minor inconveniences of men in plaid pants searching his yard for errant balls, even a broken window once, for the chance to see all that grass out his back window, for days like this, when the sun was high and warm and his family and friends could spill across the invisible line demarcating his property, and pretend that his realm stretched on for miles.

A group of the men from the old Stock Club came over to the grill to stand with him while he cooked. “Has Terry run into any protesters?” Sandy Lord asked. “Seems like everywhere you look people are picketing and bad-mouthing soldiers.”

“It’s a man’s duty to fight for his country,” Chuck said. “Anybody who comes into my store and says ‘Peace,’ and holds up those two fingers, I won’t serve him.”

“You may change your mind when they come for your son,” Harry said. “Don’t get me wrong, the Army can do good things for a boy. It was a heck of a kick in the pants for me. But I don’t know, I’ve been watching the news, and I start to thinking, what are we doing over there, anyway? Why don’t we just let them settle their differences themselves?”

“I’m glad I’m too old to go,” Charley Woodruff said. “I don’t have two years of my life to give to them. I think they ought to make this an all-volunteer war. If boys want to go, like Terry, then let ’em. More power to ’em.”

“And if you don’t want to go, then nobody should say you’re not American,” Tom Laroquette said. “If this was really our war, somebody threatening my family, then I’d be the first one out.”

Paul Warner nodded. “I’ve got mixed feelings,” he said. “On the one hand, it’s my job to make those detonators, you know, and I feel like it’s important that I stand behind what I’m doing. But I’ve got to tell you, if you ever stop and think about it, it’s scary. Horrifying, sometimes.”

Chuck shook his head in disgust. “That’s why this country’s in trouble. No real patriots left. Say, Harry, any of those burgers ready yet?”

It was a strange day. Nobody at the party was very festive, and yet nobody wanted to be sad either. As dusk fell over the golf course, people started to filter away. It was like no one knew what to say. They’d make a joke to Terry, squeeze his arm, warn him about those little Asian girls, and then when it came time to say good-bye to Harry and Jane, people seemed to lose their voices, just kind of smile and nod. After everyone had gone, Harry turned on the outside lights and walked around the yard collecting trash, trying to figure out what was worth holding on to.

* * *

On Sunday afternoon, two hours before his flight, Terry stood in the living room by the front door in his uniform, with his duffel bag by his side. Harry could not look at him. “We’re going to be late,” Harry called to Jane and Karen.

“Do you have a picture of us?” Jane came out of the bedroom holding a photograph.

“Thanks, Mom.” Terry took the picture from his mother and slipped it into his pocket.

“Are we ready yet?” Harry asked. “Karen?”

“Nobody’s going to care how your hair looks at the airport,” Terry called.

“I hope they have leeches where you’re going,” Karen said, coming into the living room.

Harry looked closely at her. She looked like she had been crying, and his heart took a great dive. With difficulty, he said, “Everybody in the car.”

No one looked at anyone else on the long ride into Philadelphia, and conversation was slow and stilted. There was more traffic than they expected and Harry had to drive like crazy, darting in and out of traffic, getting mad at slower drivers, because he was losing his son and he was powerless to do anything about it.

It was the first time Harry had ever been to the Philadelphia airport, and the whole place was too large, too crowded, too rushed for him. They parked in a huge garage and got lost twice in the terminal trying to find the right gate. Jane slipped on an escalator and fell backwards into Harry’s arms. He felt the whole day could crack open at any minute.

The gate area was crowded with business travelers and a few other young men in army uniforms, like Terry. Harry could not bear to look at any of them. Instead, while Jane fussed over Terry and Karen tried not to cry, he counted ceiling tiles, stared at other travelers, and tried to decipher the incomprehensible messages coming over the airport loudspeaker. He worried they were saying something he needed to know, but couldn’t understand.

Jane would not let Terry go until they had called the final boarding for the flight. She and Karen cried as Terry walked to the stewardess and then disappeared down the long jet way, but Harry wouldn’t let himself go. He wanted to be strong for his son. The three of them stood at the floor-to-ceiling window and watched the plane take off, until they could no longer see the red lights against the dark sky.

Then they went home and waited. Terry wrote to them every week, though he couldn’t say much about where he was going or what he was doing.

On his way home from the day shift at the Fisher Body Works in West Trenton, Harry often stopped at Saint Monica’s in the late afternoon, when the chapel was quiet, to offer up a private prayer. Kneeling there in the second row, in the warm glow of the stained glass windows, he shut out the sounds of the kids in the playground next door, of the cars going past on Main Street, everything except his concentration on the crucifix above the altar.

He had too much respect for his God to offer him deals. Instead, he simply prayed that God would see fit to bring his son home, strong and healthy. He prayed for Jane’s sake as much as his own, addressing special pleas on her behalf to the Virgin Mary, who knew what it was like to lose a son. Often he just sat there, in the stillness and warmth, watching the dust motes jump in the beams of colored light.

He parked along the alley beside the church, which connected Canal and Main Streets. One afternoon in the middle of August he pulled open the church’s back door and then paused when he heard voices in the alley.

He peered out the door. Nick Miller was standing with a young woman, barely out of her teens, in the corner where the church met the rectory, protected from the street, but not from Harry’s view.

In addition to their membership in the Stock Club, Nick had sold Harry his life insurance and homeowners’ policies too, and Harry knew immediately that the woman with Nick was not Carol. As he watched, hesitating in the doorway, Nick leaned down to kiss the woman.

Harry stepped back into the church, closed the door quietly, and returned to his pew. He repeated his prayers for Terry, and added a prayer that Nick would respect the sanctity of marriage. By the time he had finished, Nick and the woman were gone.

* * *

Harry read the newspaper every afternoon, sitting in his plaid recliner by the big front window looking out at Fairway Drive. He read the results of every battle, all the news analysis and the op-ed articles. Every time he saw the word Vietnam he slowed and read carefully, as if his attention to these details was all that was keeping Terry alive. In early September, when Ho Chi Minh died, he spent hours reading all the speculation on how this would affect the course of the war.

Indian summer flared up in a burst of warmth and glory at the end of September, and the CYO group at St. Monica’s sponsored a picnic in the church parking lot. Harry, Jane and Karen walked down Hill Street from their neighborhood, into the center of Stewart’s Crossing. Everyone wanted to know about Terry. Harry let Jane do the talking. She explained how little they knew, how his letters were censored. “But as long as the letters keep coming, we know he’s all right,” she told a woman from the Altar Society, who nodded sympathetically.

The small clapboard church, a hundred and some years old, faced the narrow canal that ran all the way from Bristol to Easton. Across the alley stood a gravel parking lot and a playground for kids in Sunday School. On Sunday mornings people parked all up and down Canal Street, many of them in the post office lot next door.

Harry had always found the church comfortable, snuggled into the heart of town behind the coffee shop, looking out over the canal toward the small residential district by the river’s edge, but today he felt stifled. Even the two- and three-story brick and clapboard buildings of Stewart’s Crossing seemed to press in on him. He longed for the feeling of Fairway Lane, for being able to walk out into his back yard and stare at the acres of green emptiness. Sometimes, when he closed his eyes, he could see Terry coming across the golf course, climbing to the top of a small rise, carrying his duffel bag. He put his hand up to shade his eyes from the sun, spotted his father and started to wave. Then the vision would disappear in the heat.

They had brought some burgers to grill, but Harry’s heart wasn’t in it. Even Karen didn’t feel like staying too long, so they all walked back up the hill together.

When they reached the crest of the hill, they could see down toward their home. Jane grabbed Harry’s arm. “Is that a car in front of our house?” she asked.

Harry squinted ahead. “Looks like.”

“Do you think it’s Terry? Maybe he got some leave. Maybe he’s surprising us.”

She started to run. Harry ran after her, grabbed her arm. “Slow down. You don’t know who it is.”

As they approached the car, a soldier in uniform got out. He was an older man, decorated, his chest holding a dozen medals. “Mr. and Mrs. Mosca?” he asked.

“Oh, my God.” Jane took Harry’s arm, and at that moment he wasn’t sure if he was supporting her, or if she was supporting him.

It wasn’t as bad as they thought. Terry was only missing in action, not dead. The soldier promised to let them know as soon as there was news. For days, the three of them walked around like zombies, not talking much, hardly looking at each other.

One night at dinner, Jane said, “Elaine Warner called today. Jenny Laroquette had a baby girl.”

“That’s nice.” Harry stared down at his pot roast.

“They’re going over to see the baby tonight. Do you think we could go?”

Harry frowned. “What for?”

“Why, to see the baby, of course,” Jane said. “And it wouldn’t hurt us to go out and talk to other people now and then.”

“I don’t have anything to say to other people. They’re going to ask about Terry, and what am I supposed to tell them?”

“They’re our friends, Harry.” Jane waited a moment. “Please?”

Harry looked at his wife. In that instant, he realized that she missed Terry as much as he did, maybe more. He turned back to the pot roast. “All right.” He speared a piece of meat that was too big, and it stuck going down his throat.

After dinner, they drove across the railroad tracks to The Lakes, where the Laroquettes lived in a Cape Cod a block away from Clear Lake. There were already a couple of cars in the driveway, so Harry parked on the street in front of the house. “You’re sure you want to go in there?”

Jane got out of the car. “Come on, Harry.”

The baby was in her crib in the living room. Elaine and Paul Warner were already there, and so were Nick and Carol Miller. The men clustered together in a corner by the big bow window overlooking the street. “So how’s business?” Harry asked Nick.

“Good, real good,” Nick said. “Working late a lot.”

Remembering the woman he had seen Nick with, Harry thought, “I’ll bet you are,” and then was surprised at himself, for having such an un-Christian thought.

“Any word about Terry?” Paul asked.

Harry shook his head. “I don’t see how they can misplace him,” he said. “In my day, the Army knew where you were every minute of every day. Had to. It’s the only way to keep all those boys in line.”

“Was he on patrol?” Paul asked.

Harry opened his mouth but no sound came out. He swallowed hard, then said, “We don’t know much. He was with his unit, on a patrol in the highlands somewhere. I think it must have been near that Ho Chi Minh trail they talk about.”

He paused. It was a little easier to breathe. “They got bushwhacked. Sniper fire. A few of the boys got hit, and Terry and a couple of the others got separated from the rest.”

“Jesus,” Nick said.

Harry was irritated. Nick Miller was a sinner, and here he was taking the Lord’s name in vain. But the look on the man’s face was all concern, and Harry softened. “It’s hard,” he said. “Not knowing. We hate to leave the house because we’re afraid we’ll miss a call.”

“If you need anything,” Paul said.

“Absolutely,” Nick said. “Anything.”

In the car on the way home, Harry was considering how easy it had been to talk about Terry, once he did. He’d thought that talking about the boy might put him in further danger, that it would hurt too much to consider the future. But it felt better. He felt closer to Terry, like they were in touch somehow. He smiled.

Jane said, “What a sweet little baby. Did you see those blue eyes?”

Harry turned to Jane. He’d forgotten to look at the baby. He didn’t know what else to do, so he nodded. “Pretty eyes,” he said.

* * *

Every time the phone rang, they jumped. Ninety percent of the calls were for Karen, and the rest were routine. Could the Moscas support the Police Athletic League again this year? Would Jane be able to help with the Altar Society bake sale? “I want to rip the damn phone out of here,” Harry said one night in October when it rang again. Terry had been missing for just over a month, and there had been no news.

“Now, now.” Jane walked over to the desk in the hallway and picked up the receiver. “Hold on.” She put her hand over the mouthpiece. “Harry, it’s for you. It’s Chuck Ritter.”

“I’ll take it in the kitchen.” They’d put in the wall phone by the refrigerator a few months before, to make it easier for Jane to get a call if she was cooking.

“The code word is outhouse,” Chuck said when Harry picked up. Harry listened for the click that would come when Jane hung up. It took a minute longer than he expected.

“What are you, crazy?” he said, when the line was clear. “Jane could have heard you.”

“All I said was outhouse,” Chuck said. “I didn’t give the game away.”

Just the other day the newspaper had run a story about the Outhouse Gang, in which a local developer had offered an outhouse to the gang, if they would reveal who they were.

“What do you think about that offer in the paper?” Harry asked. “Maybe we ought to give up stealing and let this guy give us the outhouse.”

“Nah,” Chuck said. “That takes all the fun out of it. That guy wants to make a parade around the outhouse. Where’s the fun in that? Where’s the adventure? Where’s the danger?”

At the mention of the word danger, Harry’s stomach did a flip-flop. Terry was in enough danger for all of them combined. “So you’re planning to do it again?”

“Same time, same place,” Chuck said. “Though I have to tell you, Susanna is starting to get suspicious.”

“I don’t know if I can make it this year,” Harry said. “Without Terry, it just won’t be the same.” Terry had ridden with his father four times and was the oldest and strongest of the boys.

“We need you, Harry,” Chuck said. “You’re one of us.”

Too many people need me these days, Harry thought. He shrugged. “All right, I’ll be there.”

Jane was sitting on the sofa reading a magazine when Harry walked back in. “How’s Chuck?” she asked.

“Fine, fine.”

“What did he want?”

“Want? Just to say hello.”

Jane put the magazine down. “Harry Mosca, do you think I’m stupid? Or just blind?”

Harry sat down in his recliner, his back rigid, his hands holding tight to the armrest. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I know where you’ve been going these last six years. I didn’t catch on the first year, and I’m not even sure about the second. But I know you’ve been in this Outhouse Gang, the paper calls it.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Don’t lie to me, Harry. Or have you forgotten all the commandments? Thou shalt not take false witness? I know you’ve forgotten the one about stealing.”

“It’s not stealing,” Harry said. “We just borrow it for a few hours.”

“Hmph.”

“You see, that’s why I didn’t tell you before. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“How many other lies have you told me? In December we’ll be married twenty years. What else have you kept from me?”

Only one thing came to Harry’s mind. The day in Connecticut when Terry had fallen down the hill. He felt that hollow feeling again. “Well, there is one thing.”

“What a strange look you have on your face, Harry.” Jane stopped, and it was as if a light had dawned on her face. “If it’s another woman, I don’t want to know.”

Harry laughed. “I’ve never looked at another woman since I married you.” He shook his head. “No, it’s about Terry.”

“Have you heard something?”

They had not discussed what might have happened to Terry since the day the soldier had come to the house. They had both been prisoner to their own thoughts. “No, this is old.” He told her about the fall.

“That’s all?”

“I could never tell you. I thought it meant I wasn’t a good father, that I was careless. I thought you’d never trust me with him again.”

“Oh, Harry.” She started to cry. “What will we do without him?”

“We won’t.” Harry got up and walked over to the sofa where she sat. He took her hand in his and held it tight. “He’ll be all right. He’s coming home to us. I know he is.”

He hardly realized the tears streaming down his own cheeks. Jane stood up and they embraced. They were still hugging each other when the phone rang again. Karen danced into the room, saying, “That’s for me, I know it is, Charlene promised to call me at eight o’clock sharp to tell me what Ruthann said about Bruce Ritter.”

She picked up the phone and fell into conversation with Charlene, her best friend. Harry and Jane laughed, and held on to each other.

That night, the men of the Outhouse Gang met at the hardware store at midnight, as usual. All the way there, Harry kept going over his conversation with Jane. It was wrong to steal; he knew that. And worse, he had been bringing his boy along. He had made this thing a part of their lives together, a secret they had shared.

Now Terry was gone, and might never come back. Already the house felt different—his voice had stopped echoing in the halls, his clothes were no longer strewn around the living room. His friends no longer came by, and Harry had stopped looking for him at the dinner table. It was as if he was fading from their lives.

That had to stop, Harry thought, as he walked over to the truck. Harry had to work at keeping Terry a part of this life. If his own father let him slip away, there would be no reason for the Army to find him.

He nodded his hellos to most of the men. “Hello, Bruce,” he said to Chuck Ritter’s son. “You’ll be as big as my Terry soon, won’t you? How old are you now?”

“Sixteen,” Bruce said shyly. He looked to his father, who nodded. “Have you heard anything from Terry?”

Harry shook his head. “It’s a big place, that Vietnam. I’m sure they’ll find him soon.”

“Probably found himself a nice girl, and a nice hut out there in the woods,” Nick said. “A little R & R.”

Harry forced himself to smile. “I hope so.”

“Come on,” Chuck said. “We’ve got a drive ahead of us.”

The men started to climb into the truck. “Where exactly?” Tom asked.

“Just outside of Newtown,” Chuck said. “Sandy, Charley and I have scoured this neighborhood. Seems like most everybody’s got indoor plumbing these days.”

“That could take us a half-hour each way,” Nick said.

Harry found it harder and harder to suppress his nasty impulses toward Nick, but he kept remembering the concern in the man’s face over Terry. If Terry was going to get home, Harry had to be nice to everyone who cared about him. “We’ll manage. Come on, Nick, squeeze that long frame in over here.”

Nick clambered up onto the truck and pulled his son Fred up behind him. They sat across from Harry, who smiled at Fred. The boy looked shyly at his legs, and then looked up again, smiling.

Harry thought, if there was a place back in this world where Terry belonged, where he was missed, then that might be just enough to pull him back. He settled in for the long ride, knowing he had done as much as he could, and hoping it would be enough.





Nick: 1970

Nick Miller’s receptionist, Susie, lived in an apartment at the top of an old house along the river, at the northern edge of Stewart’s Crossing. Nick liked to lie there in her bed after they had made love and look out through the treetops at the river glinting silver in the afternoon sun.

It was high summer, and everything in Stewart’s Crossing was fat, green and lazy. The air was thick and hot and hardly moved, even down by the water. “What are you doing this weekend?” Nick asked.

Susie was standing in front of the mirror examining her eye shadow. Her bra was tangled up with the rest of her clothes on the floor by the bedroom door, where she had dropped them. She was wearing a pair of white panties with lacy trim. “There’s a protest rally in Philadelphia on Saturday afternoon,” she said. “I’m probably going with a bunch of kids from the drop-in center.”

The drop-in center was across from Nick’s insurance agency, on Ferry Street in the center of Stewart’s Crossing. That’s how he’d met Susie in the first place—she was standing in front of the center, a hangout for teenagers, when he’d walked outside to post the help wanted sign on the front door.

His receptionist was pregnant and he had to replace her. Susie had walked over and asked about the job, and he’d taken one look at her round, firm breasts, unsupported by any bra, her tight little butt and her short but shapely legs, and hired her on the spot.

That was six months ago. It had taken them three months to get to bed, carefully at first, leaving the office in separate cars to sneak away at lunch time. Sometimes, Nick, sly as a thief, slipped away from home on the pretext of an errand or two and ended up at Susie’s apartment, rolling around with her under her muslin sheets.

“It’s almost two, Nicky,” Susie said. “We should get back.”

“Sandra will cover for us,” Nick said. Sandra was the secretary, a tall, plain girl Nick had never desired. “I don’t have any appointments this afternoon.”

“Well, all right.” Susie turned to face him, those wonderful round breasts glowing in the afternoon sunlight.

* * *

There was more work than Nick had remembered, and he didn’t get home until almost six-thirty. Carol was sitting at the kitchen table playing gin rummy with Fred, their thirteen-year-old. Nick wondered idly, kissing the top of Carol’s head, if Fred knew Susie. After all, she was only four years older than he was.

Not that Nick himself was that old. He’d married Carol at twenty-two, and they’d had Fred the year after. He still considered himself a young man.

Carol, however, had moved into matronhood, putting on weight, wearing unflattering clothes, her hair either a ratty bird’s nest or an elaborately lacquered pile fresh from the beauty parlor. Not like Susie, he thought, settling into his chair as Fred set the table and Carol started to get the food out. Susie’s hair was soft and sweet and smelled like strawberries.

He daydreamed through dinner, and even an hour later couldn’t remember what they’d eaten. His memory began with Carol telling Fred to go upstairs and study, she had something to talk to Daddy about.

“And what’s that?” Nick asked.

Carol waited until they could hear Fred’s heavy footsteps climbing the stairs. He took after her, had her problem keeping the weight off, and didn’t look like he’d ever attain his father’s six foot three. “I know you’re sleeping with that trampy little receptionist,” Carol said. “Are you going to stop or are you going to move out?”

Nick pulled his napkin off his lap and crumpled it up on the table. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I waited in the parking lot across from your office this morning,” Carol said. “I saw you two come out together and followed you to her apartment.”

“She’d taken some papers home and we stopped by to pick them up,” Nick said. “That’s all.”

“You were in there for two hours.”

There was silence between them. “I need some time to sort things out.”

“There’s nothing to sort out.” Carol put her hands in front of her on the table. The polish on her nails was chipped and scratched. When she saw Nick look at them she pulled them back. “I’m your wife. She’s just a cheap hippie piece of trash.”

“I won’t have you talk about her that way.”

“Then get out!” Carol stood up and pointed toward the stairs. “Pack your bags and get out. Tonight.”

Nick pushed back the chair and stood up. “You realize, you’re making a mistake.”

“The mistake I made was trusting you. Now go on.”

* * *

He spent the night at Susie’s, and the next morning he rented an apartment of his own in a singles complex near the highway. Carol hired an attorney, and Nick was forced to hire Sandy Lord to advise him.

“You’ve given her grounds,” Sandy said, sitting back in his chair on a morning in mid-July. “I’d advise you to settle quickly. Don’t contest the divorce, because you’ll lose, and you’ll end up paying her and me both more money than you have to.”

“I’m not sure I want a divorce.”

Sandy steepled his fingers and nodded. “I can see that,” he said. “Carol’s a good woman, all things considered. You’ve been married, what, fourteen years? You have a home together, a son. It’s hard to give all that up.”

He put his hands on the table and leaned forward. “I don’t want to sound moral or preachy here, Nick, but you made a commitment to Carol when you married her, a commitment to fidelity. If you’re not going to honor that commitment, you shouldn’t be married.”

Nick frowned and shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “She’s gorgeous, Sandy,” he said. “Young, and ripe, and firm in all the right places.” He paused. “Carol’s firm in all the wrong places.”

“I know. I’ve been to your office. But you can’t hope to patch things up with Carol until you give up—what’s her name, Susie?”

Nick nodded. “It’s not just the sex, though that’s great. She keeps me young. This world, it’s changing all around us, faster than we can watch it. I’m just afraid that if I go back to Carol, I’ll sink back into the muck, watch the world pass me by. And that would kill me.”

“Then I guess we proceed.” Sandy moved a few pieces of paper around on the desk until they were in front of Nick. “I’ll need your signature here, here and here.”

* * *

A week later, Fred stopped going to summer school. It was just an enrichment course, some kind of literature thing, but he wouldn’t go any more. He stayed in bed late and then spent every afternoon with Dennis Warner, who was in his class at school and lived a few blocks away.

Carol called Nick one morning to complain. “I don’t know what to do with him,” she said. “You’re going to have to talk to him.”

“Me?” Nick was in the middle of figuring out a new policy for the lumber yard down the street, and he didn’t have time for arguments. “You’re with him all the time. If you have to, drive him over to school every morning and then pick him up when he’s done.”

“I can’t. I’m going back to school myself.”

Nick put his pencil down. “What?”

“You heard me. I’m starting at Trenton State in the fall, and I have to take workshops beforehand.”

“Why?”

“I should think you’d be happy,” Carol said. “I have to be able to take care of myself. If I get my degree, I can get a job. I have to think about what’s going to happen to me, Nick. I know I can’t count on you any more.”

“Carol, I’m busy.” Nick picked up his pencil again. “We’ll talk about this later.”

“Call Fred tonight and tell him he has to go back to summer school,” Carol said. “I’ll make sure he’s here around seven o’clock, right after dinner.”

“You’re being foolish.”

“Seven o’clock,” Carol said, and she hung up.

Nick stared at the phone. It was the first time he considered the idea that Carol might go on and have a life separate from his. He didn’t know what to think about that, so he sat back in his chair, chewed on the end of his pencil, and stared out the window at the slow traffic passing by on Ferry Street.

* * *

Though Nick convinced the boy to go back to summer school that night, Fred refused to listen to his mother on any subject, and Carol’s calls to Nick escalated. Every day she was near tears over something Fred had said or done. “He’s like a different boy,” she said one day in early August. “Like some wild child, someone I don’t know.”

“What do you want me to do about it?” Nick looked abstractedly at a file on a new client, a store that had opened along Canal Street selling love beads and incense and decals of peace signs. They wanted theft insurance, and he was sure the company would turn them down. He thought they were a lousy risk, and only for Susie’s sake had he agreed to talk to the owner, a fat, middle-aged man with long scraggly hair, a tie-dyed t-shirt spilling over his belly, a silver peace sign on a leather thong around his neck. Carol kept talking in the background. When she stopped, he was jolted out of his reverie.

“What?” he asked.

“I said, it’s your fault. You fix it.”

“What do you suggest?”

“Do something with him. You’ve hardly seen him since you left. It’s not surprising he misses you.”

“Any suggestions on what I can do?”

He could hear the exasperation in Carol’s voice. “You’ve been a father for thirteen years,” she said. “You move out for a month and you’ve forgotten how to do it?” There was a pause. “Why don’t you ask Susie what children like to do? I’m sure she could give you some ideas.”

“I’ll think about it.” Nick looked up and spoke to the empty doorway. “Oh, good, they’re here. I’ll be right with them.” To Carol he said, “Gotta go. Clients here. I’ll be back in touch with you.”

“Damn right,” he heard Carol say, before he hung up.

Susie came in a few minutes later. “Bad scene?” she asked, nodding toward the phone.

“Always is. But you make it all worthwhile.”

She smiled. That night, over dinner at a new steak house along the highway, he broke down and asked her advice about what he could do with Fred. She sat back in her fake Western-style chair and frowned, thinking. A moment later, though, her face brightened. “Take him to New York. When you go to that conference.”

Nick was going to New York for three days at the end of August for a meeting sponsored by the insurance company he represented, to introduce new products. “I was going to take you. I thought we could have some fun. Maybe stay a few days longer.”

“This is more important,” Susie said. “Take Fred.”

“You think so? You don’t mind?”

“It’s the perfect thing. He’ll love it.”

When he broached the subject with Fred, though, the boy didn’t sound too excited. “Sounds boring,” he said. “You going to meetings all the time.”

“Just in the mornings. You can sleep late, and in the afternoons we’ll do things. Just you and me. We’ll spend some time together.”

“She’s not going?” Fred asked. “Susie?” There was a nasty tone in his voice that Nick didn’t appreciate, but he resolved to be patient.

“No, pal, just you and me. So what do you say?”

Over the phone he could almost hear his son shrug. “OK, I guess.”

* * *

They took the train up from Trenton, Nick hoisting their suitcases up to the rack above while Fred slumped into the window seat. “So what do you want to do in the Big Apple?” Nick said, folding his long body into the seat next to his son.

Outside, the rolling farmlands of central New Jersey sped by. Fred was silent for a minute, then asked, “Can we go to the Village?”

“Sure,” Nick said. “Anything you want. Maybe this afternoon, all right?”

Fred brightened. “All right.”

It was very early in the morning, hardly past seven, and as the train filled up with commuters Fred dozed off, leaning against the window. Nick smoothed the boy’s hair while he slept, and shook his head. How wrong Carol had been. There was nothing wrong with Freddy. Nothing at all.

At Penn Station he hustled them off the train and into a cab to the hotel. Their room wasn’t ready and he had to go into his meeting. “Don’t worry, Dad, I can manage,” Fred said.

Nick smiled. “You’re a good kid,” he said. “I’ll meet you back here at one o’clock for lunch, and then we’ll go to the Village, OK?”

Fred nodded and smiled. Nick sat through his morning meetings, pleased with how well everything was going. But then Fred wasn’t back at one, or at two, or three or four. Nick paced around his room, half mad at himself and half scared for Fred. What was he thinking, to let a sheltered thirteen-year-old loose in New York City? He decided to wait until five o’clock to call the police. He’d wait even longer to call Carol; he couldn’t face the rebuke that would be implicit in her voice.

Then at four-thirty there was a knock at the door. Nick jumped up from the bed and rushed across to open it. “Freddy! Where the hell have you been?” He was flooded with anger and relief as he pulled the boy into the room. Then he looked him up and down and said, “What have you been up to?”

Fred was wearing a white t-shirt with “Fuck the War” in big black letters, and over it a denim vest embroidered with patches that read “Make Love Not War” and other similar slogans. He had a blue bandanna wrapped around his forehead, and his eyes were red and bloodshot.

“Hey, Dad,” Fred said.

Nick waited. “So? Where were you?”

Fred smiled, a lopsided grin that made him look silly. “I went down to the Village. Man, it’s a powerful scene down there.”

“Do you know how worried I was about you? You were supposed to be here at one o’clock.”

Fred giggled. “Guess I didn’t make it.”

Nick slapped him. Fred’s mouth dropped open and he stared at his father. “What was that for?”

“For making me go crazy worrying about you.” Nick turned back into the room. “Come on, let’s get you packed up. I’m putting you back on the train to your mother.”

“Hey, Dad, no.” Fred pulled on his father’s arm. “Come on, please? I’ll be good, I promise.”

He stopped with Fred’s suitcase in his hand. “How can I be sure?”

Fred seemed to Nick to have sobered up fast. “I swear,” he said. “I promise I won’t even leave the hotel without you. Please, just let me stay?”

Nick looked at his son and felt the hard place that had formed inside him when the boy was missing start to soften, the pressure begin to ease up. “All right. But no more funny business. You’re almost fourteen years old. You’ve got to start acting more mature.”

“Will do, Dad,” Fred said. “You’re right. Absolutely.”

Nick frowned. “Why don’t I believe you?” He shrugged. “Oh, well, come on then, let’s go for a walk at least. But please, can you leave the hippie clothes here? We might run into someone I know.”

Fred frowned and looked, for a moment, like he was preparing for an argument, but then he shrugged and slipped off the vest, and began untying the bandanna.

* * *

The next morning Fred promised to stay in the room, and Nick jumped out of his meeting every hour to call upstairs and check. The last time he called Fred answered, “Prisoner of war camp. Prisoner speaking.”

Nick took him down to Greenwich Village for lunch, eager to reward his obedience. Nick was surprised at how many hippies there were—thousands of them, it seemed, thronging Bleecker Street and Washington Square Park, all of them long-haired and dirty looking, barefoot, dressed in tie-dyed t-shirts and torn jeans, playing guitar or dancing on the sidewalk, or just staring straight ahead in what Nick was sure was a drug-induced haze.

The streets smelled of car exhaust and dog droppings and a sweet aroma Nick recognized was marijuana. He had smoked dope a couple of times with Susie, and though it didn’t do much for him, it made Susie want to cuddle, which he considered a positive feature. There was music everywhere—transistor radios blasting the Beatles, Indian sitar music spilling out of restaurant doorways, the guitarists in the park practicing their anti-war folk songs, all of it mixing with honking horns and noisy mufflers.

Nick shook his head. How could anyone live like that? Why would they choose to, when there were pleasant, peaceful little towns like Stewart’s Crossing.

“Isn’t it groovy, Dad?” Fred asked. “I mean, so much cooler than home.”

They ate at a burger place on West 4th Street and then window shopped. Nick wanted to buy a water pipe for Susie, or some love beads, or something, but felt embarrassed doing it in front of Fred. Late in the afternoon, in front of a head shop on Sheridan Square, Fred said, “I want to move to New York. Do you think when you and Mom get divorced I can convince her to move here?”

“I don’t think so, son,” Nick said. “She’s going back to school, you know, at Trenton State, so I think you’re going to be staying in Stewart’s Crossing for a while.”

“Why can’t you guys just act like grown-ups? Mom doesn’t need to go to college. College is for kids. And Susie MacLaren is almost my age.”

“Not quite,” Nick said sharply.

“When I was in the youth group at church, she was in, too. She taught us how to make log cabins out of Popsicle sticks.”

Nick remembered the little log cabin Fred had made one summer at the youth group camp. He had a fleeting image of Susie as a little girl playing with Fred, but it made him sad, so he shook it out of his head. “One thing you have to understand,” he said, “is that your mother and I are people too. We’re entitled to do what we want.”

“It sucks,” Fred said.

* * *

Nick spent most of his nights at Susie’s apartment along the river, an arrangement that suited him fine. But one Friday evening as they were getting ready to leave work, she suggested they go over to his place at the singles complex. “Then tomorrow morning we can go swimming at your pool.”

Nick frowned. “The place isn’t really fixed up.”

“Then we can fix it up.”

After dinner they drove to his complex. He had to search for the keys to the apartment, and eventually found them at the bottom of his briefcase. “Guess you don’t come here much,” Susie said.

“Why should I?” Nick asked. “I have you.”

“You need to make your own life, Nicky,” Susie said, as he opened the door.

The apartment was not very appealing. There were boxes stacked around the living room, which was furnished with a sofa, a chair and an end table. A single bulb hung from a socket in the center of the room.

“Oh, Nicky, this is awful,” Susie said.

“You see why I don’t want to come over here.”

“Well, we’ll just have to make it better for you.”

“Maybe I should just move in with you. Why waste the effort here?”

Susie frowned. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Your divorce isn’t even final yet. And I’m not sure I’ll stay in Stewart’s Crossing much longer.”

That was a shock to Nick, who had never entertained the idea that Susie would leave him. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, let’s not talk about that now,” Susie said. “Come on, let’s unpack some of these boxes.”

* * *

The next morning Nick left Susie sunning at the pool and drove to his old house, where he was supposed to pick up Fred and take him shopping for new school clothes. “Don’t want to go,” Fred said sullenly, sitting at the kitchen table over a bowl of cold cereal.

“But sweetheart, you need some new clothes for school,” Carol said.

“Nah,” Fred said. “Don’t.”

Nick shrugged. “He doesn’t want new clothes, I’m not wasting any money on new clothes.”

Carol glared at him over Fred’s head. “Why don’t you two just go to the mall and see if you like anything?”

Fred pushed away his empty cereal bowl and stood up. “I’m going out.”

“Out?” Carol said. As Fred walked to the door she said, “Where? Wait, Fred.”

“Let him go.” Nick looked at his watch. “Good. I can still make it back to the pool before noon.” He turned and started for the door.

“Nicholas Miller, you are a lousy father,” Carol said to his back.

He stopped and turned. “I’m not your father, so I find it hard to see how you can make that kind of judgment. Fred and I get along fine. I respect what he wants.”

Carol shook her head. “You’re a fool, Nick.”

Nick drove back to the apartment complex, where he found Susie was already back in the apartment. “I think we should paint,” she said. “That would make this place seem more like a home. Why don’t you go get some paint?”

“Can’t we just go back to the pool?”

Susie shook her head. “I want you to be able to live here. Get something nice in a cream, maybe with some yellow in it. That’ll make the apartment sunny. Go on, if you get back quick enough we can have the living room done by dinner.”

Nick gave up. He drove down to the hardware store on Main Street, where he found Chuck Ritter behind the counter. “Hello, Nick,” Chuck said. “How’s everything? How’s that boy of yours doing?”

“He’s being unreasonable.”

Chuck had been making changes since he had inherited his father’s store. A new sign out front, a wider range of garden supplies, and a back entrance that faced onto the parking lot. Nobody walked around the center of town any more, and with the new entrance, almost no one came in through the front door.

“Kids are like that,” Chuck said. “My father always thought I was stubborn and pigheaded.”

“This is different. Fred’s only thirteen.”

“Tell me about it. Lisa’s the same age. She wants us to treat her like a grown-up, but when she doesn’t get what she wants she cries.”

“Has she said anything about Fred?”

“She gets on the phone with her girlfriends and all they talk about is boys. I tune her out. All this free love stuff the kids talk about scares me. I want to tell ’em, love isn’t free. It costs.”

“Tell me about it,” Nick said. But it was funny to hear Chuck talk about free love that way. Susie talked about it, too, that she and Nick ought to just love each other, not tie each other up with strings or legal documents. He and Chuck walked over to the paint counter and Chuck helped him pick out a cream color that Susie might like.

Nick put his cans of paint up on the counter and Chuck rang them up. “You going to the Warner kid’s bar mitzvah?” Chuck asked as he collected the money.

“Don’t know,” Nick said. “He and Fred are good friends. So that means he’s going, and if he goes Carol will go. It might be kind of awkward.”

Chuck closed the register and shrugged. “Life is awkward,” he said.

* * *

Over the next few weeks, Susie and Nick painted the apartment and got some more furniture and a TV. Nick had to admit the place was starting to feel more like a home. One day he even invited Fred over and cooked dinner for the two of them. Fred had started back to school by then and it seemed like the trouble had subsided for a while.

“Are you coming to Dennis Warner’s bar mitzvah this weekend?” Fred asked as he helped Nick clear the table and wash the dishes.

“I think so,” Nick said.

“Is Susie coming?”

Nick shook his head. “She doesn’t want to.” He was relieved; it made things less difficult. The Warners were part of his life with Carol, and Susie seemed to understand she didn’t belong there.

On Saturday morning, Nick got to the bar mitzvah late and slipped in the back of the synagogue, a small white frame building that had once been a church. There was still a big stained glass rose window over the door, and the early fall sun glowed through it onto the people in the pews.

Dennis Warner was up on the pulpit, reading out of a scroll in what Nick assumed was Hebrew. There was Paul next to him, and an older man Nick figured was a grandfather. After the reading they wrapped the scroll up and put a velvet cover over it, and Dennis was left alone at the podium.

He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket and smoothed it down nervously. “Mother, Father, Rabbi, Cantor, teachers, relatives and friends,” he began. He thanked everybody who had helped him prepare for this event, and made a few mildly humorous comments about his trouble in learning Hebrew.

“Today I am a man,” Dennis continued. “I am taking my place beside my father and my grandfather and assuming all the rights and responsibilities that go with manhood.”

It made Nick think of Fred, who had to step across the same path, though without a formal ceremony, or even a father or grandfather there to advise him. By tilting his head to the right, he could see the back of his son’s head, sitting next to Carol near the front of the room. His hair had been combed and slicked down, and he was wearing the blue suit they’d bought him in the spring to match one of Nick’s own. “We can be father and son,” Nick had said then.

Unfortunately, he hadn’t expected this, and hadn’t worn the matching suit. He was seized with a sudden pain in his lower chest. He couldn’t let his son slip away from him, step into manhood without his father there to guide him. No matter what else happened, he had to be there for him.

* * *

There was a luncheon at the country club after the services were over. During a break between courses, he walked up to Fred, who was sitting at the head table next to Dennis Warner. “How are you doing, son?” he asked.

Fred looked down at his plate. “All right.”

“I’d like to talk to you.”

“Not now. There’s all these people here.”

“Come for a walk with me. You won’t miss anything.”

Reluctantly, Fred scraped back in his chair and stood up. Nick was struck again by how much of his mother there was in him.

They walked outside. It was a nice late September day, sunny and brisk, and the leaves were just beginning to turn. “I want to see you more,” Nick said. “It’s not right, your turning away from me. I think if we can spend some time together, maybe you can forgive me.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” Fred said. “You don’t love Mom any more. You love this girl at your office. So what’s it to me?”

“That’s not true. I still love your mother. I’m just not sure we should stay married, that’s all. And no matter what happens to your mother and me, I’ll always love you. You’re my son, and nothing can ever change that.”

Fred shifted awkwardly. “Can we go back inside now? I don’t want to miss dessert.”

“How about we go up to the mountains next weekend, just you and me?” Nick asked. They turned around and started to walk back to the clubhouse.

“I’ve got a lot of homework. Eighth grade is a lot harder.”

“I’m not letting you get away,” Nick said as they came back to the clubhouse door. Across the room they could see that an ice cream sundae bar had been set up by the head table, and all the kids were clustered around it.

“Yeah, Dad.” Fred took off for the table.

“I’m not letting you get away,” Nick said again, watching him cross the room.

* * *

Chuck Ritter stopped by the insurance office a couple of weeks later. Nick was beating the woods for business, trying to keep up with the cost of running two households, and he hadn’t had much time for anything else. He’d seen Fred once, when he’d gone by the house to drop some papers off for Carol, but he hadn’t been able to get the boy to agree to go anywhere with him.

Chuck wanted to review his insurance coverage now that he’d finished all the modifications to the hardware store. Nick pulled out the file, checked the coverage and recommended a couple of changes. When they’d finished, Chuck said, “So you still interested in the Outhouse Gang? Or your new responsibilities keeping you home every night?”

“Is it almost that time? Christ, it seems like it was only just summer.”

“A week from Thursday night, if you’re interested. We’re meeting behind the store, nine o’clock.”

“I’ll be there.” Nick leaned back in his chair and put his legs up. “Maybe I can convince Fred to come, too.”

“It’s getting to be like a boy scout trip, with all the kids,” Chuck said. “Course, Harry Mosca’s boy won’t be there.”

“I heard. I was sure glad when they found him. Six weeks wandering in the jungle, wasn’t he? It’s a good thing those North Vietnamese never caught him.”

“Pure luck, Harry says. Course, the luck hasn’t been so good since he’s been back.”

“I thought he was all right, just living in California,” Nick said.

Chuck shrugged. “Susanna talks to Jane Mosca sometimes. Seems like the boy’s confused, doesn’t know what to do. Just lives by the beach, doing odd jobs.”

“Doesn’t sound bad,” Nick said. “Course, I know Harry had a lot of plans for that boy.”

Chuck stood up. “Doesn’t seem to matter how you plan, life screws everything up. But that doesn’t stop us from trying, does it?”

* * *

Nick called Fred that night. “I don’t want to hear any arguments,” he said. “You had a good time last year. And your friend Dennis will be there.”

Fred tried a dozen excuses. “No more arguments, Frederick,” Nick said finally. “Just be ready at quarter to nine.”

Fred passed the phone to Carol, and she and Nick argued for a few minutes about the Outhouse Gang, but Nick would not be moved.

Fred was sulking when Nick arrived. Nick tried to make conversation on the ride over to the hardware store, but Fred would not respond.

At least he was still talking to Dennis Warner. As soon as Nick pulled up, Fred was out of the car, and he and Dennis hung out in the shadows behind the store until everyone else had arrived.

Chuck was right. It was starting to look like a boy scout outing, some kind of father and son caper. Sandy Lord was there with his fifteen-year-old, Tommy. Chuck Ritter and his son, Bruce, who was graduating from high school soon. Paul Warner had come with Dennis.

The last to arrive was Harry Mosca. Nick expected him to be alone, having heard that Terry was in California. But there Terry was, getting out of his father’s car. His light brown hair reached his shoulders now, and he had a short, scruffy beard. In his navy pea coat and blue jeans, he looked like a man, no longer just someone’s boy. The men all gathered around him, shaking his hand and slapping his back. “Good to see you again,” Nick said.

“Good to be seen, I guess.” Terry slipped away to the kids, who gathered around him as eagerly as their fathers had.

“All right, let’s go,” Chuck said. Everybody jumped into the bed of the truck. Their destination was a farm on the Stewart’s Crossing-Newville Road, about ten miles away. Tom Laroquette had been out hiking and noticed the outhouse a few weeks before, and had made careful note of its whereabouts. He gave the directions to Nick, who was riding in the cabin with Chuck.

The guys were all still friendly toward Nick, though he thought he noticed a coolness. He sensed some disapproval from Harry Mosca in particular, but Harry’d always been so churchy and moral it was a surprise he was in the Gang at all.

Chuck slowed when they got close to the farm. “According to the directions, it should be just up ahead,” Nick said. “Right where that billboard is.”

Chuck stopped the truck in front of the billboard and he and Nick got out. “This where you saw it?” Chuck asked Tom.

Tom stood up to get a better look. “Rippling Creek Homes,” he read from the billboard. “Eighteen new home sites from the seventies, by Crossing Homes.” He turned to the other guys. “I swear, this is all new.”

Charley Woodruff jumped out and picked up a handful of dirt. “He’s right. They just started bulldozing here in the last couple of days.”

“You think the outhouse is still here?” Nick asked.

“We’d better look,” Chuck said. “Everybody out. Father and son search parties, all right? Everybody take a different direction.”

“Can I go with the Warners, Dad?” Fred asked.

“No,” Nick said. “Come with me.”

They walked straight back, trying to avoid the deep furrows made by the tractor. Nick had a small flashlight which he shone ahead of them. “Listen for the water. Tom said the outhouse was near a creek. If we can find the water, we may be able to find the outhouse.”

They stood silent and listened. “I hear something over there.” Fred pointed to the right.

The other guys had spread out around them. They walked in the direction where Fred had pointed, and after a few feet Nick heard it too, a low splashing sound.

All around them, trees had been leveled and the air was full of the smell of fresh earth. They stepped over a couple of felled oaks and the sound got louder.

“Well, we’ve found the stream.” Nick moved the flashlight in a slow arc around them. “You see anything?”

“Wait, Dad, back there.” Fred tugged on his father’s arm.

Nick played the flashlight back.

“No, lower.”

The outhouse had been turned on its side, and was nearly hidden by the branches of another felled oak. “We’ve found it!” Nick called. “Anybody hear me?”

There were answering cries. “Keep talking,” Chuck said from somewhere in the distance. “Can’t see anything out here.”

“Hold the flashlight and keep talking while I investigate.” Nick stepped carefully over the oak and prowled around the fallen outhouse.

“What do I say to them?” Fred asked.

“Anything. Just so they can hear your voice.”

“I’m here with my dad,” Fred said. “We found it. We found the outhouse.”

He kept repeating that until more guys found them, and then there was enough noise and crashing through the underbrush for anybody to hear. It took them a while to get it upright, and then to clear a path to get it out. Nick and Fred moved branches and other debris, working their way back out toward the street.

By the time they finished, everybody was sweaty and smudged with dirt, but the outhouse sat proudly on the bed of Chuck Ritter’s truck. “You guys ought to win a prize for finding that,” Terry Mosca said. To look at him, Nick thought, tall and handsome, a boy who’d make any father proud, you wouldn’t know what he’d been through.

“No thanks.” Nick pulled Fred close to him, got his neck in an arm lock, and wrestled him good-naturedly. “I’ve got my prize already.”

Fred took it for a minute, then twisted away, out of his father’s grasp. “Some prize,” he said, and jumped up into the truck. “Come on,” he said. “Aren’t we going?”





Tom: 1971

“I don’t know if we should go,” Jenny Laroquette said, standing over her daughter’s bed. “Betsy doesn’t look too good.”

Tom peered over his wife’s shoulder. “She looks the same as always.”

“But don’t you remember Andrew?” Jenny said. “When he was this age? He looked much better, much healthier. Betsy always seems like she has a cold. And she’s so pale, too, and she doesn’t seem to have much appetite.”

“You always say girls are different. Besides, your mother is going to be here in a few minutes. She’ll look after Betsy just fine.”

Jenny looked worried. “I don’t know.” She paused. “All right, we’ll go, but just for a little while.”

It had snowed a few days before, and the cold January sun had not made much progress in melting the drifts, though the streets and sidewalks were clear. Tom drove them down through the hill streets of their suburb toward the river’s edge, to the VFW hall on the north side of Stewart’s Crossing. “Imagine Chuck and Susanna married twenty years,” he said lightly, as he pulled into the parking lot, already crowded. “Think we’ll make it that far?”

“Don’t talk like that, Tom. Don’t tempt fate.”

Tom slid the car into a space at the back of the lot. “It was a joke. Lighten up. This is a party, remember?”

“I’m sorry.” As she got out of the car, Jenny pulled her skirt down and smoothed the wrinkles out. “I just don’t feel that much like a party. I’m worried about Betsy.”

“All the more reason to have a good time,” Tom said, coming around the car and offering Jenny his arm. “Forget about your worries for a few minutes. We can take Betsy back to the doctor if you like.”

Jenny frowned as they walked toward the door. “I don’t think the doctor knows what to do with her.”

“How about a specialist? Somebody in Philadelphia, maybe?”

For the first time that evening, Jenny smiled. “Maybe. That would be good. I’d feel better.”

“Good, then.” The music of a big band spilled out of the VFW Hall as Tom opened the door. There was a buffet line, and dancing, and an open bar. Tom kicked back and relaxed, and when the band began to play “Unchained Melody,” which had been their song while they were dating, he convinced Jenny to dance with him.

As they swayed together, he realized again how lucky he was, how beautiful and kind and smart Jenny was, how great their kids were. Everything was going to work out fine.

Chuck came up to Tom and Jenny as they were dancing. He tapped Jenny on her shoulder, and for a moment Tom thought he wanted to cut in. “You’ve got a phone call,” Chuck said, motioning toward the back of the room. “It’s your mother.”

Jenny hurried for the phone, Tom right behind her. He stood next to her as she put her hand over her free ear and concentrated. “She does? You checked it? Call the doctor—his number’s on the fridge—and see what he says. We’ll be right home.”

She hung up. “Betsy’s got a hundred and two fever, and she has a nosebleed my mother can’t stop.”

Tom shook his head. “Come on. They’ll understand if we don’t say good-bye.” All the way home, they worried in silence. This was the third time in three weeks that Betsy had gotten a high fever.

By the time they got home Jenny’s mother had already spoken to the doctor. “He sounded worried,” Mrs. Halbert said. “He said you should take her over to the emergency room at Mercer Hospital and have her checked.”

While Tom dressed Betsy in her parka, Jenny put together a bag of things in case the doctors wanted to keep Betsy overnight. “Don’t worry, it’ll be all right,” Mrs. Halbert said. “I’m sure it’s nothing.” But she didn’t look too sure, to Tom.

“Thanks for taking care of Andy, Mom,” he said. “We’ll call you as soon as we know something.”

The emergency room was brightly lit and nearly empty. Two teenaged black girls slumped in a corner looked at Tom and Jenny in their party clothes when they walked in, but then turned back to the TV. There was an elderly man with his middle-aged daughter ahead of them; the man kept moaning and mumbling words in a foreign language.

Tom and Jenny waited half an hour before a doctor could see Betsy, and then endless more hours for tests, and then for the results. Tom kept pacing back and forth in his navy suit, his jacket thrown down on the edge of the bed, his tie loosened. Jenny sat on the bed holding Betsy, who dozed off and on. Jenny’s pink party dress was spotted with red from Betsy’s bloody nose and in the bright hospital light both mother and daughter looked pale and tired.

Finally, around three in the morning, the doctor came back in with the results of the tests. “I can’t find a bacterial infection,” he said, “so that lets out any kind of recurrent bug. There are a number of things this could be, and I suggest you get further tests, from a pediatric specialist.”

“What other things could this be?” Tom asked.

The doctor shook his head. “I can’t even speculate. Here’s the name of a good pediatric man at the university hospital in Philadelphia.” He handed Tom a piece of paper. “Give her children’s aspirin to bring the fever down. That’s all I can do for you now.”

He turned to walk out, then stopped and turned back. “I’d call that pediatric man soon, if I were you.”

* * *

Tom called the doctor on Monday morning, and after describing Betsy and her symptoms, and the reaction of the doctor at the emergency room, he was given an immediate appointment. After further rounds of tests, the Laroquettes went back into Philadelphia the following week for a consultation with the doctor.

He called them into his office, a crowded room filled with papers, green plants, and light that spilled in from a big window that looked out on the university’s dorms.

“I’m afraid I have bad news for you,” he said. “Betsy has acute lymphocytic leukemia.”

Tom and Jenny looked at each other, both of them not quite believing what they had heard. The doctor outlined the symptoms, the progress of the disease, and the prognosis for Betsy’s future. “Almost ninety percent of our patients experience some remission,” he said. “Once we get Betsy on maintenance doses of the drugs, she’ll be less debilitated and be able to live more normally.”

Jenny’s voice quavered as she spoke. “But is it…fatal?”

The doctor gave her a professional, avuncular smile. “Let’s not talk about that now. We need to see how Betsy responds to the treatment.”

“I’d like to know,” Tom said. “What kind of chance does she have?”

The doctor shook his head. “We can’t be precise. Yes, leukemia is often fatal. But it’s important for you not to give up hope. We may have caught this soon enough—Betsy may have a full recovery.”

Tom and Jenny stopped at the coffee shop in the hospital lobby before making the drive back to Stewart’s Crossing. While Tom sat in the vinyl booth holding Betsy, Jenny went to the pay phone to call her mother.

Tom looked down at the baby in his lap. From the outside, she was so sweet and happy. Who could tell from looking at her that a disease was ravaging her blood, a disease that would make her life miserable and eventually take her from her parents’ loving arms?

Tom ordered two coffees from the waitress, who leaned down to chuck Betsy under the chin and murmur some sweet words to her. “We get the prettiest children in this hospital.” She shook her head and went off to get the coffee.

By the time Jenny came back to the table, the coffee was cool and her eyes were red and puffy. “They’re going to come over,” she said. Her parents lived in Stewart’s Crossing, not far from the little tract house where the Laroquettes lived.

“We should get started, then.” Tom reached across the table and took Jenny’s hand, and squeezed. She gave him a sad, pale smile.

* * *

It was almost four o’clock when the Laroquettes pulled up in their own driveway. Betsy called her mother, and within a few minutes her parents were there. Her father worked the early shift at the Ford plant across the river, and his big hands were rough and calloused. But when he picked up his granddaughter, his touch was gentle. It reminded Jenny of how careful the doctor had been, as if Betsy were made of a material so fragile that she could shatter if you didn’t treat her right.

Other relatives came over as the March sky darkened. It was a cold, gray day that passed into a dark, starless night. Jenny’s sister and her husband came over with a macaroni casserole, and her cousin Connie Woodruff brought her husband Charley, their three sons, and a fresh-baked loaf of wheat bread. Other cousins brought more food, piling the dining room table with it. The children were shunted off to the playroom, including the Laroquettes’ six-year-old, Andrew, who hadn’t yet been told the truth about his baby sister.

Everyone talked in whispers. The atmosphere reminded Tom more and more of a funeral and finally he had to get out. He walked out to the front porch without a coat, just standing there in the cold wind with his shoulders hunched and his hands jammed into his pockets.

After a few minutes Charley came out with a coat and a scarf for him, which Tom put on without complaint. “You want to take a walk?” Charley asked.

“Yeah,” Tom said. “That’s a good idea.”

They walked together down the street to the entrance to the municipal golf course, a few blocks away. The clubhouse was dark and the course deserted. Tom and Charley crossed the first tee and climbed a slight rise.

From the top of the rise, they could see lights spread out all around them, families coming home to dinner together. “I just don’t understand,” Tom said. “Why Betsy? What’s she ever done to anyone?”

Charley was quiet for a minute. “You know, when my Dad died, I was pretty angry. I didn’t think it was time for him to die yet. I was only twenty-four, I had a wife and a new baby, and I still had so much left to ask him about. All of a sudden, I was the head of the family, and I had to look out for my Mom, too. I didn’t think it was fair.”

Their breath came out in frosty clouds. In the distance, the wind whistled around the roof of the clubhouse. “I didn’t know what else to do, so I prayed,” Charley said. “Every night. Some days were easier, some were harder. But I got through them. And so will you.”

“It isn’t the same.” Tom looked up at the stars. “It’s amazing the stuff you learn in a situation like this,” he said. “Did you know that 50 percent of all cancer deaths in children are caused by leukemia?”

Charley shook his head.

“And here’s another fact. They aren’t sure exactly what causes leukemia, but they know it’s in the genes, it’s something Betsy was born with. They call it a recessive disease. You know what that is, Charley?”

Again, Charley shook his head. “It’s OK, Tom.” He put his hand on Tom’s shoulder.

“It means that for Betsy to get this, both Jenny and I had to be carrying the messed-up gene. We got together and made Betsy, and Jenny’s messed-up gene met mine, they shook hands and said, hey, let’s make a killer.” There were tears in his eyes and he wiped them away savagely with the edge of his leather glove. He looked straight at Charley. “I gave this to her. My baby girl. I gave this awful disease to her.”

Charley put his arm around Tom’s shoulder and felt his friend shaking. “Come on,” he said. “We’d better get back.”

* * *

Tom was an assistant manager in the marketing department of a big chemical company out along the highway. His boss was sympathetic, and gave him time off to go to Philadelphia with Jenny whenever Betsy had doctor’s visits or chemotherapy treatments. Through the winter, the spring and into the summer, they ferried Betsy back and forth for doctor’s appointments, blood tests, and experimental procedures.

Tom was tired all the time and the summer heat didn’t help. It seemed like every night there were medical papers to fill out or contracts or media plans to review. He spent the little free time he had reading up on leukemia, or, occasionally, playing with Andrew, who sometimes got lost in all the attention that was paid to his baby sister. Sometimes, when he had a few free hours on the weekend, Tom drove over to Charley’s furniture shop, and he took Andrew along.

Charley had been successful so far in his own carpentry business, working out of the barn of an old farmhouse a few miles outside the town limits. Because it was his own business, he worked whenever there was something to do, not caring if it was Saturday or Sunday, even though Connie tried to convince him to take some time off.

Business was good. All around Stewart’s Crossing the farmlands were being converted into housing developments, lots of young people with kids who needed more cabinets, bunk beds and other special features. He’d hired an assistant, and his own three sons helped out by sweeping up, putting away tools and other odd jobs. Even Eddie, the four-year-old, knew what he could and couldn’t touch, and could run things back and forth between the house and the shop.

When Tom and Andrew pulled up on a warm morning in June, the door to the barn was wide open. There wasn’t even a hint of a breeze and Charley had a big standing fan going inside to move the air around. “Hey, come on in,” he said when he saw Tom and Andrew standing by the door. “I could use a hand.”

Eight-year-old Raymond was directing his brothers in the corner under the old hayloft. They were sorting a big pile of screws, nails and bolts Charley had bought at the flea market, and Andrew ran over to help them. Charley was planing a rough spot on the top of a rocking chair, and Tom held it steady for him. “Can’t put something this big in the vise,” Charley said. “Good thing you came by.”

Tom’s attention kept straying over to the boys. “They’ll be all right,” Charley said, following his friend’s gaze.

“I worry about him,” Tom said. “What if he’s got this, too?”

Charley put the plane down. “You can’t do this, Tom. God knows I worry about my kids all the time. Especially with all this equipment around. I keep expecting one of them’s gonna get his head caught in a vise, or cut his arm off or something. I have these nightmares. I wake up in a cold sweat and Connie says I’m calling out.”

“I don’t dream,” Tom said. “I guess I’m too scared to.”

“Come on, let’s go outside. I want to have a cigarette.”

They walked out the back door, where the land sloped away gently toward what had been rolling fields of wheat, corn, and green vegetables. But Charley only owned fifty feet back; beyond that bulldozers were tearing up the land to build a development of single family homes called Farm Hollow. He lit his cigarette and they looked out at the broken landscape.

The developer had kept most of the hedgerow, a clump of trees and underbrush that had once been home to birds, mice, the occasional fox or visiting deer. It stood like a lonely sentinel amid foundations, wooden framing and piles of raw dirt.

“You’ll get over this, you know,” Charley said. “Some day you’ll look up and think of Betsy and all you’ll be able to remember will be what a sweet baby she was. You’ll forget the hospitals and the doctors and the smell of the medicine. I know it’s hard to imagine, but you’ll forget.”

“I know I will.” Tom turned to go back into the barn. “That’s what hurts the most.”

* * *

A few weeks later Tom took a day off to do some errands. His first stop was at Nick Miller’s insurance agency. The receptionist was a slow, homely girl who had a lot of trouble finding Tom’s file. While he waited he looked at her desk, at the neat pile of paper clips, at the name plate which read, “Hi! I’m Brenda!” and was peppered with small yellow smiling face stickers. Finally Brenda found his file and showed him into Nick’s office.

“New receptionist?” Tom asked.

Nick nodded morosely. “Susie moved to Colorado,” he said. “Brenda’s her cousin.”

Tom remembered Nick had gotten in trouble fooling around with his receptionist, trouble that had led to the breakup of his marriage. “Too bad. Guess you miss her.”

Nick shrugged. “I’m surviving. Carol’s gone back to school, you know, and she never has any time, so she’s constantly calling me to do things for her. And Fred, he’s a walking disaster zone. He keeps getting in trouble in school, and he talks back to Carol, who calls me and complains.” He shook his head. “I swear, you can walk out of a marriage, but you can’t turn your back on it for a minute.”

Tom tried to give what he thought was a sympathetic smile. The truth was, he thought his problems were a hell of a lot worse than Nick’s. He wanted to say, wait until your child is sick, and then talk to me. Wait until your child is dying. But part of surviving this time seemed to be trying to ignore the future, putting on a good face. So he smiled at Nick, who nodded, and then opened up Tom’s folder. “So let’s see what we’ve got here.”

“I want to make sure we’ve got enough medical coverage for Betsy,” Tom said. “Whatever it costs, I want to make sure we can provide for her.”

Nick studied the folder. After a while he looked up. “About the best thing you could do for her right now would be to kick the bucket yourself,” he said.

Tom stared at him. “You’ve got great death benefits, but your health benefits aren’t so good,” Nick said. “Your catastrophic care, for example, only pays for hospitalization. What if you want to bring Betsy home, but she needs a nurse? That’ll have to come out of your pocket.”

Tom had always considered himself a good businessman, able to read all the numbers and see the bottom line. But as Nick talked, all the numbers ran together, and all he could see was his little baby daughter in a hospital bed.

“Tom?” Nick asked. “You listening, Tom?”

“Sure. So what do you recommend?”

Nick outlined some suggestions. “You can give me a check today, if you want, and I’ll get the paperwork started.”

The amount was more than Tom had expected, and more than he and Jenny had in the bank. Jenny had stopped working when Andrew was born, and the costs of both her pregnancies had drained their meager savings. Since Betsy had gotten sick they’d been living from paycheck to paycheck, with occasional help from both sets of parents. “I’ll have to transfer some money around,” Tom said. “I’ll bring you a check in a couple of days.”

“The sooner the better.” Nick rose with Tom and shook his friend’s hand. “I don’t like to be Mr. Gloomy here, but you never know what can happen.”

* * *

It seemed like every other week they were running back and forth to Philadelphia to doctors and specialists. Jenny seized on any small hope, and spent most of her free time reading medical journals and taking notes. Tom was impressed at the way she had accepted Betsy’s illness as another term paper, a problem to be researched and solved. He couldn’t be so objective about it; every time Jenny passed him an article and he started to read, his eyes blurred over and he couldn’t read.

One Thursday afternoon in June, Tom took the afternoon off to take Jenny to a seminar in New York being given by a specialist on pediatric leukemia. They dropped Andrew and Betsy off at Jenny’s parents’ house and took the back roads to US 1 north.

On the way they had to pass the high school. Three blocks away, however, the traffic slowed to a creep. “What in the world?” Jenny asked. “It’s three o’clock in the afternoon.”

Then, as they got within sight of the high school, two teenagers jumped out of the car ahead of them in long black gowns, holding mortarboards, and ran across the athletic field. “Graduation,” Tom said.

Jenny began to cry. Tom looked over at her, rested his hand on her knee. Orange banners with the letters PHS in black hung from the lamp posts along the street and flapped in the light breeze. Jenny had gone to Pennsbury High herself, back before they’d built this massive new concrete building on the other side of the highway. “I’ll bet you were the prettiest graduate in your class,” he said.

She pulled a tissue from the pocket of her cotton jumper and dabbed at her eyes. “It took me days to decide what to wear to graduation,” she said, smiling. “It had to be just right—look good under the gown, then be fine for the parties afterwards. I dragged my mother to every store in Philadelphia looking for the right thing. One day I remember my father said, ‘Evelyn, aren’t you fed up with this business by now?’ and she said, ‘It’s not every day your baby graduates from high school.’”

She started to cry again. They passed the entrance to the high school parking lot and traffic started to move. Tom said, “We’ll see what this doctor has to say.”

* * *

By late July they had been through the worst of the chemotherapy treatments, and Betsy was very weak. The doctor said it was good for her to get out in the fresh air and sunshine, so Tom and Jenny decided to landscape a garden for her to play in. One Saturday morning in early August, Tom drove into the center of Stewart’s Crossing, to the hardware store, where Chuck Ritter had put in a big home and garden section.

Chuck’s eighteen-year-old son Bruce was working behind the counter. The store was otherwise empty, and “I Don’t Know How to Love Him,” from Jesus Christ Superstar was blasting out of the radio. As soon as Tom walked in, Bruce jumped to the radio and turned down the volume. “Morning, Mr. Laroquette.”

“Morning, Bruce. You working for your dad now?”

“For the summer. I’m going to the community college in the fall, and then I may just come in part time.”

“Good experience for you,” Tom said. “Someday all this may be yours.”

“Not for me.” Bruce shook his head. “This place is like a leash on you. My dad hardly ever gets a vacation. And he’s on his feet all day long. You should hear him complain. I’m not sure what I’m going to do yet, but I’m making plans.”

Tom winced. These days, everything he saw or heard reflected back on Betsy.

“So what can I do for you today, Mr. Laroquette?”

“We’re putting in a garden. Let’s talk tools.”

Bruce led him to the back of the store, where he helped Tom pick out a rake, some hand tools, a few bags of mulch, and some bedding plants. Tom spent the next few weekends preparing the yard, and then every evening when he came home from work he would find Jenny out there with Andrew and Betsy, playing games, Jenny reading stories, or just the three of them relaxing together under a wooden trellis they were training roses to grow up. Some days he could even forget that Betsy was sick, and imagine that they were still a normal, healthy family with a wonderful future ahead of them.

* * *

By October Betsy’s condition was stable. They were giving her drugs to stop the disease, and though there were a few side effects, she seemed to be holding her own. He’d catch himself thinking how pretty she was, how she’d draw the boys in when she was a teenager. And then he’d remember that she might never be a teenager, that they had to be grateful for every day they had with her. One evening when things were slow he got home by five-thirty, and sat down in the living room with Betsy on his lap. As he read to her from her favorite storybook, he started crying. Betsy looked up at him and said, “Don’t cry, Daddy. Kiss me. I make it better.”

He held her up and kissed her. “Yes, you do,” he said. “You make it all better.”

Jenny came in from the kitchen. She looked drawn and tired, but Tom was sure he did, too. She’d pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail, and tied it with a blue ribbon. She’d done the same thing with Betsy’s hair, even though it was thin and brittle from the treatments.

“The faucet in here is leaking,” Jenny said. “Do you think you could run down to the hardware store and get some new washers before dinner? I’m scared of what our water bill is going to be.”

Tom stood up, still holding Betsy. “Sure. Suppose I take Princess Betsy here with me.”

“She’s got to take her medicine. And you know she gets tired after that.”

“Can I come with you, Daddy?” Andrew asked.

“I’ll be back in a few minutes. You stay here with your mom.” He tried not to notice the hurt look on Andrew’s face as he turned and walked out the door.

Harry Mosca was at the counter at the hardware store, talking to Chuck Ritter, when Tom walked in. Seeing the men from the Outhouse Gang, Tom realized it was almost Halloween.

“Hey, guys,” Tom said. They talked about the weather for a few minutes, and then Tom leaned close to them and whispered, “So, are we doing it again this year?”

“I don’t know,” Harry said. “I’m getting old.”

Chuck and Tom laughed. “You haven’t even cracked fifty yet,” Chuck said. “I’ve got worse problems. My daughter wants to come with us this year.”

“Yours too?” Harry asked. “She must be talking to mine. Karen said that since Terry’s back in California and he can’t go, she should take his place.”

“How’s he doing?” Tom asked.

“He’s good,” Harry said. “He’s taking courses at a community college there and working at a place that rents surfboards, by the beach. Jane wants to go out and visit him at Christmas.”

“I’m glad,” Tom said. “He’s a good kid.”

“So what are we going to do about these girls?” Chuck asked. “My Lisa says we’re male chauvinist pigs, that we should move into the seventies, when men and women are equal.” He shook his head. “This was supposed to be a guys’ night out. The next thing you know, our wives will want to come, too.”

“Not mine,” Tom said. “There was an outhouse on her granddad’s farm and she had to use it once when she was a kid. She’s never gotten over it.”

“That’s what we ought to do for these girls,” Harry said. “Make ’em use an outhouse. Then they’d give it up.”

“I can just imagine Lisa,” Chuck said. “She’d be worried about chipping her fingernail polish. And you know, she won’t ride in the back of the truck any more. Says it ruins her hair.”

“That’s settled, then,” Tom said. “No girls allowed. Has anybody found a good subject yet?”

Chuck shrugged and Harry frowned. “Not so many outhouses around any more,” Harry said. “Maybe we could get Charley to make one up for us.”

“Get out of here,” Chuck said. “That’s as wimpy an idea as the one that guy had a few years ago, to make a parade out of us. This is serious. We’ve only got three days.”

“I’ve got some time tomorrow afternoon,” Tom said. “Things are slow and they’re actually giving me my weekends off. I’ll take a cruise around the farms and see if I can find one.”

“All right. I’ll do the same,” Harry said. “Chuck, we’ll make you information central. If we find one, we’ll call you.”

“I just get deeper in shit every year,” Chuck said.

* * *

The next day, after breakfast, Tom said, “I think I’ll take Andy and Betsy out for a drive, if you don’t have any other plans.” He stood up and cracked his back. Jenny sat at the kitchen table organizing Betsy’s pills, while Betsy sat in her high chair and played quietly with some plastic squares.

“I don’t know,” Jenny said. “She’s been pretty quiet today. I think she may have a fever coming on.”

Tom walked over and put his hand on his daughter’s forehead. “She doesn’t feel hot. Is she running a temperature?”

“Not yet. But why take chances?”

“I want to give you a break,” he said. “Spend some time with my kids. They grow up so fast.” As soon as he said it, he was sorry. He saw Jenny’s back stiffen and knew she was thinking the same thing he was.

Then she relaxed her shoulders. She said, “You’re right, they do.” She smiled, and Tom thought it was the first time he’d seen her smile in a long time. “Go on, take them.” She leaned down and kissed the top of Betsy’s head. “I’ll miss you, little girl. But I’ll find something to do when you’re gone.”

* * *

Betsy was strapped into her car seat on the front passenger seat, and Andrew sat in the back, as Tom drove up into the country beyond Charley’s farmhouse. They crossed a small creek, and Tom pulled over. “This looks like a good spot,” he said. “Let’s take your sister and go for a walk, OK, Andy?”

“Sure, Dad.”

The creek looked like it ran between two farms, so there was a good chance there’d be an outhouse somewhere along it. Tom carried Betsy, who was asleep, and Andrew walked along next to him. They picked their way through some light underbrush, trying to stay next to the rushing water, which was clear and bright and gurgled gently as it tripped over flat, smooth stones.

They walked through a thicket of chestnut, oak and poplar trees. “Dad, is Betsy going to die?” Andrew asked.

They’d never told him Betsy was dying, just that she was sick, because they didn’t want to worry him. He already had nightmares about evil creatures under his bed, and they thought knowing death was so close would only make it worse. But they’d never lied to him, either, since he’d never asked the question directly before.

“Yes, Andy, she is. But you know, we’re all going to die, sometime. It’s just that Betsy may go to heaven a little before the rest of us.”

“I think heaven’s a nice place,” Andrew said. “With angels playing harps and lots of nice soft clouds to lie around on.” He was quiet for a minute. “Will the angels give Betsy her medicine when she goes to heaven?”

“She won’t have to take medicine any more in heaven. And she’ll feel good all the time.”

They came around a bend and saw an outhouse standing at the water’s edge. “What’s that?” Andrew asked.

“It’s a very old-fashioned bathroom. It’s what we were looking for.”

“We’re not going to have a bathroom like that at home, are we?” Andrew looked worried.

“No, we’re not.” Tom smiled and ruffled his son’s hair.

A blue jay darted through the trees with a bright flash. “Cool,” Andrew said. “Did you see that, Daddy?”

Tom nodded. “He’s here pretty late. I’ll bet all his friends have already gone south for the winter. By the time he gets there, they’ll have a place all ready for him.”

They turned around to walk back to the car. “Is that what it’s going to be like when Betsy goes to heaven?” Andrew asked. “Like she’s going ahead to get things ready for us?”

“Yes, I think that’s just what it’s like.”

“Can you bring Betsy down here, Daddy?” Andrew said. “I want to talk to her.”

Tom kneeled. Betsy had woken up. She had her thumb in her mouth and looked bored with the concept of a walk in the woods. “Remember this, Betsy,” Andrew said, looking at her with all seriousness. “I don’t like Brussels sprouts, OK? No Brussels sprouts in heaven.”

Tom laughed. He stood up again and took Andrew’s hand. “I’m sure she’ll remember that,” he said. “I know I will.”





Harry: 1972

They’d been planning it for months. Harry and Jane Mosca were going to take their first real vacation, ever, a month-long trip to Europe. A bunch of the guys from Harry’s army unit were having a twenty-fifth reunion in France, and Harry and Jane had made up their minds to go.

After all, Karen had graduated from high school in May. She had a summer job, and she was old enough to leave alone in the house. They’d already decided she’d be going to the community college in the fall, and that money was put away. It was time for Harry and Jane to have a fling before it was too late.

Jane had become an Avon Lady the year before, walking around the neighborhood ringing doorbells, going over the catalog with the women over a cup of coffee or tea, and usually walking away with an order for colognes in commemorative dispensers or maybe a bottle of Skin So Soft, which was very good as an insect repellent.

She was full of information like that, and always knew the latest Stewart’s Crossing gossip. She’d been telling all her customers about her forthcoming trip, and that afternoon in late June she brought home a pile of brochures and postcards she’d collected from the women along her route.

“Honestly, if I have to drink another cup of tea today, I think I’ll burst,” she said, sitting down in a plush armchair in the living room. Harry, who worked the early shift, was already home, sitting in his recliner by the fireplace.

“Good day today?” Harry asked, over the top of his magazine.

“The perfume in the kitten bottle is a big seller.” Jane pulled off her right shoe and massaged her instep. “Everybody seems to want one.” She looked around “Is Karen home yet?” Karen had graduated from Pennsbury High the week before, and started work as a waitress in a diner out along the highway. She was usually home in time for dinner.

“Probably ran off with one of those truckers,” Harry said. “You know how they are. A different woman in every diner.”

“Harry Mosca. That’s your daughter you’re talking about.”

Harry lowered the magazine a bit and gave Jane a look. Both her parents thought Karen wore too much makeup, that her skirts were too short and too tight, but they had given up arguing with her. She just said they were old fashioned. “Come on, Mom, it’s 1972,” was her favorite line. “Wake up and smell the incense.”

When Karen wasn’t home by suppertime, Harry called the diner. “I see,” he said into the phone. “Well, thank you.”

He turned to Jane after he hung up. “She never came to work this morning.”

“Oh, Harry, what if she’s been kidnapped?”

“Let’s check her room,” Harry said. Jane followed him upstairs. Karen’s room looked typically unkempt, clothes and papers strewn everywhere. But a couple of her posters of the Rolling Stones and the Grateful Dead were missing, and when they looked closely they found most of the clothes she regularly wore were gone, too.

“She’s run away.” Jane sat down on the bed, right in the middle of a nest of wrinkled t-shirts. “I don’t believe it.”

“Do you think she’s gone to Terry?” He was twenty years old, living on the beach in California. They knew that sometimes Karen called him late at night and they talked. Harry called him, and learned that Terry hadn’t heard from her.

They spent the rest of the evening calling her friends, but no one knew anything. There was no answer at the place where her boyfriend lived. Randy was a mechanic at the garage in Stewart’s Crossing who was almost four years older than she was.

They called the police, and were told they couldn’t file a report until Karen had been missing for twenty-four hours. “She’s a child,” Harry insisted. “What if someone kidnapped her?” Jane put her hand on his arm then, and he said, “All right. We’ll get back to you.”

Around midnight, they decided to go to bed, but neither of them could sleep. Harry sat back against the pillows in the dim twilight and stared straight ahead, at the big oak tree whose branches brushed the second-floor window.

How had things gone so wrong? he wondered. He and Jane had been good, God-fearing parents. They took their children to church every Sunday, tried to teach them right from wrong. Now Terry was a beach bum in California, living in God knows what kind of place, and Karen had run away from home.

Why? He thought he understood what was wrong with Terry, that being in Vietnam had hurt him, knocked him off the path his parents had set him on. But Karen? The worst thing that had happened to her was having braces the year she was fourteen.

Although, to hear her complain, you’d think Harry and Jane kept her chained to her room. All they did was try and enforce some discipline, early curfews on school nights, grounding her when she came home from a party once reeking of alcohol, telling her to wash some of that makeup off her face or people would mistake her for a tramp.

The oak branch scraped back and forth against the window in the light summer breeze. Through the open window Harry could smell the freshness of the dew. He turned to his side and tried to doze.

At four-fifteen, the phone rang, and Harry sat bolt upright. He fumbled for his glasses and then the phone receiver as Jane sat anxiously next to him.

“Hey, Daddy, this is your little girl.” Karen’s voice was slurred.

“Karen? Where are you, sweetheart? Your mother and I have been worried silly. We’re so glad you called.”

“I didn’t even want to call, but Randy made me.”

“Is Randy with you?” Harry asked. “You tell him to bring you right home.”

“We don’t have to do nothing you say. No more.”

“Now, listen here, young lady. I’m still your father and as long as you live under my roof you’ll obey my rules.”

“No more, Daddio. I’m not living under your roof any more. I’m in Maryland, see, with Randy, and we just got married.”

“Married?” Harry looked at Jane, whose eyes and mouth were wide open.

“That’s it. I’m Mrs. Randall Jarvis now.”

“But,” Harry said. There were so many arguments rolling around in his head he found it hard to focus on one.

“Listen, Daddio, we gotta go. We got a lot of ground to cover before morning.”

“Where are you going?” Harry asked. “Aren’t you coming back home?”

“I’ll see you when I see you. Bye.” There was a pause, like Karen had started to hang up the receiver, and then she was back. “Hey, Dad, tell Mom I took some makeup from her Avon stuff.” Then the line went dead.

Harry sat there with the receiver in his hand. The dial tone sounded loud and menacing.

“Well?” Jane asked. “What is it? Where is she?”

Harry hung up the phone. “She said to tell you she took some of your Avon makeup.” He slumped back against the pillows.

* * *

The house was so quiet, without the phone ringing, the TV blaring or kids chattering. Sometimes Harry had to look up and see their familiar old furniture, just to reassure himself he was in the right house.

Jane wanted to cancel the trip to Europe. “What if Karen needs us?” The trip was a week away, and they’d gotten one more call from Karen, from some place in Illinois. She and Randy were traveling around the country, she’d said. They didn’t have a fixed itinerary or even a destination.

“She knows how to reach Terry,” Harry said. “He’ll look after her. And we’ll give him our itinerary, so he can reach us if there’s an emergency.”

“I don’t think I’ll be able to enjoy myself.” Jane tapped her cigarette nervously into a glass ashtray from the Holiday Inn, a souvenir of their last vacation. She had stopped smoking almost two years before, when Terry came back from Vietnam and she’d started to read all those terrible reports about lung cancer. But she had started again.

“We have to face the facts, Jane.” Harry paced back and forth in front of the fireplace. “It’s just you and me now. We’ve tried to do right by the kids, and see how they’ve thrown it back in our faces. We have to look after ourselves now.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely.” Harry stopped pacing and walked over to the sofa. He sat down next to Jane and put his arm around her shoulders. “I want to rediscover that wonderful gal I married.”

Jane blushed. “Harry.”

* * *

Harry stood in the bathroom of the small hotel in Deauville combing his hair in the mirror and singing, “Mademoiselle from Armentieres, parlez-vous.” Jane appeared in the mirror behind him and he turned around, still humming.

“You’re in a good mood,” she said. They had been out late the night before with a half-dozen of the men and their wives, and she still looked tired and bleary-eyed.

There were nearly forty men, along with some first wives, some second wives, some children, and some assorted friends. “That Eddie Clark is some guy,” Harry said. “Isn’t he? He was always the life of the party.”

“And how lucky for him to have some nice children. A son and a daughter, both doctors.”

“Now, I told the truth about Terry and Karen.”

“You said Terry was going to college in California.” Jane walked into the bedroom and Harry followed.

“That’s true, isn’t it?” Harry asked. “Unless you don’t consider a community college a real college.”

“He said he was taking one course, Harry.” She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her shoes on. “Some kind of biology course, about the ocean. You made it sound like he was going for a degree.”

Harry walked over to the window, which looked out on the main square. Already he could see a few of the guys gathering in the café across the square. The bus that was going to take them on a tour of the landing beaches was idling in front of the hotel. “I didn’t lie, Jane.”

“And what you said about Karen.”

He turned back to her. “I said she’d gotten married and was in Illinois. Did you want me to tell them she ran away with a bum from the garage? That we think Terry is spaced out on drugs, trying to forget what happened to him in Vietnam?” He paced angrily across the room, then turned and stopped. “A long time ago, these guys and I knew everything about each other. Every time you loaded your gun, took a crap, got a Dear John letter from some gal back home. They don’t have to know everything about me any more.”

“I know you want them to think well of you.”

“And do you think everything you hear is the God’s honest truth?” Harry asked. “I’ll bet you every one of those guys has had his heart ripped out by his kids.” He turned around again and opened the door. “I’ll meet you at the bus.”

* * *

On the tour of the landing beaches, Harry sat on the aisle across from Tony Blass, a guy he’d shared a bunker with not too far from the hotel where they were staying. While Jane looked out the window, Harry talked to Tony, who was divorced.

“This was the last good war, you know that, Harry?” Tony said. “We knew what we were fighting for, and the whole country was behind us.”

“My boy went to Vietnam,” Harry said.

“Mine, too. Anthony junior. Big, tall kid, hell of a basketball player. Went in when he was eighteen. Came home six months later missing half his right leg. And you know, he’s learning to play basketball from his wheelchair?”

Harry nodded. “Terry was missing in action for six weeks. You don’t know what that did to Jane and me. The boy they sent home isn’t the same one we raised.”

“It’s a different war.” Tony was a big, barrel-chested man with graying black hair. “Our war, we went into it kids and we came out men. Stronger. Ready to go out and raise our families, live our lives. These boys coming home, they’re hurt, like the war took something from them.” He shook his head. “Isn’t that strange? Anthony junior says he used to listen to me telling stories about the war and he dreamed of the day he could enlist. Now he says those weren’t dreams, they were nightmares.”

“I have to tell you something.” Harry leaned across the aisle and spoke in an undertone. “My Terry, he’s not all I said he was. He’s only taking this one course at the community college. Mostly he’s a beach bum, and Jane and I think he’s doing drugs.”

Tony Blass frowned and nodded. “We all try and make things look better. It’s what we were brought up to do.” As the bus came to a stop in front of the D-Day memorial, Tony leaned over to Harry. “My boy, he’s not exactly learning to play basketball, though I’m trying to convince him to. Mostly he sits in his room, listens to music, and cries. I go in there sometimes, he’s sitting on the bed, this rock music is blasting, and the tears are just streaming down his face.”

They stood up, and Harry squeezed Tony’s arm. By the time they were outside, they were telling jokes again.

* * *

After the reunion, Harry and Jane spent a few days in Paris, walking along the boulevards, riding the bateau mouche along the Seine, sightseeing on the Left Bank. Harry resurrected a few words of Army French, and they went to a mass at Notre Dame. On the plane home, Harry took Jane’s hand and asked, “So, are you glad we went?”

Jane nodded. “I never realized how much more there was to the world. It makes Stewart’s Crossing look awfully small, doesn’t it?”

“But it’s home,” Harry said. “And that counts for a lot in my book.”

“Mine, too.” Jane took his hand and squeezed.

* * *

There was a postcard from Karen waiting in the mailbox when they got home, a scenic view of the Badlands. She and Randy had stopped in a little town near Mount Rushmore, where he was fixing cars and she was waitressing in a café. Harry and Jane settled back into their routines, her with her Avon customers, him with his life on the line at the plant. Summer wilted into fall, and the leaves on the trees in the Moscas’ back yard began to turn color.

Karen and Randy moved south, heading for Texas, and Terry got a job managing a snack stand at the beach. Chuck Ritter called to make sure Harry would be with the Outhouse Gang for their tenth anniversary adventure.

“I can’t believe this is the ninth year,” Harry said. “I thought this’d be something we did once and then forgot about.”

“We’re part of history, Harry. A Stewart’s Crossing tradition.”

“It’s just a lot of foolishness, if you ask me, but as long as everybody else is joining in, I will too.”

“Good. Then I’ll see you at the hardware store at nine o’clock.”

Harry was the first, and he stood with Chuck under the streetlight at the front of the hardware store’s parking lot. Gradually the other men showed up—Sandy Lord with his seventeen-year-old son, Tommy, and his ten-year-old, Danny, and Paul Warner, with his son Dennis, who was fifteen. A few minutes later Nick Miller pulled up with his son Fred, also fifteen, and looking like he was going to be taller than his father, who was six-three. Charley Woodruff pulled up at a few minutes after nine. “Sorry I’m late,” he said. “There’s been a crisis with Tom’s daughter. He won’t be coming tonight.”

Charley’s wife Connie and Tom Laroquette’s wife Jenny were cousins. “I stopped over at his house to pick him up, and they were just coming out with the baby all wrapped up. They’re running her down to Philadelphia. Tom looked white as a ghost.”

They were all quiet for a minute. It had been more than a year ago that Betsy Laroquette, now almost three, had been diagnosed with leukemia, and they’d all known it was just a matter of time until the cancer took over her body.

“Should we go at all?” Chuck asked.

The men looked at each other, and then they all looked at Charley, as the closest relative present. “You know, my Raymond, he’s nine, he said they were talking about us in school today. Course, he doesn’t know it’s us he was talking about, just the Outhouse Gang. The teacher had them make outhouses out of Popsicle sticks and she taught them all about indoor plumbing.” He shook his head. “This thing is bigger than us. It’s gotten so people expect it. I don’t think we should let them down.”

Sandy said, “He’s right. The scouts in Danny’s troop were talking about the Outhouse Gang last week and it was all I could do to stop myself from correcting them. They think we’re a bunch of outlaws who ride into Stewart’s Crossing every year to make trouble.” He ruffled his younger son’s hair.

“Then I guess we ought to go,” Chuck said. “Everybody in the truck.”

It was still a sober occasion, none of the whooping and hollering that had marked previous occasions. The kids kept to themselves, clustering together in the back of the truck, and none of the men seemed to have much to say.

Because the suburbs were taking over the farmlands close to town, they had to drive to an old farm nearly fifteen miles from Stewart’s Crossing to load the outhouse. When they were finished, Chuck asked, “So where shall we put this one?”

Everybody was quiet, thinking. In previous years, they had left an outhouse by the fire station, the bank, the town hall, and several other civic landmarks. “How about the train station?” Charley asked. “We can sort of make our connection to Tom that way.”

Everyone nodded. “Good idea,” Sandy said.

The station was deserted, since the last train passed through on its way to West Trenton at nine o’clock, bringing home late workers and couples who’d gone into the city for dinner. There were only two cars in the parking lot.

Crickets chirped loudly in the grassy stretch along the tracks. They unloaded the outhouse and carried it up to the platform, where they stood it up on the Center City side. “I’ve got the finishing touch,” Paul said. He opened his wallet and pulled out a ticket, which he stuck in the door jamb. “Now it’s all ready for the first morning train.”

* * *

The morning of Betsy Laroquette’s funeral was cool and gray. Most of the trees had lost their leaves by then, the Halloween pumpkins had rotted and the Indian corn hung on front doors had withered away. It was still a long way to Thanksgiving, but at the funeral the pastor reminded the mourners that the holiday was approaching. “And when we sit down at our holiday tables, and thank the Lord for the bounty he has given us, we must thank him also for Betsy Laroquette,” he said, standing at the head of the grave as the tiny coffin was lowered into the ground. “We must thank him for the time he gave us to spend with her, and thank him also for taking her back unto his bosom, where she will have no more pain, but an eternal childhood.”

Harry and Jane Mosca stood in the middle of a group of mourners, holding hands. A tear streaked Jane’s cheek. We always lose our children, Harry thought. We hold onto them for as long as we can, but we always lose them in the end.





Paul: 1973

It was time once again for the Harvest Fair on the grounds of the Friends’ Meeting, on the north side of Stewart’s Crossing. Craftsmen and artists and people cleaning out their attics and cellars rented tables for the festival, which was held on a Saturday in early September.

The meeting house was rimmed by tall oaks which were just turning gold. Two teenaged boys stood in the middle of Main Street, directing traffic in and out of the parking lot. Looking out from the passenger window, Paul Warner noticed that the creek seemed to be running high. It ran down from the hills above town, past the lumber mill and into the Delaware, where it joined in the rush to the ocean, and had swelled with the recent late-summer rains.

As they got out of the car in the parking lot, sixteen-year-old Dennis asked, “Can I have some money?”

“For what?” Elaine slung her purse over her shoulder and locked the car. Paul started walking toward the first tables.

Dennis shrugged and followed. “I won’t know until I see it.”

“When you see something you want, come and ask me. If it’s worth it, I’ll buy it for you.”

Though he clearly didn't want to, Dennis stuck close to his parents as they walked over the grass, looking at flowered wreaths, handmade Christmas ornaments, and stained glass sun catchers. Every so often there was a table full of junk, and all three Warners would pause to look carefully.

Paul was always looking for tools. He was amazed at how many people owned tools they didn’t know the value of and didn’t know what to do with. He had dozens of wrenches, screwdrivers, pairs of pliers and hammers and mallets. He owned many tools intended for obscure jobs, and some that even he didn’t know what to do with.

Dennis looked for books. At every flea market he walked away with armloads of paperbacks, so many that his father wondered if he ever read them all. He’d buy nearly new ones, old books so tattered their covers were gone and their bindings frayed, and everything in between.

Elaine was more general in her taste. She looked for antique silver and china, although she also had a passion for old lace and linen hand towels. She also picked up bargains on office supplies like paper clips and envelopes, and occasionally boxes of detergent, batteries, or bottles of hand lotion, things that looked like they had fallen off the back of trucks in multiple units.

The lawn was crowded, everybody wearing bell-bottom pants and tie-dyed t-shirts, Nehru jackets and peace symbols on leather thongs. Even the older men were wearing jackets with funky lapels and wide ties. Many women looked like earth mothers, in flowing dresses of gauzy material.

The Warners ran into Sandy and Helene Lord at a table selling quilted potholders. Sandy was running for Town Council, against an elderly man who’d been on the council for nearly twenty years, and whose thinking was still back in the fifties, so he was shaking hands and asking people what was wrong with the town.

“How’s the campaign going?” Paul asked.

“I think it’s going well. I’m meeting a lot of people, and learning a lot about what Stewart’s Crossing needs.”

“Such as?”

Sandy held up his hand and ticked off the fingers as he spoke. “More police. Smaller classes in the elementary schools and more electives at the high school. We have to regulate the developers who are buying up the farms within the town limits and make sure they pay for upgrading streets and sewers. Better storm drainage. And more street lights on secondary roads.”

“Seems like you’ve got a lot on your agenda.”

Sandy nodded. “We need to take control, to make sure that our community is run the way we believe it should be.”

The Warners continued to wander through the festival, and eventually walked into the meeting house proper, where members of the congregation had set up a kitchen and were selling hot dogs, baked beans and sodas. “Is it all right if I go outside?” Dennis asked, holding his plate. “I saw Lisa Ritter and a bunch of other kids out in back.”

“Sure,” Paul said.

“Just don’t leave without telling us,” Elaine called to his back.

“When do they grow up?” she asked, as she and Paul sat down on a picnic bench. “He’s sixteen years old.”

“I wonder if we don’t hold him back sometimes. Maybe we should encourage him to go out more.”

“I worry about the trouble these kids get into. Drinking, and smoking dope and running around in cars. He should be happy to stay home with us.”

Paul put down his hot dog in exasperation. “You can’t have it both ways,” he said. “If you want him to grow up, you have to let go of him.”

“That’s fine for you to say,” Elaine said, dabbing at her mouth with a paper napkin. “You let go of him years ago.”

“Let’s not start that again, Elaine. You want to live in a nice house, have nice things, send the boy to college, then I have to work. And sometimes I have to work long hours. Dennis understands.”

Dennis was back a few minutes later, still holding his plate. “What’s the matter, sweetheart?” Elaine asked.

Dennis shrugged. “I guess they left.” He sat down next to his parents and started to eat.

They walked around for a while after lunch, and then Elaine saw a couple who had listed their house with her and she went over to chat them up. Paul and Dennis walked back to the car to wait for her.

“Can I ask you a question, Dad?”

“The answer’s no,” Paul said. “If you don’t like that, then ask your mother.” He started to smile, but when he saw Dennis’ face he stopped. “I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

“Do you think smoking dope is bad?”

“Has somebody been trying to sell you drugs?”

Dennis frowned. “Dad. Answer the question.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think dope is dangerous?”

“Yes. Well, I don’t know that for sure. I’m not a scientist. I only know what I read. But I think anything that makes you lose control is bad. And that’s what dope does to you.”

“Isn’t alcohol like that?”

Paul leaned up against the car. “Responsible adults can drink alcohol in small doses, and still be all right. I don’t think that’s the case with dope. But I’ll be honest with you, I’ve never tried it.” He paused for a minute. “Have you?”

Dennis shook his head. “There’s kids at school who smoke. You can smell it in the bathrooms, and out on the bus dock. But usually they’re bad kids.”

They were both quiet for a minute. The air was full of sound, though, little kids squealing, cars starting, and somewhere the music of a calliope. “So what’s this about?” Paul asked finally. “You must have had a reason to bring this up.”

Dennis was silent for a while. “I went out to where Lisa Ritter and those other kids were hanging out,” he said, after a while. “They were still there. But they were getting high. They asked me if I wanted to and I said no. So Lisa said I had to leave.”

“You did the right thing. But I thought Lisa Ritter was a good girl.”

“I think she is, pretty much,” Dennis said. “I mean, she’s pretty smart and she’s on the debate team.” He paused. “Are you going to tell her father?”

“If it were you, I’d want to know.”

“Please don’t say I told you about it. I don’t want the kids to call me a narc.”

Paul looked grim. “You did the right thing. Don’t worry about it.”

Elaine came back a few minutes later and the Warners went grocery shopping, then back home. Paul put off calling Chuck Ritter for a few days, hoping that he’d forget, or that the whole thing could just blow over.

Wednesday night, Elaine was reading the paper while Etta, the live-in housekeeper, was finishing dinner. They had hired Etta a few months after moving to Stewart’s Crossing, when Dennis was a small child and needed looking after, and Elaine was eager to get her real estate license and start selling houses. Now that Dennis was old enough to look after himself, they didn’t feel right about just letting her go, even though she was old enough to retire and collect Social Security.

“Anything interesting?” Paul asked, coming in to the dining room and loosening his tie.

“Something you might want to see.” She handed him section B, the Local section. “Look at the bottom of page three.”

Paul dutifully opened the paper and noted an article about the new police chief, who promised to crack down on crime at all levels in Stewart’s Crossing. He was setting up Neighborhood Watch programs to reduce burglaries, putting more policemen on patrol, and creating a special drug team. But the most interesting part of his new program concerned the Outhouse Gang.

“These guys are criminals, but they’re treated as folk heroes,” he was quoted as saying. “How can we preach law and order to the little kiddies when grown men are allowed to get away with theft?”

“Thought-provoking, isn’t it?” Elaine asked, when Paul had put the paper down.

“I think it’s kind of silly. “It’s just an innocent prank. Nobody gets hurt.”

“A victimless crime, you mean.”

“Not a crime at all,” Paul said, as Etta walked in carrying a platter of fried chicken. Dennis was right behind her, munching on a leg. “Can’t you wait until the food gets to the table?” Paul asked, as his son slumped down into his chair.

“I admit it,” Dennis said. “I’m guilty. First degree chicken-cide. Lock me up and throw away the key.”

“Thank you, Etta,” Elaine said, as the housekeeper went back into the kitchen. Elaine turned to her son. “People with good manners wait to begin eating until everyone at the table has been served. Please pass the mashed potatoes.”

After dinner, Elaine went up to the bedroom to do some work and Paul and Dennis sat in the living room watching TV. “Did you tell Mr. Ritter about Lisa yet?” Dennis asked.

Paul shook his head. “I haven’t yet. But I know I have to. What she’s doing is against the law.”

“Like the Outhouse Gang?”

Paul frowned. “Not exactly. It’s wrong to steal. There’s even a commandment against it. But taking an outhouse is such an innocent kind of theft, and people seem to appreciate the humor behind it.”

“You could say smoking dope is pretty innocent.”

“A couple of the guys at the plant smoke dope,” Paul said. “They say it’s relaxing, fun, better than alcohol because you can’t get so drunk. They think it ought to be decriminalized. One of them even has a t-shirt with a marijuana leaf on it. He wears it in to the plant on weekends.”

“So it’s not so bad.”

“These guys I work with are old enough to know better and to make their own decisions. And those men in the Gang with me, they are too. Lisa is an impressionable teenager, and even if there is nothing harmful about marijuana, which I doubt, it’s still illegal, and she’s just a young, naive kid.”

“Do you think she’ll get punished?”

“I hope so,” Paul said. “I can tell from my own experience kids learn better when you beat lessons into them.”

“Dad.”

* * *

The next morning Paul stopped by the hardware store on his way to the plant. Chuck was not in the store; instead, his son Bruce, who was home on a brief leave between Marine boot camp and being shipped overseas, was standing behind the counter reading a catalog. “Morning, Bruce,” Paul said. “Is your Dad around?”

Bruce stood up straight and shook his head. “No, sir. He had to go up to Doylestown to get a variance from the county for some renovation work he wants to do on the store.”

Paul marveled at the change in Bruce. A few months before, he had been a slouching, rude, restless youth, like so many of the kids in Stewart’s Crossing, indeed, like Dennis.

“Can I help you with something, sir?” Bruce asked.

Paul hesitated for a moment. “Did you ever smoke dope, Bruce?”

Bruce looked surprised. “No sir.”

“Know anybody who does?”

Bruce looked even more mystified. Cautiously, he said, “Some kids used to smoke at the high school. None of my friends, though.”

“I came to tell your father something, but maybe I’d better tell you,” Paul said. “I know the kind of temper he has.” He hesitated, then told Bruce how Dennis had seen Lisa getting high at the Harvest Festival.

When he was finished, Bruce nodded slowly. “I thought she might be doing something,” he said. “She’s been kind of distant since I came home. And her room always smells like strawberry incense.”

“Will you talk to her? She might listen to you more than your father.”

“This afternoon, sir,” Bruce said. “Thank you for coming in.”

Paul waved his hand. “If it was Dennis, I’d want to know. So, when do you ship out?”

“Next week, sir. I’m going to a base in California, and then probably to Southeast Asia.”

“We’ll miss you at Halloween.”

“I’d have to pass anyway, sir,” Bruce said. “The Marines are very strict about engaging in illegal activity. I could get a dishonorable discharge.”

“Well,” Paul said, feeling that somehow the tables had been turned on him. “Good luck to you.”

“Thank you, sir. I’ll speak to my sister.”

* * *

On Mischief Night, Paul came home from work at six and sat down to a quiet dinner with Elaine and Dennis. After dinner was over, Elaine said, “I’m going up to the bedroom to do some work. You two can clean up the dishes, and whatever you do for the rest of the night is your business. I don’t want any part of it.”

After she walked out, Dennis said, “Mom’s mad about the Outhouse Gang, isn’t she?”

Paul pushed his chair back. Etta had already retired to her room for the evening, so Paul stood up and picked up his plate and his wife’s. “She thinks being part of the Outhouse Gang is wrong.”

He walked over to the sink and put the plates down. “Bring your plate over here.”

Dennis carried his plate to the sink. “Do you think it’s wrong, Dad?”

“Finish clearing the table.” Paul turned on the faucet and sprayed the dishes as Dennis finished clearing the table. “I don’t think it’s wrong,” he said, after a minute. He turned to his son. “Do you?”

Dennis shrugged.

“You did the right thing by walking away from those kids at the Harvest Fair,” Paul said. “You’re old enough to know what’s right and what’s wrong. Tell me what you think.”

“We take something that doesn’t belong to us. That’s against the law. But we don’t keep it. And it makes a lot of people feel good.”

“Like marijuana does?” Paul asked.

“Dad.”

“Don’t Dad me. I’m trying to figure this out myself.”

“You said you thought marijuana was bad not because it was against the law, but because it made you lose control.” Dennis put the last of the leftovers in the refrigerator, and Paul finished stacking the dishes in the dishwasher. Dennis leaned up against the kitchen table, and Paul could almost see the thoughts moving around in his son’s brain.

“So maybe something isn’t bad just because it’s against the law. You have to decide how you feel about it.”

“But that doesn’t mean you should go out and break a million laws,” Paul said. “You have to consider everything you do.”

“Like the Nazis,” Dennis said. “They were just following the laws, but they were wrong.”

“Exactly.”

Dennis looked up at the kitchen clock. It was almost eight. “We have time to watch Hogan’s Heroes before we go, huh?”

Paul smiled. “Plenty of time,” he said.





Nick: 1974

Nick Miller’s phone rang at three o’clock in the morning on a hot night in July. As his girlfriend Stephanie stirred next to him, he rolled over groggily and reached for the receiver.

“Dad?”

“Fred? Do you know what time it is?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry to wake you up, Dad, but the thing is, I’m kind of in trouble.”

Nick sat up in bed, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Lately, Fred had been getting into more and more trouble. Carol wasn’t doing a very good job at keeping him in line. “What is it now?”

“I’m at the jail. Could you come down here?” His voice was very tentative, almost pleading.

“What did you do, Fred?”

“The police say I was driving kind of crazy. They gave me some kind of breath test and I failed.”

“Jesus. Did you call your mother?”

“No. Please don’t call her, Dad. She’ll freak.”

“I’ll be there in a few minutes.” Nick hung up the phone and swung his feet over the edge of the bed.

“What’s the matter?” When he turned around, Stephanie was staring up at him. She was a luscious brunette with pre-Raphaelite ringlets of hair and a sweetly rounded bottom. They’d met a few weeks before at a singles bar in Princeton.

“It’s my son. I have to bail him out of jail. You go back to sleep.”

Stephanie yawned. She was twenty-three, some fifteen years younger than Nick and only six years older than Fred. She worked in the cashier’s office at the University, loved to dance and drink stingers. This was about as much as Nick knew about her.

* * *

Fred was sitting next to a desk when Nick walked in. His blond hair was tousled, and his shoulders drooped. The officer at the desk explained that Fred’s breath had tested out at three tenths of a percent higher than the legal limit for intoxication. Along with a ticket, because he was a juvenile, driving on a junior license, his license would be revoked until his eighteenth birthday.

“What about his car?” It was a 1968 Chevy, Nick’s hand-me-down when he’d finally bought a new car of his own.

“It’s parked near where he was stopped, out on the highway,” the officer said. He handed Nick the keys.

“Thank you, officer. Can I take him home now?”

“You were lucky tonight, son,” the officer said to Fred. “Things could have turned out a lot worse.” He looked up at Nick. “Yeah, you can take him home now.”

The night was dark and moonless. Crickets chirped in the shrubs around the police station, and in the far distance Nick could hear a motorcycle revving. He was silent until they got to his car. “Fred,” he said.

“Look, Dad, I know what you’re going to say, so you don’t have to bother. I’m stupid and irresponsible. I should know better than to drink and drive. How would my mother feel if I’d gotten killed.” He looked at his father. “How’m I doing?”

Nick slapped him across the face. “That answer your question? Stupid kid. Get in the car.”

In the light reflected from the dashboard, Fred looked like he was ready to cry. “You hit me.”

“I should have done it a long time ago.” He slapped his hand against the wheel, then started the car. “Your mother is going to have a fit when she hears about this. And you can bet she will. How is she bringing you up, anyway?”

“It’s not all her fault,” Fred said defiantly. “I’m half your kid too, you know.”

“But you don’t live with me.”

“Whose fault is that? You’re the one who moved out.”

“We’re not talking about me here, Fred. We’re talking about you. Why don’t you tell me what happened tonight, before I break something on your body and make more trouble for both of us.”

Fred was quiet for a minute. “We went to this bar in Trenton.” The drinking age was twenty-one in Pennsylvania and eighteen in New Jersey, which meant Fred was still illegal there. “We didn’t drink too much. Just a couple of pitchers.”

“A couple of pitchers? How many of you were there?”

“Four of us. Then we bought some six-packs and went cruising. I had just dropped the last guy off and was on my way home when the cop stopped me.”

They drove in silence. When they pulled up in front of the house that used to belong to all the Millers, but now belonged to Carol alone, Nick stopped along the curb. “You know what you did tonight was incredibly stupid. For starters, you’ve lost your license. Since you won’t be able to drive, I’m taking back the car and selling it.”

Fred whimpered.

“Your mother and I will have to talk about some other punishments for you,” Nick continued. “I just want to say that I’m very disappointed in you. I thought you were too smart to pull this kind of stunt.”

Fred opened the car door. “Well, it just goes to show that you’re not always right.” He jumped out of the car and slammed the door behind him.

* * *

Nick’s insurance agency was small, but made a good profit. He had to, after all; he was supporting two households. After the divorce, Carol had gone back to college, at his expense, for a master’s degree in psychology. Now she worked in the personnel department of a bank in Trenton, conducting staff assessments and running the training program. But he still paid her alimony and child support for Fred, while paying for his own life in a townhouse on the north side of Stewart’s Crossing. He was just keeping his head above water.

He and Carol had stopped fighting; at least her M.A. had taught her how futile it was to stay bitter towards him. They were even civil the day after Fred’s arrest, when they worked out a punishment scheme for him. But she couldn’t resist giving him a few digs about his latest girlfriend.

“Soon you’ll be competing with Fred for girls,” she said. “How old is this one? Eighteen? Twenty?”

“She’s twenty-three. She’s got a firm butt, no wrinkles, and her tits don’t sag. I’ll send a picture of her over if you want.”

“Don’t bother,” Carol said. “I can imagine.”

A few days later Nick dropped in at the hardware store on his lunch hour to pick up some picture hooks. He was helping Stephanie settle into her new garden apartment outside Lawrenceville over the weekend.

The hardware store was beginning to look more like one of those fancy new do-it-yourself centers out on the highway and less like the comfortable, dusty, crowded old store it had been for thirty years or more. Chuck Ritter had expanded out into the back yard, put in skylights and new shelving and an electronic cash register he was still having trouble mastering.

Chuck was behind the register, ringing up a load of garden supplies for an elderly woman. While he waited, Nick noticed that Chuck, who had always seemed so young and boyish, had gotten a lot older lately. He glanced at his own profile in a mirror at the sunglass display and noticed, to his dismay, a few new wrinkles on his own face. In two years he would be forty; his hairline was already receding and he was starting to get aches in his joints that he suspected were premonitions of arthritis. He took another look at the elderly customer, as Chuck called for a stock boy to come out and carry her bags to her car.

He wondered how people could survive the slow decay of their own bodies. He had always been vain, proud of his height, his thick, sandy-colored hair, his strong, jutting chin. Even now, he could pick up any girl he chose. And if a girl turned him down, well then, to hell with her.

“Nick?” Chuck said. “What can I do for you?”

Nick rose back up out of his reverie and handed the picture hooks to Chuck. “How’s everything going?” Chuck asked.

Without meaning to, Nick found himself describing Fred’s brush with the law. “I don’t know what to do with him any more. I hardly see him, and when I do he’s either sulky and quiet, or angry at me for something.”

“My Bruce was that way for a while. He hated having to work here. He said my father’d caught me in a trap, and he wasn’t going to be caught the same way. The only way he got over it was getting out.”

“How is he now?” Nick asked.

“He’s in Vietnam.” Nick understood why Chuck seemed older. “He writes us nearly every week, but there isn’t much to say. Every time the phone rings, Susanna jumps. I don’t think I’ve had a decent night’s sleep since he shipped out.”

Nick nodded as he pulled his wallet out to pay for the picture hooks. “I suppose I should be grateful Fred’s still safe in Stewart’s Crossing.”

“I think about it all the time. What I could have done differently, to keep him from enlisting.” He handed Nick the change, and slipped the picture hooks into a brown paper bag. “But it’s useless. Sometimes I think we don’t have any choices in this world, that everything we do is predestined somehow. I’m the kind of father I am because of the father I had, and I can’t change that, any more than I could change my kids’ personalities.”

“I told Carol I would try to spend more time with Fred,” Nick said. “I have to believe I still have a chance with him.”

“Good luck.” Chuck turned to the next customer. “How’s everything going?” he asked.

* * *

Nick’s affair with Stephanie ended during the first week of August. She wanted to spend the weekend with friends at a summer house on the Jersey shore, and he was jealous and didn’t want her to go. They were sitting next to each other on his leather sofa, although she was facing away from him.

“Wouldn’t you like to spend the weekend with me?” he asked. The lights were dim and Johnny Mathis was doing a slow burn on the stereo. He caressed her thigh and said, “We could relax together, just the two of us. Maybe we’d slow dance, look into each others’ eyes, then go upstairs and do the wild thing on satin sheets.”

Stephanie turned back to him. “We’ve done that for two months. I’m getting bored. There’s this club we go to, down the shore. They’re open til five a.m., for all the kids who work at the other clubs. I’m dying to go somewhere and dance for hours. I mean, no offense, Nick, but you’re too old for that.”

“No offense?” he said. “How can you say that, no offense?”

“I’d better go.” Stephanie stood up. “I guess we shouldn’t see each other any more. But I want you to know I had a really good time.” She turned, climbed up the two steps to the entry level, and walked out.

Nick started drinking Scotch. “Too old for you,” he mumbled. “I’ll show you. I’ve got a young soul. I can party with the best of them.”

He flipped on the TV when he’d gone through half the bottle. Richard Nixon was standing on the tarmac somewhere, holding up his arms. The voice over said Nixon had resigned, and Gerald Ford had been sworn in as president. Nick lifted his glass in a toast toward the TV. “Get out while the getting’s good,” he said. “They won’t have Dick Nixon to kick around any more.” He drained the glass, then threw it hard against the wall, where it shattered.

He passed out as the coverage shifted to Ford’s inauguration and the music of “Hail to the Chief” filled the room.

* * *

It took a shot of Scotch to get him going in the morning, and then two more at lunch to get him over the hump of the day. He kept a pewter flask in his desk drawer and took a couple of swigs during the afternoon. Early evening hours found him at one of a half-dozen bars, all of them out on the highway. He cruised the happy hours, drinking heavily and looking for a replacement for Stephanie. The end of the evening found him alone, drunk, and sometimes crying to the bartender about his lousy life.

He drank his way through the rest of August, through September and October. On Mischief Night, before meeting the rest of the Outhouse Gang at the hardware store, he drank four shots of Jim Beam at each of two bars, grazing the happy hour buffets in case this might be the night his luck was going to change. By the time he got to the hardware store, a few minutes before nine, his breath and his attitude were sour.

It was the bourbon, he thought as he pulled into the hardware store’s parking lot. Chuck had bought an old house behind the store and expanded the lot through to Hill Street. Nick sat in the car for a few minutes, waiting for his head to stop spinning and his vision to clear. He rolled down the window and sucked in a chestful of crisp, cold air.

“Hey, bud, aren’t you getting out of the car?” It was Sandy Lord. He put his hand on Nick’s shoulder and Nick felt the car whirl.

“In a minute,” Nick said.

“Don’t be late. We might not wait for you.”

Nick reached down and pulled the pewter flask out of the pocket in the door. He uncapped it and took a long deep swig. There, he thought. That was better. Suddenly the world looked clearer. He put the flask in the pocket of his jacket and got out of the car.

The guys were all standing by the truck, illuminated by bright floodlights mounted on the side of the building. The tallest one was his son Fred.

Nick was momentarily confused. What was Fred doing there? Had he invited him? For the last seven years, he’d brought Fred along, but now he couldn’t remember having discussed it with him. “Did we talk about this?” Nick asked him, after greeting the other guys.

“I figured you forgot. You’re not still mad at me about that thing with the police, are you?”

Nick shook his head. “Nah. I’m glad you’re here.” He put his arm around Fred with a broad gesture, leaning his face close to his son’s.

“Geez, Dad, what’d you do, fall into a barrel of Scotch?” Fred said, waving his hand in front of his face.

Before Nick could answer, everyone was scrambling into the bed of the truck. “How come Chuck always gets to drive?” Nick said, grudgingly stepping up. As he did, he got a twinge in his back. “Christ,” he said, sliding down along the side of the truck.

It seemed to him that Chuck hit every pothole, every bump, and every rough piece of road in Stewart’s Crossing before they finally pulled up in front of a farm. By then, sweat was dripping down his forehead and waves of nausea were crashing around in his stomach. He nearly fell when he stepped down out of the truck, but Fred caught him and steadied him.

While the other guys were examining the outhouse, Nick slipped away to take another swig from his flask. That made him feel better. He was even feeling good enough to crack a couple of dirty jokes while the rest of the guys were hauling the outhouse back to the truck.

Once it was loaded, most of the rest of the guys jumped into the truck bed again. Nick and Chuck were the only ones left standing. “How come you always get to drive?” Nick thought he might be slurring his words, so he made an extra attempt to speak clearly. “You’re the one who drives every year.”

“It’s my truck,” Chuck said. “Come on, Nick, I’ll help you up.”

“I’m driving.” Nick jumped into the cab, shutting and locking the door. The keys were dangling from the ignition. He started the truck up and popped her into reverse.

“Hey!” Chuck said. “Get out of the truck, you crazy motherfucker!”

Nick started to back up. Chuck had to make a running jump into the truck bed, and Paul Warren and Sandy Lord had to grab his belt loops and pull him in.

Nick took off down the country road, not knowing where he was going and not giving a damn either. Chuck wormed his way through the men up to the front of the bed, and rapped on the window to the cab. “Come on, Nick, pull over!”

Everyone had to hang on. Nick was taking curves way too fast, and when he hit a good bump once Harry Mosca almost went over the side. Tommy Lord and Dennis Warner were laughing and yelling, but Tommy’s twelve-year-old brother Danny and Raymond Woodruff, who was only eleven, were both cowering in the center of the truck. Fred Miller looked scared but defiant.

A siren rose in the darkness behind them, followed by a pair of flashing red and blue lights. “Oh, shit, we’re in for it now,” Sandy said. “I can just see the fucking headlines.”

“My truck,” Chuck moaned. “He’s a goddamned lunatic.”

Nick saw the flashing lights in the rear view mirror as they went through an underpass beneath the highway. He recognized his surroundings; one of his favorite bars was on the highway near here.

Unfortunately, only southbound traffic on this country road could enter the highway, and Nick was headed due north. He pulled a wide turn, running onto the dirt shoulder, then jumping a low concrete median to race up the highway ramp, cutting right in front of a group of southbound cars bunched together.

“Yahoo!” Nick hollered. He pushed his foot down all the way on the gas pedal and the truck rocketed forward down the smooth highway, leaving the police car far behind. After a half-mile, though, the familiarity of his surroundings kicked in and he realized what he’d just done. “Jesus Christ!” He felt dead sober.

He slowed down and took the next exit. He pulled off into a broad, wooded strip and shut down the engine. The policeman had not appeared in his rear view since he’d entered the highway.

Chuck was out of the truck banging on the door of the cab and hollered, “Get out of my truck!” The other men jumped out, too, most of them shaking their heads and stretching.

Nick opened the door and stepped down. He stumbled ahead a few steps and then threw up. When he looked up, all six of the other men were standing in a circle around him, with the boys hovering on the outside. “You all right, Nick?” Harry Mosca asked.

Nick stood up straight, nodding his head. “Yeah, I’ll survive. Geez, Chuck, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Damn near wrecked my truck,” Chuck said. “Although, I haven’t seen anybody drive like that outside of the movies.”

“I thought we were dead for a while there,” Sandy said. “Can you imagine if that cop had caught us, with the outhouse back there?”

There was general agreement. “Listen, we’ve got to get rid of this thing,” Chuck said. “That cop’s probably got us on his radio all over the county.”

Everyone hustled back to the truck. “You all right, Dad?” Fred asked, walking next to Nick.

“I’m all right. Help me up into the truck.”

The ride back to Stewart’s Crossing was tense and nerve-wracking, as the guys worried that every passing car might be a policeman. They dropped the outhouse at the sewage pumping station on the outskirts of the town, and then drove quickly back to the hardware store.

The men dispersed into the night. Nick and Fred were left standing next to Nick’s car at the back of the parking lot. “You must think I’m a pretty stupid guy,” Nick said. “Going out and doing exactly what I grounded you for.”

“I was pretty scared,” Fred said. “I mean, I’ve driven before with guys who were out of control, but you were really crazy. And like, from now on, no way am I gonna get in a car with anybody who’s drunk. Once I get my license back, I’m not making the same mistake again, either.”

“God, I feel terrible,” Nick said. “There’s a jackhammer going inside my head, my stomach is raw, and everything keeps going round and round.”

Fred took Nick’s car keys from his hand and led him around to the passenger side of the car. “Get in, Dad. I’ll get you home.”

“But you don’t have a license,” Nick said, leaning against the door.

“That’s right, and I’m not driving you. You wait here. I’m gonna call one of my friends.”

“That’s all right, son,” Sandy said, stepping out of the shadows. With him were his two sons and Paul and Dennis Warner. “I think between all of us, we can get everybody home safe.”

A police car approached on Main Street, slowed, and then pulled into the parking lot. The window rolled down; there was a young policeman inside. “Any of you guys seen some crazy loon in a pickup with an outhouse in the back?” the policeman asked.

The men exchanged glances. “An outhouse?” Sandy asked. “Oh, yeah, it’s Mischief Night, isn’t it? Must be the Outhouse Gang.”

The policeman nodded. “Yeah, must be.”

“Can’t help you, officer,” Paul said.

The officer waved, rolled his window back up, and pulled back onto Main Street. “This is wrong,” Sandy said. “They’ll be cruising all night looking for us.”

“OK, go flag him down and admit it,” Paul said. “Make sure you have something real good to say to all your constituents. I’m sure everybody in Stewart’s Crossing wants to know what a member of the town council was doing in a truck driven by a drunk, with an outhouse on it, careening all over the county.”

“Making a fool of himself,” Sandy said. “It’s kind of an annual event with us. Now come on, let’s get everybody home.” He turned to his sons. “I hope you boys have learned a lesson from this tonight.”

“The lesson is that even fathers can be jerks sometimes,” Nick said.

Sandy looked at Nick. “That’s a mild way of putting it.” He shook his head. “You did a damned stupid thing tonight, Nick. You put your own life at risk, your son’s life, the lives of your friends, and the lives of their sons. It’s going to take more than a smart-ass comment to make that all right.”

Paul Warner said, “Sandy, you take Fred. Dennis and I will see that Nick gets home.”

Sandy put his arm around Fred’s shoulders, and, sullenly, the boy walked off with Sandy and his sons. “Our car’s over here,” Paul said, and he and Dennis started toward it. For a minute, Nick stood in a pool of moonlight next to his car. They were all against him, he thought. Every last goddamned one of them. He was tempted to get into his car and just keep driving, go west maybe, get out of Pennsylvania altogether. There were places where a man could make a new start, especially a good-looking guy with some charm, the ability to sell.

He could do it. He wasn’t drunk any more, just unsteady. That would pass before he’d hit the turnpike. He felt for the keys in his pocket and realized Fred had them. Damned kid. Something always got in the way of his plans. He could be doing great if something didn’t always get in the goddamned way.

“Nick,” Paul called.

He shook his head, patted his car on the hood, and walked into the darkness.





Chuck: 1975

Winter was always a slow time in the hardware business. January, February and March were the times when Chuck Ritter could catch up on his paperwork, reorganize those dusty shelves he’d been meaning to get to for so long, take long lazy afternoon breaks while a single salesman manned the floor.

Chuck’s office was a small square room attached to the rear of the store, with both an inside and an outside entrance, although the outside door was rarely used. A small double-hung window looked out over the parking lot towards Hill Street and the old Victorian houses there.

Chuck was staring out the window, thinking of nothing in particular, when he heard the stamp of boots coming up the short staircase rising to the exterior door of his office. His wife Susanna came in, dusting the snow from her fringed muffler and shaking it out of her long, frizzy brown hair. “This is a nice surprise,” Chuck said. “Need something over at the lumber yard?”

Susanna took off her coat and laid it carefully on top of a pile of books and papers, and sat down in the chair across from her husband. “You won’t believe it. The Wilkeys are selling the lumber yard.”

The Wilkeys were an old Stewart’s Crossing family that had operated the lumber yard and now derelict lumber mill at the river’s edge in Stewart’s Crossing for decades. The current Wilkeys in charge were two cousins, Arnold and Frank, both in their late forties, who had been a few years ahead of Chuck in school. One managed the yard while the other was in charge of sales, and Susanna was secretary to both of them.

“How did you find out?” he asked.

“You know I’m very precise about how I leave my desk,” Susanna said. Chuck nodded. After living in the same house with her for twenty-three years, he was well aware of Susanna’s habits. “This morning there was a piece of carbon paper in my middle drawer. I always keep the carbon paper in my second right hand drawer. I thought someone was using my desk.”

“So?”

“So I put a fresh piece of paper under the carbon and rubbed over it.”

“You devil. What was on the paper?”

“It was a letter of intent to sell the yard. I think Arnold’s wife typed it.”

“Maybe the new owner will keep the staff.”

Susanna shook her head. “They’re going to renovate the old mill into a shopping center and tear the lumber yard down for a parking lot.”

They both sat silent for a minute. Chuck loved Stewart’s Crossing the way it had been when he was a child: a small, slow town with a feed store and a five and dime, and a town drunk named Satch who slept on a bench outside the police station.

But over the last ten years, with the growing suburbs replacing the farmlands around the town, things had been changing. The feed store was now a real estate office and the five and dime a pizzeria. A modern convenience mart with an ersatz Pennsylvania Dutch design rose out of a sea of asphalt next to the post office, and boutiques were springing up on the first floors of the Victorian homes along the northern stretch of Main Street. It was clear that a shopping center replacing the lumber yard was only the next step in a long downward slide.

“Why don’t we go on a trip,” Chuck said. “When your job is finished. We’ve never been on a long trip together.”

“We’ll still have two kids to put through college,” Susanna said. Bruce had come back from Vietnam and was going to a community college in upstate New York, part time, and Lisa was graduating from high school in the spring and going on to college in September. “And I’ll be out of a job. I don’t think we’ll be going anywhere.”

“The store’s not doing too badly. We can live on what I make.”

“Let’s not worry about it until the time comes,” Susanna said. “In the meantime, I said I was taking a long lunch. How’d you like to join me for pizza?”

“Can we sit in a booth in the back and kiss while we wait for the pizza?”

“Oh, you,” Susanna said.

* * *

The news about the mill came out a few weeks later, as spring was breaking and the forsythia began to blossom, tiny yellow buds on long scraggly stems. Daffodils and jonquils appeared in the Ritters’ front yard, and the sky was filled with the heavy flapping of the wings of migrating birds.

It was a season of change and upset. Lisa was more and more independent, waiting eagerly for her June graduation, and Susanna embarked on a top to bottom spring cleaning. The plans for the mill were published in both the Trenton and Levittown daily papers, illustrated with sketches of the proposed shopping complex. The Stewart’s Crossing paper came out only once a week, and it devoted a whole issue to the history of the mill, features about other similar shopping centers in other towns, and interviews with townspeople.

“It looks kind of nice,” Susanna said, sitting at the kitchen table with the Stewart’s Crossing Boat-Gazette spread in front of her. “They’re going to get the water wheel working again, and put shops on the ground floor and up in the loft.”

“Cool,” Lisa said, peering over her shoulder. “A Haagen-Dazs store. I love their ice cream.”

“You wait until we have a recession,” Chuck said from across the table. “People always need lumber. But how many people will buy fancy ice cream when they can’t put food on the table?”

“Ice cream is food, Dad,” Lisa said, pulling on her jacket. “Didn’t Queen Isabella say ‘Let them eat cake?’”

As Lisa was going out the door, Susanna called after her, “That was Marie Antoinette!”

“I thought she was taking European History this semester.” Chuck nibbled on an English muffin, then picked up the back section of the Boat-Gazette to read about the prospects for the high school baseball team.

“Can you put down the paper, please? I have something I want to talk to you about.”

Chuck put the paper down. “You have my undivided attention.”

“I want to go to college.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“When I was Lisa’s age, all I wanted to do was marry you and have babies. Now that I’m going to be laid off, I think I’d like to try taking some courses.”

Chuck just stared at her, like his wife of twenty-three years had disappeared, to be replaced by a different woman.

“I’d like to be an elementary school teacher,” she continued. “I’ve been looking into the community college, and they have some very good courses. Of course, I have to start with the basics, but I can get an associate’s degree in two years, three if I go part-time. And then I can always go on to Rider or Trenton State for my bachelor’s degree, if I still want to be in school.”

“You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

Susanna nodded. “Ever since I first found out that the lumber yard was closing. Helene and I did some investigating, and we found a government program that pays for people who have been laid off to go back to school and get retrained. It looks like she and I will both qualify.”

“Well, that would help,” Chuck said. “Of course, we were counting on your income to help pay for Lisa’s tuition, and to help out Bruce, too.”

“I can work part-time.” Susanna looked at Chuck. “At least let me try.”

“Have I ever said no to you, once in twenty-three years?” Chuck asked. “Of course, with everybody in this family going to college, I’ll just be left in the dust at the hardware store. You’ll probably meet some handsome professor and run off and leave me.”

“Not until I have a master’s degree, at least.”

Chuck looked alarmed until he saw the gleam in her eye. “Well, while you’re still a wife and mother, can I have some more coffee?”

* * *

By the first of June the lumber yard was closed and Susanna and Helene were laid off. Susanna and Lisa registered together for an English literature course in the summer session at the community college, along with Helene Lord, who, although she already had a degree, thought it would do her good to get away from people who spent all day talking about two-by-fours. “Don’t tell people I’m your mother,” Susanna said as she and Lisa prepared to leave the house on the first night. “Maybe they’ll think I’m your older sister.”

Chuck smirked, and Lisa said, “Much older sister, Mom.”

“Well, you know how they are on the TV,” Susanna said. “All those boys are always saying, ‘Oh, Mrs. Smith, I thought you were Judy.’” They walked out the kitchen door to the driveway, into the early evening twilight, over Lisa’s laughter.

Chuck puttered around in the kitchen for a while. He wasn’t accustomed to being home alone. There’d always been Susanna, or at least one of the kids. Now he didn’t know what to do.

He cleaned up his tool bench in the basement for a few minutes, then strayed to the den, where there was nothing good on television. He tried to sit down with some catalogs, but he was too restless. Finally he picked up the phone and called Sandy Lord.

Sandy had just gotten home from work, to find Helene gone and both the kids out at friends. “I was just thinking of going into town for a burger,” Sandy said. “You want to join me?”

“I ate,” Chuck said. “But I guess I could drink a beer.”

“Let me twist your arm. I’ll meet you at the Ferry Tavern in ten minutes.”

The Ferry Tavern was an old Colonial-style building fallen on hard times. A placard on the side wall said that inns had stood on that spot continuously since 1779, but, with the strip of fast food restaurants and fern bars out along the highway, the Tavern’s clientele had deteriorated. A few years before there had been a nasty incident when a customer had shot the bartender, though he had not appeared to bear any grudge against the other customers.

When Chuck and Sandy arrived, there were a few reprobate old rummies at the bar and a collection of partying teenagers and unsuspecting tourists in the dining room. Someone was playing Jefferson Starship on the jukebox.

The beer was served in frosted mugs and the sandwiches were surrounded by fries and nestled in plastic baskets. “At least you got a meal,” Sandy said, taking a break between mouthfuls. “I got a note telling me there were TV dinners in the freezer.”

“Well, Helene’s got a new job, hasn’t she?”

Sandy nodded. “At the Ford dealer out on the highway. She likes it, and if we ever want a new Ford she gets a discount.”

“Susanna’s working part-time at the florist. She works out in back, in the greenhouse. She’s always liked plants.”

“So what do you think about all this?” Sandy asked.

“You mean her going back to school?” He shrugged. “She was always the smart one. Me, I’m good with my hands, and I can talk to people. You know, sell.” He shook his head. “It seems kind of useless, at our age, but if it’s what she wants.…”

“You’re younger than I am,” Sandy said, laughing. “You’ve still got half your life ahead of you.”

“You know, it doesn’t seem that way,” Chuck said. “I mean, one day, I was just a kid, working in my Dad’s store. Then suddenly my kids are grown and in college. What else is there for me to do except wait for grandchildren and look for cemetery plots?”

Sandy finished the last of his French fries and they ordered another round of beers. “Do something different. Get out of your rut. Take up sky-diving, or jogging, or something. Keep up with Susanna. Your shoes are not cemented to the floor of that hardware store, you know.”

“Forget it. I’m stuck where I am.” He raised the fresh frosted mug to his lips.

But on the way home, he was thinking about what Sandy had said. What if Susanna met a lot of new people at college who made her old life look dull and dismal? Was he just an old stick in the mud?

He was still moping around when Susanna and Lisa came in. “They were all so young,” Susanna said, taking off her jacket. “Everyone knew I was Lisa’s mother right away. I think this was a mistake.”

“Don’t tell me you’re thinking of quitting after only one class,” Chuck said. “At least give it a semester.”

“We have so much homework,” Susanna complained. “A whole novel to read for next week.” She held the book up for Chuck to see.

“Remember how I used to help you with your homework when we were in high school?” Chuck patted the seat next to him on the sofa. Susanna came over and sat next to him.

He put his arm around her and she nestled into his side. “As I recall we never got much homework done,” Susanna said.

“You can read while I’m at work.” Chuck leaned his head down next to his wife’s. “Remember we were always worried your parents were going to come in and find us?”

Lisa walked into the living room. “Can’t you do that in your own room? I mean, I might have friends over or something.”

Chuck and Susanna burst into laughter. Lisa stalked into the kitchen. “She’ll be gone soon,” Chuck said, holding Susanna close.

* * *

Stewart’s Crossing was part of a consolidated school district in Lower Bucks County. Elementary school students could attend one of two schools within the town limits, but had to go to larger schools farther away for junior high and high school. Pennsbury High was a windowless modern concrete block fortress painted white, located three exits down the highway from Stewart’s Crossing.

Graduation ceremonies were held at the football field adjacent to the high school on an early summer afternoon in June. Chuck Ritter had left the hardware store in the hands of his assistant manager, put on a suit that felt stiff in the collar and crotch, and come downstairs to find Susanna and Bruce waiting for him.

Susanna wore a pale green dress and had a flowered scarf wrapped around her neck and pinned to her shoulder with a gold circle pin that Chuck had given her as a 15th anniversary present.

Bruce had come home for a visit. He was living in upstate New York, where one of his Army buddies had gotten him a job selling copiers, typewriters and other office machinery for a local firm. He was working on an associate’s degree in business administration at the community college there.

Bruce seemed to have inherited his father’s knack for selling, but he was determined not to lock himself behind a counter twelve hours a day.

The parking lot was already crowded by the time the Ritters arrived at the high school. Chuck pulled Susanna’s little Toyota onto a grassy strip between parking places. As they were walking to the stadium, they ran into Paul and Elaine Warren, whose son Dennis was graduating that day too. And somewhere ahead of them, towering over the crowd, Chuck could see Nick Miller, whose son Fred was also graduating. Somehow the ritual seemed that much more ominous, because so many of his friends’ children were going through it at the same time.

Fred and Lisa were both going to the main campus of Penn State in the fall, while Dennis Warner, who was one of the better students in his class, was going to Columbia.

It was a warm, sunny afternoon, and by the time they reached their seats in the bleachers, Chuck was already tugging at his collar and feeling uncomfortable in his suit. However, he felt his heart stir as the marching band began to play “Pomp and Circumstance” and the graduates, somber in their black gowns, tassels in the school colors of black and orange hung from their mortarboards, began to parade from the auditorium across the playing fields to the stadium, two by two.

Chuck trained his field glasses on them, scanning the faces to find Lisa’s. “It’s alphabetical, Dad, remember?” Bruce said. “The Rs are still inside the auditorium.”

The parade seemed to go on forever, and it was nearly half an hour before the graduates were arrayed on folding chairs on the field itself, facing their parents and guests, who sat on the side of the stadium that faced east.

As the principal, the superintendent and the valedictorian all gave their speeches, the sun sank gradually over the parents’ heads and the moon rose in the eastern sky over the new graduates. It was an enormous school, nearly 1200 students in each class, and the parents had to sit through while every student from Anna Abbott to Kathryn Zigmund was called to the podium to shake hands with the assembled dignitaries and receive their diplomas, encased in a small black holder of imitation leather.

When they began to call the Rs up to receive their diplomas, Chuck walked down to the field level with his camera so that he could memorialize the moment when his baby daughter became a high school graduate.

After the last graduate received her degree, there was a brief benediction by a local minister. Then without warning the field was full of teenagers whooping and hollering and tossing their mortarboards into the air. They all rushed in one headlong mass toward the gates of the field, as if they had had so much of high school that they could not bear it for another moment. Their parents, friends and relatives followed at a more sedate pace.

The Ritters had arranged to meet Lisa at the bus dock at the rear of the school. Chuck had a special surprise in store; he planned to take the whole family out to dinner to celebrate. He mentioned that to Susanna and Bruce as they walked toward the bus dock.

“I don’t know, Dad,” Bruce said. “I heard there’s a lot of parties tonight. I have a feeling Lisa wants to go to one of those.”

“It’s an important event,” Chuck said. “It deserves a celebration.”

“I’m not arguing with that, Dad. We’ll see what Lisa wants to do.”

It was painfully clear, once they found Lisa, that she wanted nothing more to do with them. She wanted only to go off with her friends to a round of celebratory parties. Under her robe, Lisa had been wearing a skin-tight black dress of some kind of clingy fabric, a skirt that twirled and a bodice that was slit down between her breasts almost to her navel. Chuck gasped when he saw her. Where was his little girl? And who was this beautiful young woman?

Lisa took her big brother off with her, leaving Chuck to take Susanna’s hand and walk her back to where they’d left the car. “You don’t have to look so glum, Chuck,” Susanna said. “She’s not going anywhere until September, and even then she’ll only be four hours away.”

“Our kids are grown up. They don’t need us any more.”

Susanna laughed. “Are you kidding? Bruce drove six hours to bring me his dirty laundry. And Lisa may look like a woman, but she’s still a baby about so many things. They may not need us as much as they did when they were small, but they still need us.” She squeezed his hand.

* * *

When October rolled onto the calendar, Chuck went through his usual ritual of drumming up the guys in the Outhouse Gang for one more foray. Paul Warner grumbled about his back, and Nick Miller tried to say he was too busy, but Chuck wasn’t accepting excuses. Sandy Lord came with Danny, and Charley Woodruff brought his twelve-year-old, Raymond, and his ten-year-old, Jeffrey, and complained that it was all he could do to get out of the house without bringing his youngest boy, too.

It was a smaller group than in past years, just the seven men and three sons. Chuck saw it as a sign of growing old. The Outhouse Gang was turning into a geezer’s club, something Chuck had never intended, long ago when it all started.

Even the truck was showing its age. It wasn’t the same one the Gang had begun with, but it still had five years and a hundred thousand miles behind it, and it took Chuck a couple of times to get it started. And as usual, they had to go farther and farther from town to find an outhouse. “Next year we’ll be in the Poconos,” Paul Warner grumbled when they all piled out of the truck on the street in front of the farm. “Might as well bring our wives and rent us a bunch of rooms with heart-shaped bathtubs.”

“Complainers will be shot,” Chuck said.

It was more trouble than organizing the spring planting sale at the hardware store. No one wanted to cooperate any more; they were all just going through the motions. It was a great relief to Chuck to get the thing loaded onto the truck and then get rid of it. Fittingly, they chose to leave it in front of the senior citizens’ center on Ferry Street.

It was the first time they were spotted. A group of elderly men and women came out on the porch of the center as the Gang was setting up the outhouse. They were all wearing Halloween masks over their pajamas. There were three skeletons, two witches, a Frankenstein monster and one green mask that looked like a cabbage. Jeffrey Woodruff waved at them, and the old people waved back.

“Would you like some cookies?” an old lady warbled.

“No, thank you, ma’am,” Charley said, taking Jeffrey’s hand and pulling him toward the truck. “Happy Halloween.”

The elderly people all chorused “Happy Halloween!” They stood on the porch waving as Chuck pulled the pickup off down the street. When he looked in his rear view mirror, they’d started to come off the porch to examine the outhouse, as if it had been brought to them by a mysterious spaceship. “Happy Halloween,” Chuck said, under his breath. “Happy fucking Halloween.”





Tom: 1976

Tom Laroquette’s car was in the shop the day he had his interview in New York, so Jenny had to drive him to the train station in Trenton and then pick him up late that afternoon. The job was a good one, a big step up the ladder, managing the marketing department for a national chemical company with headquarters in Manhattan.

Tom had been working for a smaller chemical manufacturer in a town about ten miles from Stewart’s Crossing since he graduated from college. He had worked his way up from an intern in the marketing department to product manager for two of the company’s lines of chemical fertilizers. He had an office with a window and a parking space with his name on it, and was vested in the pension plan.

But the company was slow and old-fashioned, and Tom was eager for new challenges. This opportunity had come out of the blue, through an old colleague who had left for the Big Apple several years before. “I think they liked me,” Tom said, getting into the car in front of the station. “I think it went really well.”

“That’s nice.” Jenny eased the car out of the line and into traffic. It was raining lightly and the streets were slick with oil and rainwater.

“You know, if I get this job, it’ll mean a lot more money,” Tom said. “We can get a new car. Maybe even take a big vacation.”

There was no response from Jenny. “Aren’t you even the least bit interested?”

“This is a busy time for me. You know we’re running a hard primary.”

Jenny was the campaign manager for the state senator who represented their district. When he wasn’t running for reelection, she ran his local office, raised money, and dealt with the requests and complaints of local residents. More and more over the last few years, since they had lost their baby daughter to leukemia, Tom had found Jenny getting swallowed up in her work.

He could hardly complain; he had done much the same. After Betsy’s death, he had started to spend long hours at the office, doing extra work, demonstrating his diligence. He was sure his last two promotions were related to that extra work.

“Let’s go out to dinner tonight,” Tom said. “To celebrate.”

“There’s nothing to celebrate. Besides, you promised to help Andrew with his social studies project tonight.” Andrew’s class was studying American immigration that year, and he had to build a diorama displaying the contributions of Portuguese-Americans. He was having a hard time. He had found a U.S. Senator, a college president, and a colony of fisherman in New Bedford, Massachusetts, and that was about it. Tom had promised to help him flesh the project out.

“Why don’t we have some Portuguese food for dinner sometime?” Tom asked. “Do you know anything about Portuguese food?”

“Why is it always me?” Jenny asked.

They drove the rest of the way home in silence.

Tom knew that his marriage was falling apart. It was as if, in losing Betsy, they had lost some vital glue that kept them together. As Jenny pulled up in the driveway of their house, Tom had a brief fantasy of leaving her and Andrew behind, of moving into a penthouse in Manhattan, drinking cocktails while staring at the shimmering skyline.

Andrew was waiting at the door for them. “I got another note.” He handed it to his father.

“Can I at least put my briefcase down?” Tom asked. “Christ.” He dropped the briefcase on the hall table and opened up the note. Like so many others, this one complained of Andrew’s behavior in class. He had a short attention span and was constantly disruptive.

This time, however, the note went farther. It informed Andrew’s parents that if he could not control his behavior he would be removed from the classroom and sent to a special education program. “Special education!” Tom said. “Isn’t that for retards?”

“Let me see that.” Jenny took the note from Tom.

“Do you know how much trouble you’re causing?” Tom asked. “Your mother is very busy at work, I’m interviewing for a new job and trying to keep up with things at the office. We don’t have time for this kind of nonsense.”

“We’ll have to go in and see the teacher,” Jenny said. “If they put him in a special ed class he’ll never learn anything. You can kiss college good-bye.”

“I need a drink.” Tom walked toward the liquor cabinet in the living room.

“Make me one, too,” Jenny said.

That night Tom was too angry at Andrew to spend any time on his project. “We’ll work on it over the weekend. If you can manage to stay out of trouble until then.”

Jenny and Tom went to school the next morning and managed to convince the teacher not to kick Andrew out of class. “Have you considered therapy?” the teacher asked. She was a pleasant, heavyset woman named Mrs. Jacoby.

“Therapy?” Jenny asked.

“You know, sometimes children are more comfortable talking about their problems with a third party,” Mrs. Jacoby said. “Someone who can be objective.”

“Thank you for the advice,” Jenny said, with a tight smile.

“He’s just bright for his age,” Tom said. “He gets bored in class.”

Tom and Jenny walked out together, after further reassuring Mrs. Jacoby that they would talk to Andrew. “Maybe he needs a private school,” Tom said. “If I get this job in New York, we’ll be able to afford one.”

“I wish you would stop talking about that stupid job,” Jenny said. “You haven’t gotten it yet.”

But he did get the job two days later, when the head of personnel called him at home to make him the offer. “I got it! I got it!” Tom yelled up the stairs to Jenny after hanging up the phone. “They want me to start right away!”

“Dad, are you going to help me with my project?” Andrew asked. “It’s due tomorrow.”

“Why do you always wait until the last minute?” Tom asked. “You’ll have to learn some responsibility sometime. Now I need to talk to your mother about this job.” He went upstairs.

Jenny was at the desk in the spare room, her reading glasses perched on her nose. “Did you hear me?” he asked, coming into the room. “I got the job.”

“I heard you. I’m busy.”

“You’re always busy lately.”

“And what about you? You’re not exactly Mr. Available.”

“You have something you want to say? Go ahead, I’m right here. I’m listening.”

“You can take your job in New York and shove it,” Jenny said. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m working.”

Tom went into the bedroom, where he spread out a portfolio of materials from the new company. He studied them for a while, and was surprised when Jenny came in. “What time is it?” he asked.

“It’s after eleven.” She yawned. “I’m so tired.” She looked up. “Did you make sure Andrew washed his face and hands before he went to bed?”

Tom shrugged. “I’ve been up here.”

“Honestly.” Jenny kicked her shoes off and walked out of the bedroom.

Tom heard her a moment later. “Andrew? Where are you?” She looked back into the bedroom. “He’s not in bed.”

Tom followed her downstairs. The light was still on in the living room, and Andrew was laying face down on the carpet. The contents of the Laroquettes’ liquor cabinet was arrayed around him, a bunch of half-empty bottles with their caps off. A dirty glass was next to Andrew’s hand.

“Oh, Andy.” Jenny ran over to him and lifted up his head.

“Mommy, I don’t feel so good.” Andrew’s voice was slurred.

“Come on, Scooter, get up.” Tom lifted his son up under the armpits, and Andrew threw up on the carpet.

“I’ll clean up and make some coffee,” Jenny said. “You put him in the shower.”

Up in the bathroom, Tom undressed his son and turned the water on cold. After a while Andrew was able to stand up without swaying.

Tom got him clean pajamas and then walked him downstairs, where he and Jenny plied him with coffee with lots of milk. “You know, they say coffee doesn’t do anything for drunkenness,” Tom said. “The only thing that works is time.”

Jenny shrugged. “It gives us something to do.”

Finally they put the boy to bed. Jenny turned out the light in his room and she and Tom stood there in the doorway for a moment, looking at him.

“He’s going to have a hell of a hangover in the morning,” Tom said.

“I’ve been thinking,” Jenny said. “Maybe we should listen to Mrs. Jacoby. Andrew might need to see a psychiatrist.”

“You think so?”

“He may still be upset about Betsy. I mean, he’s only a kid. He’s not as strong as we are.”

They walked back to their bedroom. “Do you still think about her?” Tom asked.

“Every day. Don’t you?”

Tom nodded. “I guess you’re right. We’ll look for a therapist for him tomorrow.”

* * *

At the end of the week Tom handed in his two weeks’ notice. The marketing department gave him a going away party, and he convinced Jenny they should go out to celebrate that evening. They hired a babysitter to look after Andrew and went to a fancy French restaurant in Princeton. Both of them were trying hard to get along, to make the evening a good one. Jenny asked about Tom’s new job, and Tom asked about the way the campaign was going.

After dinner they walked along Nassau Street for a few blocks. It was late in spring and the evening was cool and fragrant. They heard the heavy beat of disco music spilling out of a building ahead of them and they strolled casually toward it.

There was a dance that night at the Methodist Church social hall. The yard was decorated with garlands of tiny white lights, and filled with people, most of them college students. A sign out in front advertised that the dance was a benefit for a “Save the Whales” group. There was a $3 cover charge.

Tom and Jenny stood under a spreading oak tree next to the churchyard and watched as couples streamed in. “You want to give it a try?” Tom asked.

“You don’t think we’ll be too old?”

In answer, Tom pointed at a couple who were just going in. The man was in his fifties, balding, and wore a tweed jacket. The woman wore a shirtwaist dress and a pair of Earth shoes. “I guess not,” Jenny said. “All right, let’s go.”

She took Tom’s hand in hers and they walked up to the door, where they paid their admission charge to a teenager in a Bruce Springsteen t-shirt. The social hall was a big room with a wooden floor and high ceilings. A mirrored ball hung from the ceiling, throwing spangles of light on the walls as it turned. The center of the room was filled with couples dancing.

Donna Summer cooed on the sound system. Tom and Jenny moved to the edge of the crowd and started to dance. They were both children of the rock and roll era; they’d grown up on Elvis and Buddy Holly and Roy Orbison. It was hard to dance to this heavy back beat. Whatever happened to the Twist, Tom wondered. All those dances with intricate steps he had spent endless teenaged years memorizing?

Against the wall, a group of college kids were doing line dances. A black guy in purple bell bottoms was obviously the leader; he stood in front of the rest and everyone seemed intent on his movements. “I feel old,” Tom shouted to Jenny, over the din of K.C. and the Sunshine Band.

“Me, too,” Jenny yelled back. “Do you think they’ll ever play a slow dance?”

“When you can fool around like that who needs slow dances,” Tom shouted. He nodded at a long-haired couple writhing together in a corner of the room. At any given moment it was hard to tell which was the boy and which was the girl.

“Let’s go home,” Jenny yelled.

Out on the street the disco music faded as they walked toward their car. In the trees overhead, birds chirped, unaware of their competition.

“That was nice, even though the music was terrible,” Jenny said. “It’s been years since we’ve been dancing.”

“You’ll have to come into New York sometimes, and we’ll go out there. We can have dinner, see a show, whatever you want.”

“I’d like that.” They got into the car. As Tom pulled out onto Nassau Street to head back to Stewart’s Crossing, Jenny said, “Do you think you’ll be able to make the commute every day?”

Tom shrugged. “People do it. The trains from Trenton to New York are packed.”

“I don’t want to move,” Jenny said. “I think the house is our last connection to Betsy. If we moved to a house she’d never seen, I’d feel like we were losing her all over again.” It had taken Jenny months to be able to give away Betsy’s clothes, to throw out the bottles of pills and the special salves and clean up the house. She had finally turned Betsy’s nursery into an office for herself, with a big picture of Betsy on the wall across from the desk.

“I think that’s the wrong reason to stay, though,” Tom said. “I mean, I loved her. I miss her, too, but we have to move on. We still have Andrew, and we can’t let him feel that we care more for Betsy’s memory than we do for him.”

“He seemed to like the therapist,” Jenny said. “At least, he wasn’t complaining on the way home like he was on the way there.”

“It’s going to be harder for me to spend time with him, at least at first,” Tom said. “I’m going to have to leave earlier, to catch the train, and I’ll be getting home later. And I may have to work late for a while, until I get my bearings.”

They drove in silence for a while, and Tom thought about his son. He couldn’t remember the last fun thing they had done together. Tom had a short fuse around Andrew, was always ready to blow up at something he said or did. It was as if he was blaming Andrew for not being Betsy, for surviving when she had not.

Andrew did not help matters. He was quiet and sulky, given to outbursts of rage when things didn’t go his way. But maybe the therapist could help, Tom thought. He remembered Andrew as a baby, and as a little boy, so sweet and kind to his sister, happy to play for hours with his building blocks.

* * *

Tom’s new office had a big window facing out over South Street Seaport and the East River. If he stood at a particular angle, he could even see the Statue of Liberty. It was an interesting and challenging job, a stretch for him, but one he felt confident he could make. As spring turned into early summer, he began to feel comfortable enough to leave work every day by five-thirty, to be home in time for dinner at seven.

Andrew was seeing his therapist once a week, and Tom and Jenny had begun to notice subtle changes in his personality. He did his homework without complaint, sulked less, and was less prone to explode in rage. He was far from being a perfect child, but Tom felt like they had pulled him back from the brink of something terrible.

They ate dinner together every night, and Tom, who had grown up in a household where silence was mandated at meals, tried to get his son to talk. “Did you know that this July fourth will be the two hundredth anniversary of the United States?” Tom asked Andrew one night at dinner.

Andrew nodded. “The bicentennial.”

Tom and Jenny exchanged pleased looks over Andrew’s head. “There’s going to be a special parade of boats in the harbor in New York,” Tom said. “Tall ships, they call them. Old-fashioned ships with big white sails. If you’d like, we can go into my office and watch the parade from there. I have a great view of the harbor.”

“From what floor?”

“The twenty-first.”

Andrew considered for a minute. “All right.”

The morning of July fourth, Tom, Jenny and Andrew took the train into Newark, and switched for the PATH train over to lower Manhattan, just as Tom did every day. They got out at the World Trade Center stop and walked across Fulton Street towards the building where Tom worked.

The streets were crowded with sightseers and vendors selling everything from food to green foam crowns in the shape of Lady Liberty’s. At a display of Colonial flags, Tom let Andrew pick out the one he liked best. He chose the “Don’t Tread on Me” flag with the snake on it.

There was extra security on duty at Tom’s office building, and the Laroquettes had special passes to enter. Upstairs, several of the other employees had brought their families, and there was an impromptu picnic in the secretarial pool. Andrew met a girl his own age named Alix, from Westchester County, and they went off to explore together.

The harbor was full of boats of all shapes and sizes, but there were no tall ships for a long time. Finally a man with binoculars spotted the first ship, up the river a long way. From that height Tom could see how the river curved around spits of land, where the FDR Drive seemed to jut out over the water, the small patches of green park and the sidewalks that shone in the summer light.

Tom pulled his desk over to the window so that Andrew could stand on it, and he and Jenny leaned against the window frame. The parade was truly impressive, one tall ship after another, all of them surrounded by a flotilla of tiny escorts. It seemed like everyone in New York who owned a boat was out in the harbor.

“I wish Betsy could be here,” Andrew said. “She’d like this.”

“Maybe she’s watching,” Jenny said.

“I think she is,” Andrew said. “I think she’s looking out for us. Like the Statue of Liberty, the way she stands there and takes care of the harbor.”

Alix stuck her head in the office. “My dad’s office has a neat view,” she said to Andrew. “Want to come look?”

“Sure.” Andrew jumped down from the desk.

“Andrew,” Tom said. “Don’t go.”

Andrew turned back to look at his father, his face a question.

An image of Betsy flashed through Tom’s mind, how hard he had struggled to hold onto her, and how, in the end, it hadn’t mattered. “No, it’s all right,” Tom said. “You can go.”

* * *

Chuck Ritter started trying to reach Tom early in October, but Tom was always out of the office, or, if he tried at home, he was still at work, or on the train somewhere between New York and Trenton. Finally, the night before Mischief Night, Tom returned the call.

“I don’t know if I can make it this year,” he said. “I’m swamped at the office. I have a big presentation to make at the end of the week.”

“That’s a shame,” Chuck said. “We were counting on you to bring your son this year. He’s ten, after all.”

“That’s right. Ten’s what, the initiation year?”

“Seems to be.” Chuck paused. “Aren’t Charley’s boys his cousins?”

“Second cousins. Jenny and Connie Woodruff are first cousins.”

“So your boy’ll hear about it from Charley’s.”

“This is blackmail,” Tom said.

“This is tradition. And occasionally a good time.”

“You’ve got me. I’ll be there, with Andrew.”

Andrew, however, was not interested. They discussed it at the dinner table. Sure, he had heard his cousins talk. It sounded boring. He’d have to miss one of his favorite TV programs. He slumped back in his chair and stared at the table.

“I don’t believe you,” Tom said. “I started to do this before you were even born. These other guys, they were bringing their sons along when you were a kid, and I kept thinking, gee, I can’t wait until Andy’s old enough to come along with us. A real father and son thing.”

“Don’t you think you’re laying it on a little thick?” Jenny asked. “If he doesn’t want to go, don’t make him.”

“Come on, Jenny. You’re always saying I should spend more time with him.”

“Doing something he wants to do.”

“And what about things I want to do?” Tom demanded. He realized he was being foolish, that he was trying to trick Andrew just the way Chuck had tricked him, but it had started to matter. All the other guys brought their sons. How would he look to them if his son wouldn’t come?

Tom turned to Andrew. “How about that new bicycle you’ve been wanting?” Tom asked. “Come with me tomorrow night and I’ll buy it for you.”

“OK,” Andrew said.

“Tom! That’s bribery!”

Tom frowned at Jenny. “These days it’s just called parenting.” To Andrew, he said, “We’ll go for the bike this weekend.”

* * *

They drove up along the Delaware, to an isolated farm in the flat, rich land between the canal and the river. They parked the truck along the road and everyone walked over a narrow bridge over the canal and onto the farmer’s land. The outhouse was visible from the road, cleaned up and decked out as a decoration, not a working unit any more. “This should be a piece of cake,” Chuck said.

Tom had to coax Andrew out of the truck, and then he didn’t want any part of lifting or carrying the outhouse. He didn’t want to follow the guys back to the truck, either; he stood by the side of the canal, scuffing his feet in the dirt.

“Come on, Andrew, it’s almost over,” Tom said. “Try and have a good time.”

Andrew shrugged. Then suddenly powerful outside lights mounted on the side of the farmhouse came on. It was no longer a working farm, but a country playground for rich people from New York, and this was one of the few nights the owners were in residence.

The owner of the house was framed in the light of his doorway. He held a shotgun in his hand. “Jesus, let’s get back to the truck.” Tom put his hand on Andrew’s shoulder, pushed, and started to run. Andrew ran alongside him.

The air behind them was punctuated with short rifle blasts. Dust rose on the track around them as they ran, flat out, to the bridge. They were the last ones across, and Chuck already had the motor going. Sandy and Paul pulled Tom on board, while Charley reached down for Andrew.

A final shot pinged off the side of the truck. Tom slumped against the side, panting, his heart racing. Andrew was next to him, holding himself away, his body shaking.

When Tom leaned close to him, he realized the boy was sobbing. “It’s all right,” he said, putting his arm around Andrew’s shoulders, trying to pull him close.

Andrew resisted. “It’s not. We could have gotten killed.”

“I would never let anybody hurt you.”

“You couldn’t save Betsy.” Andrew pulled away from his father’s grasp. He stopped crying and turned to his cousins, who had watched with awe his death-defying run and last-minute rescue into the truck.

* * *

They didn’t talk on the ride home from Chuck’s store. Tom pulled the car into the driveway and cut the engine. When Andrew started to get out, he said, “No. Wait.”

“What?”

“I was wrong out there. You were right. I can’t protect you, any more than I could protect Betsy. But I wanted to.”

Andrew shrugged.

“You have to know that. You mean everything to me, Andy. When you were born, I looked at you, and I knew that I would turn the world upside down to save you from anything bad. But I felt the same way about Betsy, too, and you’re right, I couldn’t save her. I used to look at her in the hospital, with all those tubes going into her, and it would just tear my heart out because I couldn’t do anything to help her.”

There was a long silence. “It was kind of neat, though,” Andrew said. “It was like something you see in the movies. Ray and Jeffie thought I was so cool. Can we do it again next year?”

“I’m so glad nobody ever told me having kids would be this hard,” Tom said. He shook his head. “Yeah, I hope we’ll do it again next year.”

Andrew opened his door. “And I still get the bike, right?” he asked. Tom nodded.

“All right,” Andrew said, running off to the house. Tom stayed in the car for an extra minute, listening to the silence his son left behind.





Sandy: 1977

Sandy Lord was proud of his kids. Tommy, his eldest, who preferred now to be called Tom, was a first-year law student at Duke, where he was also learning to be a southern gentleman. When he came home he drank bourbon and argued elementary points of law with his father.

Ellen was finishing up her freshman year at a small college in Connecticut, where she vacillated between concentrating on political science or boys. When she stuck to her books, she brought home A’s, and when she didn’t she attracted a retinue of star-struck teenagers who were in awe of her perfect complexion, her well-endowed breasts, and her ability, honed in years of debate competitions, to turn every phrase to her own advantage.

They were both clearly their father’s children. Danny, who was 15, was another story. Sandy sometimes referred to him as the goblin child, the one monsters had left behind when they’d taken Sandy’s true third child. Where his brother and sister could argue with logic, Danny could only argue with passion. Unlike them, he was not a serious student, and his grades were only mediocre.

He refused to become a boy scout because his father was the scoutmaster. He declined to help in his father’s campaign for town council. While his brother and sister welcomed the chance to accompany Dad to the office on weekends or school holidays, Danny preferred to remain at home, designing elaborately destructive wars for his collection of tin soldiers.

There were frequent blow-ups between him and his father. One day during the late spring Sandy and Helene took Danny to a big discount store out on the highway to buy some new furniture for his room, which was still decorated with dinosaurs, giant pencils and bright primary colors.

They went to the paint department first. “What color would you like?” Helene asked.

“I want the walls to be black,” Danny said.

“Don’t be stupid,” Sandy said. “You don’t want black walls.”

“I do want black walls. And if I’m stupid, then you’re an asshole.”

“What did you call me?”

“Asshole.” Danny raised his voice. “Asshole. Asshole.”

“You little bastard.” Sandy started toward Danny, who dodged him and ran toward the bedding department.

Sandy took off after him, with Helene running a distant third, calling, “Please, please.”

Sandy and Danny were dodging each other on opposite sides of a mattress display. “Sandy, please, you’ll give yourself a heart attack,” Helene said.

A salesman in a gray suit with a paisley tie came over to the Lords. “Can I help you?” he asked.

“Yeah, get me new parents,” Danny said.

“We actually don’t need anything in this department,” Helene said to the salesman. “We’re just passing through on our way to window treatments.”

“Maybe I can help you there,” the salesman said. “We have some very nice vertical blinds on sale this week.”

“Daniel, you go with the salesman and see if you can find some blinds you like. Your father and I will be there in a minute.”

She turned to Sandy as soon as Danny had trailed away after the salesman. “You egg him on. You ought to know better than that.”

“How come he’s so rotten?” Sandy said. “He’s not my kid.”

“Oh, no? Where do you think he gets that stubbornness from? Not my side of the family. We’re all very accommodating.”

“Come on. He’s probably getting black window shades too.”

* * *

A few days later Sandy got a call from his old law school friend, Arthur Winston. He was in Philadelphia for a seminar, and wanted to come up to Stewart’s Crossing for a visit. Sandy arranged to pick him up at the train station that afternoon. The first thing Sandy noticed when Arthur got off the train was how much older he looked. He was wearing a dark suit, his hair was tinged with gray, and he looked tired and sad.

He was quiet and preoccupied at dinner, not at all like the Artie he’d known in law school, who was quick-witted and dramatic, a frustrated actor who had transferred his desire to perform from the theater to the courtroom. Even late that night, sitting in Sandy’s study with cigars and snifters of amber-colored brandy, Artie wasn’t talking.

“Is something wrong?” Sandy asked. “The kids all right?” Arthur had divorced his wife Jenna a few years before, but still saw his two daughters.

“They’re fine,” Arthur said.

“Well, is it the practice?”

Sandy thought he saw Arthur stiffen, but Arthur said, “No, nothing’s wrong. I’m just tired. I was sitting in that seminar this afternoon and I thought of how close I was to you, and I thought I’d take a break and come out for a visit.”

“I’m glad you did. And while you’re here, I want you to feel at home. If you need anything, just ask. I’ve got a law library at the office, in case you need to check anything. It’s nothing like what you’ve got in Pittsburgh, but it serves my purposes.”

“I’m not going to think about work. I haven’t even told my secretary where I am.”

The next morning, Arthur was asleep when Sandy left for the office. Notwithstanding his friend’s bad mood, he was happy to have him visit. And he was happier still that his two elder children were due home for the summer that weekend.

Tom had a summer job with a big firm in Trenton that specialized in work with the state government. Sandy thought it would be good exposure for him to see what it was like in a sprawling, bureaucratic firm, after spending the last few summers working for his father.

Ellen was taking her brother’s place. Sandy had been putting aside a lot of the more routine work in the office as well as the long-term research. He was hoping to give Ellen an exposure to the variety of work an attorney handled in a small-town practice.

He was especially happy that his kids would all be home for his birthday, which was that Saturday. As he crept through middle age, he found the only reason to anticipate a birthday was the chance it gave him to be together with his family. And with luck, Arthur, one of his oldest friends, would be around to celebrate too.

On Saturday afternoon, Ellen and Tom rendezvoused at the airport and rode the train to Stewart’s Crossing together. Helene arranged to pick them up so that Sandy and Artie could take a couple of poles up to the reservoir and try their hand at some early summer fishing.

It was a slow, lazy afternoon. The sun was high in the sky, but there was a nice breeze coming off the water. They found a shady spot where they could cast into the shallows, sat back, and popped open a pair of beers. “When’s your flight back to Pittsburgh?” Sandy asked.

Art shrugged. “I don’t have a reservation yet.”

“There must be something the matter,” Sandy said. “I can’t believe they’re letting you out of the office for so long without wanting to know where you are.”

“I’m a partner.”

“Even partners have to report in. What’s up, Artie? Something is wrong. You haven’t been yourself since you got here.”

“I don’t want to talk about it, all right? Trust me, it’s for your own good.”

“What do you mean?” Sandy said. “You’re my friend. How can it be for my own good not to care about what’s wrong with you?”

“You could get in trouble. The less you know, the better.”

“What is it, Jenna? Is she making things tough for you? Money worries? A tough case? What?”

“I told you, stay out of it. If you don’t know anything, nobody can say you broke any laws.”

Sandy sank back against the tree. “Oh, Jesus. You’re on the lam from something. You didn’t kill anybody, did you?”

Art looked at him. “Give me a little credit. Not much, but a little.”

“So how big we talking here? Are they looking for you yet?”

“I spoke to my secretary Thursday afternoon,” he said. “She said the cops had come in and seized some files. I knew right away what was up.”

“And you haven’t spoken to her since?”

Art shook his head.

“So you don’t actually know you’re in trouble.”

“I’m in trouble. Look, Sandy, I don’t want to make things hard for you. If I tell you what’s up, and you don’t call the cops on me, they could get you for aiding and abetting.”

“I know my law, Artie.” Sandy held up his hands. “All right, I won’t pry any more. But if you need to talk about it, you tell me, all right?”

Artie nodded. “All right.”

* * *

The Lords and Arthur Winston went out to dinner that night, to celebrate Sandy’s birthday and Tom and Ellen’s return home from school. Tom proposed a toast, and Sandy was struck by how eloquent he was, how self-possessed. He doubted he had been that sure of himself after only a year of law school.

Ellen was interested in corporate law, and kept trying to get Art to tell her some of his old war stories. Eventually she gave up and started pumping her father for details of what she’d be doing that summer.

“You’ll do whatever he doesn’t want to,” Tom said. “He’ll send you on these errands, for things he doesn’t need, just so he can seem important and get you out of the office so he can take his afternoon nap.”

“Afternoon nap,” Sandy sputtered. “How old do you think I am anyway!”

“Forty-seven,” all three kids chorused.

Sandy shook his head. “It’s terrible to have children.” He smiled at Helene across the table.

Late that night, Sandy went down to the kitchen in his striped nightshirt and noticed the light on in the living room. Art was sitting on the floor by the coffee table, playing solitaire. “Couldn’t sleep?”

Arthur shook his head. “I’m leaving in the morning.”

“You don’t have to go.”

“I do. Every day I stay here I’m putting your career on the line. If they catch you helping me, you could be disbarred. You could go to jail.”

“Then at least tell me what I’m helping you do.”

Art brought all the cards together. “We handle the trust for the Vandermeer estate.” He shuffled the cards carefully. “One of the big Pittsburgh steel families. About three dozen heirs who each get a check every quarter. Two years ago, when Jenna left me, I ran into some financial problems. So I dipped into the Vandermeer trust, figuring I’d pay the money back as soon as I could.”

The room was quiet except for the soft rustle of the shuffling cards. “But it was so easy, and I covered my tracks well. I took some more money and salted it away, numbered offshore accounts, the whole nine yards. I thought nobody could trace me. But when I heard the cops had taken all the Vandermeer files, I knew the game was up. I came up here for some time to think about what to do.”

“There’s only one thing to do,” Sandy said. “Confess. Give back what you can, take your punishment, and pay back the rest over time.”

Art shook his head. “That’s what you would do. But you’re a good guy. A real straight arrow. You always have been, even as far back as law school.”

“And you were too. You could be again.”

“Do you know how I passed Torts?” Art said. “I snuck into Weidenbaum’s office and made a copy of the exam. I’ve done things you’d never have dreamed of, things that were so small to me I’ve forgotten about them.” He shook his head again. “No, I’m not going back. Besides, I’d be disbarred. And I’m too old to start washing dishes for a living.”

“Where will you go?”

“I can’t tell you. Because I expect you to call the cops as soon as I’m gone, and what you don’t know you can’t tell them.”

“I wouldn’t call the cops.”

“You have to. Just give me a couple of hours to make my getaway. Then call the Pittsburgh police, tell them I was here, and that as soon as you found out what was up, you called. It’s the only way to protect yourself. And even then you’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

* * *

Sandy couldn’t fall asleep. He tossed and turned until he dozed off around six in the morning. Helene did not wake him, and it was noon before the sound of the doorbell roused him.

Sandy stood up, yawned, and stretched. He was in the bathroom washing his face when Helene came in behind him. “Sandy, there are some men downstairs who are asking about Art. And he’s gone.”

He turned off the faucet and dried his face on the towel. “What kind of men?” he asked.

“Men in suits. From the FBI.” She looked him in the eye. “What’s wrong?”

Sandy shook his head. “You don’t know anything. Go downstairs, give them coffee or something, and I’ll be down as soon as I can throw some clothes on.”

The two men from the FBI did not want coffee. They were sitting in the living room when Sandy came downstairs. After the introductions, the men came right to the point. They were looking for Arthur Winston, a suspect in an embezzlement case. Did Sandy know his whereabouts?

“No.” He described Arthur’s visit, that he had seemed distressed. “Last night he finally broke down and told me. He said he took some money from a trust, and that he was afraid the police had found out.”

“And what did you do, sir?” the first man asked.

“I was mad at him first,” Sandy said. “He was making my family into accessories by being here. I told him he had to turn himself in. Make restitution, take his punishment.”

“And how did Mr. Winston react?”

“He didn’t want to. He told me he would leave, but he wouldn’t say where he was going.”

“And you didn’t think to call the police, or the bureau?” the first man asked.

Sandy nodded. “I did,” he said. “But I hoped that Arthur would think about it during the night, sleep on it, and that I could convince him to turn himself in this morning.”

“And did you discuss things further this morning?”

Sandy shook his head. “I overslept. I woke up when you rang the doorbell.”

“Do you realize you’ve committed a federal offense, Mr. Lord?” the first agent said. “You could be disbarred and serve time in jail for aiding and abetting a fugitive.”

“I’m an attorney. I’m well aware of the legal consequences of my actions.”

“Sanford Lord, you are under arrest,” the agent said. He began to read Sandy his rights.

Sandy put up his hand. “As an attorney, I am fully aware of the rights granted me by the U.S. Constitution. I waive the reading of them.”

By this time Helene and the children had gathered at the door leading from the living room to the kitchen. Sandy turned to look at them. “Don’t worry,” he said. “This will all work out.” He turned back to the agents, and motioned them toward the door. “Gentlemen.”

* * *

Late that night, after an arraignment and a bail hearing, he was back in the living room, his family clustered around him. “You should have called the cops as soon as he told you he’d done something wrong,” Tom said. He was sitting on the sofa next to his sister, wearing a pink oxford-cloth button down shirt and khakis, what Sandy called his “Southern lawyer clothes.”

“He’s my friend, and I wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Dumb,” Ellen said. She was wearing a blue tank top and shorts, and the pearls her parents had given her for her 16th birthday.

“Second,” Sandy continued, ignoring her, “it was very late at night. I did not reasonably feel that I could reach the appropriate authorities at that hour. And third, I hoped that he would agree to surrender and that he would retain me to defend him. In that case, anything he said would become attorney client privilege and I would not be required to disclose it.”

“But he didn’t retain you as his attorney, did he?” Tom asked.

Sandy shook his head. “No, he did not.”

“So there was no attorney client privilege,” Ellen said.

“As an attorney I must treat every confession as if it was made to me by a potential client,” Sandy said.

“Doesn’t wash, Dad,” Tom said.

“I think you guys are full of shit,” Danny said. All eyes turned to him. In his concert t-shirt and torn jeans, he looked like he belonged to someone else’s family. “Whose side are you on, anyway? You know Dad wouldn’t do anything wrong.”

Sandy was surprised by this shift of allegiance. He and Helene exchanged looks.

“You don’t know anything, squirt,” Tom said.

“You’re just a kid,” Ellen said.

“Oh, yeah, that’s right,” Danny said. I don’t go to law school or college so that makes me dumb. I think you’re the ones who are dumb. You don’t even know your own father.”

“Look, I’m flattered by your defense, Danny,” Sandy said. “I don’t think I did anything wrong. But you have to understand, your brother and your sister are reacting the way the court is going to react. It’s good practice for me to have to defend myself.”

“Well, I think it stinks.”

“Don’t worry, son, I’m not in any trouble.” Sandy stood up, yawned and stretched. “Now, I think it’s time you guys all hit the sack. I’m just going to do some work.”

The family dispersed. Sandy went downstairs to his study, a small wood-paneled room next to the den, where he kept a desk and a few bookcases. He sat down in his padded leather chair, made a bridge of his hands, and thought. Artie was definitely in big trouble, and that trouble had rubbed off on Sandy. His conscience knew he had done nothing wrong, but his lawyer’s heart knew that wouldn’t stop the police from hounding him. There was enough circumstantial evidence to tie him to Artie, and that would be enough to hurt his practice, and his family, even if only for a short time. There were Tom and Ellen’s careers to consider, too. And he wondered about Danny; this business seemed to have awakened in him a level of feeling he was usually proficient at hiding.

Some time later, Tom and Ellen knocked on his door. “We’ve come to an agreement,” Tom said. “I’m going to give up my internship and come work with you this summer. Ellen and I will be able to handle most things while you’re busy defending yourself.”

“You’re making too big a deal out of this,” Sandy said. “In the first place, I’m not involved with the main crime. I’m only charged with aiding and abetting. They’re going to use me to try and flush Arthur out.”

“Do you think he’ll give himself up?” Ellen asked.

Sandy shook his head. “I think he’s already in some Latin American country where they don’t extradite embezzlers. He tried to protect me. He didn’t want to tell me what was up, but I insisted.”

Ellen looked very worried. “What will you do if you can’t practice law any more, Daddy?”

“I don’t want you to worry.” Sandy stood up, placed himself between his children, put an arm around each, and walked them out the door. He stood in the doorway until they had gone upstairs. Then he crossed the hall to the open door of the den. “Your turn,” he said into the shadows.

“How’d you know I was there?” Danny asked.

“How did you know to stand up for me?” Sandy asked. “You know me, I know you.” Leaving the lights off, he walked over to the sofa and sat down. “I appreciate what you did for me tonight. It’s good to know somebody’s in your court.”

“Other kids’ parents lie to them,” Danny said. “Or they ignore them or avoid them. But you’ve always been straight with me.”

“I’ve tried.”

There was a long silence, which Sandy was not disposed to break. Finally Danny said, “I’ve smoked dope, you know.”

“I’m not surprised. There’s a lot of that stuff around.”

“And I shoplifted once. A couple of candy bars, for me and my friends.”

Sandy sat back against the sofa and put his feet up on the coffee table. “It’s been interesting, watching you kids grow up,” he said. “You learn things at different rates. In some ways, you’re a lot smarter than your brother and your sister. And in some ways, you’ve still got a lot of catching up to do.”

“Is this a lecture?”

Sandy shrugged. “Not really. You know smoking dope is against the law, and you know shoplifting is, too. And you’ve heard me talk about enough cases to know what happens to people who break the law.”

“Like the Outhouse Gang? They break the law, and nothing ever happens except people laugh.”

Sandy sighed. “I’m not going to defend the Outhouse Gang. I know it’s wrong, and you know it’s wrong, and yet we keep going back, year after year.” He smiled. “If you decide to be a lawyer, too, I think you’d be a better one than Tommy or Ellen.”

“You think so?”

Sandy nodded. “You have a strong sense of right and wrong,” he said. “Moral outrage is good for a certain kind of attorney. Of course, one of the things you learn, if you go to law school, is how to channel that emotion into the ways the law allows. Me, I must have fallen asleep during that lecture.”

“So you think you did what was right, even if it was against the law?” In the darkness, Sandy could see that Danny had turned to face him.

“I do.”

There was another pause. “Are you going to let Tommy work for you this summer?”

Sandy shook his head. “He’s got a good job lined up. I won’t need him.” He gave his youngest son a sidelong glance. “Although, there may be too much work for Ellen to handle. Do you think you could give her a hand? That is, if it wouldn’t interfere with your extra-legal activities.”

“That depends on how much you’re offering.”

“I knew there was some of your mother in you, too,” Sandy said, laughing. “We’ll discuss what you’re worth when I see what you can do. Now come on, let’s go upstairs.”

As they climbed, Sandy remembered a time when all his kids were small, when he had taken them out to the country, to a meeting with a client who ran an antique shop in an old barn outside New Hope. It was filled with junk, its teetering piles and sharp-edged debris a map of dangers for three adventurous kids. He could hardly concentrate on his client, an elderly Japanese man who had suffered interment in a camp in Nevada during the war and was considering a damage suit against the United States.

Finally his client, Mr. Yasuda, put his hand on Sandy’s arm and said, “Relax, my friend. At the camp, I used to worry about my children. While I worked, what happened to them? Were they safe? What if the authorities chose to move them to a different camp while I worked? Every day, though, they were home when I returned, and I learned, finally, you cannot worry for others. You must do what you can to help them, and then get back to work.”

He remembered Mr. Yasuda’s smile as he directed Sandy’s attention back to a draft of the suit. “And now, back to work?” he had asked.

Sandy saw Danny to the stairs and said good night, and then went back into his den.





Charley: 1978

Every Memorial Day the Woodruffs went over to Connie’s brother Richard’s house for a big picnic with all her family. Richard owned a car dealership and had a big split-level on the north side of Stewart’s Crossing, in a fancy development that had been a farm when Charley was growing up.

Connie loved to go over to her sister-in-law’s house early, leaving breakfast ready for Charley and the boys, and spend the morning making potato salad and cole slaw with her sisters, her cousins and her sisters-in-law. They baked pies, chopped vegetables, defrosted, boiled and roasted, while sharing stories and gossip.

Charley felt left out. He spent the morning with the boys, Raymond, Jeffrey and Edward, maybe going for a walk or working on something in his shop. Then around noon he drove them over to Richard’s house where they abandoned him for the society of their first and second cousins. Sometimes Charley talked to Tom Laroquette, who was married to Connie’s cousin Jenny, and sometimes he just wandered off by himself.

Charley was an only child, and his parents had always preferred the solitude of their farm to big family gatherings. The McNallys, Connie’s family, were always lively and boisterous, telling jokes and stories and laughing so hard sometimes their eyes teared. Charley thought sometimes that he had married Connie because she didn’t seem like a McNally at all, so quiet and shy and simple in her dress and her manners. He thought he was rescuing her from a life where she didn’t belong.

But she did belong on those Memorial Days, much more than Charley did. He forgot the names of her cousins, couldn’t keep track of who was married to who, which one was the school teacher and which one was the foot doctor.

Even his mother seemed to fit in more than he did. The McNallys had drawn her in to their extended family after Charley’s father died. She sat on the screened porch with Connie’s mother and a few other older women, reminiscing about past holidays and trading notes on their grandchildren.

Charley spotted Tom looking at the cherry tree, which had been wrapped in white cheesecloth to protect the fruit from the birds, and he walked over that way. “You think it’s worth the trouble?” Tom asked, pointing at the tree. “I mean, you can buy the damn cherries at the supermarket.”

Having grown up on a farm, Charley had a great respect for the growing of food. “Things taste better when you grow them yourself,” he said. “Didn’t you ever raise strawberries or tomatoes when you were a kid?”

Tom shook his head. “We lived in the city. I saw a tree maybe once a week. That’s why I wanted to live out here, to give my kids what I didn’t have.” He paused, and shrugged. “Although, I have to tell you, the commute is beginning to kill me.”

Two years before, Tom had taken a job in New York City, and joined the legions of men in suits who took the train in from Trenton every morning. “Jenny has applied for a job in the city, too, working for a big foundation that does research on public policy issues. If she gets it we may be moving.”

“That’d be a shame,” Charley said. “Andrew’s lived here all his life.”

“I know,” Tom said, nodding. “But the house has a lot of memories in it, and we’re starting to think we need to move on.”

Tom and Jenny Laroquette had taken Betsy’s loss hard. Andrew, who was twelve that year, had been hurt a lot, first by losing his little sister, then when his parents had retreated into their own pain. They’d started to come out of it recently, and Tom saw a move to a new place as the next logical step.

Someone on the back porch was ringing a dinner bell, and Tom and Charley turned to walk back up to the house. Charley found Connie had saved a place for him at one of the big picnic tables by the back door, and he slid into it gratefully, ruffling the hair of his youngest son as he did.

After dinner, Charley and his mother took a walk through the gathering twilight. All the houses in the neighborhood were large and well-kept, the lawns neatly manicured. As they passed one house, the sprinkler system kicked in, sending graceful arcs of water over the grass.

Mrs. Woodruff did not see as well as she once did, and she walked more slowly every year. Nowadays when she and Charley went for a walk, she took his arm, and they proceeded at a slow and stately pace, covering less and less ground.

“This is always such a nice event,” Mrs. Woodruff said. “It’s so sweet of the McNallys to keep on inviting me, old as I am.”

“Mother. You’re not that old.”

“Wait until you get to be my age to say that. By the time you reach sixty the years start to bear down on you. Ooh!” She held onto her side for a moment, and Charley could feel her holding her breath.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

Mrs. Woodruff’s body relaxed. “Just a little pain. Nothing to worry about. Just my body telling me it’s time to turn around and go home.”

Charley looked up. They had walked barely a block. He remembered past Memorial Days when they had walked the entire neighborhood, coming back only because it was so dark and late and the children would be anxious for bed. Gently he steered his mother in a circle, so that they were facing Richard’s house again. “Can you walk?” Charley asked. “I can come back for you in the car.”

“Don’t be silly. I told you, I’m fine. Can’t a person have a little arthritis now and then?”

“You have to take care of yourself,” Charley said, as they walked slowly back. “Without you, I’d be all alone.”

“Why, Charley, what a curious thing to say,” Mrs. Woodruff said. “And just as we’re going back to a house full of family.”

The driveway ahead of them was full of families returning to their cars, fathers carrying sleepy children, mothers waving good-bye under the halo of the corner lights. Charley guided his mother to her car, where she pronounced again that she was quite capable of driving home. Charley watched her taillights disappear down the long curving street.

* * *

Charley still made custom furniture and cabinets in his barn. His workmanship was careful and precise, and often pieces took longer to build than he had expected, so he worked late hours struggling to meet deadlines. He never advertised for clients, counting on word of mouth and the quality of his work to stand for him. Besides, he was a terrible salesman, tongue-tied and stammering, counting on the work of his hands to speak for him.

As a consequence, his business was dying. New houses were being built all over the valley, north and south and west of Stewart’s Crossing. Even across the river in West Trenton, but Charley wasn’t getting any work there.

He laid off two carpenters in May, and he had only one apprentice left. Late at night, after Connie had gone to bed, he paced around the living room and wondered what kind of a job he could get when the business went under.

One afternoon in early June, Charley stood over his vise, sanding the edge of a bookshelf with a piece of very fine sandpaper. Behind him, in the back corner of the barn, his apprentice was using an electric saw, filling the room with a high noisy whine and the sweet smell of sawdust.

Connie appeared in the doorway, framed in the harsh, slanting light of late afternoon. He squinted at her. “You’d better come into the house,” she said. “Your mom’s took sick.”

It had been fourteen years since Charley’s father died, and since then his mother had been living in a bungalow down near the river, enjoying her freedom and the chance to spoil her grandchildren. She had always had a strong, farmwife’s constitution; she was the kind of woman who could go on about her work unbowed by illness or pain.

He put the sandpaper down, rubbed his hands on his blue cotton work pants, and followed Connie back up the dirt path that led from the barn to the house. He had meant to put down flagstones there, but there was always something else to do. Time had a way of slipping away on you when you least expected it.

On the way to the house, Connie explained. His mother’s neighbor, Mr. Benman, usually drove her to the grocery on Tuesdays. An hour before, when he’d knocked on her door, it had taken her a long time to answer, and when she did, she looked terrible. She told Benman that she had been in bed for two days with bad stomach pains. He had sent her back to rest and called Connie.

Charley got cleaned up while Connie wrote a note for the boys, who were due home from school soon. At his mother’s house, he knocked loudly and then let himself in with his key. He and Connie found his mother in her bed, wearing a cotton nightgown. Her thin gray hair was splayed out against the pillow, and her bent, arthritic hands lay on top of the covers.

“Momma, you look terrible,” Charley said, coming over to the bed. Her face was pale and drawn, and he could hear her labored breathing. “What’s the matter?”

“It’s nothing,” Mrs. Woodruff said. “It’ll pass.”

Connie was already getting some clothes out for her. “We’re taking you to the doctor, Momma,” Charley said. “Can you sit up?”

Slowly and carefully, Connie and Charley got Mrs. Woodruff out of bed and into her clothes. They walked her out to the car, stopping several times to let her catch her breath. Though the doctor’s waiting room was crowded, the nurse noted how bad Mrs. Woodruff looked and brought her in right away.

The doctor asked Charley and Connie to come into his office. “Your mother looks very ill,” he said. “I’d like to admit her to the hospital for some tests. These pains she has in her stomach, they could be very serious.”

“Where do we take her?” Charley asked.

* * *

The doctor who reviewed Mrs. Woodruff’s X-ray spotted the tumor in her stomach, and then a biopsy confirmed that it was cancerous. Charley was dazed, standing in the hospital waiting room while a young surgeon in green scrubs described the size and composition of the tumor.

“It’s too big for us to remove surgically,” he said. “We’re going to put her on massive doses of radiation and chemotherapy and see if we can shrink it.” He looked at Charley and Connie and said, more gently, “I don’t think there’s a very good prognosis here. With early detection, we can save a lot of patients, but this condition has progressed very far.”

“She’d never say she was sick,” Charley said. “She’d always just wave her hand at me and say she was fine, that I shouldn’t worry.”

“Some people are like that,” the doctor said.

“How long do you think she has, doctor?” Connie asked.

The doctor frowned. “You can’t ever say for certain. So much depends on how the patient reacts to the treatment. But even in the best case, I think the most we can give her is three to six months.”

After the doctor left, Charley and Connie went down to the coffee shop. “I’m going to call Momma,” Connie said, after they had sat down in a booth and ordered coffee.

Charley looked up. “They said she’d be in the recovery room still.”

“My Momma,” Connie said gently, putting her hand over Charley’s. “She said she wanted to know as soon as we heard anything.”

Charley was vaguely annoyed as Connie went off to the pay phone. After all, her mother was nothing to his, just the mother of someone her daughter had married. Why did she care?

The waitress brought the coffee and Charley sat there, holding the cup in both hands and waiting for the liquid to cool. Connie came back from the phone a few minutes later. “Momma said to say hello.” She sat down and picked up her coffee. She took a cautionary sip, and then her shoulders relaxed and she drank deeply.

“Louise is going to go over and meet the kids when they get home from school,” she continued. Louise was Connie’s older sister. “She’s organizing people to come and visit every day, once your Momma is well enough to have visitors. Evan is going to cut your Momma’s lawn with his riding mower, every week until she gets better.”

“She isn’t going to get better.”

“Why, Charles Emmett Woodruff,” Connie said. “What a terrible thing to say.”

“It’s the truth. That doesn’t make it less terrible, but it’s got to be said. Soon I’m going to be an orphan.”

“You can’t be an orphan,” Connie said. “You’re already grown up. Orphans are little children who have to live in homes.”

“I’m not going to argue with you, Connie. But I know that once my parents are both gone, I will be an orphan.”

Connie reached over to take his hand. “You have me and the boys. Aren’t we enough?”

Charley gave her a small smile. “I guess you’ll do.”

* * *

Mrs. Woodruff’s room was always filled with flowers. Mrs. McNally had organized the Garden Club, which both ladies belonged to, and arrangements were brought in and then whisked away as soon as they showed signs of wilting. Connie’s brothers and sisters and their families all came to visit, along with aunts and uncles and that group of older women Mrs. Woodruff sat with at family events. Charley and Connie were often there, holding her frail, bony hand, ringing for the nurse when she started coughing or needed more medicine for the pain. She was sick for days after each chemotherapy treatment. Her hair fell out and then came back in, little white hairs standing in stiff rows like corn stalks left late in the field.

As June turned into July, it was clear Mrs. Woodruff wasn’t getting better. The radiation and the chemotherapy hadn’t shrunk the tumor as much as the doctors hoped, and it was still inoperable. She spent her days dozing lightly by the window that overlooked the shopping mall, or sitting up with her visitors, a sad sort of smile on her face.

Connie’s cousin Jenny Laroquette came one day, but couldn’t stay long. “I’m sorry,” she said to Connie and Charley, wiping away a tear. “It just brings back too many memories.”

“That’s all right,” Connie said. “We understand, don’t we, Charley?”

Every morning when Charley woke up and realized his mother was in the hospital, the whole day seemed sadder and grayer. He thought that when this duty was finished he would never want to see a hospital again.

One day Connie’s brother Richard and his wife came to visit while Charley and Connie were there. Charley and Richard stepped out to the hallway so Mrs. Woodruff wouldn’t feel too crowded. “How is she?” Richard asked.

Charley shrugged. “She’s got a strong constitution. The doctors say that counts for a lot. But I don’t think she has much time left.”

“It’s a shame,” Richard said. They walked down to the visitor’s lounge and stood in the corner. Family Feud was playing on the television, Richard Dawson kissing all the women and telling everyone what the survey said.

“I wonder if you could do me a favor,” Richard said after a while. “My boy Ricky has been working with me at the dealership, and he’s a born salesman, but my regular guys, they’re afraid he’s stealing all the good deals from them. And he’s going back to college in the fall, so I can’t let him scare away any of my consistent producers.”

“I don’t see what I can do,” Charley said.

“See, I was hoping he could help you out. Strictly commission basis, so there’s no out-of-pocket for you unless he gets you some work. I know you don’t like to have to sell yourself, and I thought maybe he could help.”

“That’s nice of you, Richard,” Charley said. “Of course, I haven’t been doing much work since Momma’s been sick.”

“Delegation,” Richard said. “That’s the key. You delegate the selling to Ricky, and once you get some work you bring in a couple of good carpenters and you supervise them. That’s how the dealership works when I’m not there to hold their hands. Delegation is the essence of management.”

“I’ll think about it,” Charley said.

Charley rarely got angry. It wasn’t in his nature. But that night at the dinner table he yelled at Connie about her brother’s interfering ways. “It’s not enough that your mother has organized the Garden Club and a brigade of ladies in hats to go visit the hospital. And that we have to spend every goddamned holiday with your family. They’re everywhere. Every time I turn around there’s another McNally somewhere. I see your cousin at the grocery store and pump my gas across from one of your sisters. And who asked goddamned Evan to cut my Momma’s grass anyway? Now your brother wants to come in and tell me how to run my business.”

Raymond, Jeffrey and Edward stared at their father. Connie started to clear away the dinner dishes. “Boys, it’s time for you to go upstairs and do your homework,” she said.

“I don’t have any homework,” Raymond said.

“Then help your brothers,” Connie said. “Now git.”

The boys backed away from the table, still staring at their father, who was looking down at the table by then. He always felt bad after exploding like that.

“They’re just trying to help,” Connie said, sitting down catty-cornered to Charley. “It’s what families do.”

“But they’re your family, not mine. Not my Momma’s.”

“How can you say that? When we’ve been married sixteen years? My parents took you in just like their own son. You’ve been to every wedding and funeral and sweet sixteen party. You’ve seen those children grow up, you’ve seen your own children play with their cousins. How can you say what’s my family and what’s yours?”

“To me, growing up, family was me, my Momma and my Daddy,” Charley said. “We didn’t have all these other people around.”

“But remember when your Daddy died? And all those folks came and helped bring the crop in? They were acting like your family then. And you let them, because you needed the help. And now you need them again, and you can’t just shut them out. People like to help. It makes them feel good. You can’t deny them that.”

“So you think I should let Ricky come work with me?”

“You have to make that decision yourself,” Connie said. “But you’d better make it soon, or you won’t have any business at all left.”

“Not much of a choice, is it?” Charley sat back in his chair and his shoulders slumped. “Fail on my own or let your family bail me out.”

Connie took Charley’s hands in hers. “There isn’t anybody in my family with hands like yours,” she said. “Hands that can make such beautiful things. You know when I first fell in love with you?” Connie blushed. “It was when you made that little doll house for me, when I was sixteen and you were seventeen. Why, I had never had anybody make me anything so beautiful.”

“It was a nice little thing, wasn’t it?”

“Let Ricky help you,” Connie said. “I want you to go on making those beautiful things. He can talk a blue streak. You let him, and you just concentrate on what you do best.”

Charley smiled. “It was the doll house that did it? I should have built that earlier.”

“Charley,” Connie said. She blushed again.

* * *

Within two weeks Ricky had lined up three cabinet-making jobs for Charley. He hired back his helpers and delegated out all the rough work. It felt good to be busy, to hear all the equipment caterwauling in the shop, to have big piles of sawdust to sweep away at the end of a long day.

His mother passed away late in August, just around the same time his father had. Charley liked to think he was up there waiting for her, holding his hand out to her through the big white airy space that separated heaven from earth. At Labor Day, everyone gathered at Richard’s house for a big picnic, and Charley felt strange, not having his mother to walk with after dinner. Instead he sat in the back yard with Ricky, who had mapped out a strategy Charley could use to generate more business.

It wasn’t too hard, just a matter of mailing postcards to buyers of new homes, of remembering to ask his clients to pass the word about him and his work. Ricky promised to come back at Christmas break and do some more canvassing.

People kept coming up to Charley to tell him they missed his mother, what a kind, sweet-tempered person she had been. A bunch of kids, eleven-year-old Edward among them, played Indians around the jungle gym, whooping and hollering. There was a lot of food, especially home baked pies. When it got dark, his children came and sat around him. Connie appeared out of the velvety gloom, carrying a bag full of leftovers.

He listened to the crickets chirp and watched an owl take off from the maple tree that towered over the yard. Then he gathered up his family and took them home.

* * *

1977 was a quiet year for the Outhouse Gang. They didn’t venture far from Stewart’s Crossing, and scouted the location carefully for dogs, guns, and other troublesome devices. The charges against Sandy Lord were still pending at Halloween, so there hadn’t been much cause to celebrate. They hadn’t been dropped until nearly Christmas, when his friend Arthur Winston had turned up in Costa Rica and had sent a long letter to the authorities exonerating Sandy. The U.S. Attorney’s office was negotiating Arthur’s extradition but not making much headway, and they’d decided to give up on Sandy to concentrate on him.

For 1978, the Outhouse Gang was having a lot of trouble finding an outhouse at all. It was as if, in the course of the last year, they’d all been bulldozed or torn down or relocated to places out of sight of the casual viewer.

Finally Nick Miller found one, at a farm nearly twenty miles from town, heading north toward Doylestown. Chuck resisted at first, because it was so far away, and the chances were that much greater that they’d get caught. But there were no other choices.

There were three Woodruff boys going, and Andrew Laroquette, and Danny Lord, who was sixteen and thought he was beyond all this stuff. Harry Mosca swore it was going to be his last year, because his arthritis was acting up, and Tom Laroquette said it would have to be his last year, because his family was moving to Westchester county in November.

Charley felt sad that the Outhouse Gang was falling apart, just as he had the chance to share it with all three of his sons, but he understood that time passed and people changed, and it was useless to hang on to tradition. After all, in his case, things had worked out by going in new directions. He had a lot more work and his business was on firmer financial ground.

The trip up to the farm was long and slow, and so was the trip back. They left the outhouse in front of the new bank on the north end of Main Street and retreated back to Chuck’s parking lot.

“I guess this is the end of the Outhouse Gang,” Chuck said. He was standing next to his truck, smoking one of the few cigarettes he allowed himself each day. Charley’s boys still sat on the lip of the truck, their feet dangling down. Paul and Sandy and Harry and Nick had all gone away, leaving Tom and Charley behind with their sons.

“I guess we were always the youngest ones,” Charley said to Tom. “Figures it would wind down to just you and me.”

“Hey, don’t forget about me,” Chuck said. “I’m not exactly an old fogy, you know.”

“We’ll keep in touch,” Tom said. “If I know Jenny, she’ll still want to come back down here every time there’s a family party. We’ll see you guys a lot.”

“Once you get settled, we’ll come up and visit you,” Charley said. “Right, boys?”

“Right, Dad,” they chorused.

“I love it when they do that,” Charley said to Chuck and Tom. “Well, come on, let’s get home and prove to your mother nothing awful’s happened.”

There was some general activity as kids jumped down from the truck, men shook hands, Chuck stamped out his cigarette on the asphalt. Charley walked toward his car, surrounded by his sons. “God, when did you guys get so tall?” he asked. “Have we been putting pills in your food or something?”

Raymond said, “Last one to the car’s a rotten egg,” and took off. The other boys followed. And Charley brought up the rear, whistling a nameless song his father had whistled before him.





The Outhouse Gang: 1988

In most respects, Stewart’s Crossing was like every place else in America. As the eighties ripened, some people survived, prospered, and changed with the times. Some, unfortunately, did not.

When Nick Miller was killed in a car crash, it took his ex-wife Carol two days of phone calls to track down their son Fred, who was picking apples in Washington state. He had dropped out of four colleges, and worked his way around the country as a laborer, part-time dope dealer and occasional shoplifter. His mother tried not to think about him, because when she did it made her sad.

When she finally got Fred on the phone, she told him, in brief detail, about the drunk driver in the Chevy pickup who ended up going the wrong way on I-95. Nick was on his way home from visiting a client who had just taken out a big homeowner’s policy. The paperwork was towed away with the car and the policy holder had been calling the office frantically.

Because there was no one else to do it, because she had loved him once, Carol was making the funeral arrangements. She offered to pay for a ticket home for Fred. “He wasn’t there for me,” Fred said. “Why should I be there for him?”

Carol had no answer for that.

* * *

In the summer of 1986, a national hardware chain called ReadyMate offered to buy Chuck Ritter’s store on Main Street.

“We’re trying out a test policy of opening chain stores in small town locations, instead of at big suburban malls,” said the head negotiator, a man from the home office named Irv Waxroth. He and Chuck spent a couple of days hunched over the books, walking the store and looking at the inventory and the merchandising. Irv came equipped with demographics and traffic studies of Main Street and a pocketful of cash.

Chuck conferred with Susanna. “It was your father’s store,” Susanna said. “Do you think you could sell it?”

Chuck shrugged. “He made me work there. I didn’t know how to do anything else. If Bruce or Lisa wanted the store, I could see holding on, but I say, let’s take the money and run. There’s places in this world we’ve never even dreamed of.”

“I’ll settle for a nice little condo in Florida,” Susanna said. “What do you think about Tampa?”

“I think it sounds real nice.”

The experiment didn’t work; the store was closed within six months because it couldn’t meet corporate-mandated profit margins. But by then, Chuck and Susanna had retired to a condo on the west coast of Florida, near a tidal marsh filled with thousands of birds. Chuck bought binoculars and a couple of books, and started collecting what birders called his life list, all the birds he’d ever seen. Susanna had finished an associate’s degree at the community college and a bachelor’s degree from Trenton State. She was now working, one course at a time, on a master’s degree in education by correspondence, and teaching at a day care center near Sarasota.

Lisa had an MBA and worked for a computer company in Silicon Valley. She drove a BMW and wore business suits and high heels. Susanna sometimes looked at her and wondered how she had raised such a creature. Bruce was married and had two kids. He lived in Rochester and managed a sales division for Eastman Kodak. There were always plenty of cameras and lots of film when they had family reunions.

* * *

Tom and Jenny Laroquette moved to Westchester County, New York, where they settled into a house not far from Long Island Sound. Andrew went to the University of Colorado, where he majored, as his father put it, in skiing and girls. His parents flew out for his graduation in May of 1988.

It was still cool in Colorado in May. Tom wished he’d brought an overcoat to wear over his suits, but instead invested in a pair of kelly green corduroys and a blue and white fisherman’s sweater. Standing next to Andrew and posing for pictures in front of the Administration building, he found it hard to believe that this tall, blond, handsome boy in the crew-neck sweater was the same little boy he had taken for walks in the woods.

“What are you doing about your apartment?” Tom asked after Jenny clicked the picture. Andrew lived just off campus in a two-bedroom apartment he shared with three other guys, all of them as ski-crazy as he was.

“Our lease is up at the end of the month,” Andrew said. “But we’re all moving up to Aspen together.”

“Aspen,” Tom said.

“We can get waiter jobs there for the summer, and maybe get hired to teach at a ski school when the season starts.”

“It’s not exactly what we raised you to do. Or why we paid your tuition for four years in college.”

“But if that’s what you want, we’ll stand behind you,” Jenny said, finishing for Tom, in a way he had not intended at all.

Andrew did not notice Tom’s eyes flash at Jenny. “Thanks, guys, you’re terrific.” His smile was bright enough to melt a mountain of snow. “Listen, I’m supposed to be at the procession in like, fifteen minutes. I’ll catch you after the do.”

He ran off down the sidewalk, neatly slaloming around several happy families with cameras.

* * *

Most Stewart’s Crossing families did not remain together once the kids were grown. Unlike their parents, who had always lived near their relatives, the children of Stewart’s Crossing had a tendency to go away to college and never come home.

After he graduated from Columbia, Dennis Warner went to law school at Vanderbilt and dropped out after one semester. He worked as a salesman for Macy’s on Herald Square in Manhattan, and lived in an apartment in Brooklyn Heights with four roommates. After a while, he went back to school for his master’s degree in political science, and then his doctorate. In 1987 he passed his orals and his thesis was accepted, and for the first time in years he had to face the job market.

He went home for a long weekend in May, shortly after getting his PhD. “I’m worried about you,” his father said. “You always read in the paper about PhDs driving cabs. What are you going to do?”

It was Saturday morning, and Paul was fixing Dennis a mushroom omelet. Saturday breakfasts were among the best items in Paul’s limited culinary repertoire, honed by years of getting up early with Dennis and letting Elaine sleep in.

“I went to a conference in March,” Dennis said as he set the table. “Where’s the salt shaker, Dad? It’s not on the counter.”

“We’re not using salt any more.” Paul brought the omelet to the table and flipped it neatly onto Dennis’s plate. “It’s your mother’s idea. Salt raises the blood pressure or something. Pretty soon she’ll take away everything that tastes good.”

“Anyway, I was telling you about this conference,” Dennis said. “I had a couple of interviews while I was there. And, actually, I got a job.”

“You did?” Paul turned from the stove, where he was fixing an omelet for himself. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“I just found out a couple of days ago, and I thought I’d wait and tell you in person.”

“So where is it, this job? I assume it’s a teaching job.”

Dennis nodded. “In Arkansas, at a state college.”

“Arkansas?” Elaine said, coming into the kitchen. She was wearing a housecoat over her nightgown and yawning. “What’s in Arkansas?”

“Your son,” Paul said, turning back to his omelet. “He’s moving to Arkansas to teach at a college.”

Elaine turned to Dennis. “That’s so far away,” she said. “There weren’t any jobs closer?”

“Mom, they’re not exactly lining up to hire Ph.D.s in Political Science,” Dennis said. “I’m lucky I’m not going to be driving a cab, as Dad has already pointed out.”

The corners of Elaine’s mouth drooped. “It’s so far away,” she repeated. “Like Afghanistan and Armenia.”

“And Albuquerque,” Dennis said, digging into his omelet. “That’s another A. Don’t forget Albuquerque.”

“Don’t laugh, you’ll end up there next,” Elaine said.

Paul Warner had a lot of seniority at the plant by then, and got nearly five weeks vacation a year. He and Elaine took at least two major trips a year, to Asia, Africa, and undiscovered corners of Europe. Once Dennis was settled they visited him in Arkansas for a week, and promised to come back every year, bringing bagels, soft pretzels, and recent copies of the New York Times.

On their second visit to Arkansas, Dennis introduced them to his friend Mike, an ER nurse at the local hospital. Soon after, he and Mike moved in together, and though no one said anything, it was clear to Elaine and Paul that the boys were more than just roommates. Elaine and Paul were saddened to think they would never have grandchildren, but to Paul it just confirmed something he’d figured out a long time before but had never been willing to consider.

* * *

Paul was still friendly with Sandy Lord, though Sandy had changed a lot since Helene’s cancer surgery, and her subsequent death. He wasn’t as outgoing any more, and had dropped his public service posts, concentrating on his law practice and his children. Tom married a girl he met in law school and they joined her father’s practice in Virginia. They had two children and Sandy drove down to visit them regularly. He liked arguing legal issues with his daughter-in-law even more than he liked arguing with Tom.

Ellen also went to law school, but she didn’t practice. She married a baseball player for the Atlanta Braves and managed his career. She had gotten him several lucrative endorsements and negotiated a significant bonus in his latest contract. They had no children; Ellen was determined to continue to travel with the team from city to city and watch over her husband, who was, as she put it to her father, “the smartest investment I ever made.”

Danny became a counselor for disadvantaged kids in Newark after he graduated from college. At twenty-six, he was starting to burn out and was thinking about going to law school, if he could figure out a way to do things differently from his father, his brother and his sister. He was tired of following in somebody’s footsteps. Even his community work reminded him of his father’s activism, of his tenure on the School Board, the Library Committee, and as a town councilman.

Sometimes Danny drove down to Stewart’s Crossing for the weekend. He would sleep in his old room in the restored Colonial farmhouse, rifle through his dusty childhood treasures, and imagine that his mother was downstairs, sitting in her favorite chair, rereading Charles Dickens.

On one visit, Sandy came to his open door and knocked. “Am I disturbing you?”

Danny shook his head and sat up on the bed. “No, Dad, come on in. I was just daydreaming.”

“I guess this house does it to you.” Sandy sat down in the chair at Danny’s desk. “It has a lot of memories.”

“Not all of them good,” Danny said. “I was a pretty rotten kid.”

“You were the baby. You just wanted to make sure you got your share of attention.”

“I think I got more than my share. Remember that time I nearly got suspended from high school? You and Mom had to come down and convince the principal I was a good kid who hadn’t reached his full potential. I don’t think Mom was ever so mad at me.”

“She loved you very much,” Sandy said. “She loved all you kids. I’m just sorry she couldn’t stick around to see how you all turned out.”

“I bet you miss her.”

Sandy nodded. “I do. It’s terrible to say, but a little less each day. The hurt does get easier, though I have to admit I’ve been pretty lonely.”

“You should get married again. You’re only what, 58? You’ve still got a lot of spunk left.”

“Thanks for the vote of encouragement.” He paused for a minute. “If I did, you wouldn’t resent it? Feel like I was trying to replace your Mom?”

“Nobody could replace her. But if you can find somebody who’ll put up with you, I say, go for it.”

“I’ll think it over.” Sandy stood up. “There’s some chocolate chip ice cream in the freezer. Want some?”

Danny bounced up from the bed. “There better be a lot.” He darted out the door. Sandy heard his voice going down the hall and the stairs, saying, “Otherwise you won’t be getting any.” He shook his head, laughed, and walked out of the room.

* * *

Charley Woodruff was still waiting to see how his kids would turn out. Raymond was not college material; he had been eager to get out of high school and get a job. He drove a truck for a delivery service in Newtown, a few miles away from Stewart’s Crossing. He was married, to the waitress at the donut shop across from the warehouse. She was pregnant with their first child, Charley’s first grandchild. She and Raymond came over to the Woodruffs’ a lot in the evenings, so that she could put her feet up and have somebody wait on her once in a while. “Not that I’ll ever get that from Raymond,” she said, though it was obvious to anybody with eyes in her head, Connie often said, that Raymond adored her.

Jeffrey had gone to the community college for two years, and then applied to the police academy. He was now a rookie cop, and Connie was starting to dread the ringing of the phone. Charley tried to comfort her, but if the truth were known, it bothered him just as much.

They were counting on Edward. He had gotten his two-year degree from the community college, and was taking business administration courses at Trenton State. Charley was proud that he was going to have the first four-year degree in the family. Or in their immediate family, at least; Connie’s big family was still around, the cousins going off to college, getting good jobs and marrying and having kids. It was enough to make him glad he was an only child, that at least he didn’t have a big family on top of Connie’s.

Edward was the one who’d always loved working with Charley the most, and he felt bad chasing the boy out of his workshop, but he was determined not to interfere with his son’s education. One spring day he had to say, “Get out of here and go do your homework.” He was working on the framework of a cabinet that would be faced with Formica. “I can manage down here without you.”

“It’s almost the end of the semester, Dad. I don’t have much work. And I’ve only got one final.”

“Then go study for it.”

“It’s not for two weeks. Come on, Dad, can’t I do anything to help you?”

Charley shrugged. “All right. See if you can’t cut me six shelves for this cabinet.” As Edward started toward the saw, Charley called after him, “Be sure to measure them.”

“Measuring correctly eliminates half the problems you encounter in cabinetry,” Edward said. “You always said that.”

“Well, I’m pleased that you listened.”

They both worked silently for a while. “Once I graduate, Dad, I’d like to work with you,” Edward said finally. He held up his hand. “Now, don’t get all upset. I mean, I’d like to bring what I’m learning in college to this business. You’d be amazed at what you can do about marketing, and financial management and accounting. We could make this business great.”

“Why’d you want to do a thing like that? You could get a real job, in an office somewhere.”

“I’d hate that,” Edward said. “And don’t look at me like that. You know you would too.”

“Your mother will have a fit. She’s got her heart set on you in suit and tie, with business cards and a job she can brag about to her relatives.”

“If it makes her happy, I’ll wear a suit and tie and have business cards made up. And she can brag about me all she wants.”

“Well, we’ll talk about it later. You’ve still got shelves to cut.” Charley watched Edward start cutting again, and then leaned back to his work, hiding his face out of pure mulishness, so his son wouldn’t see him smile.

* * *

In late April of 1988, Harry Mosca was turning the soil over in the sunny patch behind the house where he had a garden, when he felt a queer tingling sensation in his arms. Then there was pressure on his chest, like someone was sitting on top of him and pressing all the wind out of him. He managed to make it back to the house, where he collapsed on the kitchen floor.

Jane was in the living room. “Harry? What did you forget now?” she asked, coming into the kitchen. “Oh, my God!” She ran to the phone and dialed 911. In a shaky voice, leaning down over Harry and holding his hand, she gave the operator her address and asked for paramedics.

Harry’s condition stabilized at the hospital. They brought in a battery of doctors to examine him, and while they did Jane stationed herself at the pay phone in the lobby and tried to track down Karen and Terry.

Karen was at work, at a diner outside St. Louis. She gave her mother her schedule and made her promise to call as soon as there was any word.

Terry was harder to find. A woman answered at his home number; she said he was down at the beach, but she wasn’t sure where exactly. Jane explained the situation.

The woman was immediately concerned. Jane wondered for a moment at who she was; there had been a woman answering around Terry for almost as long as he’d been in California, but Jane never talked to the girls and Terry never volunteered any information. For all Jane knew, the same girl had been answering the phone for ten years.

Not that Jane and Harry had called much. Once a year, on Terry’s birthday, and then at Christmas. Terry called a few times a year, generally connected with a holiday. Sometimes he sent them postcards of the beach at Santa Cruz, where he had settled. There was a long boardwalk and a big Ferris wheel. Terry was especially fond of cards featuring the wheel. “Life keeps on rolling,” he’d written one year.

“You give me the number where you are, and I’ll go find Terry,” the girl said. “I’ll have him call you as soon as I can.”

“That’s nice of you.” Jane paused. “What’s your name?”

“Lissie,” the girl said. “My real name’s Melissa, but nobody calls me that but my parents.” In the background a baby cried. “I’ll have Terry call you as soon as I find him. There aren’t but a few places he could be.”

“Thanks, Lissie,” Jane said.

After she hung up, she sat by the phone for a few minutes. How had she ended up so alone, she wondered? She had been a wife for thirty-eight years, had given birth to and raised two children. Was this where it all led, to a pay phone at a hospital, torn between waiting for her son to call and standing by her husband’s hospital bed, watching the heart monitor and praying every time it beeped?

The phone rang a little while later. Jane told Terry what had happened and, to her surprise, he volunteered to fly out, if she thought it would help. Jane started to cry, for the first time that day. “Yes, that would be nice,” she said. “I’d like that.”

She went home late that night, after the doctors had told her there was nothing she could do, after the nurses had assured her that Harry was resting comfortably, that he was in good hands. It was the first night in over thirty years when he did not sleep by her side, and she could not fall asleep until early morning.

The doorbell woke her. She put a bathrobe on over her nightgown and walked downstairs. Through the peephole she saw Terry, tall, deeply tanned, as handsome as ever. It was only when she pulled the door open that she saw he was not alone.

“Mom.” Terry enfolded her in his arms. When he pulled back, he said, “This is Lissie.”

Lissie was a tired-looking girl with a long brown ponytail. She was carrying a baby wrapped in a blanket. “Hi,” she said. “It’s nice to finally meet you after all these years.” She held the baby up to Jane to see. “This is Dylan. Your grandson.”

Jane held the door open wide. “I think you’d all better come in.”

Terry, Lissie and Dylan had taken the red-eye flight from San Francisco, and rented a car in Philadelphia. “I wish I’d known you were coming in,” Jane said as they walked into the kitchen and sat down. “I feel terrible you had to rent a car. That’s so expensive.”

“I’m doing all right, Mom,” Terry said. “I can afford it.”

“We own four beach concessions,” Lissie said. “Maybe when Mr. Mosca gets better you can come out and see them. You’d be real proud of Terry.”

“This is all so surprising,” Jane said.

Terry nodded. “I guess it is a lot to take in. We were going to call you when Dylan was born, but it always seemed like a lot to spring on you, so we never got around to it.”

“What matters is that you’re here now,” Jane said. “Your father will be so glad to see you.”

They went down to see Harry after breakfast. He was pale and the hospital surroundings made him look worse than he was, but he perked up when he was introduced to Dylan. “My grandson,” he said. He looked up at Terry. “He looks just like you when you were a baby.”

“I hope you have pictures,” Lissie said.

They pulled extra chairs in and everybody sat down. It was almost like a family reunion, Harry thought. If only Karen had been there, too.

Dylan’s presence had a great effect on Harry, and within a few days, he was much better, sitting up and watching television. Terry planted the garden for him, cleaned the leaders and gutters, and even painted the garage.

Terry and Lissie finally made plans to return to California after about a week. Terry was sitting by his father’s side, watching a basketball game on TV, when Harry said, “All right. I have to ask you, Terry. Why didn’t you tell us what you were doing? Dylan is as cute as a button and that Lissie is a wonderful little girl. She says you’re very successful out there. Although,” and here Harry looked toward the window, “she says you’ve been living without benefit of clergy.”

“See, that’s why I didn’t tell you.” Terry stood up and paced around. “You’re always saying things like that. Without benefit of clergy. Lissie loves me and I love her. We think that’s enough.”

“I’m allowed to disapprove of what you do,” Harry said. “I’m your father. I raised you. That gives me the right. But I wouldn’t shut you out because I disapproved. So why do you shut me out?”

“I always thought I’d tell you. As soon as I felt good about things. As soon as I had everything under control.”

Harry threw back his head and laughed. “You never feel that way,” he said. “Not if you have a brain in your head. You wait until that little tyke starts school, and you have to worry about what might happen to him every minute he’s out of your sight. Then you’ll know what out of control is.”

Terry looked anxious. “So it doesn’t get any better?”

At that moment, Lissie and Jane walked in. Jane was holding Dylan in his blanket and cooing to him. Lissie smiled and took Terry’s hand.

“No,” Harry said, “it doesn’t get any better than this.”
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