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For without friends, no man would choose to live.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics







PART ONE

Boulesis

Rational Desire







CHAPTER 1

Houses


For even a house is a sort of public monument.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics




[image: ]





Tuesday, March 4, 2003

Maui

IN HIS LATE FIFTIES, Stafford Hopkins began to wake up crying. Agnes had only recently returned to his bed and he could not think of a tactful way to mention this without sending her back to the pool house. He knew she would assume that men who cry in their sleep are unhappy men, and the unhappiness of others was, to her, a personal issue. There would be blame, first determined and then assigned, and it would happen suddenly. Unassigned blame frightened his wife, and he had learned to live with that, accepting it as he did his need for her presence in his life. He did not know if he still loved her, but assumed it was no longer necessary for him to know, because he was a successful man, his happiness maintained by diet, exercise, and well-planned trips to fine places. They had many friends, he and his wife, and they were managed carefully like other things. It had been a long time since anything in their lives was left to chance, and they had always been in agreement that it did not pay to be careless.

When they built the retirement property on Maui then, and he told her abruptly and without warning that he wanted to sell their other houses, the prospect frightened her. They fought for months, house by house, until he finally gave in and came, she said, to his senses. They had lived in Los Angeles for thirty years, she said. LA was home. Yes, she knew he had left the network. She was dimly aware of that. But he was still in demand as a creative consultant and business adviser on large projects and important industry matters, was he not? So where exactly would they stay when they returned to LA for meetings and parties and award shows? Where would they go if they had no house of their own in the city? Or did he think she would stay alone in Hawaii and he would fly back and forth when it suited him, staying in hotel suites like an outsider, a junior executive? He was being selfish, which was normal, but he wasn’t thinking, which was not.

They had, after all, already downsized from the big house in Bel Air to the penthouse in Beverly Hills, and it was no trouble to maintain it at this point, none whatsoever. The little beach house in Malibu was well managed as a rental property and cost them virtually nothing to own. The apartment in New York was a financial asset whether they ever stayed there again or not. And as for their winter house, the house in Aspen that he always claimed to dislike so much? Well, that house, she said, that house had become too valuable to sell and it would not be fair to their daughter to sell it now, because it could not be replaced. Besides, she said, they both liked to see snow in the winter, did they not? Wasn’t that why they’d bought the Aspen house? Wasn’t that why they’d spent Christmas and New Year’s there for the past twelve bloody years? It had become a tradition, and traditions couldn’t just be tossed away like they were nothing—like they were magazines or old shoes.

This last argument had made him laugh, and she had surprised them both by not crying when he mocked her.

“When did this word tradition slip into your vocabulary?” he asked. “And are you sure it’s the word you’re looking for? Because I always thought a tradition was something deeper than a few winter holidays at an overpriced ski resort—self-indulgence on the grand scale, I admit—but not quite the same thing as the handing down of legends and customs from one generation to the next, which, last time I checked, was the real meaning of the word. But maybe there’s a new meaning? Something modern? American? It’s paradosis in Greek, isn’t it? Or maybe synetheia, depending on the context. I’d have to look it up.”

“I’m not stupid, Stafford,” she said.

“Who said you were stupid?” he replied.

“You did.”

“I did not say you were stupid.”

“You said it just the same as if you did,” she answered.

“Well, I’m sorry you think that.”

“No,” she said, “you’re not sorry. You’re never sorry about anything.”

“Really.”

“You’re not a sorry guy.”

“Well, I’m sorry you think that too,” he said.

“Because I’m not.”

“You’re not what?”

“Stupid. So you can shove that up your butt, Professor Hopkins, and elucidate your own asshole, which, I trust, you still know where to find.”

“I did not say you were stupid.”

But the truth was, Stafford did think Agnes was stupid, and that was because she was no longer discernible to him from the other women married to the other wealthy men of Los Angeles. She had learned to talk like them and dress like them and perhaps even think like them, and Stafford was ashamed of her now that she had finally mastered the art of dissembling. She had remained unaccountably stubborn, though, for a woman of their wealth and privilege, and he knew she would not give up easily, not when it came to her houses or any of the things that mattered to her.

Why, then, had she harangued him relentlessly in the months that followed. Why did he want to ruin everything now? Why couldn’t he just enjoy the life they had built for themselves? These were the fruits of their labors for God’s sake! They didn’t steal anything. They didn’t run people down in cars to get what they had. They worked very hard in a tough business and made some money and bought a few nice houses. Was that so terrible? Why couldn’t he just be happy? Why couldn’t he be like other men for once in his life? Like Brit’s husband or Annabel’s—or even Suzanne’s, now that he’d given up the little girlfriend. They didn’t torment their wives with this endless anguish about being rich in America. They gave a lot of money to charity and enjoyed the rest.

And so it went. Until finally, calmly, as they sat down to eat their breakfast one morning, she abandoned all arguments and instead, sawing the top of her egg off with the blunt edge of her knife, informed him without malice or sentiment that if he sold any of their houses, even so much as a garden shed, she would not go to Hawaii with him. Not for a month, a week, or a single day.

“You’ll have to go into exile alone, Stafford. And you won’t do well without me.”

He knew, of course, that she was right—and on both counts too—and he almost smiled, watching her scoop the inside of the egg out of its shell in measured little bites. He would not survive without her. She had held the winning card from the start, but he was impressed she had not played it sooner. Thus played, however, the agreement was struck quickly and the terms outlined as plainly as possible to avoid any cause for recrimination later.

They would live on the island of Maui from the fifteenth day of January until the first day of August. There would be a minimum of two trips back to the mainland during that time. They would return to Los Angeles for the month of August in preparation for their annual fall trips and for the industry parties leading up to the award shows, which she enjoyed attending. In mid-September, when the Emmys were over, they would travel to Europe or cruise or catch up on theater in London or perhaps a combination of several itineraries, and on the fifteenth day of November, they would fly to New York for two weeks. Following that, they would go to Aspen via Los Angeles and begin the preparations for Christmas and New Year’s, which, if done properly, would take more than a month but she didn’t like to be in Aspen before the first day of December because November could be dreary. And they would celebrate Christmas in the mountains, just as they had for the past twelve years. And if Callie came, they would try to forget old quarrels and concentrate instead on enjoying themselves. But even without Callie, even if she didn’t come and they were alone, there would be plenty to do because their other friends would be there, their Aspen friends. There would be cocktail parties and private dinners and the lavish brunches all beautifully done, and the time would fly by the way it always did at Christmas. And the snow would be there too, she said, great, frozen heaps of it. The snow that reminded him of Canada and her of a grandmother’s house in Big Falls, Wisconsin, a house she was glad to leave and happy to abandon.

“So you can drop your argument about houses, Stafford,” she said.

“And what argument is that?”

“That I have some kind of house fetish.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“That I can’t part with a house.”

“I said you can’t part with a house you like. The houses you think you own.”

“What do you mean, ‘think’?”

“Ownership is a state of mind, isn’t it?”

“Oh, don’t start with me, Stafford.”

“Sorry.”

“Anyhow, I could have kept that little house in Wisconsin if I really wanted it. It was mine—not yours, not ours, mine. At least, I think it was.”

“That’s my point.”

“No, that’s my point. I only keep houses I like.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t like the Big Falls house.”

“Noted.”

“So I got rid of it. As soon as it was mine, that is. Which means I can, technically, give up a house.”

“I withdraw my argument. I was wrong.”

“Thank you, Stafford.”
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The house in Big Falls, Wisconsin, the house she had disliked, was a three-bedroom bungalow with low ceilings, a single bathroom, and a tiny kitchen at the back of the house. There was a window in the living room set too high on the wall and a front door that opened backward, hinged on the wrong side. The house had been built in 1927 at a cost of twenty-four hundred dollars, and what it lacked in luxury, it made up for in the social misery of its future inhabitants. When it was sold, more than fifty years later, to a local businessman who leveled it to expand the parking for a popcorn shrimp franchise, it fetched just enough money to pay for the granite counters Agnes had ordered for the Aspen house. Stafford had pointed this out to his wife at the time, but she was unconcerned with the significance, financial or otherwise. What was the point of comparing these kinds of things, she asked him. The cost of granite in Aspen had nothing to do with anything in Big Falls. The money had come to her, in any event, as part of her grandmother’s estate, and if she wanted to blow it all on granite, she would—and did.

In truth, Stafford had no interest in the value of a house or anything else in Big Falls, Wisconsin. It was a place his wife had been sent to following the death of her mother, an event they had agreed, early in their marriage, not to dwell on. It was a Saturday morning in August and Agnes, a little girl of seven or perhaps eight, was standing on the sidewalk outside the apartment building in Madison where she lived with her unhappy mother, waiting, she told Stafford, for the ice-cream truck to come. She wanted a Creamsicle that day, and since they were expensive, she had taken the money from her mother’s change purse. Well, there was no point in asking, was there? A Creamsicle took a long time to eat if you didn’t gobble it up too quickly, and she was determined to have one. Absolutely determined.

But that was all she generally said about her mother’s death, and if it struck Stafford as odd that the story involved more details about ice cream on a stick than a drug-addled suicide found dead on the floor, he kept it to himself.
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The Hopkinses’ Maui house was extraordinary even by the standards of the wealthy, which, at this point in their lives, were the only standards they lived by. There had been very little discussion about the design of the house once they had settled the more pivotal issue of oceanfront or ocean view. The money was not the significant factor in making this decision; neither, oddly enough, was the status. They both hated the ocean and were reluctant, even on the calmest of days, to swim in it. Agnes was a competent swimmer but easily panicked by the unexpected movement of natural things while he, a poor swimmer at best, knew there would come a day when the ocean would be ready for him, and on that day he would drown. He had been told this three times in his life, and under circumstances so bizarre and disturbing he had decided it was easier to accept it as prophecy than seek rational explanation and prolong the uncertainty. In the meantime, though, he enjoyed looking at the water from a safe distance, as if measuring its strength against his own.

It was sometime during their second year on Maui that the crying started. He had always been an early riser, never able to sleep more than a few hours at a time, but he had not cried for many years, not since he was a boy, lying awake in the upstairs room over the kitchen, listening to the arguments that raged nightly between his parents over something Emmett had done or not done or might do. Stafford used to cry then, but only because he was afraid his father’s heart would give out a second time from all the worries and troubles that everybody said would kill a man with a bad heart. It would be Emmett’s fault, of course, because Emmett was an unreliable boy who drank and misbehaved and sometimes stole things from other people, and Stafford knew he would have to choose between a brother and a mother in the end.

But Stafford had put those years away and did not know why he wept now, a man of fifty-eight who had built a life for himself that no other boy from Napanee could have dreamed of, let alone achieved.

After a while, the first bird would begin chirping, almost apologetically, but quickly joined by the garrulous enthusiasm of the others until the sound of birds, some singing and some squawking, consumed the silence.

Stafford loved the sound of these birds and sometimes he would say so out loud, whispering to them, “I love you guys.”

Agnes had learned to sleep through the early-morning racket, but Stafford would lie on his back, letting the sounds wash over him like the memories of another life, not his own. His darkest fantasies no longer extended to mysterious encounters with bewitching strangers but seemed instead to have settled on the notion that he too had been a bird once, with a bird life and a bird family and bird problems. He was not embarrassed by the childishness of his thoughts, because they belonged only to him and he knew that he would never share them.

But soon he would roll over onto his side, careful not to drag the pale, silky sheets with him. He would draw his legs up close to his stomach and wrap his hands around his knees, and then he would cry into his pillow until it was wet and stained with the salt of his tears. And as he wept, the sound of the birds would gradually subside with the arrival of another day, and Stafford would stop crying and slowly swing his legs around to the floor and sit up. His wife would stir and stretch a hand toward him, resting it on the small of his back. She had beautiful hands, he thought, because they were not like the rest of her, which had become beautiful in the same carefully curated way her friends were. Only her hands had remained unchanged, and in them he could see the last vestige of who she had been and why he had once loved her. The square palms and straight fingers with the round nails.

When they were very young, he had once taken her hands into his own and kissed them and told her that his mother said a woman’s hands should look good with a potato in them. She had laughed with him then, and he remembered spending that weekend making love to her in a bed too small for two, with a sheet that wrapped around them like a shroud.
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“What time is it, Stafford?”

“It’s early. Go back to sleep.”

“Is it nice out?”

“It will be.”

“Tell Kelly to start in the kitchen.”

“Today? She comes today?”

“It’s Tuesday, Stafford.”

“I thought she came on Fridays.”

“And on Tuesdays.”

“Right.”

“What time is your golf game?”

“Jim canceled.”

“That’s too bad.”

“I’ll bring you coffee later.”

“Don’t let me sleep too late, Stafford.”
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On Maui there is a light that comes over the hills of Kapalua at dawn and again at nightfall that gives the green slopes that tumble down to the sea the soft glow of velvet. Dark rows of Norfolk pines mark the ridges of these grassy hillsides, some of them edging the roads that weave their way up from the sea. From the top of the ridge, where Stafford’s house stood, the views west toward the islands of Molokai and Lanai were, he felt, more manageable in the early-morning light, the great shimmering mass of water that filled the horizon somehow easier on the eye. There were hidden and unseen swells that moved beneath the surface of the water, but from the top of Stafford’s hillside, when the light was soft, there was no sign of movement. It would change later, he knew. The light would change everything, and the wind would pick up by midmorning, after which there would be no holding back, no lingering reserve from the pale-blue sea that surrounded him.

There was an outside kitchen and an inside kitchen, both attached to the main house. There was another kitchen inside the pool house, and a fourth one on the far side of the swimming pool in the little pavilion that served as a bar shack for drinks. It was here that Stafford kept everything he needed for his predawn breakfasts. He liked tea in the morning, preferring it to the coffee his wife insisted on drinking later and throughout the day. It was the tea his father had drunk, a tea that once came with small china birds inside the box—robins and sparrows for the most part, but the occasional blue jay and, once, a red cardinal. It was an advertising gimmick popular at the time, an easy ploy designed to sell ordinary tea to ordinary people. It lasted a few years and then the magic faded and the birds stopped coming.

Still, Stafford was never able to open a box of his father’s tea without a fleeting hope he might yet find a little tea-bird inside, dusty and wayward from the long journey. He had collected them when he was a boy, lining them up on the windowsill in his room and naming them, gluing their broken beaks back on when they fell, and moving them to safety when the window was open and the wind blew in from the fields. But that was long ago, when he was still living on a Canadian farm, surrounded by the long winters and straight roads that led to other farms and other boys. The tea-birds of his boyhood were gone.
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“Stafford, it’s me. It’s your mother. Stafford, wake up.”

“I’m sleeping.”

“It’s already afternoon. It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, Stafford.”

“Go away.”

“The Shepherds came by again. They want to see you.”

“Tell them I’m sick.”

“They’re worried about you, Stafford. Everyone’s worried. They came by last night and again this morning. They said they’d call again after supper.”

“I don’t want to see them. Keep them away from me.”

“Stafford, it’s no good going on like this. You’re not a little boy anymore. You have to pull yourself together.”

“I don’t want to see them!”

“Crying won’t bring him back, Stafford.”

“Don’t you think I know that? Don’t you think I know?”

“All right, all right, don’t go all crazy again. I’ll tell them you’re sick. I’ll tell them you can’t see them just yet.”
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Stafford Hopkins liked a cup of strong tea in the morning, and he steeped it in a tin cup that had to be held carefully because the handle was broken, and the cup grew hot quickly and burned his fingers if they brushed against it. He thickened the tea with condensed milk and then added three lumps of white sugar, stirring carefully until the sugar dissolved. And when he was satisfied with the color and thickness of his brew, he took the cup and walked to the far edge of his property where the outer stone wall dropped into the hillside below. And there he drank the tea, the sun rising over the house behind him, taking away the coolness of dawn and the mysteries of childhood like an inhaled breath of air.

“We are lost people, both of us lost,” he said to his wife at the start of their exile. “And the best place to be lost is paradise.”

“Oh, for Jesus’ sakes, Stafford,” she said. “Get a fricking hobby.”







CHAPTER 2

Games


In the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and the strongest that are crowned, but those who compete.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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HOLLYWOOD LIKED STAFFORD’S WIFE. She was quick and fun and smarter than they gave her credit for, but that, of course, was the source of her charm. She didn’t need to be the star in the room. She was happy to let others shine and could adjust easily to the level of the other person, which was usually a notch or two below her own. But sometimes Stafford would watch Agnes as she took hold of the room and cast her charming spell over its inhabitants, and he would be suddenly anxious because he knew there was a ferocity within her that she could not always control. She was too easily wounded by uncertainty, and whenever happiness arrived or left, it did so like a great slam of a door, and he would see her face change from the girl he loved to a woman he feared.

None of this mattered when they were living in Canada, where they were generally shunned by the remnants of Stafford’s family, who disliked her for reasons of their own. But in Los Angeles, the deficiencies in her character ran the risk of derailing Stafford’s success in network television, without which they would not have been approved for membership at the prestigious private golf club they had waited six long years to join.

They were in their late thirties then, and her excitement was infectious. They were doing so well, the two of them. It was astonishing to think of who they were and where they had come from. But he was good at his job, wasn’t he, just wonderful at it, and they were both already certain he was being groomed for the top job. Their daughter was still small and the trouble there hadn’t started yet, and they had just bought the big house in Bel Air, and the money was pouring in, just pouring. She had learned to make martinis and host successful dinner parties, and their house had acquired the clean, sophisticated style that was expected of people in their social position. And now, a club. A private club. It was almost too much.

“Our first club!” she kept saying, like a dishwasher offered a seat in the dining room. “So when can we go? Will I need golf shoes?”

“‘Go’?”

“Play.”

“You’ll need lessons. A lot of them.”

“Oh, how hard can it be? I’d rather just go out and whack at the ball my own way. See how it feels. Nobody needs to see me, do they? Couldn’t we find a quiet day and play a few holes together, Stafford? You can show me what to do. It’ll be fun.”

“It’s not that simple,” he said, and he tried to explain to her that golf was an intricate, metaphysical game. That it was more than “whacking at the ball.” There were subtle social nuances, codes of conduct, and volumes of unspoken rules, all of which contributed, at different levels, to the complex etiquette of a wonderful game. Furthermore, he told his wife, playing golf at the level expected by the country club he had just paid six figures to join did not lend itself to her approach. You were expected to understand the game before you set foot on the links, and unless she was prepared to get serious and take some lessons and approach golf with the respect it deserved, he did not see any point in maintaining her membership as anything other than a social one. So no, they would not be going out and “whacking at the ball” together at the Bel-Air Country Club.

“Fine, then,” she said, and her voice was bright and cold, and he knew his wife was in trouble, and that meant they would fight, and it would be vicious from start to finish the way their fights always were. “Put me down for a social membership. Put me down for dining room hostess if that’s what you think I’d be good at, and I can fuck the kitchen staff on my breaks.”

And then, as was so often the case in those years, her shoulders tightened, and her hands went up, fingers splayed, the palms facing him like a child waiting for a hit but not ready to duck.

“Here we go,” Stafford said. “It was just too good a day, wasn’t it?”

“Shut up!”

“So you had to wreck it.”

“You put me down. You always put me down!”

“Oh, I put you down. What crap. You did this to yourself.”

“I didn’t.”

“You did this. You’re doing this.”

“I hate you, Stafford. I hate you!”

“You’re doing it to yourself. You’ve been looking for a fight since you got up this morning. I knew it was coming.”

“You shit-fucker.”

“Don’t hold back, honey. Let it all out.”

“Shut up! I hate you! You and your shit-fucking golf etiquette.”

“Why don’t you yell a little louder so Callie can hear every word? I would hate for her to miss any of this. I’ll open the windows so the neighbors can hear too.”

“Fine! Open them. Tell everybody. I don’t care. I just don’t give a fuck, Stafford. You care but I don’t. I really don’t!”
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In those days, Agnes was crude when she was angry, and when she lost control of her temper, she was unreachable. He did not understand why she found it necessary to overreact to everything he said, and he did not believe that he was responsible for her outbursts. He only wanted her to understand that they had moved into a social and business world where everyone was watched. You could not lose control in public unless you chose to—and then only because it was part of a style that you were consciously intending to assert. But the uncontrolled, verbally abusive rage that swept over his wife like a toxic gas frightened Stafford, and he often wondered if she was mentally ill. She called those moments her train wrecks, and afterward she would cry and apologize and promise him that she would not do it again and she would see her doctor to make sure her hormone levels were not just a little bit off or her thyroid medication in need of adjustment. She would get more sleep, and she would eat more raw vegetables, and she would stay away from yeast because one of the wives had told her that yeast had been linked to manic depression. Or was it cold sores? She was sorry. She was sorry. Sometimes she just lost it, and she couldn’t help it, but she would try. And she would take golf lessons and learn to play properly like the other wives of the other members and when she was good enough, she would golf with Stafford—surpassing him and everyone else at the Bel-Air Country Club with the natural talent of someone who could hit the ball in the right direction, invariably landing on or near the green next to the tiny hole marked by a flag she called the nipple.

“It’s like a breast, don’t you think?” she would say, dropping the ball into the hole with one easy putt. “The soft, round greens with the hole in the middle and all those golfers lined up behind us waiting their turn to latch on. I hated breastfeeding. Where to next?”
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Stafford had learned to play golf at a public course in southeastern Ontario, built on a narrow strip of land between the highway and the new plastics factory north of the river. Unable to meet the membership requirements, Stafford and his friend Bobby would sneak onto the course late at night after closing time and play golf by moonlight and later by flashlight, drinking beer and smoking cigarettes as they drove the balls furtively down the rough fairways toward the crudely marked greens. Bobby was just beginning to lose hope that summer, but nobody would see this until later because the loss of hope is a gradual thing, like a waterline on a lake that changes from year to year until someone finally notices and says that the lake is high that year, or that it isn’t. Stafford had an inkling, though, that Bobby was unhappy but only in the way that other boys were unhappy then—frustrated with the milking and the hard work and the loneliness of living on a Canadian farm.

Stafford’s father had taken him into Napanee a few months before his fifteenth birthday and bought him a starter set of clubs and a plaid plastic golf bag to keep them in. It was November, too late in the year for golf, but all that winter, Stafford practiced in the barn until he could putt thirty feet in a straight line if he swept the floor clean and kept the barn cats from pouncing on the ball from the rafters, bored with the mice and one another. When winter ended and the snow finally melted into the fields, the local golf course opened and Stafford and Bobby went together to book a tee time, and it was then that Stafford had his first encounter with golf etiquette. You had to be sixteen to play the Napanee Nine, unless you were accompanied by an adult.

The new manager of the golf course was an asthmatic man named Bertram Feltzer, and since he had been fired by Stafford’s father the previous summer when he was caught stealing from the other hired men on the threshing crew, Stafford and Bobby knew that wheezing Bert was not going to look the other way when they said they were sixteen. They were both change-of-life babies, born to mothers well past forty, and their fathers were old men by the standards of the day and had no more time for golf than they did for tennis or cricket or polo. The problem, then, of finding a capable male adult to take them golfing was a significant one, and aside from Stafford’s older brother, Emmett, who was not capable, there seemed to be no options. They would have to play after hours, and since wheezing Bert was usually drunk by ten o’clock, they would not have to worry about being caught.

Bobby could not get away until after the evening milking, so their plan was built around the Shepherd cows and the shifting sensitivities of their lactic needs. Stafford went to bed early in the summertime because he liked to read, and his upstairs bedroom was cool when the window was open and the breeze came in off the fields. When Bobby arrived and threw clumps of dirt through the window and onto Stafford’s bed, Stafford would crawl out the window and slide down the sloping roof to the edge of the house, where he would hang by his arms before dropping straight to the ground next to Bobby and Bobby’s dog, who never barked and could find the golf balls when the moonlight and the flashlights and the keenness of human eyes failed. It took half an hour to run across the fields, the highway, and the train tracks that led to the town of Napanee. But after that, it was only a slow jog to the golf course, where Stafford and Bobby would climb over the fence behind the old trailer that served as the clubhouse.

And so it was that Stafford Hopkins, a Canadian farm boy of fifteen, learned all about the wonderful game of golf, he and poor Bobby Shepherd, and all between the hours of midnight and two a.m. It was the last full summer before Stafford’s father died, and there was the smell of the hay and the mosquitoes and Bobby’s old dog, Skidder. There was the drumming of the big trucks on their way east from Toronto and the singing of the night trains on the tracks that followed the highway between the town and the farms, trains that lit up the fairways of the Napanee Nine with their solitary beams of light.
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“Mrs. Hopkins would like you to start in the kitchen today, Kelly.”

Stafford smiled at the woman, whom he recognized from previous encounters in the same way he recognized waiters and security guards.

“Yes, sir. Should I clean out the fridge too?”

“Is that what you usually do?”

“Mrs. Hopkins said I should.”

“Well then, you’d better do what the boss says, Kelly.”

Stafford winked and smiled a second time at the woman, who knew more about the inside of his fridge than he did. He was sitting at the kitchen counter in the main house, waiting for the coffee to brew, but he was not comfortable sharing the cavernous space with Kelly, so he picked up his glasses and his newspapers and left. His normal routine on most Maui mornings was to play golf on any one of the three world-class courses Kapalua was famous for. He played with a group of other wealthy retired men, men who no longer ran corporations and complex business empires but had settled comfortably into the third act of their lives with the same energy and enthusiasm that had carried them through the first two. Some of the men were remarkable in the way that Stafford had been, but most of them were the products of family dynasties started generations earlier by other remarkable men. Stafford was keenly aware of the difference, but it meant less to him now than it had when he was cutting his own way through the high grass. He knew that his wife would be golfing later with the wives of the men he golfed with. The women preferred a late-afternoon game that led into cocktails and dinner, while the men liked to golf as early as possible and then nap in the afternoon, falling asleep in chairs or on top of their beds, their mouths slack and open.

Stafford went into his wife’s study and checked her schedule, which was neatly blocked out in her Day-Timer months in advance. She had a tennis lesson at ten, a manicure at eleven fifteen, and a tee time on the Plantation course at two thirty. He had given up on the par-seventy-three Plantation but Agnes, a scratch golfer in her prime who maintained a handicap of nine, found it the only one challenging enough to hold her interest. Stafford closed the Day-Timer and picked up the photograph next to it. A little girl in an old-fashioned bathing suit sitting on the edge of a swimming pool, her feet dangling above the waterline. A vintage bathing cap buttoned under her chin. Stafford had looked at this picture a thousand times, but never once had it made him laugh or smile, although he had been told it was a funny picture. He put it down next to Agnes’s Day-Timer and left the room, heading back to the kitchen to get the coffee he had promised her. It was eight o’clock in the morning, and the only thing worse than living in paradise was oversleeping in it.







CHAPTER 3

Expectations


We must sometimes incline toward the excess, sometimes toward the deficiency, for so shall we hit the mean and what is right.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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THEY HAD ONE CHILD, a daughter in her mid-twenties, and as much as Stafford loved the child, he could not find a way to love the woman she became. He knew Agnes still believed that they would be a happy family someday, and Callie would come back to them with children of her own, and they would all celebrate Thanksgiving and Christmas and the Fourth of July at the appropriate house, and it would be like one of Stafford’s many television shows—insightful, heartwarming, and somewhere in the top twenty. But that could never happen now, and there was nothing he could say or do to convince his wife to give up. He had championed dozens of hits over the years and was still regarded as an industry visionary by a dwindling handful of loyalists, for promoting family drama when it was out of fashion. But Stafford cringed when he thought of the endless hours of dialogue spewed out by actors who had no more experience with happy family life than a colony of feral cats. Giving the audience a happy ending was not difficult. Happiness, like hope, was a commodity. Giving up was the harder sell, and Stafford knew this better than anyone. Calliope Hopkins would never come back. The baby named for the Greek Muse of eloquence, epic poetry, and music sang a different tune.

In the beginning, though, he loved everything about that little girl, with the exception of her arrival, which tore her mother’s body apart. Unlike the silence of their first baby, this was a long, protracted labor and Stafford was embarrassed by the fanfare of what was described as a birthing experience. He did not want to be the coach, the cameraman, or the whipping boy, and there seemed to be no other roles for expectant fathers. He wanted to pace back and forth in the waiting room. He did not want to time the contractions or whisper words of encouragement or watch the unfolding drama emerging between his wife’s open thighs. He wondered later if there were other fathers who felt as he did and would have preferred not to have seen other doctors performing last-minute episiotomies with sharp, surgical scissors on other wives to “help things along.” Afterward, he felt sick and ashamed, and it was many years before he could look at his wife and his daughter and not see in his mind the moment when the one was cut out of the other’s body like a tooth gone bad.

Agnes was slow to recover from Callie’s birth, and Stafford was launching a television series at the time that would revive the career of its leading man. No relatives came to help, and none were wanted, so things went badly from the start. To compound matters, Callie was an unsettled baby who cried with colic for months, drawing her tiny legs up and screaming with the rage and the pain of stomach cramps from late morning until midnight, at which point Stafford would walk through the door and take the baby from his hysterical wife who had not brushed her teeth or combed her hair or answered the telephone for fourteen hours and was, she said, ready to draw the bath and open her veins. Stafford would make an effort to come through the door stoically, but his patience for his wife and baby waned quickly. He had worked hard all day, and the demands of his job were relentless, and he resented the transformation of his wife from slender companion to lactating nightmare. It was too hard, this new script, and he was tired. He wanted to read or watch TV. Mostly, though, he wanted to have sex with his wife without thinking about the scissors and the blood and the way she wept and turned away when they handed her Callie.

“You have a beautiful baby girl, Mrs. Hopkins.”

Callie eventually settled down, but not until Stafford was persuaded by the men he worked with to hire full-time help.

“Get a nanny,” they all said.

The other men had all been through it at least once or twice, some even more and with different wives too, and they laughed at Stafford when he got phone calls at six o’clock from a weeping wife because they had all had the same phone calls and knew how it was.

“My wife was a lunatic, a fucking lunatic. I brought my mother out to help, right? And she lasted about, well, shit, maybe two days, and then I had both of them yelling and crying and phoning me all day long.”

“Brutal.”

“It was brutal.”

“Have you had sex yet?”

“With his wife, you mean.”

“Funny.”

“I’m a funny guy.”

“’Cause there’s another milestone.”

“Doctor promised no stitches, right?”

“I couldn’t get near Ann for months.”

“Ann? Who’s Ann?”

“His second wife.”

“Right.”

Stafford’s assistant arranged for an agency to find the right nanny for Callie, and eventually a nice young woman arrived and stayed about two years and then the agency sent another one, and after that two more came and went. With the arrival of Callie, they were never again without household help, and gradually their staff expanded from nannies to housekeepers, personal assistants, gardeners, pool men, decorators, and cooks.

When Callie was three, she was sent to a prestigious nursery school where three-year-olds were expected to duplicate the accomplishments of their parents. Stafford and Agnes were unfamiliar with the concept of a private preschool education for very young children and had initially laughed it off as something particularly LA, given that Callie was only six weeks old when the subject came up.

“Dana called, Stafford. About Saturday night. Dinner at their house? Oh, come on, Stafford, don’t look at me like that. I told you about this last week.”

“I’m golfing on Saturday. Bruce didn’t say anything about dinner.”

“But we owe them.”

“Owe them? Who’s having the dinner?”

“They are. But we bailed on them last time. So we owe them. Well, we can’t keep saying yes and then changing our minds at the last minute, Stafford. It’s rude.”

“Weren’t they just here?”

“That was the Roths. The Browns were busy.”

“Oh, that’s right. Bruce was away.”

“He was in New York. Dana was pissed about it.”

“How do you know that?”

“I heard she called the studio and complained.”

“Mrs. Brown should be careful.”

“Oh, Stafford, everyone’s used to her. And she’s fun. Dana, I mean.”

“Sack of hammers, honey.”

“Well, Brucie picked her.”

“Brucie is stuck with her.”

“Anyway, she called.”

“And?”

“BBQ at their house after the game.”

“On Saturday.”

“Are you listening to me, Stafford?”

“We have that studio dinner on Saturday.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“Don’t you write these things down? You should write them down. Call Dana and cancel. You’ll have to put them off until next week.”

“Oh God, Stafford. I can’t keep doing this.”

“But don’t mention the studio dinner.”

“Why not?”

“Because they’re not invited.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t give me that look. I don’t make these decisions.”

“Dana thinks we should register Callie for preschool.”

“What?”

“I know, I know. But that’s partly why she called. And the BBQ too, of course, but mostly it was about this preschool everybody goes to and how hard it is to get in and what Dana had to go through to get Alexandra in and blah blah blah. You know how she talks. So I said, ‘You know, Dana, Callie doesn’t even turn over yet.’ So then, of course, she had to tell me that Alexandra was turning over on the delivery table or whatever and how this preschool is the best preschool and there’s this gifuckingnormous waiting list and you need references and introductions and, you know, real LA shit.”

“Forget it. We’re not putting Callie into that world.”

“I agree. I totally agree.”

“With me. You agree with me. Is my wife agreeing with me?”

“Stafford, stop it.”

“Are you having an affair? Is my wife seeing someone?”

“Shhh. You’re shouting. Mindy will hear.”

“Who’s Mindy?”

“Our nanny, you idiot. Mindy is our nanny.”

“I don’t want a nanny. I want sex, baby. And I need it bad.”

“Very funny, Elvis.”

“I can be funny.”

“We don’t have time. Stop acting so goofy. What’s the matter with you?”

“Just ten minutes, honey. Five. Thirty seconds. I’m begging you now. Begging!”

“Shhh! Don’t pull at the back of my dress.”

“Let me rip it off, okay? Come on, let’s be wild.”

“If you rip this dress, I’ll leave you, Stafford.”

“Okay, okay, where’s the zipper? Ow! What’s at the top?”

“Oh, for Jesus’ sakes. Let me do it. Don’t mess my hair, Stafford. I don’t want the back all flattened out. I mean it. We’re going to be late, you know.”

“Let me touch you. Please. Oh God, baby. You feel so good.”

“Don’t call me baby.”

A few months later, Stafford and Agnes went for a preliminary interview at the Westhaven Preschool Academy, armed with an introductory letter from Bruce and Dana Brown, shortly before Dana left Bruce for his accountant. Unfortunately, six-month-old Calliope Hopkins was not accepted, but her name was added to the Westhaven waiting list, which contained the names of 168 other babies, some of whom were not yet born. In the ensuing two years, Stafford moved from development executive on one show to production executive on three, and at that point, his wife joked, they rolled out the money truck. With new and better references, Stafford reapplied on Callie’s behalf, and she was quietly admitted to the Westhaven Preschool Academy, along with fifteen other beautifully dressed three-year-olds, on a hot day in September.

“We demand much from our students, Mr. Hopkins,” Stafford was informed on the first day of school, “and I’m sure Callie will live up to Westhaven’s expectations.”

The headmistress at Westhaven Preschool Academy, Edith Pugh, was a well-dressed woman in her early sixties and she spoke to Stafford as if they were equals, which annoyed him. In truth, Stafford was ashamed of his own part in thrusting Callie into a world he detested, and he did not visit Westhaven again until the day of Callie’s graduation, some twenty-four months later. It was left to Agnes to deal with the fundraising and the parent-teacher conferences and the intensely complex variables associated with birthday parties and dance recitals and the ferocious greed of other parents for their own children to be better than the others because being better was the only thing they understood, and they did not know how to think any other way.



[image: ]





Stafford had grown up in a community where children didn’t go to school until they had to, but apparently he, too, had been spoiled, or so he was told. Unlike his older brother, Emmett, Stafford was never hit by his father, except on one occasion when he came home too late and too drunk from a local dance and threw up on the kitchen floor. But Emmett was the firstborn and, like Callie and her Westhaven classmates, much was expected of him. Stafford’s parents were not abusive people by the standards of the day, but they did not understand why Emmett was so difficult, and they were angry and bitterly disappointed with their firstborn, an unreliable boy who got into trouble and lied easily.

When Stafford’s mother died, he received a box of old photographs and letters, and among them was a picture of Emmett, taken on his third birthday. It had surprised Stafford later, with the birth of Callie, how similar the two faces were, despite his efforts to separate the two worlds. There were, of course, thousands of pictures of Callie by the time she was three, but there was only one of Emmett, an anxious boy with pale eyes and a small mouth, the upper lip curved like a bird in flight.

“Callie has my brother’s mouth,” he had said to Agnes, studying the picture.

“Well, she’s got your chin.”

“My chin.”

“Look, see how it collapses when she smiles.”

“My chin collapses.”

“It crinkles. You tense up and you get these little crinkled lines. Maybe if you let your lower lip relax. I mean, don’t pull it up. Let it go.”

“I’ll work on it.”

Stafford put the photo of Emmett back in the box that day and set it aside. He had loved Emmett all his life, even in the many days of failure, but he did not want to be reminded of a face and a life he had tried so hard to forget. His memories of Emmett were like the ones of Bobby Shepherd and other things, things that could only be remembered in small, protected moments like little capsules of reality, more than an insert but never quite a whole scene.

But as the years passed and Callie transitioned from an unsettled baby to a difficult teenager who got into trouble and lied easily, he would come to see more of his brother in her than the shape of an upper lip. And despite his best efforts, he found himself comparing the misdemeanors of Callie with Emmett’s, as if there were an inherent weakness of character in the Hopkins family.



[image: ]





On Stafford’s first day of school, his parents told him he was to leave the room immediately when the class said the Lord’s Prayer because it wouldn’t be a Catholic Our Father and Stafford was not to be repeating Protestant prayers no matter what the circumstances of the family had brought them to. In matters of religion, the Hopkinses were reliable. Mass on Sunday, fish on Friday, confession, Ash Wednesday, Palm Sunday, Lent, Good Friday, Easter, Christmas, and an assortment of feast days of personal interest to Stafford’s mother. But his father’s heart attack the year before had made it too difficult for Stafford to attend the Catholic school in the distant town of Bath, and it was no longer possible to rely on Emmett to help with the driving. The local public school only involved a short bus trip into Napanee, and while none of Stafford’s Catholic cousins would be there, he would know some of the local boys from neighboring farms, boys like Bobby Shepherd who were not Catholic but were pretty decent boys all the same.

Six-year-old Stafford had taken his seat in a Protestant classroom on the first day of school, tense and anxious until the moment finally arrived when the teacher, a young woman with a lazy eye, asked the class to stand and recite the Lord’s Prayer. It was then that Stafford made a dash for the door, knocking over a little girl’s chair and crashing into Bobby Shepherd, whose desk was nearby. Everyone had laughed, even the teacher, and Stafford remembered standing in the hallway outside the class, red-faced and ashamed, how angry he was at what his parents had demanded of him.

For the rest of that long day, he struggled to keep from breaking down, wondering how he would survive, until finally, at ten minutes to four, he heard the sound of a car engine driven too hard and too fast and he went to the window and looked out, and there was Emmett in an open truck. Stafford ran out of the class without his books or his pencils or his lunch bag or his jacket. He heard the teacher say something, heard the other children laughing, but he didn’t care, and he ran out of the school and across the yard to his brother and threw his arms around Emmett’s waist and wept. But Emmett just laughed and offered no counsel because he didn’t know of any that would help a little brother on his first day of school.

“So, how’s the new schoolboy liking it?”

“I don’t like it, Emmett. I hate it.”

“Ah, you’ll get used to it.”

“How?” Stafford asked. “How will I get used to anything?”

“You just will. Nobody knows how.”

Stafford’s brother was named after a dead boy, a relative from Prescott who died in a hunting accident one late October day when the man behind him tripped and fell forward, the shotgun in his hand. That Emmett was carried home with a gaping hole in his back and laid out on the table in the kitchen, where his parents wept and raged, waiting for the priest to come and say something for a soul gone and a body destroyed. All their hopes and expectations come to nothing. That Emmett was a sandy-haired boy of thirteen who never saw the ocean, never slept alone in a bed.
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“Early ripe, early rot.”

“Excuse me, Stafford?”

“That’s what my mother used to say.”

“And?”

“It’s a metaphor.”

“Awesome.”

“Well, think about it.”

“Look, all I said was Callie has a singing lesson this afternoon.”

“And all I said was, ‘Early ripe, early rot.’”

“Which seems to suggest you have a problem with singing lessons.”

“Three-year-olds don’t need private singing lessons. It’s ridiculous.”

“Fine, Stafford. Tell that to Mrs. Pugh, because it was her suggestion, not mine, okay? Go on. Call her up and tell her she’s ridiculous.”

“She doesn’t already know?”

“Mrs. Pugh says Callie’s the only one who won’t sing in the singing circle. She says if we don’t build up her confidence, our daughter won’t be able to sing in the fall concert.”

“Mrs. Pugh is the bride of Satan. Tell her I’m not paying ten thousand dollars a year for preschool to have Callie excluded from anything. What time is it?”

“Are you going somewhere?”

“I have a meeting.”

“But it’s Saturday.”

“I’ll tell them.”







CHAPTER 4

Secrets


“I will multiply thy sufferings.”

—Genesis 3:16
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“THE VEGETABLE DRAWER IS jammed again, Mrs. Hopkins. You know, the one in the main fridge. I mean, the one I just cleaned for you like you told me to. Well, it’s really jammed.”

“Yes, I noticed that too, Kelly.”

“I don’t want to break it, you know, if I pull really hard? But I don’t know. Maybe it’s just stuck or something.”

“I’ll have it fixed.”

“’Cause it should pull out easy. Like the other one, you know? It just rolls out easy. See?”

“Right.”

“Is there anything else you want me to do, Mrs. Hopkins?”

“Not today, Kelly.”

“I’ll be in a little later on Friday, okay? My daughter’s kids are coming for the weekend.”

“Excuse me?”

“Oh yeah, they’re something, I know, but my daughter’s starting another night shift. So I’ll be late on Friday.”

“What time were you thinking you’d stop by?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Noonish? Something like that. But I can stay late ’cause my youngest grandson’s got kickboxing after school, and my boyfriend’s out of work so he can watch Jade, and that just leaves the older boys and they’re okay on their own.”

“I’m having a dinner party on Friday, Kelly, and I’d like the main rooms done before the caterers arrive.”

“A party? It’s supposed to rain on Friday. Well, what time are they coming? The caterers, I mean.”

“About two thirty.”

“In the afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll be done before then for sure. Unless there’s ironing.”

“There won’t be any ironing on Friday.”

“Well, okay, if you say so. Then sure, yeah, I’ll see you on Friday. Have a good one! Too bad about the rain.”

“Hmm.”

“Don’t forget about the fridge, Mrs. Hopkins!”

“I won’t.”

“’Cause that drawer is jammed.”

“Right.”

She had been waiting quite patiently, she thought, for the stupid woman to leave so she could have a few cigarettes in peace before Stafford returned, but if they had to do another round on the fridge, she’d snap. This one, this Kelly woman, had only been with them for six months and she had talked too much from the start, quickly assuming that air of familiarity that was far more irritating than corners not swept and cabana towels folded with the edges out instead of in. Unfortunately, Cheryl Sasson had recommended her, and she had been obliged to take Cheryl’s advice because she knew Cheryl and Jim’s son was back in detox for an ongoing drug problem. Stafford would not understand that firing a housekeeper too quickly would send a message to Cheryl that she had no more ability to pick competent help than she did to raise a competent son, and that would undermine Cheryl’s authority as the alpha female in their particular social group, which could be interpreted as a challenge from Stafford’s wife, which would ruin the foursome he had with Jim.

She waited until she heard the side door to the house shut with its usual thud, followed by the sound of the courtyard security gate, and slowly she felt the tension ease from her hands. After thirty years, she had started smoking again—but only in the mornings, because that had always been the best time for cigarettes and, more important, the only time she could get away with it. Stafford liked to bring her a cup of coffee in bed of all places, and she was expected to make a great fuss over it, but once that was done, he left the house and walked down the hill before the heat of the day made walking difficult. From there, he took the back road into Napili, where he bought the morning papers and read them at a breakfast counter in a cheap coffee shop. His morning routine took two hours, and those were her smoking hours.

Stafford had never smoked, gambled, or drunk to excess and had no compassion for the addictions of healthy people. Over the years, she had watched him lure others, his industry colleagues and even their closest friends, literally into temptation as if determined to expose their weaknesses on his own terms. But she knew it was more than simple revelations that captured his interest. Above all things, Stafford admired his own kind of intelligence, which lay less in an innate grasp of complex matters than a will to command. There was a coldness in him when confronted with the fragility of others, and she had learned to protect herself from it with secrecy and bravado. Sometimes, though, and especially on warm and balmy Hawaiian mornings when Stafford was gone and the smoke she exhaled shielded her like a cloud, she allowed herself to remember this or that without his scrutiny. The events of her life had always been stored in separate chambers, but doors could be opened from time to time, if you were careful and alone.

Therapy had never worked for her. She had tried it, of course, at various times, along with vitamin shots, mega-doses of serotonin, hot yoga, shopping, boxing lessons, massage therapy, long-distance cycling, cold plunges, and a few thousand facials. But the telling of her story over and over again was exhausting and in the end, she realized she was tired of herself. Bored senseless, in fact, with the I did this I did that offerings served up at weekly sessions to someone paid to listen to yet another rich white woman talk about a Thanksgiving dinner gone wrong. Drinking wasn’t her thing. Prescription drugs knocked her flat. That left coffee and cigarettes. Those two, and a good dig in the garden where she could smoke, dig, and bury the butts in one easy session without talking about the time blah blah blah.

Stafford was wrong per usual. She was not clinging to a happy ending with an estranged adult daughter, spoiled beyond recovery by her self-absorbed parents. She was grieving for that misshapen mess that tried to be a little boy. Her first baby, born at a Catholic hospital in Kingston, Ontario, only to die in Stafford’s arms a few hours later.

Anencephaly had not been a word in even Stafford’s remarkable vocabulary, but when an early ultrasound revealed the baby’s condition in the second trimester, it became one. There would be no will to command for a baby born with a complete or even partial absence of the bones at the rear of the skull, no intelligence for a baby born without the cerebral hemispheres of a human brain.

Ultrasounds, or ultra-sonograms as they were called then, were not common, but when Stafford heard about a medical study at the university involving something called static B-mode equipment, he persuaded her to volunteer. They had nothing to fear. She was young and healthy, an ideal candidate for an international research study in prenatal technology. And this was landmark science, he said, painless and safe. Safe as houses, their own doctor said, and what rational human being would want an unpleasant surprise in the delivery room in 1972? Better to have it in the doctor’s office, she thought later, a test drive of the anguish to come.

It seemed they were among the first documented cases in the world in which a prenatal diagnosis of anencephaly was confirmed by ultrasound. They were advised that arrangements could be made to terminate the pregnancy, but Stafford had refused. If she had an abortion, he said, he would divorce her and have their marriage annulled. The staunch Catholic teachings of his childhood allowed him no other option. He had spent too much of his youth hovering on the edge of hell to deny its existence now. They would do the right thing and it would make them stronger. They would carry the baby to term and they would have the baby baptized, and when the baby died, they would donate its body to the hospital for research so that future babies could be saved. This was the path laid out for them and this was the path they would take. She felt, but did not say, that if he wanted spiritual compensation for this deed, it was entirely dependent on the hospitality of her womb. She suspected, but did not say, that her very intelligent husband was a fool or worse—just another standard-issue, male-chauvinist hypocrite. The staunch Catholic teachings of his childhood? Seriously, Stafford? What the fuck?

She was an outsider, yes, but they had been married almost two years at that point, and aside from a few funerals and the occasional local wedding where he fell in line with the kneeling, mumbling, and hand gestures of others at a Catholic service, he showed no interest in a religious life—which suited her just fine. They were married at a courthouse with two witnesses they dragged in off the street, and his mother’s after-the-fact pleas they get remarried in a Catholic church went unanswered. He was an intellectual. A philosopher. Handsome. Funny. Reasonably good in bed. Surely that was enough for one man. And now, with a doomed baby inside her, he talked about hell? Well, he would find out what hell was. She would make sure of that, after which he could annul, divorce, freeze-dry, or shrink-wrap their marriage for all she cared. It wouldn’t be the first time little Agnes Gardener had started over and likely not the last, but when she felt the little one move inside her, she wept.

“You don’t need to come to any more of my checkups,” she told him after the termination date to end the pregnancy came and went.

“Why not?” he said.

“Well, there’s not much point now,” she said. “And you have your thesis to finish. How’s that going?”

At her next appointment, she asked the doctor for pictures of other babies born without skulls and brains, but this seemed to anger the man so keen on full disclosure prior to reality.

“Why?” he asked. “There’s nothing you can do.”

“I just need to be prepared,” she answered. “It’s better for me to know what’s coming. And my husband feels the same. It’s better if we know.”

“It serves no purpose at this point in your pregnancy. It won’t change the outcome.”

“It will help us get through it. Isn’t that worth something?”

“I don’t have any photos to give you, Mrs. Hopkins.”

So she had gone to the Queen’s University medical library, armed with Stafford’s library card, where she scoured the journals until she found what she was looking for—a long clinical study on anencephaly, complete with graphs, stats, a lot of medical mumbo jumbo, and pictures.

The baby in the photo was unnamed and presumably dead when the picture was taken. The large, protruding eyes were unopened and covered with a pale, transparent layer of skin, reptilian in size and structure relative to the rest of the baby’s head, and she immediately thought of the way frogs looked, their lidless eyes opening suddenly and without warning. There was a flat, oddly constructed nose placed above an upper lip cleft into two parts, with the lower lip strangely intact. And of course, there was no enclosed skull. That was clearly evident in all of the pictures. Merely the beginning of a forehead above the froglike eyes, which ended abruptly as if nature had come to the edge of an open canyon and simply lost interest.

She must have backed into the library stacks when she dropped the journal, because there was a bruise on her spine that took a long time to heal. Someone asked if she was all right, and someone else asked her to be quiet. Can I help you? someone said. She said she was sorry, and when she left the library, pregnant and distraught, she took the long way home to avoid running into anyone from the philosophy department.

When Stafford came home that night, loaded with books and lecture notes from class, she didn’t tell him about the pictures, because it had never been her intention to warn him what lay ahead. He would suffer more if he wasn’t prepared in advance, and she wanted him to suffer greatly, although she was sorry about that later when she witnessed his despair.

“Have you seen my library card?” he said.

“You left it in your other pants,” she said. “I was at the laundromat.”

The pregnancy ended in the seventh month and the baby was delivered by cesarean section on a breezy afternoon in July. Stafford had insisted on being present, but when the baby was placed into his arms by the nurse, an older woman with sad eyes, he collapsed and began to moan, and then he began to cry until those present, alarmed by the onset of what appeared to be a mounting hysteria, tried to remove the baby from his arms. And at that point all hell broke loose because Stafford refused to hand over the baby, keeping everyone at a distance with the wide, sweeping motions of his free arm. The priest, who had been hovering outside, waiting to administer the sacraments of baptism and last rites, was quickly ushered into the room in the hope that his presence would calm the situation and help settle the young father.

“Don’t let your child go to God unblessed, my son,” the priest had said. “We have to baptize the baby before it dies.”

But Stafford had turned then and deliberately smacked the priest with his free hand, knocking him flat to the ground, where he lay senseless.

The baby, unnamed and never baptized, went to its grave a day later, and in the springtime of the following year, Stafford and his wife left Kingston for Los Angeles, where Stafford would embark on another path, this one unencumbered by the spiritual needs of others.







CHAPTER 5

Temptations


“The serpent beguiled me, and I did eat.”

—Genesis 3:13
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“THERE YOU ARE. WHAT took you so long?”

“It’s hot. I brought you something.”

“A jelly donut?”

“They’re fresh.”

“Oh, Stafford, you know I won’t eat that.”

“Why not?”

“A jelly donut? Covered in sugar and filled with—what is that stuff?”

“Apple jelly.”

“Yeah, sure it is. Nice color.”

“Go on, have one. Look, there’re two.”

“No thanks. Well, don’t shove the whole thing into your mouth. Stafford!”

“Mmmm.”

“That’s disgusting. I’ll get you a napkin.”

She was sitting in the kitchen, flipping through a catalog of tropical perennials. The creation of the Maui house had allowed her to participate in the planning of the grounds, and this had awakened an interest in gardening. She wanted to replace the reflecting ponds on the east side of the house with gardens and scented flowers, but she was unsure how to proceed. The design team hired to work with the architects had stressed the importance of allowing what they called “the Asian thing” to permeate the house, and the result had been twice photographed for international publication. The general consensus was that former network heavyweight Stafford Hopkins’s Maui retreat was an eight-thousand-square-foot masterpiece of scale and design that seamlessly blended the drama of the landscape with an interior that, as one writer effused, overcame the tension between indulgence and whimsy. But the reflecting pools, while lovely to look at, generated a dank odor, and since her morning room had windows that opened directly over them, she wanted something else. The pools could be drained and filled with dirt, she reasoned, without upsetting anybody’s sense of whimsy.

“Did you come in the side gate?” she asked him.

“I did.”

“I didn’t hear you.”

“The gate was open. Are you sure you don’t want the other donut?”

“I don’t like the new gardeners, Stafford. I think one of them leaves the gate open. It’s happened before.”

“You sure it’s not the cleaning lady?”

“Kelly. Her name is Kelly. And she’s not a cleaning lady. She’s a housekeeper.”

“Noted.”

“I heard her shut the gate when she left.”

“So what are you saying?”

“I’m saying you left. Kelly left. The gate was shut. And somewhere between then and now, somebody else left the gate open. Not me. Not you. Not Kelly. Over to you, Sherlock.”

“Call security. Get the codes reset.”

“You think?”

“Just in case. You want a bite? Last chance.”

“No!”

Security was generally not a source of anxiety for either of them, but they had long since recognized that their standard of living required professional protection. Already part of a gated community, their Maui estate had a built-in security system that was designed to quietly monitor the perimeter of their property and various interiors. The tiny cameras, carefully recessed into ceiling pockets and outside walls, were unobtrusive and functional. Multiple monitors throughout the property allowed them to anticipate the arrival and departure of others without feeling too voyeuristic. They knew many of their friends complemented their own home security systems with handguns, but Stafford’s Canadian background made him resistant to having one in the house.

“You call, would you? I have a tennis lesson.”

“I’ll call and then I’ll drive you down.”

“I’ll be late, Stafford.”

“No, you won’t. It’ll just take a minute. I have the number upstairs.”

He dropped the napkin she had given him on the counter and left the room before she could argue. Stafford’s office was the only living space in the house situated on the second floor, and the stairs leading to it were deliberately hidden from public view, tucked down a hallway next to the wine cellar. Unless invited and escorted up the stairs, few visitors to the house had any idea that a second story existed at all, because the scale of the rooms and the height of the ceilings seemed to preclude the possibility. Away from the main house and farther down the hillside at the bottom of the property, the second level was more evident, and the house itself resembled the prow of an elegant ship, cut into the terraced hillside with such precision, it seemed to have pushed its way through. From the upper road and the main driveway that approached the property, though, there was no visual way of determining this.

He climbed the stairs with more weariness than he cared to admit, already feeling the heavy aftermath of donuts and sugar and jelly eaten too quickly on a hot day. He would work it off later, he reasoned. He would call the personal trainer he met with three times a week and book an extra hour before dinner. That was the problem with these golf-less mornings. They left him with too much time to fill, and unlike his wife, he was not good at pacing out the small days.

His home office consisted of an enormous room separated from an upstairs bathroom and spa by an open breezeway and an enclosed rooftop deck that was too windy for outdoor furniture. The space had been designated as a multipurpose area suitable for a suite of home offices, a personal gym, or perhaps even a palatial guest suite.

“For a gypsy camp maybe,” his wife had said. “It’s too much open space, Stafford. It feels like a dance studio.”

“I like it this way,” he said, although he was unsure why.

“Wouldn’t you rather have a home gym? You still have the downstairs den as an office. What will you do with all this space?”

“I’ll finish my thesis,” he answered.

“Your what?”

“My thesis.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Nicomachean Ethics and Epithumia.”

“Oh please, Stafford, be serious. There’s plenty of room up here for a gym.”

“And Aristotle. Aristotle needs a lot of space.”

“I thought it was Plato.”

“Plato is for pop stars.”

“You’re not serious. Tell me you’re not.”

“Why does it matter if I’m serious? Define your terms and justify your proposition.”

“Stop.”

“Epithumia—the irrational appetite, although there is linguistic argument that ‘orexis’ or ‘desire’ is a more apt definition.”

“Thank you for clearing that up. But wouldn’t you rather just have a home gym?”

“The virtue of a thing, my pet, is relative to its proper work. Book six, chapter two. Material cause, efficient cause, formal cause, and final cause. It’s all coming back to me. Organon, Physica, De Caelo, De Anima, De Poetic, De Partibus Animalium—”

“Oh, all right! Enough. Do whatever you want. Translate the evening news into Latin if you want to. If you want to play academic again, that’s up to you. Just don’t practice your philosophy talk on me. Or on any of our friends.”

“Greek.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Aristotle wrote in Greek, not Latin.”
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He deeply regretted this conversation later, because the commitment entailed in picking up an ancient trail was far more daunting than he anticipated. He had stumbled onto Aristotle in his second year at Queen’s University and angered his mother by immediately switching his major from biology to philosophy. It had been his father’s hope, she had argued, that if the farm went, Stafford would get himself an education in something, and that meant something worthwhile.

“If you take science, you can be a vet,” his mother had said. “A veterinarian, Stafford. Your father thought you’d be good at that. He said to keep a bit of money back for you no matter what happened with me and Emmett. How’s a bunch of Greek and Latin going to help you bring a calf into this world, Stafford? No one’s talking Latin in Napanee.”

And she was right. But a disorganized, overweight classics professor who sweated profusely and struggled with a class of undergraduates who had no doubt been told that his class was a bird course, a simple arts option for science majors, altered the course of Stafford’s life with his comments scribbled on the back of an awkwardly written term paper titled “Spiritual Deception in Aristotle.”

“Mr. Hopkins,” he wrote, “Aristotle was not a parish priest. More questions, fewer answers! Reverse course and look to Athens. Your premise is flawed, but you took a good run at it, and I enjoyed your essay more than most.”

At the end of that semester, Stafford withdrew from science and registered for a bachelor of arts in philosophy. Financial support from his mother, limited as it was, was promptly withdrawn, and he was able to stay on as a full-time student only with the income generated from working six nights out of seven at the campus bar. But his passion for Aristotle remained undiminished by fiscal reality, and he finished his bachelor’s degree in three years and his master’s in one. By the time he began his doctorate he was a married man, and the final break between his boyhood and everything that followed was drawing closer.

It was not generally recommended that serious academic scholars pursue all their degrees from the same university, but an exception was made for Stafford Hopkins based on the brilliance of his work and the increasingly desperate nature of his personal circumstances—which, in his case, referred to the mystery of his marriage. He had met his wife midway through his master’s, and while everyone agreed she had a certain physical appeal for an uneducated American girl with a trashy mouth, nobody understood why he had found it necessary to marry her. It was an improbable relationship from the start.
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When the campus bar closed at midnight, it was Stafford’s job to lock up, and he enjoyed this part of the job because it was an opportunity to be alone. Saturdays were always busy nights, but the combination of homecoming weekend and a football win over rivals from a neighboring college prompted a drunken celebration that spilled out of the bar and into the night. Stafford, tired and anxious to leave more quickly than usual, began stacking chairs onto tables even as the last customers were stumbling out, and it was then he saw the girl he would marry nine days later. She was dressed like a teenager at a spring prom, clearly out of place in a campus bar. Too much hair. Too much makeup. Not enough clothing for a Canadian fall. But there she sat, arguing with her companions, who were too drunk to care. As he drew closer, he realized she must have joined the table of revelers uninvited, because they were mocking her with the easy cruelty of passive intellect. And he noticed that she was not a child. She was small, and her head was a bit too big for her body, or was it the hair? And he noticed also that her eyes were blue and her front teeth were not quite straight. Beauty, he decided then, was not order and symmetry. The Greeks were wrong. Beauty was chaos.

When her companions left, they went without her, and she would have gone soon after had he not spoken.

“You’re not familiar.”

“Well, I guess that depends on who the fuck you are,” she said, but she didn’t look at him, because she was trying to collect her things, her cigarettes and her matches, and put them into her purse and get out of there.

“Well, okay, what’s your name?” he asked her.

“Well, okay, I guess it’s none of your fucking business,” she answered, and then, turning to leave, tripped on the leg of the table and fell.

After a few more fuck this and fuck thats, she gave up and began to cry. Stafford took a chair off one of the nearby tables and sat next to her, waiting for her to stop in case she looked up and he could resume the conversation. Cause, Stafford knew from Aristotle, was not merely what happened in the lead-up to an event; it was a goal being suddenly realized as if the outcome, the end, or telos, presented itself ahead of time, pulling reality in its wake. But the reality of this girl, this uneducated American girl from Big Falls, Wisconsin, who fell out of the sky and into his nest like a wounded bird, was not greeted with universal enthusiasm.
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“Stafford!”

“I’m coming.”

“It’s ten o’clock. I’m already late.”

“I’m sorry. Have you got the keys?”

“Yes. Did you get hold of them?”

“Who?”

“The security guys, Stafford. Did you call them?”

“No. I mean, yes. I left a message. Has the mail come?”

“Stafford!”

“All right, all right. Don’t get excited. Let’s go.”

He wanted to wait another five minutes for the mail to arrive, but he could see that his wife was already angry with him for interfering with her day. So he left with her and was not at home when the mail was dropped into the secured slot on the wall of the outside courtyard—the usual bills and bank statements, the industry magazines, the junk mail, and the letter from Canada, the letter addressed to him with the word Shepherd scribbled on the back.







CHAPTER 6

Diversions


He leadeth me beside the still waters.

—Psalms 23:2
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STAFFORD WOULD LATER REMEMBER what a nice time they had together, on that last day before everything changed. Maui days were usually windy, especially on their side of the island, but there was hardly any wind that day and everyone commented on it, even people who had lived on Maui all their lives and seen many beautiful days.

“What a beautiful day,” everyone said, smiling and repeating themselves and one another over and over again.

“It’s such a beautiful day.”

“Just beautiful.”

And it was a beautiful day, so lovely and calm in fact, that when he suggested they take his car and put the top down, she didn’t argue about the extra time it would take to move her car out of the way. It was only a short drive down the hill to the tennis club, but he drove slowly and turned his head several times to look at his wife, who put her head back and closed her eyes as if, for once, she trusted him to make the turn at fifteen miles per hour without assistance.

“Are you all right?” he asked her, and he rested his hand on top of hers for a moment.

“Smell the air, Stafford. Isn’t it wonderful?”

“There’s no wind.”

“It’s perfect.”

There was something in the stillness of that day that altered more than mood and personality, but it was not, he realized, merely the absence of wind. It was the absence of sound. He had once been on a small, chartered plane whose engines abruptly failed, and in the split second before anyone reacted there was a moment of perfect silence. He thought of that moment now as he drove down the hillside, but not of the many moments of noise and terror that followed before the roar of an engine kicked in. If you could die in a moment of complete silence, he thought, perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. And then he began to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“Then why are you laughing?”

“I thought of a joke.”

“A joke?”

“My dad used to tell this joke.”

“Uh-huh.”

“What were Father’s last words?”

“Uh-huh.”

“He didn’t have any. Mother was with him until the end.”

“Don’t try that one on Cheryl and Jim, Stafford.”

“Why? Oh, right.”

She started to laugh then, as if the joke had become funnier all of a sudden, and then they both laughed, and when they arrived at the front door of the tennis club, where a young man waited to park their car for them, they were still laughing.

“Beautiful day,” the young man said.

“Yes,” Stafford replied, “it is.”

He sat outside, watching her lesson, enjoying the way she surprised the young instructor with sudden bursts of competitive fury. He knew she had aged, but she had not yet lost the eternally youthful look of the well-kept middle-aged woman, and he was grateful for that. Women of their economic class took care of themselves and did not deteriorate in the same withering way their mothers and grandmothers had. Stafford’s own mother had settled into old age at the age of fifty-eight, her hands stiff with arthritis, her skin wrinkled and damaged by a lifetime of hard work and cold weather. Her legs were not tanned and slim, but crisscrossed with varicose veins, and he could not have imagined her flying around a tennis court under a tropical sun as his wife did now.

The absence of wind caused the temperature to rise swiftly, and by the time her tennis lesson was over, the full heat of the day was upon them and he could see that she was tired. He stood up and handed her a towel, and she began to wipe her face and the sweat from the back of her neck.

“Why do you push yourself so hard?” he asked.

“Because I want to beat the little fucker,” she whispered.

“Really? I would never have guessed.”

“Are you going to follow me around all day, Stafford?”

“Shhh. Your teacher’s coming. Smile and say goodbye.”

Stafford was accustomed to physical beauty, but the young tennis instructor who bounded toward them now was so beautiful that he had a fleeting desire to reach out and touch the boy on the face.

“You were awesome, Mrs. H. Just awesome! You have a great day!”

“I sure will!” she answered in the same singsong voice, waving as he turned and jogged back across the court to greet his next customer, a woman so laced with Botox she could no longer move the muscles of her face.

“My God,” she said. “Look at her. She looks like a button.”

“What?”

“Never mind. My shoulder is killing me. Let’s go.”

“You have a manicure in ten minutes, Mrs. H.”

“Thank you, Jeeves.”

“Do you need to go home first?”

“I have everything with me. Are you going to follow me around all day, Stafford?” she asked him a second time.

“Yes, I think I will.”

The tennis club was located on the grounds of the Ritz-Carlton, between the hotel and the beach, and it was to the hotel spa she went for her weekly facials, massages, and body treatments, rotating pedicures with manicures, waxings with peelings and exfoliations. There was a paved pathway that wound its way up the steep hillside from the beach to the hotel, passing the tennis courts along the way, and there was a hotel shuttle service available for those too weary to walk.

“Do you want to move the car around now?” she asked, because they had taken the outside road and the car was parked on the far side of the tennis courts.

“Let’s walk up,” he said. “We’ll get the car later.”

“Okay.”

The sun was already high in the sky, and a haze had settled over the landscape like a fine gauze netting. The clarity of the horizon in the distance had loosened its hold on the eye, and the dividing line between ocean and sky was no longer plainly visible. And still there was no wind and no sign of it coming, as it usually did in the afternoons, breaking up the heat of the day and sending sunbathers scurrying for their magazines and towels. Nonetheless, Stafford set up the hill now, a little ahead of his wife, as if to convey a greater sense of purpose and energy. He would lead and she would follow. If there was trouble on the path, he would be the one to deal with it.

“What’s the big hurry?” she asked, struggling to keep up with him.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” she said, and she had to stop to catch her breath, “why are we bolting up this hill?”

“We can wait for another shuttle.”

“I don’t want to wait for a shuttle. I just want to slow down.”

“Let’s go back and get the car,” he said. “We’ll drive up.”

It was hot, of course, and her shoulder was beginning to ache, and she was already tired from tennis, but as she stood there watching him change directions, resetting their course without her input, she became angry, and she snapped at him.

“Stafford!”

“What?”

“Will you just stop for a second?”

“You’ll be late for your manicure.”

“I’m not late.”

“It’s after eleven. Your appointment is at eleven fifteen, isn’t it?”

“My schedule is none of your business.”

“You don’t leave yourself enough time.”

“I said it’s none of your damn business.”

“Don’t swear at me.”

“Don’t tell me how to plan my day.”

“Shuttle,” he said.

She stepped off the path as the shuttle, this one coming down the hill with several passengers all loaded with supplies for a day at the beach, pulled up next to her.

“Beautiful day,” said the driver, smiling.

“Gorgeous,” she answered, smiling.

“You folks going up or down?” the young driver asked, still smiling at them.

“Up,” she answered.

“Down,” Stafford said, and this got a big laugh from everyone.

“What can I say?” his wife broke in. “We’re confused.”

“Aren’t we all, honey?” answered an older woman, and this got another big laugh.

Stafford smiled and took his wife by the arm, gently pulling her to his side of the path.

“Don’t let us hold you up,” he said, and the shuttle continued down to the beach, its passengers beaming fondly at Stafford and his wife as if they had become old friends, all of them, even the young driver, who took it upon himself to toot the horn twice in farewell.

The hotel developers had originally intended to position the hotel closer to the beach, thus eliminating the need for a shuttle, but when workers began grading the hillside for construction, their work came to an unexpected and immediate halt.

The people who lived on Maui long before Stafford and his wife arrived to enjoy themselves had also loved this part of the island, so much so, in fact, that more than two thousand of them had wished to remain there, buried over time in unmarked graves hidden beneath the surface of the sloping hillside. But with each deep bite of earth the excavators took from the hillside, the pale bones surfaced, until hundreds of bones and pieces of bones, the splinters and fragments of others, lay blinking and confused by the light of an unfamiliar sun. The men operating the excavators were mostly local men, men whose families went back generations, and they left the site immediately, horrified and ashamed of their part in the story.

The Ritz-Carlton Hotel could not be built over the bones of the dead, no matter how ancient or forgotten, not without dire consequences, and this unwanted harvest presented a terrible dilemma for the developers, who were disinclined to abandon the project. After much consultation and delay, a compromise was reached among the archaeologists, historians, authorities, and spiritual advisers. The graves, which dated between AD 610 and the early 1800s, could not be moved; nor could they be left unprotected. The massive hotel project could only continue by redesigning the entire site and building the hotel at the top of the hill.

The bones were reburied, and the hillside surrounding them—renamed the Honokahua Burial Site—was planted with green grass, bordered by the naupaka bushes native to the area. Visitors were not permitted to walk across these graves on their way to and from the beach but only near them, and some would pause and whisper prayers for themselves and perhaps for the dead.

It was here, then, next to these ancient bones, that Stafford and Agnes stood on the verge of a squabble in the heat of a windless day.

“Well,” Stafford finally said. “Up or down, baby?”

“Oh, go ahead,” she said. “Walk as fast as you want. I’ll follow.”

The rest of the morning unfolded without any further disagreement, and her manicure was followed by lunch on the terrace of the hotel, where they sat quietly, neither of them talking or wanting to until they had finished eating. The stillness of the day created an atmosphere of languid stupidity, and even in a place as fine and beautiful as the Ritz-Carlton, resistance seemed futile. The sleepy-eyed busboys began to let dishes pile up on the tables. The young parents stopped fussing over their flushed and restless children. The waiters and waitresses stood at their stations, politely unresponsive to the needs of their customers. And even the carefully dressed trophy wives sat quietly for once, like obedient schoolgirls, wiping their lip-lined mouths on the linen napkins, trying not to play with their jewelry, the heavy rings and the bracelets and watches that were beginning to itch. And the others, the physicians and real estate lawyers, the philosopher kings and the wealthy merchants, the honeymooners, the gamblers and the risk-takers, all of them began to lose their energy and direction, as if the windless inertia of the day had eased them into the hillside next to the cool graves of the others and the long sleep of an endless afternoon had arrived.

Stafford fed much of his lunch to the small birds that flew in and out between the tables, knowing, as they did, that a hot day was no reason to starve. But he was becoming increasingly uncomfortable, his body damp with the sweat and perspiration of sitting, and he wished he could take the jug of ice water from the table and pour it over his head and around the back of his neck and down his shirt the way he remembered felt so good on hot days. There was another couple sitting nearby—overdressed and too old for Maui—and they took a very long time to order their lunch. When it arrived, the old woman began to carefully divide up the contents of both plates until they each had exactly half of what the other had ordered. They ate slowly and, Stafford thought, with resolve, as if duty-bound to finish what they had started.

“You’re staring.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re looking really closely at two strangers, Stafford, and they might not like it. It’s called staring.”

“He looks like my uncle Frank.”

“Hmm.”

“Do you remember my uncle Frank?”

“Was he the one with all the kids?”

“No. That was Christy, the youngest. Uncle Frank didn’t have any kids.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. My mother said his wife was too jumpy.”

“Jumpy?”

“Mother had ideas.”

“Hmm.”

“He never left the house half dressed.”

“Good for him.”

“Just like that old guy. Tweed jacket, shoes and socks, the works. Summer, winter, fall. It was all the same to Uncle Frank.”

“Well, there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“I didn’t say there was. Did I say that?”

“I didn’t say you said anything.”

“You implied.”

“Forgive me, Stafford. Dig deep.”

“He didn’t get the farm. He got cheated.”

“Your farm?”

“No, no, not our farm. The first farm. My great-great-grandfather’s farm. The farm at Tweed.”

“Don’t snap at me, Stafford. This farm, that farm. How am I supposed to remember these things? I wasn’t exactly embraced by the Kingston community if you recall.”

“It took my family four generations to get from the Canadian Shield to the lake. Four generations from Tweed to Napanee.”

“Hmm.”

“The farm at Tweed was promised to Uncle Frank by my great-grandfather. He went to work the Tweed farm with the understanding it would go to him when the old man died. That’s how things were done. That’s how you got a farm when there were too many of you. He was twelve.”

“And he didn’t get it?”

“He didn’t get the farm.”

“Because?”

“Because? There is no because. They cheated him, that’s all. They changed their minds and left the farm to one of their daughter’s sons who married someone important in the area, and Uncle Frank went home with nothing after ten years’ work.”

“Was he bitter?” she asked, but Stafford was no longer listening, and she waited a moment, silent, while he sat there, staring again at the old man.

Stafford was, she knew, a private man, and he rarely shared the stories from his past with her or anyone else. They were impediments, he once said, to the essence of change, and it was the duty of all free men to change, whatever that meant.

“What did you say?”

“I asked if he was bitter. Are you okay, Stafford?”

“I feel fine. I was thinking, that’s all. Sorry.”

“Well, stop thinking immediately. There will be no more thinking.”

“Yes, he was bitter.”

“Hmm.”

“He worked at a jail in Kingston for a while. He was a prison guard.”

“Nice job.”

“They had a farm too.”

“Who did?”

“The prison did. Disneyland.”

“What?”

“Collins Bay.”

“Stafford, please. A whole sentence would help.”

“There was a prison farm in Kingston at the Collins Bay Penitentiary, but the locals called it Disneyland. Don’t you remember? We used to drive by it. It was on Bath.”

“Bath?”

“Bath Road. It was the big stone building with the red roof and the turrets on the corners. From a distance it looked like an old castle—like Disneyland. You don’t remember?”

“No.”

“How can you not remember?”

“It’s a talent, I know.”

“He married a Protestant.”

“How very sad.”

“They moved to Toronto after my father died.”

“Uh-huh.”

“I used to see him now and then. He worked at a bakery in Toronto, but he had a bad heart too. Like my father’s.”

“Did you like him?”

“What?”

“Your uncle Frank. Did you like him? Was he a nice guy, Stafford?”

“His wife liked me, but Mother hated her.”

“Because she was a jumpy Protestant?”

“They both drank.”

“Well, no wonder.”







CHAPTER 7

Shame


But shame may be said to be conditionally a good thing.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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TWO DAYS BEFORE STAFFORD and his wife sat down to lunch on the terrace of the Ritz-Carlton Hotel, there was a storm at sea, four hundred miles northwest of Maui. This disturbance, while minor, created a moderate swell that was duly noted by the National Weather Service in Honolulu, which predicted the short-lived swell train would likely miss the Kapalua coastline due to angular dispersion, delivering, at best, a few spectacular waves at some of the northern beaches. But a large ocean swell, generated by even the smallest of storms elsewhere, will travel across the ocean for days if there is nothing to obstruct or divert it, and since there is little between the islands of Hawaii and the great landmasses of the Earth, the real guess lies not so much in what is coming as when.

“Could we have the bill, please?” Stafford said to the waitress, who passed by their table without stopping.

“Are you feeling all right?” Agnes said. “Your face is really red.”

“I’m just hot.”

“Have some water,” she answered, and she poured more into his glass and gave it to him. “I don’t think I’ll golf this afternoon,” she added. “It’s too hot for golf. And my shoulder hurts.”

“You’d better call and cancel.”

“I know what to do, Stafford.”

“Check, please,” he said again, and she could see that he was becoming irritable.

“Why do you call it the check?” she asked. “Why is it the bill one minute and the check the next?”

“They’re the same thing.”

“No,” she said, “they’re not. A check is money for you and a bill is money you owe.”

“It’s a Canadian thing,” he said. “We ask for the check. You ask for the bill.”

“Why not the tab?” she said, persisting. “Tab, please.”

“The Brits call it a tab.”

“No, they don’t. They call it a chit.”

“They don’t call it a chit.”

“All right, all right. Don’t get excited. Why don’t you take the shuttle down and get the car and I’ll pay the bill, tab—thing—and you can pick me up outside. We can go back to the house. You can have a nap, okay? Stafford?”

“What?”

“You’re not listening to me.”

“They don’t call it a chit.”

“Right.”

She looked closely at him, wondering again if he was feeling all right. His face was too red, she thought, even for such a hot day, and while his irritability with her was routine, his lack of concentration was not. He had rarely been sick at any point during their marriage, but on the few occasions he was, he had been truly and terribly ill, hospitalized twice with pneumonia and once with a kidney infection. Each time, he had spiked fevers that landed him in critical care, accompanied by infections that proved resistant to antibiotics. His doctors joked about his shameless determination to challenge medical boundaries. Generally, though, he was a healthy man who took care of himself, jelly donuts notwithstanding, and for good reason.

His father and many of the men in his father’s family had died in their fifties, their hearts failing at unexpected moments. She had met the widows of some of these men at funerals and wakes in the early days of her marriage when they lived in the basement suite on Alfred Street, and these women had frightened her with their gray eyes and folded hands. Some of them sold their farms and moved to local towns, where they became card-players and gossips. A few stayed on, but they were the ones with grown-up sons and daughters-in-law from local farms who could take over the running of a large dairy farm. None of these women remarried, and any talk about doing so was met with disapproval and even some element of disgust. Stafford’s wife had often wished him dead—but only in moments of emotional rage that came and went quickly. In truth, she could not imagine life without him.

“Stafford, my darling, why don’t we go home now?” she said, and he turned and looked directly into her eyes.

For a moment, neither one of them said anything. It had been a long time since they had allowed themselves this type of intimacy and it came as a surprise, the way intimacy always did.

“You called me your darling,” he finally said. “I love it when you do that.”

“I know you do.”

“I’ll go down and get the car,” he said, as if the idea had just occurred to him.

“What a good idea,” she said. “Why don’t I wait here and pay the bill, chit, the tab-thing?”

“Don’t forget to cancel your golf game.”

“Thank you for reminding me.”

There were times, she thought, when she behaved impeccably, a study in marital patience, notably uncritical and kind. These moments were few and far between, but it had been her experience that few of them were needed. She had disliked life on Maui intensely that long first year of their exile, and this had culminated in a terrible fight between them that was so deep and so bitter that it continued, even now, to upset her. She had made a conscious decision in the months that followed that she would not abandon this marriage and would learn to love the man who had rescued her for reasons entirely his own. It would, however, demand a final break with their daughter, because the fight that precipitated their separation on Maui was, like most of their fights, all about Callie.
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They had been buying and selling properties for years, climbing the real estate ladder with Stafford’s money and investment savvy, from entry-level condos to the high-end homes she loved in LA, Malibu, Aspen, and New York where they had friends, activities, and other interests. But Hawaii was strictly a holiday destination, generally involving a luxurious corporate retreat of some kind at one of the better hotels, so when Stafford announced they were building an extravagant house on Maui a year before he left the network, she had her suspicions, and when he pulled out all the stops and had the house finished in record time, she realized he had something more permanent in mind.

They took possession in August 2001, joined the golf club, hired staff, and made plans for their regular fall trips to New York and Aspen. But on the morning of September 11, they woke up to a different world. Travel plans were canceled, and they hunkered down in paradise, waiting for better days, thankful that the people they knew and cared about were safe if not thriving. But she missed LA, missed being part of something, missed the open roads of California that didn’t circle back to the place you just left. And while she didn’t miss Callie and all the fights with Stafford about a daughter in her twenties unable to function in the real world, she missed hope.
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The assignment of blame for Callie’s failings was burdened by quantity. As parents, they were indulgent and divided people who could not agree on how to raise a child in a culture of excess, and they alternated between blaming themselves and blaming each other for many years, too many years to matter anymore. Callie was a sweet baby, despite the early months of colic and vomiting, and if they made a mess of her upbringing later, they were not alone in doing so, for many of their friends had similar problems with their own children. The reality was that she and Stafford had barely survived their own childhoods, and it was incomprehensible to them that a child with no obvious problems could have so many. To compound matters, Stafford showed little practical interest in the raising of their daughter and left too many of the important decisions to her.

But how was I to know, she thought, how easy it is to ruin a life?

Her own mother, doomed at every turn, had shared no knowledge, no maternal wisdom with the daughter she failed to protect. And her grandmother, her mother’s mother, that matriarch of social misery? She was a harsh woman with a keen eye for shame, and the years spent in her presence were lonely ones, best forgotten. Choosing between that world, the one she had known as a child, and the world Stafford made possible for her as an adult had not been difficult. Waking up in California, she thought, was like waking up in heaven.

Los Angeles was blue skies and sunshine and wide streets with palm trees and flowering plants in hanging baskets with scented flowers that made her cry sometimes when she was alone and not likely to be laughed at. Even before he could afford it, Stafford bought them a beautiful car with a wonderful stereo in it and heavy doors that opened and closed with the muted precision of superior engineering. On weekends, they would drive up into the hills overlooking the city and then through the deep canyons and into the desert beyond. They would drive north and up the coastal road to Malibu and San Simeon. They would drive south to La Jolla and San Diego and the border with Mexico. They would drive, she once said, uphill and backward if they had enough time and enough gas because they both loved to drive and they felt free on those driving days, as if forever looking for the walls of an ancient city with no real hope of finding them. Two years later, when Callie arrived, they abandoned their driving excursions, but by then there was little left to see that they had not seen many times before.

Callie was spoiled, of course, but how could it have been otherwise? It was not practical for parents to live in one world and their children in another. How could they have denied her access to the best schools with the best teachers when Stafford made enough money in one day to pay an entire year’s tuition? How could they have restricted her birthday parties to small groups of close friends when they regularly hosted lavish events for people they barely knew? How could they have asked their daughter to travel economy when they were sitting in first class? How could they have explained to her that there really was a difference between getting braces and getting breast implants when she and Stafford had both had, in the parlance of their social set, a little work done on themselves? She took comfort only in knowing that Stafford, despite all his cryptic little sermons on excess and deficiency, had no more answers to these questions than she did.

As for excess, well, in that at least their daughter excelled. There were no signs of deficiency in that department—but there was nothing like a phone call on Christmas Eve to confirm it.

It was 2002, their second Christmas on Maui, and they were supposed to go to Aspen but Stafford backed out at the last minute, leaving them stuck on Maui with no company, no plans, and no interruptions to the solitude he craved and she did not—until Callie called on Christmas Eve and almost succeeded in ending her parents’ fragile marriage once and for all.
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“Stafford.”

“Hmm.”

“Callie called.”

“Let me guess. She missed a car payment.”

“You’d better put your book down, Stafford. Something’s happened.”

“What?”

“She’s in trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“She’s been arrested.”

“What do you mean, ‘She’s been arrested’?”

“I mean she’s been arrested, Stafford. Our daughter has been arrested.”

“By the police?”

“No. By her hairdresser. Who the fuck do you think arrested her? The police, Stafford, the police!”

“Calm down. You’re getting hysterical.”

“Our daughter is in jail, Stafford. She’s in jail!”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Get hold of yourself!”

“You have to call somebody. We have to get her out of there.”

“What did she do now?”

“She didn’t know.”

“Stop it. Stop crying and just tell me!”

“She thought he was older.”

“Who?”

“Some guy she met in a restaurant. A server, I think.”

“How old was he? Agnes! How old was he!”

“Seventeen.”

“Well, fuck! That stupid, stupid girl.”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m calling my lawyer.”
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Three days before Christmas, Callie went to an upscale restaurant in Malibu with her girlfriends. She had been depressed for weeks, slowly coming to terms with the realization that her current boyfriend, an up-and-coming agent, was still involved with his ex-wife, the mother of three small children, one of whom he believed to be his. Callie had drunk to excess the evening before, so she confined her alcohol intake to two or three Manhattans and a few glasses of excellent local Chardonnay. She noticed that the young man who kept their water glasses filled was unusually attractive, and, urged on by her easily amused friends, she struck up a conversation with him that led to other things. He was young, of course, but they—Callie and her friends—never thought for a single second he was less than nineteen or twenty and certainly not seventeen or they would have left him alone. In any event, Callie found him irresistible, or perhaps just, as her father later said, easy pickings, and when she left the restaurant, she took him home with her and kept him for two days before turning him out. The boy, recognizing an opportunity from start to finish, immediately pressed charges for the unlawful sexual confinement of a minor, and were it not for the swift steps taken by Callie’s father, the whole matter would have received far more publicity than it did. As it was, only a small item in two or three papers made any mention at all about the incident and even then, the details were sketchy. The boy, happy with his financial settlement, amended his story and did not bother them again—but Stafford lived with the knowledge that the improvidence of his only child filled him with shame.

And Agnes? Well, Agnes had a different take on shame.
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“The age of consent is eighteen, Agnes. The boy was seventeen.”

“And our daughter is twenty-five. I’m not seeing a crime here, Stafford.”

“Under state law, a person under eighteen is a minor and cannot legally consent to sexual activity.”

“Well, we’re going to need more prisons, then.”

“That’s not the point. She got played, Agnes. She picked up an underage guy and took him back to the luxury condo her father bought her, no doubt littered with photos of her parents mixing it up with the rich and famous. He knew what he was doing. She didn’t. But she damn well should have.”

“But he went willingly. Our five-foot-four daughter didn’t drag him back to her place kicking and screaming.”

“It doesn’t matter! The point is, our daughter is picking up strangers in bars and hauling them back to her place for sex without asking any questions.”

“Kinda like you and me.”

“You weren’t underage.”

“You never asked. And now that I think about it, I’m not sure anyone ever asked my mother, either. But what is that thing people are always saying? Something about apples and trees. Fill me in, Professor. You know so much.”

“You’re taking this the wrong way. You’re missing the point.”

“I guess I must be because that’s the third time you’ve made the point that I’m missing the point. But it strikes me that the point that you’re fixated on is not that our daughter is reckless and unhappy, but God forbid—stupid. And I think you’re more ashamed about that than the fact that she’s sitting in a Los Angeles jail right now for doing exactly what her mother did, what? Thirty years ago when she—none too bright herself—strolled into a campus bar and went home with the bartender.”

“How can you not grasp the difference here?”

“Oh, for Jesus’ sakes, Stafford. Enough!”

“Wait. Agnes, what are you doing? Where are you going?”

“Somewhere else.”

“It’s Christmas Eve.”

“Not this year.”
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She left him that night, moving into the pool house where she remained, comfortably enough all things considered, for the next forty days, a number Stafford couldn’t resist pointing out to her when she returned on February 2 with a box of jelly donuts for his birthday. She would stay, she said. She would not abandon him, but there would be no more talk about Callie. A truce. Nothing more. Nothing less. He had his shit. She had hers. But the bachelor beard would have to go, and he would have to honor their agreement to get off this fucking island once in a while.
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“Mrs. Hopkins. Excuse me, Mrs. Hopkins. Can I get you anything else?”

“What?”

“More coffee?”

“No, no thank you. Sorry. Daydreaming! All done.”

“You have an awesome day!”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You have an awesome day.”

“Oh. Right.”

She got up from the table, suddenly anxious to find Stafford and go home. She could see there were many other people waiting for tables and she had been sitting there alone for too long, her bill paid and the receipt in front of her. She thanked the waiter and left quickly, but he had already begun resetting the table for his next customers and did not respond. The little birds that had fed off Stafford’s lunch hopped away from the table, lining up nearby in anticipation of their next meal. She slipped through the crowd by the entrance and walked across the grand lobby and then she went outside where Stafford would be waiting for her, but he was not there.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” said a young man, the captain, it seemed, of all the other young men who guarded the entrance to the Ritz-Carlton Hotel with clipboards and car keys.

“I’m waiting for someone,” she answered. “My husband. He drives a black BMW, top down. Has he come by?”

“No, ma’am,” he said, “no Beemers, not in the past hour anyways.”

“Would you mind calling down to the tennis club and asking if Mr. Hopkins has picked up his car?” she asked.

“Hopkins?”

“Yes.”

She waited nearby, annoyed with herself for feeling anxious, knowing Stafford disliked it when she responded to situations that had not yet presented themselves. But when the lobby captain hung up the phone and informed her that their car was still at the tennis club, and Mr. Hopkins had not yet returned for it, she could not help herself and she was afraid.

“I’d better go find him, then,” she said.

“There’s a shuttle service down to the club. Every ten minutes.”

“Yes, I know,” she answered. “Thank you.”

“It comes around to the front, ma’am. You can wait right here. Ma’am?”

But she already knew she would not wait for the shuttle, with its aimless, cheerful passengers all smiling at themselves and one another, and instead she went back into the hotel, hurrying across the enormous lobby and down the wide marble stairs to the lower courtyards. She walked quickly past the swimming pools, vaguely aware that the wind was beginning to pick up again in sudden, unexpected gusts. She came to the poolside restaurant, where she cut through a large party of tourists peering at the posted menu and blocking her way.

“Excuse me,” she said, “excuse me.”

And she hurried on like a woman retracing her steps who suddenly realized that something important had been left behind or forgotten but was not yet lost. And when she passed the Honokahua Burial Site tucked into the hillside, she began to run.







CHAPTER 8

Despair


Philosophy can make people sick.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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STAFFORD HAD LEFT THE restaurant with the single intention of walking down the hill to the tennis club and retrieving his car. He felt slightly better on his feet, and he walked briskly, feeling the faint hint of a breeze rattling the poolside umbrellas as he passed by. The wind was picking up, and the stillness of a day that seemed so remarkable and appealing a few hours earlier was over. Stafford decided the rest of his day would not be as unstructured as the first half, and he began to plan as he walked down the path. Retirement on Maui had challenged him more than he anticipated, and he was not immune to the enticements of a self-indulgent existence. His intellectual powers, though, had always protected him, and he was determined to maintain them. It was too easy for men of his class to measure their own accomplishments in simple, and generally economic, terms, and while Stafford had grown comfortable with his professional success, he feared, perhaps more than anything else, that when his intellectual powers faded, he would be unable to resist the world he had placed himself so carefully within. Hence his need for Aristotle, the philosopher of his youth and, he once thought, the beacon of his destiny. His soul, buried with the unnamed son of his youth, was of no lingering interest to him, and for that he was grateful.

His plan, then, was to return to the house for a brief nap, after which he would get down to business. He would call the security company and have the entrance codes to the house reset. He would review the quarterly reports that had been piling up on his desk and reassess his security holdings, specifically the fixed-income investments that had become increasingly unproductive. He would finish the article he had agreed to write for an important industry magazine on management issues in foreign distribution companies. He would organize his preliminary notes on Aristotle’s formative relationships. He would swim a few laps in his swimming pool. He would eat lightly and spend a quiet evening at home with Agnes, who, it seemed, was beginning to come around. He had a fleeting moment of hope that it might still be possible for them to undo the many years of bartering and need that had replaced love. Perhaps they would sit outside together after dinner and go to bed early and leave the doors to their lanai wide open and sleep like young people again, untroubled and content. It had been a difficult time for both of them and he realized that now, knowing full well there was no point in mentioning it. His wife had always claimed he expected too much of her, but the truth was quite different and far more damaging. He expected too little, and he always had.

“She’s just different, that’s all,” his mother had said repeatedly, but Stafford knew that different meant wrong and that his mother was not alone in her views.

There was no one, in fact, no one at all who approved of their relationship, and when he told people he was going to marry her, the silence was brisk and disapproving and sometimes even sad. She was outside of all worlds familiar to him then—neither Catholic nor Canadian, rural nor academic, innocent nor worldly—but he had fallen so completely in love with her, he was unable to explain that it was precisely because of her lack of social, intellectual, and moral appeal that he needed her. Unable to rescue Emmett and incapable of rescuing himself, Stafford had chosen the uneducated and illegitimate daughter of a drug-addled suicide from Wisconsin to rescue him from the slow and painful truth that life was of no real value after all. And it was then, with this thought strangely clear in his mind, that he came upon Bruce Brown, or Brucie as he was once called, sitting bare-chested at the poolside bar, his legs wide apart, his gut resting between them like a great, sweating orb of human flesh.

“Well, I’ll be goddamned. Look who’s a-comin’ this way.”

“Bruce. Bruce Brown.”

“How the hell are you? Jesus Christ. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“Always the guy, Stafford, always the guy.”

“It’s been a long time.”

“Twenty goddamned years.”

“It can’t be that long.”

“And then some.”

“Well, you look great,” Stafford said.

“I feel great,” Bruce answered, and he lifted his drink by way of explanation.

“Brucie,” said the young woman sitting on the barstool next to him, “aren’t you going to introduce us?”

“Oh yeah. Sorry. Where are my fucking manners?”

“Brucie!”

“Sorry. Where are my manners?”

“I’m Sierra,” the young woman said, and she gave Stafford a little wave with her left hand, turning it so he could see the ring on her fourth finger. “Brucie’s fiancée.”

“Congratulations,” Stafford replied. “When’s the big day?”

“Soon as the divorce comes through.”

“Sit down, Stafford. Sit. I’ll buy you a drink.”

“Another time,” Stafford answered. “I have an appointment.”

“Ah, c’mon, just sit down and have a drink,” said Bruce and he put his hand on Stafford’s arm, but Stafford stiffened and pulled his arm free. He did not like to be touched so freely by lesser men, and there was a moment between them that acknowledged this.

“So you live here now, I heard,” Bruce finally said. “Built a big place on the water.”

“It’s not on the water,” Stafford replied.

“OMG! You’re that guy. That TV guy! I am so stupid. Brucie, why didn’t you say something? Stafford Hopkins! I am so thrilled to meet you. I am such a huge fan. I mean, wow! This is such an honor!”

“How are you folks doing? Another round?”

“What? Oh, sure. But please don’t salt the rim this time. I mean, I said so already once before. No salt. But then the rim was salted. So no salt, okay?”

“No problem. Anything for you, sir?”

“Same again.”

“And you, sir?”

“Nothing, thanks,” Stafford replied.

“He doesn’t drink with old friends,” Bruce said, but the waitress merely smiled and nodded, changing the ashtray with one deft sweep of her hand before drifting away.

In truth, Stafford and Bruce had never been friends. They had merely pretended, especially in the early days when Stafford and Agnes first arrived and Stafford had not yet separated himself from the pack of other ambitious newcomers. A native of Los Angeles, Bruce had family connections to the television business—an uncle who had done well as an art director and a cousin who worked steadily as a gaffer. With their help, Bruce had gotten in, once or twice, as someone’s assistant and gradually moved up through the ranks until he became the production manager on a cable TV show about inner-city teens pre-selected to save the world from something or other. He was an ambitious and hardworking man in those days, and he would have managed fine had he been even marginally competent. But he was not, and the people beneath him knew him as a bully and a cheat and he was disliked. In management, however, he found a champion, an alcoholic studio executive in post-production who took a shine to this young production manager’s tough talk and big claims. And it wasn’t long before, plucked from the ranks, Brucie Brown became an executive too, a production executive at a studio with his own parking space and an office and a steady stream of invitations to golf tournaments and breakfast meetings and corporate retreats.

“Brucie! That wasn’t very nice.”

“Shut up.”

“Well, pardon me for living. I think somebody’s had one too many.”

Stafford had spent too many years in the company of drinkers to waste any more time on them than necessary, so he smiled and nodded and turned to go as if the conversation had come to a pleasant and natural end.

“Enjoy your holiday,” he said.

“Asshole.”

“Brucie! What is your problem?!”

“Ask your big TV hero. Ask him why he got me fired. Ask him why he stabbed me in the fucking back first fucking chance he got.”

“Brucie!”

“And then ask him how it felt when it happened to him!”

Stafford began to walk away. He would say nothing more to a man like Bruce Brown. He would leave him there, sitting on a barstool at a hotel he could no longer afford but was too dense to realize. Bruce had always been a fool, a bombastic fraud at best. His limitations had been obvious from the start and there was nothing unexpected in the outcome. Stafford would pick up his car and collect his wife and go home. He would devote no further time to this unpleasant encounter. He would forget about it. But in his haste to get away from Brucie Brown, Stafford was briefly inattentive and failed to notice the little girl sitting at the back of an oncoming shuttle, when she dropped her yellow beach pail and its contents, which rolled beneath his foot. He sidestepped the pail but he didn’t see the little ball, and when he put his foot down on it, his ankle buckled and he lost his balance. He turned his body toward the fall in a last-ditch effort to save himself, landing instead like a cat on all fours, as if dropped from above. His hands and knees hit the pavement with a thud, and he felt the skin break open, shocked at the impact and the immediacy of physical pain.

“Is he okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Help him up.”

“I said I’m fine.”

“He’s really bleeding.”

“Are you staying at the hotel, sir?”

“No.”

“Look at his pants.”

He scrambled to his feet as quickly as he could and began to walk away, knowing he could not stand the attention of strangers under these circumstances. His hands were bloody, and he wondered if he had sprained his wrist, because it seemed to hurt more than it should.

“He dropped his sunglasses.”

“Where?”

“There—in the grass.”

The blood from his scraped knees began to soak through his linen pants, and he wondered if he would have to remove them before getting into his car. He knew he should roll them up and look at his knees but something inside him was reluctant to do so. He felt like a boy again and had a brief, horrific vision of himself bursting into tears on the spot, humiliated and upset by the pain and the sudden loss of dignity. Someone handed him his sunglasses and he put them on. He tried to walk normally, knowing he was being watched, but he stumbled on, determined to keep moving.

It was not a great distance to the tennis club where Stafford and his wife had left their car that morning, but by the time he arrived, his wrist was beginning to swell and the blood on his pants felt sticky and warm. He knew the club would have a first-aid kit and clean towels and friendly people all anxious to help one of their own, and he would never entirely understand why, when he arrived at the main entrance, he did not go inside. Instead, driven only by some vague feeling of necessity, he continued past the tennis club to the final rise of sand dunes that encircled the beach. He stood there for a long time, uncertain and afraid. Then he sat down and removed his shoes. He rolled up his pants and he undid the buttons on the front of his shirt, letting it fall open. He took off his sunglasses and removed his belt, and then he got up and walked across the beach toward the salt water that somehow, he knew, would wash away the blood and stop the pain.







CHAPTER 9

Goodness


Surely goodness and mercy will follow me.

—Psalms 23:6
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SHE CAME FLYING DOWN the path like a crazy thing.

No, he was not at the club. No, they had not seen him. No, his car was still there. Would she care for a glass of water? No? She should have a nice day then. Have a great day, Mrs. Hopkins! An awesome day. A spectacular day.

He had done this before, disappearing unexpectedly and without warning, and she had pleaded with him to carry a cell phone like other normal human beings, but he refused. It was the right of every man, he said, to withdraw from the world without explanation.

“Oh, just wear a bloody pager, then,” she said. “You can turn it on and off when you want but at least you’ll know when people are looking for you.”

“People are always looking for me,” he replied. “And ninety-five percent of the time I’m willing to be found. The rest of the time is my own.”

“You’re a pompous ass, Stafford. You really are.”

“Right.”

He was too hard to love, she thought, and too helpless to leave, but she was sick and tired of protecting him. Tired of the worry and the shame that accompanied every good thing that had ever happened to them. Tired of the games and the houses and the carefully orchestrated pretenses, and she was, she decided, most of all sick and truly tired of caring about him. He was an impossible man. An arrogant, inconsiderate, self-centered man—an idiot, really—and when she found him, if he was up to it, she would skin him alive.
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During the winter months on Maui, the northern swells that approach the beaches along the northwest coast can create a powerful shorebreak that some call a killer break. There is no protection from the big swells as they surge toward this part of the island, and inexperienced swimmers are warned that powerful currents can appear quickly, especially when the wave action is heavy and the angle of the undertow creates the sandbars and trenches that can become funnels for riptides. Red flags are posted when conditions become dangerous, but visitors are urged to exercise caution at all times. There are stronger currents farther out, and swimmers caught in them do not always return. Knowing their own limitations, she and Stafford rarely swam in the ocean and never on rough days. But on the few occasions they had, they always went to the beach west of the Ritz-Carlton, where the gentle and protected waters of Kapalua Bay promised some degree of safety. Even there, though, and even on quiet days, Stafford was always wary.

Agnes was shocked, then, to see him standing in the water up to his knees at the DT Fleming Beach—a beach known for its pounding surf and steep drop-off—facing the remnants of a storm that had taken place two days earlier some four hundred miles away. He had walked along the shoreline to the north end of the beach where the sand ended and the rocky terrain that led to Slaughterhouse Beach began. There were few swimmers in the water and none so far away as Stafford. The great waves were breaking hard on the shoreline, and the wind was gathering strength. She began to walk across the sand dunes that separated her from the water, but the dry sand filled her sandals and she kicked them off one at a time, leaving them behind. Barefoot, she ventured as close to the water as she dared, where the sand was hard-packed and walking was easier. She held her purse firmly, tucking it under her left arm for safekeeping as if expecting the waves to leap forward and snatch it from her. The united forces of water and wind frightened her, but Stafford was only fifty yards away at the very most and she would soon be close enough to call to him.

Stafford, she would say calmly, and he would come away from the water.

But as she approached, Agnes saw the dark stream of dirty water a few feet away from him, snaking its way from the beach to the water beyond the breaking waves like a little river with a mind of its own. It was, she knew, a riptide, and he was too close to see it, standing as he was in a place where the waves came in at odd angles, colliding with one another and creating unexpected patterns beneath the surface of the water. She saw him take another step forward and then back again as a larger wave approached. He turned then and saw her. He was laughing, and she could see that his eyes were bright. He held up his hands, spreading his arms out wide toward her as if to embrace her, the water, and the day. She could see that his lips were moving, but she couldn’t hear his words above the sound of the waves and the wind. He gave her an exaggerated shrug, like a boy caught in the act of doing something he was not allowed to do, and then he dropped his arms to his sides and slowly turned his back on the ocean. It seemed he would come back after all.

“Stafford!” she screamed, and she heard her voice breaking across the wind. “Stafford, watch out!”

The first great wave hit him from behind, and when he fell forward, slammed into the shallow water, he remembered only that he must not breathe or try to breathe. He tried to stand, but the undertow took hold of him and dragged him out into deeper water. He felt one hand touch the sandy bottom of the ocean floor and his fingers spread out instinctively, trying to grab hold of something, but there was nothing to anchor his grip. He kicked his way to the surface, where a second wave broke over him. His mouth and nose filled with water, and he began to choke. He knew he would take a sudden breath soon and when he did, he would force the water into his airways and then into his lungs, but instead, a third wave caught him on its swell and carried him forward. There was a momentary lull, the pulling back of the waves in all directions, and he found himself for the second time that day down on all fours. He staggered to his feet, reeling and gagging, only to step sideways into a deep trench of dirty water. He heard Agnes screaming, shrieking really, and he saw her running toward him, but when he tried to get up, he found he could not, feeling instead the force of a stronger current that swept him away from his wife and the beach and the waves that broke upon it.

“Save me,” he thought he said, “save me.” But he could not have spoken these words aloud, because in his panic, he took in another mouthful of water and began to choke, unable to breathe, unable to fill his lungs with air.
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This had happened before, but it had happened many years ago and at the moment of his birth, and the woman who saved him then was an apple-cheeked Dutch midwife named Hester van Bosch. Stafford was the second and unexpected son of Michael and Mary-Jean Hopkins and he was born at home, which was also unexpected. But Stafford’s mother, anxious for a hospital birth after such a lengthy gap between pregnancies, had gone to unusual lengths to guarantee a safe delivery under controlled circumstances. She would move to Kingston for the final month and live with relatives until the baby was due. She would see the Kingston specialist recommended to her by the local doctor until she went into labor, at which point she would deliver her baby by cesarean section in an operating room at the Hôtel Dieu Hospital under a general anesthetic. She would remain in the hospital for a full three weeks following the delivery, and when she and the baby were well enough to come home, a hired girl would be brought in to help with the housework and the cooking until the school year ended and Emmett would be around full-time to help. That, at least, was the plan.

Instead, Mary-Jean went into labor suddenly on January 31, a full six weeks ahead of schedule in the middle of a blizzard so fierce that even the snowplows slid off the roads and into the ditches. Michael had been forced to send Emmett by horse and sleigh to fetch old Dr. Milne from Napanee, but the snowdrifts were huge, and the wind blew so hard across the highway that Emmett never made it to Napanee. He took refuge at a neighboring farm where Irene Bailey ordered her husband to back his brand-new John Deere tractor out of the barn and across the snow-covered fields to Billy Splinter’s farm to fetch Billy’s cousin Hester, a local midwife who had successfully delivered hundreds of babies.

Stafford was a footling breech, a stargazer, as Hester said later, trapped inside his mother’s body with his head tipped back as if looking up at the sky on a star-filled night. The left leg had come down and the tiny foot was just visible when Hester arrived, but Mary-Jean Hopkins was the kind of woman who always expected the worst and gave up early. She was forty-four years old, her hair already gray and her hands stiff from years of milking. A healthy baby born to a woman her age was too much to hope for and a baby set to come so early seemed to settle the matter. But when snow-dusted Hester came in through the door, smiling and calm, with the Baileys and Billy Splinter and Emmett following in her wake, it seemed like the cavalry had arrived and Mary-Jean would long remember the way Michael broke down and wept, squeezing her hand.

“It’ll be all right now,” he said. “It’s going to be all right.”

Hester knew from experience that a breech birth could not be hurried. The problems were significant, but aside from low fetal weight, hyperextension of the baby’s head, the age and physical strength of the mother, and the likelihood of umbilical cord prolapse, she knew that waiting was the key.

“Wait,” she said again and again. “This is the hour of patience.”

A breech baby born too quickly ran the risk of getting caught by a cervical spasm—its body released, its head trapped by a cervix not fully dilated as if held back at the last moment by a womb unwilling to surrender its charge into unknown hands. But if the umbilical cord became compressed and entangled about the baby’s feet, there would be other problems, because a baby’s need for oxygen did not change at birth—merely its means of securing it. The oxygen that flowed through the umbilical cord from mother to baby was designed to stop only at the moment of birth when the baby’s lungs would inflate like two tiny parachutes and the cord, no longer needed, could be clamped and cut. And at this time, in one last and unseen moment, the baby’s blood flow would reverse directions and pass from the right side of the heart to the left, bypassing the lungs entirely and forever after.

It was shortly after six then, on a cold February morning, when Hester finally got busy. It was time at last, she said, time to get that baby out, but she couldn’t manage with Mary-Jean bouncing all over the bed. Michael would have to hold her still and administer the ether Hester had brought with her, but not too much and not too quickly. Hester knew the baby’s arms were locked in place on either side of the head and she would have to get them down, because the time for patience was over and every second mattered now. Michael, who had delivered many a Holstein calf, was impressed with the skill and physical strength Hester called on to complete these final maneuvers and grateful that Mary-Jean was no longer conscious.

“Don’t fight with me,” Hester whispered. “Be a good boy.”

Stafford came into the world quickly at the end, tiny and frail, and he lay in the hands of Hester van Bosch, who wiped out the inside of his mouth and throat before holding him upside down and delivering such a slap to his backside that his father cried out. There was, however, no response from Stafford, nothing but the alarming retraction of his tiny chest wall, indicating clearly to Hester where the problem lay.

“There’s a bit of fluid,” Hester said.

“What fluid? Why doesn’t he breathe right?” Michael asked. “Do something.”

“Shhh,” she answered. “He will.”

She had saved him then, suctioning out his airways and breathing the life back into him from the air in her own lungs. She wrapped him in towels that had been warmed in the oven, and when Mary-Jean said she was too weak to nurse the baby, it was Emmett, a few days shy of his fifteenth birthday, who prepared the first bottle.

“We’ve got a nice little Jersey in the barn,” Michael said, and he sent Emmett hurrying to milk the cow and bring the fresh milk back to the kitchen where it would be boiled, diluted with water, and sweetened with corn syrup.

The baby, Hester thought, was in pretty good shape all things considered. She did not know how much harm had been done, but she did know the lungs were struggling and the baby would soon need more help than she could provide. She kept him alive, though, those first hours and into the afternoon of the following day, until the roads were finally cleared and the ambulance arrived. And for three weeks afterward, Stafford Curran Hopkins lay in an incubator at the Catholic hospital in Kingston, where he surprised medical experts by showing no signs of permanent damage.

“Keep that one away from water,” Hester advised his parents later, but Mary-Jean was dismissive. Dutch people, she decided, were too bossy for her taste.

“They’re real experts, aren’t they?” she said, but that was only because the fear of losing Stafford would never leave her and any reminder of how close she had come to losing him would bring out the worst in her.
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People said he was good in a crisis, very good in fact. When, for example, important television shows spun out of control, as they often did, Stafford Hopkins remained calm. Ruthlessly calm, some said, and sometimes vindictive, but the truth was, Stafford was quick to make decisions that dealt effectively with escalating budgets and poor ratings. He was not a loud man or even a rude one. He was a man who embraced power naturally and wielded it without complaint. Caught then, in a riptide that pulled him away from the beach and into the deep waters off the coast of Maui, he was shocked to realize that the blackness of an awful terror lay upon him. He tried to roll over onto his back, knowing he must relax and float with the current, saving what little strength he had in him for the return. But the current would not let him go and he could not stand the vision of his body caught in its grip like a morsel of food.

And he would have given up all his strength in this fight for release had Agnes not come for him when she did. He would have begun to lose hope and strength and then, taking in too many mouthfuls of seawater, he would have begun to vomit and choke and then he would have begun to sink, and he would have disappeared from the surface of the water and not been seen again. Fear would be overcome at the end by the silence of deep water and his eyes would close or not close, but he would not know the difference anymore.
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Jesus Christ! She would not put up with this. The remnants of a beach toy lay in her path. A pink thing. A noodle, they called it. A few feet of hard-packed pink foam that floated but would not bear the weight of two adults. Just a piece of one. Not even whole. But there it was, and she snatched it up from the sand as she ran into the water. Three steps into the sea, she realized she had not let go of her purse and shook it off her arm. From above, there seemed little to see. A man swept offshore, a poor swimmer whose grasp of the basics was clearly inadequate. A woman pursuing him, throwing herself into the same riptide but swimming with it, clutching a child’s beach toy.
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She had learned to swim at a rapidly decaying public pool in a poor section of Madison, Wisconsin. Her mother had wanted her to do well at things, and she had wanted to please her mother by trying. They still lived together then, and if things were not good, they were certainly not as bad as they became later. There was still some possibility that her mother might recover or, as the chain-smoking aide from Family Service said, Get her shit together. It was not easy, though, for a child to live with the pieces of a broken person, however bravely held together. But that’s how it was, and for a while it was better than nothing. Later, when things became worse and visits were limited to weekend afternoons, it became clear to everyone familiar with the tedious case history that the mother was unfit long before she killed herself.

It was a girl named Arlene who taught her to swim, a brawny red-haired teenager whose self-assurance and confidence were, to some, inspiring. Arlene had an ear-piercing silver whistle that she blew at intervals, punctuating her verbal commands with quick blasts of sound. She seemed born to wear a bathing suit and she stalked the edges of the swimming pool like a staff sergeant looking for trouble in the ranks. Occasionally, and to great effect, she would leap into the pool herself and take hold of a shivering little girl whose strokes had become weak or sloppy.

“Pull your arm back all the way, Debbie,” she would say. “Watch how Agnes does it. Linda, get away from the wall! You girls at the end! Yes, you two! I said ten minutes of drown-proofing! Not ten seconds! Ten minutes! Sheesh!”

Little Agnes Gardener disliked the girls who didn’t listen to Arlene and didn’t seem to care about pulling their knees all the way up before kicking them out again, but she knew by then that she didn’t like very many people. At first, her mother came with her to the swimming pool, but after a while she walked Agnes to the bus stop and saw that she got onto the right bus, and after that it wasn’t very long before she lost interest in Agnes and her swimming lessons altogether. But Agnes did not lose interest, and every Saturday morning at nine o’clock she rolled her oversize bathing suit into a towel and walked to the bus stop. “Don’t cut across the park,” her mother would tell her. “Stay on the sidewalk near the swings. Promise me, Agnes.” And Agnes would nod. And if it bothered her that nobody was there to see her finally master the front crawl, she kept it to herself. Agnes cared only for what she could be certain of.

And she was certain now, certain that Stafford could not get himself out of the mess he was in without her help, and equally certain that she would probably drown trying to save him, her stomach full of arugula and grilled scallops, her legs freshly waxed, and the top coat of her manicure not yet set.

Don’t think about it.

She was afraid of these uncontrolled situations. She was afraid of the water beneath her and all its terrible creatures.

Don’t think about it.

She needed screens on windows and double locks on solid doors and alarm systems that protected them from intruders. Their houses were built to last forever, or at least for a very long time, and if she and Stafford spent more than other people on wood and brick and limestone and granite, it was because home was a fragile thing for both of them.

Don’t think about it.

The walls of the city were gone, and they had built new ones. Embedding the cornerstones deep into earth where they would not be forgotten or disturbed.

Don’t think about it.

But Agnes tired quickly and her shoulder began to cramp with pain. The water was so much colder out here, and the waves, she realized, were a problem. Little hills of water. It was much harder out here. She could no longer see Stafford above the swell of the waves. She wanted to see where he was. And she seemed to have dropped that noodle thing. It wasn’t in her hand anymore. When had she dropped it? She began to tread water, trying to see over the rise of each wave as it lifted her up, but still she couldn’t see Stafford. She could not see him.

“Stafford!” she called. “Stafford, where are you?” There was no answer, though, because he was gone. Stafford was gone.

Kick from the knees, girls! Swing your arms up—not your whole body! Three strokes each side, Agnes! Three strokes! Stretch and pull! Now glide, Agnes! Glide!

Oh, Arlene, where are you now? You and your whistle and your certainty that enthusiasm is enough.

Agnes let her body fall forward with her arms and legs extended out in four directions, floating on the water like a dead person. She would drown-proof. Just ten minutes. She could certainly handle that. Arlene would be proud. She would float and rest, gently lifting her head ever so slightly above the surface of the water, taking in what little air she needed. Float, lift, and breathe. Float, lift, and breathe. Swimming was too difficult now, but there was no point in drowning before she absolutely had to. She would rest and try not to think what to do and maybe it would come to her later, and maybe she would not have to make the decision herself. She would rest. Float, lift, and breathe. It was so easy.
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“Agnes,” he said. “Agnes, I’m here.”

“Hmm.”

“Agnes.”

She lifted her head, letting the rest of her body sink deeper into the water, and she looked up and there he was. There he was, a few feet away from her, clutching that silly noodle thing to his chest like a newborn baby and saying her name in a voice so hoarse she could hardly make it out. Well, she would have to try a little harder now. She would have to kick and pull her arms out of the water properly and make a final effort to return. They must have looked ridiculous, she thought later, floundering around out there—so close to the shoreline really but so clearly incapable of reaching it. She finally settled on the sidestroke, a favorite of Arlene’s and one that allowed her to paddle slowly next to Stafford who, they both knew, would sink like a stone without the noodle beneath him.

Neither of them would remember the last part, but when they finally felt their feet hit the sandy bottom and were tossed onto the beach like two dead fish, it seemed a small crowd had gathered in their absence and was waiting for them.

“Holy Dinah! Thought you folks were a couple of goners there!”

“Get them some towels. They’re shaking.”

“Here, take mine.”

“That’s my towel, Mommy.”

“Oh, Taylor, please.”

“Put your head down, mister. Between your knees. That’s it.”

“I want my towel back.”

“Stop whining, Taylor. The man needs a towel.”

“It’s rough out there. What the hell were you doing out there?”

“I thought about going in, but it was too rough.”

“I want my towel!”

“Are you folks okay? I know first aid.”

“Mommy!”

“Taylor!”

“I heard a man drowned Thursday.”

“It was Wednesday.”

“That’s right. At Makena.”

“It was Lanai. At Polihua.”

“Oh, that was another guy.”

“Two guys drowned?”

“Yeah. But one was local.”

“Mommy!”

“Oh, for gosh sakes. Look, mister, I’m sorry. But would you mind? The towel, I mean.”

“What?”

“It’s her favorite towel. She’s only six.”

Stafford lifted his head from between his legs and looked at Agnes, who lay on the sand next to him, and they began to laugh. And they continued laughing, almost out of control really, just as they had earlier, driving down the hillside from their beautiful home to their beautiful tennis club at the start of their beautiful day. He paused once to throw up the seawater he had swallowed, and she reached out her manicured hand and patted him gently on the back while he vomited freely into the sand. And then they laughed again until the crowd finally began to disperse, vaguely insulted by the ingratitude they perceived from these vomiting tourists, too stupid to stay out of dangerous water on treacherous days.
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It was four o’clock in the afternoon when they finally arrived home. Agnes parked the car at a bad angle in front of the house and they left it there without discussion about lining it up properly or moving it into the garage or parking it around the side where it wouldn’t block the driveway. Instead, they went into the house through the main entrance, opening the massive doors handcrafted from Honduran rosewood, cut against the grain at great expense. They felt unreasonably tired now and too weary to pick up the pieces of a regular day. Agnes knew she should call Cheryl Sasson and explain her no-show at the golf game. She knew she should phone the caterers and tell them the dinner on Friday would include two extra guests, one of whom didn’t eat fish or strawberries. She had promised the florist a final decision about the arrangements for the front hall tables. She had a pair of white slacks that needed to be dry-cleaned by Saturday. She was not happy with the reception on the TV set in her morning room. The bar sink tap was leaking.

We should be different people now, she thought. We should know something.

But it was too daunting to imagine what that might be and too exhausting to plan for it at this point in the day. Instead they walked through the cool rooms of their house in complete silence and then down the wide hallway and into the wing of the house that contained their private rooms. They went into separate dressing rooms and then into separate bathrooms, where they filled separate bathtubs with hot water. They dropped the remnants of their clothing on the floor and stepped carefully, gratefully into their baths, letting the steaming water embrace their weary bones.

For the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening, the telephone seemed to ring incessantly, but they were not interested in talking and did not answer it. Instead they sat outside on the elegant poolside recliners, wrapped in the soft cotton robes their tax accountant had sent them for Christmas that year with the little card from Saks wishing them seasonal joy.

“Are you hungry?” she asked him, and he said no, he wasn’t hungry, but she went into the kitchen anyway, and when she returned, she carried a tray with poached eggs on buttered toast and bowls of applesauce and tea to drink.

“Perfect,” he said. “Nursery food.”

“Nursery food?”

“Food for children. You know, toast cut into pieces. An egg. Jell-O. That kind of food. Nursery food.”

“It must be a Canadian thing.”

“British, actually.”

“British people don’t eat Jell-O.”

“My mother used to bring me nursery food when I was a little boy. When I was sick, I mean. Just like this. All on a tray.”

“Hmm.”

“Didn’t you ever get your dinner on a tray, Agnes? When you were little and sick?”

“My mother,” she reminded him, “was a heroin addict. I don’t think she knew about dinner on a tray.”

“Right.”

“Is your egg okay, Stafford?”

“My egg, Agnes, is perfect.”

The light fades quickly on Maui, and the transition to darkness is swift. The night descends in easy shadows until all of a sudden it is quite dark outside when only a few minutes earlier it was not. Stafford and Agnes rarely sat out at night, and only when friends were present and the pool and lanais were lit with the understated ambience of lighting designed to show off the house and its inhabitants. But tonight was unusual. They had come through an ordeal together and it had confused them.

Stafford knew that the why of things was Aristotle’s primary and final cause, that intelligence and reason and insight, logos, could not be realized without an attempt, however clumsy, to grasp the why of things. Why lay at the heart of the matter, at the very center of logos, because it was the only question that looked beyond the obvious. But Stafford knew also that the beauty of philosophy rarely lay in its answers, and he disliked people who concocted mysterious explanations for everyday events. What had happened to them was disturbing, but it was a natural reality that people who get caught in riptides have a difficult time of it.

“But why?” he asked himself then and in the months that followed, as if unable to leave the matter alone. “Why?”

He looked across at his wife, who had closed her eyes and let one hand drop to her side. She had fallen asleep. He thought he should wake her and tell her that night had come and it was time to go inside the house again. But perhaps he would wait until the stars came out and the air grew cool.

“A stargazer,” the midwife had said to his father on the night of Stafford’s birth. “You’ve got yourself a stargazer.”

It was not long before Stafford fell asleep too, lying on the recliner next to his wife’s, and they slept outside the whole night, which was something they had not done before and would never do again. And in the moments before the sun rose, Stafford woke up to hear the birds in full throttle, as his mother might say, as if they had all woken up together.

He went into the house, thinking he would get a blanket for Agnes and maybe check the phone messages and the mail. He would make a pot of coffee and he would see if there was anything nice he could make for breakfast. He was stiff from a night on a deck chair, of course, and his scraped hands and knees were surprisingly painful, but all in all he felt pretty good for a man of his age. He felt okay. He was a rational man with sensible desires. He put the coffee on and used a kitchen knife to open the letters, setting them aside into various piles—the bills and industry magazines, corporate reports and financial updates—until he came at last to the letter from Ontario with the word Shepherd written on the back of the envelope. How disturbing it was to realize, even as he read this letter for the very first time, that had it arrived a month, a week, or even a single day earlier, his response would have been so different.

He was still sitting at the counter with the letter in front of him when his wife came into the kitchen. She was very stiff this morning, she said, and would need emergency massage treatment if she were to limber up by Friday.

“I can’t believe we slept outside. I am so stiff! I can hardly move. I’ll never play tennis again. Look how tight my shoulder is! I can’t even lift it. Is that coffee? What time did you wake up? Ouch! Why is this coffee cup so heavy? I’m going to call that massage girl—Maggie something—she’s good. She can come to the house later. Do you need a massage? It’s too early to call her, isn’t it? I think I’ll go lie down, Stafford.”

“Wait,” he said. “Wait a minute. We have to talk.”

“It’s six thirty in the morning, Stafford. I need to stretch out. We can talk later.”

“Agnes, please.”

“Wake me up at eight, darling.”

“Agnes, there’s a letter,” he said, and then she stopped because his voice was strained and unnatural.

“Is it Callie?” she asked.

“No, no, it’s not Callie. It’s some other kids.”

“What are you talking about? What do you mean, ‘other kids’?”

“There are some kids, Agnes. Some children.”

“Stafford.”

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Well, try.”

“I had no idea. It’s a complete surprise to me.”

“Just give me the letter.”

“No.”

“Stafford!”

“All right, all right. Please. Agnes. Just let me explain.”

“Fine. Explain.”

“Marilyn and Donny Shepherd have been killed in a car accident, Agnes, and they’ve left us their children. Well, me, actually. They’ve left me their children.”

“And who are Marilyn and Donny Shepherd?”

“Marilyn is Donny’s wife. Was.”

“Stafford, please. I’m trying to be patient.”

“Donny was born after his father died, all right, and the Shepherds took him in.”

“Stafford!”

“Don’t interrupt me, please, Agnes! Just let me think. Carrie Ann—Donny’s mother—left Kingston after Donny was born but she didn’t take him with her. She left him with Bobby’s parents, she left him with the Shepherds. Well, what else could she do, Agnes? She was only fifteen for Christ’s sake!”

“Excuse me?”

“She gave him up, okay! His grandparents raised him. I don’t know what else to tell you, Agnes. I didn’t stay in touch with any of these people. What was the point? I barely knew Carrie Ann. She was Bobby’s girlfriend, not mine.”

“Stafford, who are these dead people with all the children!”

“Donny Shepherd grew up, Agnes. He grew up and he married someone named Marilyn and they had some children. And now they’re dead, that’s all. Donny and Marilyn Shepherd are now dead. They were killed in a car accident, Agnes.”

“I’m very sorry to hear about these people dying in a car accident, Stafford. I really am. But you seem to be leaving out the important part.”

“They had some children.”

“They had some children.”

“Yes.”

“Stafford!”

“I don’t know why, Agnes. I don’t have an explanation for you. But apparently Donny Shepherd named me guardian of his children. He never asked me. But he did and I am.”

“What? You are what?”

“I am the legally appointed guardian of Donny and Marilyn Shepherd’s children.”

“How many?”

“Three. No, four. There’s a baby.”

“I don’t like other people’s children, Stafford. I never have.”

“I know that, Agnes. I understand.”

“Well, you’ll just have to decline, that’s all. You’ll have to go and tell whoever thinks they’re in charge of this—this ridiculous fucking mess, Stafford—and tell them no. Just no! No! No!”

“Agnes, please don’t yell.”

“Well, what do you expect me to say? We don’t know these people, Stafford! We are fifty-eight years old!”

“I had a friend named Bobby Shepherd once,” Stafford said. And he put his head down on the kitchen counter and began to sob.







PART TWO

Epithumia

Irrational Appetite







CHAPTER 10

Illusion


Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies.

—Psalms 23:5
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Friday, March 7, 2003

Maui

THERE WOULD BE TWELVE for dinner, two more than anticipated, which was always unsettling. Agnes had planned a smaller party because she wanted to seat everyone at their new table, the one designed by the little Asian woman who made the outdoor pieces for Buzz and Patti’s house. Everyone loved the intricate webs of copper- and bronze-dipped bamboo that made their furniture so unique, and there was consensus that sophisticated buyers were tired of clean lines and ready for more complex elements in outdoor furniture. Agnes, however, had hesitated to order the table for fear Buzz and Patti would feel undermined, but finally she just went ahead and asked them outright and they said why no, of course they had no objections, none at all. So, armed with their blessing, Agnes ordered the new table and ten chairs, all of which arrived the day before her dinner party.

Unfortunately, the guest list had expanded, and she realized she would have to seat a larger party at the long Peruvian ironwood table in the dining room. And since Friday dawned with the sound of a steady rain falling on the roof and the dark look of a sky that would not clear, there was no point in second-guessing the matter. They would sit inside and that would be fine. Agnes reset the table several times until she was satisfied with the look of it and that was fine too, because it gave her an excuse to avoid Stafford, who had done little since Wednesday except sit upstairs in his oversize office and read.

“I told you it would rain on Friday, didn’t I, Mrs. Hopkins?”

“Yes, Kelly, you did.”

“The prediction was rain, I said. Rain on Friday.”

“Hmm.”

“It’ll rain all weekend now. Maybe all next week too.”

“Hmm.”

“Well, we have to have rain once in a while. If we didn’t get rain, it’d get really dry.”

“Right.”

“Do you want me to clean out both powder rooms, Mrs. Hopkins?”

“Yes, Kelly.”

“Oh! Before I forget. You should get the tap fixed in the bar sink. It’s leaking.”

“I know.”

“It’s not too bad yet, but you know.”

“Hmm.”

“Better to get things fixed early, I always say, before they get worse, right?”

“Right.”

“Do you want the white guest towels in both powder rooms?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You sure you don’t want some green ones in the hall powder room?”

“Just the white ones, thanks.”

“The green ones look nice in there.”

“Uh-huh.”

“How about a mixture? Some green, some white.”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t like green towels?”

“Oh, for crapsakes, Kelly! Just the white ones, please! White towels in both powder rooms,” she said, but there was no answer because Agnes had snapped and Kelly was offended.

There was a time when Agnes Hopkins was known for the fast and furious turnover of her household help, and in recent years she had tried to change this. And while it would always be difficult for her to deal with people from backgrounds similar to her own, she was determined to try. She had been the wife of a successful man for most of her life, but the Kellys of the world were a constant reminder that had she not married Stafford Hopkins, she would, in all likelihood, have been a Kelly herself. And that bothered her. Now, with a real Kelly slamming the vacuum cleaner around in the background too close to the vulnerable edges of the Oushak rugs, Agnes knew she would have to do something quickly to make amends.

“The white ones are better for company, that’s all, Kelly,” she said, and she tried to keep her voice friendly and light, but there was no response. “They’re so fresh looking,” she added. But still there was no response.

Agnes turned to smile at Kelly, who responded by giving Agnes what she hoped was a cool shrug of disinterest. She would not be bought off so easily. Not with a fake smile and a few smarmy words. Not when Mrs. Rich Bitch Hopkins was so nasty to her about her whoop-de-doo white towels.

“Hmm,” said Kelly.

Well, that’s it then, Agnes thought grimly.

Kelly would have to go—and the sooner the better. To hell with Cheryl Sasson and her toxic son and Stafford’s bloody foursome with Jim. Agnes would call the housekeeping agency on Monday and request somebody new, and that would be the end of this sullen woman who talked too much from Day Fucking One and never once folded the cabana towels the way she was told. But Agnes would not aggravate the situation by pushing Kelly too far just yet. No. Agnes would remain calm and pretend she hadn’t noticed any lack of respect in Kelly’s response. There was no point in firing her on the spot in any event. Not with the kitchen, two powder rooms, and the great room floor still left to do before the caterers arrived.

“How do you think my table looks, Kelly?” she asked, knowing Kelly would be humanly incapable of withholding an opinion so directly solicited. Kelly hesitated, then sauntered over to the dining room table where she stood, arms folded, studying the long table so beautifully set with the pale-ivory linens and gleaming porcelain.

“Aren’t the flowers gorgeous?” Agnes said.
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She had had to dismantle the extravagant floral arrangements delivered earlier, and it had taken her most of the morning to do so. They were too tropically aggressive, she felt, to match the bleak mood of the day, though the sound and smell of rain were not without some appeal. The Kapalua florist was hideously expensive, and everyone said she was a flower genius, but there was something offensive about the profusion of flowers stuffed into the arrangements and Agnes didn’t like them. Smaller bunches of flowers, she decided, would cast an elegant, low-key look to the table and help create an interior atmosphere more in keeping with the rain.

“What do you think of these?” she had asked Stafford when the flowers arrived.

“What do I think?” he answered.

“Yes. What do you think?”

“About the flowers?”

“Yes. What do you think about the flowers?”

“Don’t you like them?”

“Stafford, please stop asking me a question every time I ask you one. Do you like all these flowers?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “I don’t know, Agnes.” And he left the room and her and the flowers and went back down the hall and up the hidden stairs to his office.

“Fine,” she said, but she said this quietly and after he left.

She would be patient with him, because he had been so upset about the letter and the children and God knows what else and there was no point in upsetting him further. It took a lot to derange a man like Stafford, and Agnes knew it would take him months to get over the memory of himself breaking down at their polished concrete kitchen island. Prodding him now would only delay the process, and she did not have the same desire to prolong his suffering she once had. She would be kind to him, and they would carry on with their lives on Maui as if nothing remarkable had happened. She would leave him alone and let him recover in his own time. And she would deal with the flowers herself.

She loved pulling the blooms free from their spongy base, laying them out on damp tea towels to sort through and recut. The Maui house had a massive glass cabinet recessed into the wall that separated the dining room from the bar area, and that was where her many beautiful plates, her glassware and crystal, and her most expensive vases were kept. Agnes treasured her collection and rarely let anyone else handle it. She decided she needed something really unusual for the flowers, and that would involve careful consideration of the dining room table.

The table was very long and narrow and designed specifically for the dining room, which was one of the few important rooms in the house that didn’t open directly onto the lanai. A private dining room, everyone agreed when planning the house, would allow for greater formality without sacrificing architectural integrity. Windows ran the length of the room, but they looked east and across the hills. On fine days, the view was beautiful, but with steady rain and low cloud cover, there was a flatness to the light, and it was better to lower the bamboo linen shades.

“Luxurious, masculine, and spare,” the designers had said, which had prompted Agnes to demand a built-in glass cabinet for her china collection.

“But it’s all wrong for the room,” they told her. “It’s an aesthetic interruption.”

“Well, it’s my dining room,” she had replied, “and I want to see my stuff in it.”

From this cabinet, Agnes selected twelve white bowls made from porcelain so fragile, it could be broken by the pressure of her fingers. In each shallow bowl she placed two or three flowers, lilies and pale orchids, cut to float freely. But was it too busy? she wondered. A table could move from simple to silly in the blink of an eye, and Agnes knew a poorly set table would not pass unnoticed by her friends. Should she add a sprig of eucalyptus to each bowl? Would the fragrance overpower or refresh?

After much deliberation, Agnes decided she was on the right track. The flowers worked. They were, in fact, quite beautiful and unusual, and the bowls looked stunning. The china was perfect, the silver gleamed, and the antique Danish frosted-crystal water goblets were just plain fabulous. Candles ran down the center of the table, each in a tiny dish spun from liquid glass by an artist in Los Angeles whose work was attracting some of the best shoppers in the city. Agnes knew the light would be lovely and soft when these candles were lit. It would illuminate her guests without challenging the work of anybody’s plastic surgeon.
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“Well, Kelly?” she repeated, as if she were genuinely interested in the response. “How do you like the flowers?”

“They’re kind of dull, don’t you think?”

“Dull?”

“Yeah. You know, dull—bland. I mean, personally, I like color. I’m not afraid of color. I’d have something red,” she said, and she leaned forward and tapped the center of the table with a long, red fingernail. “Right there. Now, that would look good. A big bouquet of red flowers in the middle there. You’d have to get rid of some of those cereal bowls, though.”

“Right. Well, thank you, Kelly. I think that’s all for today.”

“I haven’t finished the rest of the rooms.”

“They’ll be fine. Oh, and Kelly?”

“What?”

“Make sure you shut the gate on your way out.”
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Stafford’s calm retreat from Agnes and the ongoing activities of their household had done little to comfort him, but the thought of being petted and praised into some happier state right now made him feel vaguely sick. The news about Bobby’s grandchildren had dredged up unwelcome memories, and while he would try not to dwell on them, he knew they were unlikely to fade without some defensive maneuvering on his part. Agnes was right, of course. They couldn’t start collecting orphans at their age, no matter the circumstances. Agnes was clearly not cut out for motherhood, and on the few occasions he even thought about Callie anymore, it depressed him for days. They had been terrible parents, disconnected from everything except their mutual need to forget the past. And it was too late to do anything about it. It was too late for them and too late for Callie. He could stand at the gate and rage, or he could be rational and go on. The decision was his to make and he was determined to make it as a free man, not the boyhood victim of a few painful memories.

He would focus instead, he decided, on two things in the coming months that would buy him the time he needed until the inner walls of his life could be rebuilt. He would get serious about Aristotle. There would be no more pretense about the thesis and academia. Philosophy books had piled up around him and he had not read them with the kind of attention required to fool anyone who knew something about the subject. Knowing things in half measure bothered Stafford, and while it was easy to fool people who didn’t matter, it was impossible to fool people who did. The study of philosophy at a meaningful level would become the purpose of his life and he would not allow himself to be distracted by other matters. Philosophy would protect him, and it would occupy his thoughts, if not his dreams.

He would, however, stick by Agnes, and he would stop punishing her for being one of the few human beings on the face of the Earth who suspected how fragile he had become. She was a difficult woman in many ways, but she did not deserve to have her future rearranged by the misfortunes of others. Agnes had suffered enough, and if she had become a woman obsessed by the details of their munificent lifestyle, he was hardly in a position to judge.

We drank, he thought, from the same well.

He had played the sophist, but he had not lived it. The houses and holidays, and all the fine things they did and the wonderful things they owned, had given him as much pleasure as they had Agnes. He could drink his morning tea from a cheap cup, but he slept like a prince and he had no inclination to abandon his lifestyle now in pursuit of penury, having experienced it so thoroughly in his youth. The problem was that his shameful longing for happiness continued to complicate the intellectual clarity he needed to function, but none of that had anything to do with money. That money didn’t buy happiness was a hope held only by the middle class, who would always crave something to feel smug about. Stafford did not expect his money to buy happiness and he wasn’t disappointed when it didn’t. No, he would not allow himself to become a victim of sentiment and guilt, unraveled like a ball of twine for everyone to see. He had been married to the same strange woman for most of his life and he would remain married to her for the rest of it. She had, after all, literally thrown herself into the ocean to save him, and if she wanted to have a few shallow friends over for a nice evening, what was so wrong with that?

The letter, however, and its legal ramifications could not be ignored, and Stafford’s physical presence in the Napanee office of the lawyer handling the Shepherd estate was required. The estate consisted of four children with no money, no parents, and no property of any consequence, but Stafford would ensure the children’s financial needs were met, and he would do this out of genuine concern for them and his own, strangely undiminished, respect for the past.

It had taken him a day and a half to summon up the energy to make the call to Canada, but having done so, the rest of the arrangements fell quickly into place. He would fly to Los Angeles on Saturday and stay overnight at the apartment. He would fly to Toronto the next day, pick up a car, and drive to Kingston. A room had been booked at the Holiday Inn, which had a view of the lake and the island where Bobby Shepherd died.

It would be cold there, even in March, and the water in the harbor would still be frozen but no longer safe to walk on. He would stay one night in Kingston and drive to Napanee the following morning. His meeting with the Shepherds’ lawyer would begin at nine thirty and it was Stafford’s intention to handle the matter with the same expediency that had propelled him to the top of the television business. His flight schedule had been forwarded to the lawyer’s office to convey the brevity of his visit and the importance of having the paperwork ready for signature. He would drive straight back to Toronto after the meeting and he would catch the first flight home to Maui, because there was no reason for him to linger in Ontario.

His overnight bag was packed and in the trunk of his car. He would be up early, hours before Agnes, who would be tired after her party and want to sleep late. He had asked if she wanted to come with him, but only because they both knew she would not. She could visit LA for a few days, he said. It would be a break from Maui, and she could see some friends. Or Callie, he wanted to say but couldn’t.

“No, I don’t want to, Stafford. I don’t feel up to it. But thanks for thinking about me.”

“I always think about you, Agnes,” he said.
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The dinner party began at six o’clock with the arrival of Jim and Cheryl Sasson and their houseguests: Jim’s older sister, Linda, and her recently divorced daughter, Jennifer. Cheryl had called a few days earlier to ask Agnes if she could bring the two extras, stressing there was absolutely no pressure from anyone at the Sasson household for Agnes to say yes unless she wanted to. Everyone would understand. Jim’s sister had, however, been a little down in the dumps since her husband’s cancer metastasized, and as if that wasn’t enough, Jennifer’s most recent divorce had gotten so nasty that Jim had to involve his own attorneys to protect the family from further exploitation. It had been an awful mess, but thank God Jim was as tough as he was, because Linda and her daughter were too trusting, and it made Jim mental! It had been Cheryl’s suggestion to fly them over for a week of sun and relaxation on Maui because Cheryl really did feel sorry for them, even if they had brought most of their problems on themselves, and Jim had agreed and even sent the jet to fetch them, but the truth was, he was so fed up with his sister and her silly daughter that Cheryl was exhausted trying to keep the peace and it had only been three days!

Jennifer, it seemed, was a pathetic loser who had married one darn fool after another and, at the sad age of forty-one, was not likely to change. She had started to pack on the pounds too, which both Cheryl and Linda agreed was going to be yet another problem.

“Well, hello there, handsome! Are we the first to arrive? We are! I knew it! Honestly! I told Jim we were early, but you know Jim. We’re all rushing around at the last minute in a panic and there’s Jim sitting in the car honking the horn. He still thinks he’s running the world! Oh, Agnes, the house looks fabulous. What on Earth have you done?”

“Nothing, Cheryl. I haven’t changed a thing.”

“You must be Linda. I’m Stafford.”

“And that’s Jennifer. Jim, introduce your sister and niece to Stafford.”

“You’ve met my sister before, haven’t you, Stafford?”

“No, I don’t think so. Have we met before, Linda?”

“Were you in Phoenix, maybe? We have a place in Phoenix.”

“Phoenix? I haven’t been to Phoenix in years.”

“Our golf club hosts an annual fundraiser for inner-city libraries. We get a lot of support from Hollywood. Jim and Cheryl always fly in for it. Maybe you came with them?”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, Linda, if he was in Phoenix for a golf tournament, don’t you think he’d remember?”

“Well, I thought maybe he might have come with you and Cheryl sometime, Jim. That’s all I was wondering.”

“We didn’t know them when we lived in Phoenix, Linda. We met them here. On Maui.”

“Oh. Oh, I see. Well then, I guess we couldn’t have met in Phoenix.”

“I’m Jennifer. Thanks for having me.”

“Jennifer’s from Seattle.”

“But she’s moving back to Phoenix.”

“Jennifer’s father hasn’t been well.”

“It must be very difficult.”

“You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Hopkins.”

“Oh heavens. Call me Agnes, dear.”

“Jim, you look like you could use a drink. The bar’s open.”

“I know what you’ve done. You’ve changed the rugs, Agnes.”

“No, really, Cheryl. Not a thing.”

“It just looks so cozy. Is that the bartender from the club? He’s such a cutie pie. Oh, don’t give me that look, Jim! I think I’ll have a martini. Not too strong. I want to get through the main course without falling asleep. So ’fess up, Agnes, what have you done to this room?”

“It’s just the rain, Cheryl.”

“Poor Jennifer. Jennifer is from Seattle. It rains all the time in Seattle, doesn’t it, Jennifer?”

“Pretty much.”
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The Sassons and their unhappy houseguests were joined by three more well-preserved, well-off, well-behaved retired couples in their late sixties, and they all ate dinner together at the Hopkinses’ beautiful home in Kapalua on the night before Stafford left for Canada. There were no incidents. Nobody drank too much or even too little, and the catered food was served in the right amount and at the right time. The women admired Agnes’s home. The men admired one another. No one was confused about what was funny and what was not. Everyone knew which fork to use and what to say when Buzz and Patti boasted about their grandson’s recent marriage to the daughter of a well-connected senator who had taken a tough stand on drugs. Everyone knew that if Jim and Cheryl wanted to talk about their drug-addicted son, they would bring it up. Everyone knew that Judy Dixon was too sharp with Murray and that the adult children from his second marriage detested her. Everyone knew that it was wrong for Jennifer to slather butter all over her bun in public. Everyone knew that Donna Buckley was unaccountably dull for a woman so beautiful. Everyone knew that Ronnie Buckley had enough money to buy them all out fifty times over, but he couldn’t putt worth a damn. And everyone knew that if Stafford Hopkins hadn’t made a few hundred million in the TV business, not one of his dinner guests would waste a minute of their time in his company.

From the far end of the table, Agnes tended to her guests, commenting appropriately on Patti’s decision to soften her pin-straight bob with chunky highlights but withholding less charitable observations about Donna Buckley, sleek in Armani but lacking the hips to make it interesting; Cheryl, childish in a ruffled blouse and Tom Ford lilac silk evening skirt; Judy Dixon, hostile in a Prada Plexiglas belt; Jim’s sister, Linda, in plum satin from God knows where; or poor, pathetic Jennifer, in low-rise jeans and a floral lace shrug top, somehow pulling it together better than the rest of them.

This is my life now, Agnes thought. These women. This place.

Unlike Agnes, most of the women believed they had been blessed by an upscale God who must surely want them to live as well as possible or He wouldn’t have given them so much money to spend. It was the philosophy they lived by, and they took comfort in the belief that their gratitude made Him happy.

“We are just so blessed, girls,” Cheryl would say in her solemn little voice, usually on the back nine where the views were particularly good.

Everyone would pause and smile thoughtfully from beneath their visors and nod their heads. Yes, they were all blessed, they would say, blessed and grateful too, most sincerely grateful. Agnes would smile, but she was careful to keep her head down and her mouth shut. Let Cheryl and the others drone on about good fortune under an open sky. For all their protestations of gratitude, still managing to convey the certainty they’d done something to earn or deserve it. Just hit the ball, spend the money, and shut up about it, she wanted to say, if only to see Judy Dixon’s jaw drop into the Dolce & Gabbana choker she wore to hide the scars of her neck lift.

The Hopkinses’ dinner party ended at ten o’clock when Ronnie Buckley realized he should not have had whipped cream on his lemon tart. They would have to go home now, he said to his wife quietly. They would have to go straight home. Donna put her decaf down and waited for the right moment to stand up and begin the process that would transfer her husband from the Hopkinses’ great room to his personal toilet.

“What a perfect evening,” she said at the first available opportunity. “Where has the time gone?”

There were no after-dinner drinkers to contend with and no one who wished to linger after the others had left to analyze the party and dismantle the evening. The bartender and the caterers had all gone home, and the house was peaceful and cool with the rain still falling steadily. It had been an absolutely marvelous evening, the women said, and they all kissed Agnes, one after another, as they collected their fine cashmere wraps and their beautiful evening bags. Stafford shook hands with the men and kissed their wives, and everyone said again how pleasant the evening had been, and finally everyone walked out and the party was over.

Stafford waited until the cars had left the driveway and then he went outside and checked that the driveway gates were locked. He returned to the house and keyed in the alarm codes. Agnes, he thought, must have gone down the hallway to their bedroom, but when he went to find her to say good night, she wasn’t there. Nor was she in her dressing room or her bathroom. He went back through the main hallway and found her sitting at the long table in the dining room. She had pulled up the shades and opened the windows, but the candles had been blown out and the room was dark.

“What are you doing in here?” he asked.

“I’m just sitting.”

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“It was a nice evening, Agnes.”

“Do you think they had a good time?”

“Of course they did.”

“Did you have a good time?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you, Stafford. Did you have a good time?”

“Why wouldn’t I have a good time?” he replied softly, as if he had already asked himself the same question.

“Stafford, please.”

“No,” he said finally, and she sighed, and it was a sad little sound, he thought, like a child forever hopeful.

“I’m sorry, Agnes.”

“I know.”

At three o’clock in the morning, Stafford was woken by the smell of his wife’s hand lotion. She had kicked the sheets off in her sleep and moved across the bed to lie next to him with her arms wrapped tightly around him and the side of her face pressed into his shoulder. It had stopped raining.







CHAPTER 11

Perfection


It is clear that happiness is among the things that are prized and perfect.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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BOBBY SHEPHERD WAS BORN on April 1, 1945, at the Kingston General Hospital, fifty-seven days after Stafford Hopkins got his head stuck in his own mother’s birth canal. Bobby was a big baby, a meat-and-potatoes baby, the nurses joked, a baby worth waiting for. Privately, though, they were appalled that the man and woman who produced this perfect baby boy were old enough to be his grandparents. It was obscene for people their age to be having a baby and there were few people in the community who felt otherwise, even the French Canadian families who farmed north of Belleville. Poor baby, everyone said, poor little mite. As for that Andrew Shepherd, the women whispered, maybe he should leave his wife alone at night. And a few of them would shudder at the thought of Andrew and Susan, too carnally possessed to notice how unattractive they both were.

Susan Shepherd knew that people disapproved, and she knew she looked foolish, a homely woman with gray hair and a worn-out face, her body so heavy with the weight of her pregnancy at the end that she could only lie on her side, propped up with pillows. She knew the doctor was abrupt with her because he was embarrassed when he examined her, and she knew the other pregnant women in the waiting room, all of them so round and soft with their own babies, found her presence unsettling. She dreaded the looks they exchanged when she came in with Andrew, and it did not go unnoticed how quickly they rearranged their seating, scurrying to sit next to one another like a flock of little birds rattled by the arrival of an old hen. But Andrew Shepherd didn’t give a damn. He would make sure she had a place to sit and then he would kiss her.

“I’ll be doing some errands, Cookie,” he would say. “You just sit right here after you’re done and I’ll be back to get you.”

“Cookie,” the other women would laugh, when Susan was called into the doctor’s examining room to be eased out of her clothes and onto the narrow table by a disapproving nurse.

“What does he call her?”

“Cookie.”

“He calls her Cookie?”

“Cookie this, Cookie that. More like a layer cake, I’d say.”

“No kidding,” someone would say, and they would all laugh.

Their husbands, young farmers and local men, called them by name or simply waited until eye contact had been made and then nobody would have to mention any names at all. Occasionally, and in private moments, their husbands might call them honey or even baby, but these were terms not so much of affection as gratitude. But Cookie was a silly name, as silly as the sight of Susan and Andrew Shepherd waltzing into the doctor’s office like a couple of pregnant teenagers.

Susan would have laughed to think of herself waltzing anywhere. She had never been slim or attractive, even in her twenties, but Andrew thought her beautiful then, and even more so now, pregnant at fifty, and if everyone from Napanee to Morven wanted to laugh at them behind their backs, then let them laugh, he said, let them laugh like they just learned how. At night, he would wrap his arms around his wife and sing to her until she fell asleep, the melodies lost in the toneless pitch of his voice. He would love her, he said, every day of his life and they would have a champion baby in the springtime and maybe they’d plant a few more trees along the fence. So Susan kept her head up for the whole long nine months, but by the time the end came, she was very tired and afraid that the gift had come too late for her and that she would not live to receive it. It was miracle enough, she thought, that she had found a man like Andrew Shepherd in the first place. How could she expect more?

Andrew had arrived in Canada in 1906 from Scotland at the age of twenty with the money left to him by a doting uncle who wanted him to escape the family business. Exactly what that business was, however, remained a mystery, because Andrew Shepherd never talked about the past, suspiciously untroubled by it. He was a large, ugly man with bad teeth and too little hair to compensate. His body was long and his legs thick. Fair-skinned and pale in childhood, his face grew ruddy as he aged, and by the time he laid eyes on Susan Douglas, a sturdily built Protestant girl from Alberta, the only tolerable thing about Andrew Shepherd’s appearance was the clear, pale-green color of his eyes.

Susan had come to Morven in the spring following the Great War, ostensibly to comfort a pregnant sister before traveling on to Toronto where she intended to study music and murder the man who abandoned her sister. Had she not met Andrew at the door of Morven First Presbyterian, Susan’s life would have been quite different given her state of mind at the time. But Andrew had come to church that day to collect payment for a cow he had sold to another farmer, and Susan, a singer of considerable talent, had agreed to join the tiny choir for morning service. As Andrew approached the church, he heard Susan’s rich, contralto voice, which drifted out and across the churchyard, and when she came out, he was waiting for her.

Three months later, they were married. Susan was twenty-four years old, and people said she made a lovely bride, all things considered. She never made it to Toronto, never studied music, and never murdered the man who had abandoned her sister, because he managed to die quite handily on his own of influenza that summer. Susan’s sister gave birth to twins in the fall and was married to a charming widower from Ottawa the following Christmas.

“Life,” Susan said throughout her own, “is filled with second chances.”

Andrew and Susan were considered foolish by the local community, but they were neither foolish nor clever. They were merely uneducated people with a shared capacity for wonder, and in the rural Ontario society of their day, wonder was frowned upon. Grown-ups did not wonder. They knew what they needed to know and left wondering to very young children and unstable women. But Andrew and Susan fell into the nebulous category of being vaguely unworthy of their own happiness because they failed to recognize that what they had in abundance came only to the few. It was wonder that made their marriage such a happy one and wonder that saved them later, when Bobby died.

The Shepherd farm lay east of the Hopkins farm, and in wintertime when the trees were bare, it was possible to see the lights of one house from the other. The families were not friends, but there was no ill will between them, merely the kind of distance necessitated by religion and family history. The Hopkinses, after all, came from generations of farmers in the area who generally produced large families who married within the community and settled nearby, while the Shepherds were newcomers with vague backgrounds and a tendency to enjoy social isolation. But the birth of the two boys, Bobby and Stafford, to their astonished and aging parents, together with the proximity of the two farms, led to a friendship. A friendship that began with Stafford’s first awareness that across the big field with the pile of rocks in the middle of it was another little boy, a boy about the right age and with the right look about him. A boy without a brother of his own to worry about.



[image: ]





“Where’s your brother, Stafford?”

“I don’t know.”

“Emmett!”

“He’s not up here, Father.”

“I need him in the feed shed.”

“He’s not here.”

“You boys be careful up there. Bobby, you hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No shenanigans with the chute, boys.”

“No, sir.”

“Emmett! Emmett! Goddamnit! Where is that boy when I need him?”

It seemed to Stafford that his father was always looking for Emmett, and the sound of his brother’s name rang through Stafford’s childhood like the toll of a bell. Had there been other brothers and sisters to fill the wide gap between the two brothers, Stafford would have been shielded from the part he played and the importance of Bobby Shepherd’s friendship. He would have sat with the noisy younger siblings at the far end of the table, where unwanted food could be passed from plate to dog and where the heavy anxiety of his parents’ worries could not reach him.

Emmett, what happened to you? Where did you go in the darkness, alone and unprotected? Why, Emmett, why did it all come to nothing?
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In later years, when Stafford had distanced himself from southern Ontario and was living so well in California, he was able to convince himself that the decline of lesser men was neither tragic nor inconvenient. Lesser men were merely the necessary members of a comprehensive society with their own useful purpose, and it was the responsibility of free men to coexist peacefully with them and accept their limitations without complaint. There could not, however, be friendship between them, because while it was true that a lesser man could live within sight of the city, his natural place lay just outside it and the walls would never be left unguarded.

“Perfect friendship,” Aristotle wrote, “is the friendship of men who are good and alike in virtue,” and had he left it at that, the matter might have been settled. But virtue did not imply chastity or sexual purity in the context of Aristotle’s definition, and therein lay the difficulty. Virtue spoke to a man’s character and the force of his inner will. It could be strengthened or tempered with the judicious exercising of it, but it could never spring forth from a lesser man, because virtue simply wasn’t there in sufficient quantity to spare. It was, however, possible for a free man, a man who was greater than other men, to become friends with a lesser man or even a woman, but such friendships could never be perfect, because the love between them was unequal. For though there is often love between a father and son, a husband and wife, a teacher and student, or a master and his slave, the larger share of love will always flow from the lesser to the greater man in accordance with the amount of virtue each possesses. But somehow the argument floundered here, because love would always complicate philosophy and if Aristotle was unable to fully disentangle the threads that separated perfect friendship from the pitfalls of love and social inequality, it was not for lack of his own virtue. Stafford’s virtue would save him, but it could not save his brother or Bobby Shepherd and it could not restore the brain stem of Stafford’s unnamed son, because virtue could not be shared with those who did not possess it. Virtue could not be given.







CHAPTER 12

Duplicity


Most people take refuge in theory and think they are being philosophers and will become good in this way.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Sunday, March 9, 2003

Toronto

THERE WAS ONLY ONE person left who knew what Stafford had done to provoke his own fate, and when Stafford’s plane set down in Toronto and he emerged from the gate, it seemed right that he was waiting for him.

“Uncle Christy.”

“I thought we’d ride back together, Stafford.”

“How did you get my flight number?”

“Well, I called Roger’s office.”

“Who?”

“The lawyer, Stafford. Roger Nuland.”

“You talked to the Shepherds’ lawyer?”

“No, we just said hello and I asked for your flight number and then we said goodbye.”

“How are you?”

“Not so good, Stafford, not so good. But it suits me.”

“I’ve ordered a car. Why don’t you wait here, and I’ll come around to get you?”

“Here, take my gloves.”

“No—no. I don’t need them.”

“Take them. It’s been cold for March and there’s more snow coming.”

“What about you?”

But his uncle just smiled and thrust his hands into the deep pockets of his jacket. Stafford hesitated. He no longer wore clothes not purchased exclusively for his own body, and he was reluctant to wear the gloves of the old man who stood before him, a man smiling down at him the way he always had, a great bear of a man with eyes now lost in the folds of his own skin. But knowing of no way out, Stafford put the gloves on and felt at once the warmth of his uncle’s hands like the grip of a handshake.

“How’s Aunt Angela?”

“Well, she’s still ailing,” his uncle answered, “ailing since November.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“She’s on a new blood thinner. Yesterday it was too thin. Last week it was too thick. I don’t know.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Well, her other hip went, and then her blood got too settled, her laid up like that, and it’s no wonder. But it wasn’t a big one, thank God. Her mother went the same way. Terrible.”

“Big what?”

“Stroke, Stafford. Angela had a stroke.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“A little bleed in the brain, that’s what the older nurse said. She’s good, that one. Angela likes her. She’s from Guelph. Married a Dutchman who went to school with one of your cousins there. I don’t remember which cousin.”

“Where’s Angela now, Uncle Christy?”

“Kingston General Hospital. Sixth floor. South wing. She’s in the bed by the window since the other lady died. We’ll stop in on our way past and say good night. You’re at a hotel downtown, aren’t you?”

“The Holiday Inn.”

“That’s a nice hotel. Go on and get the car and bring it around. We need to get on the road ahead of the weather.”

Stafford had known there was no point in keeping his arrival secret and he was relieved he had made no attempt to do so. The fate, after all, of the four Shepherd children so tragically orphaned would have been the principal topic of every local conversation for weeks, and Stafford knew that no amount of damage control from a retired network executive could alter the process. Every scrap of information would have been shared and rehashed many times over, and by now there would be few in the extended community who would not know that Stafford Hopkins was on his way home. And somehow, caring neither too much nor too little, Stafford was glad that the long drive from the sprawling chill of Toronto to Kingston would be shared with his father’s youngest and only surviving brother, Christian Hopkins.

It was to his uncle Christy’s farm that Stafford had gone in the months following the death of his father, and had it not been for the trouble between Christy and Emmett over the horse, Stafford might have stayed there. But change-of-life babies like Stafford were invariably caught between the generations of a family and it was no easy task to remain neutral when an older brother was the same age as an uncle’s wife and nobody could agree on anything. It was more complicated than that, though. More complicated than the insecurities of a young wife, the loss of a farm, or even the desire of two men for the same horse. It was more complicated than a mere sequence of events. It would always be more complicated than that.
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“The city doesn’t stop anymore, does it?”

“No, it sure doesn’t,” his uncle agreed.

“You came up by bus?”

“I came by train. There’s a bus from the station to the airport.”

“How long did that take you?”

“Oh, I’m retired now.”

“I heard Chris is running things.”

“Chris married a real good girl. Better late than never, I told him. Just like his old dad.”

“That’s great.”

“You’re right about that. And they have a nice family too. The three boys and there’s another one coming.”

“Another boy?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t know about that, Stafford. I think they’d like a girl, maybe.”

“And Emmett?” Stafford said, and he cleared his throat. “What news of my brother?”

“Portsmouth,” his uncle said. “He’s in Portsmouth.”

“He’s in jail again,” Stafford said flatly. “Great.”

“Oh no, no, nothing like that anymore,” his uncle said. “That’s all over and done with now. No, he’s not inside the jail, well, not that one anyways. They wouldn’t put a man like your brother in there. He’s just living in the neighborhood is all. He’s in a rooming house. There’s a place in Portsmouth Village that’ll take in some of the older ones if they behave themselves. It’s a house on Grange Street, just up behind the church.”

“What one?”

“The Church of the Good Thief. You know that church. We had a second cousin that went there. On the Callaghan side. Father James. He was there about ten years, maybe. The Callaghans had two that went in. Him and another one. The middle boy, I think. But that one didn’t last. Quit the church and married a schoolteacher. They moved out west, I think.”

“Are you warm enough? I can turn the heat up.”

“Did you get free mileage on this car?”

“The heat’s free.”

“How much would a car like this cost?”

“New?”

“Right off the line.”

“Forty, forty-five.”

“Thousand.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Forty-five thousand dollars.”

“More or less.”

“That’s a new factory over there. Went up all last year. Look at the size of it. They’re making the copper tops on a new kind of battery in there. Harold Miller’s got a grandson working on them.”

“Harold’s still alive?”

“Oh yes, Harold’s alive. But Isabel died. She’s gone. She died right after Maureen.”

“Maureen died?”

“Catherine found her on the stairs. It was a terrible shock for the family. You knew Catherine, didn’t you?”

“We were in the same confirmation class.”

“She married one of the Murray boys, but it didn’t take.”

“Ed?”

“No, not Edward. The other one. Russell.”

And so it went, the meandering conversation and the long drive home, and if it surprised Stafford how easy it was to remember the rhythm of a language he no longer spoke, he didn’t dwell on it. It was late afternoon by the time they left Toronto, and the sky was gray with the weight of another snowfall. But as they passed through Oshawa and then Bowmanville, the road dipped south to the very edge of Lake Ontario, where Stafford could see the great jumble of broken ice and dirt in the fading light and the darkness of open water beyond.







CHAPTER 13

Division


When several villages are united in a single complete community large enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence.

—Aristotle, Politics
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THE CITY OF KINGSTON is tucked into a natural harbor on the northeastern shores of Lake Ontario at a place where two rivers meet: the Cataraqui, which drains into the lake, and the St. Lawrence, which leaves it. In the winter months, Kingston can be a cold place with its pale limestone buildings and the bleak apathy of snow-covered fields and ice-bound waterways. But in the summer, when the ice melts and the snow is gone, it is a wonderful place, and the green water that emerges from beneath the frozen lakes and rivers is like new grass growing in an open field. Stafford had lived most of his life near the Pacific Ocean, but whenever he thought of water, it was always Kingston that came into his mind. Kingston in the summer, with all its rivers and lakes and hidden islands. A little city of limestone and memory, its watery walls carved out by the glacial aggression of millennia past.

The site of the city had long attracted human interest—and with it, a history of displacement, as newcomers arrived, saw the possibilities, and took what was there for themselves. Much of that was Indigenous history, back even to the Stone Age, but in Stafford’s day, the textbooks he studied in school didn’t dwell on that. History was names and dates you could memorize and be tested on. History came with right and wrong answers. A fluted point with traces of red ocher found on Wolfe Island was interesting, but less important than knowing who built Fort Frontenac; who tore it down; who rebuilt it and changed the name to Kings Town; why it prospered from an influx of British loyalists from the south when the British Empire lost the American Revolution—and how Canada beat the Yanks when an American fleet pursued a British warship into the Kingston harbor on November 12, 1812.

Some called it a second war of independence, an American fight for free trade and human rights. Some called it an extension of the Napoleonic wars. And some called it the Battle of the Carpenters, but they were the Kingston shipwrights pressed into service to build the frigates, schooners, gunboats, sloops, and brigs needed to keep the Americans on their side of the lake. It was the War of 1812, and although Kingston would escape the bloody battles fought elsewhere, the town was strategically valuable—and therefore vulnerable. In anticipation of further attacks, Fort Henry was built on a high point of land overlooking the dockyards and the inner harbor where the waters of the Cataraqui and St. Lawrence Rivers converged. Barricades and command posts were built along the shorelines and Kingston was flooded with volunteers from the farms and the townships, readying themselves for attacks that did not come their way.

Stafford tried to explain the war to Agnes on several occasions, but she found it impossible to believe that the United States of America started the war much less lost it.

“Well, you did,” he said. “James Madison signed the war bill.”

“I’ve never heard of it.”

“Maybe that’s because Americans don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, maybe Canadians like to puff themselves up.”

“We weren’t Canadians then, Agnes,” he said. “We were, technically, Britons—citizens of Great Britain’s far-flung empire. The ones that weren’t Scottish, Irish, Welsh, or English, that is.”

“Then technically, Stafford, you couldn’t have won the war, could you?”

In truth, Agnes was not the only one confused about who won the War of 1812. History would agree on the victims, though, when the people of the Six First Nations, who had fought for allies on both sides of the dispute, were summarily betrayed by all when the treaty was signed and peace returned. There would be little left for them.

The citizens of Kingston fared better. The British loyalists had proven their loyalty. They had aligned themselves with English- and French-speaking settlers against a common foe and, in doing so, had separated themselves from their southern neighbors. It was time to regroup and start building again in preparation for new settlers and more trade along the river, but not without strengthening their defenses against future attacks with military towers of substance and a canal system that linked them to the north. There was an abundance of limestone and good timber available, and as the wealth and security of local citizens grew, so too did the little town. Grand houses and public buildings were built, garrisons and dockyards, a hospital, churches with bell towers, schools and colleges, and a penitentiary called KP to house the wicked. With each new building, the remnants of Fort Frontenac were buried deeper under the red bricks of Ontario Street and beneath those bricks, the footprints of others. And so there was a shifting of opportunity and loss as everyone took their place in the new order, and if it was a hard time for some, nobody felt their pain was too high a price to pay.
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By 1841, the well-fortified town was deemed secure enough to host the first meeting of a new parliament and, in doing so, was briefly declared the capital city of a British colony now called the Province of Canada. A country was emerging, slowly but competently, like a middle child unaccustomed to fuss. There would be no great upset between Great Britain and Canada, no catastrophic break or bitter dispute. Rather, there would be a gradual shifting of perception, a shift that moved slowly from loyalty to routine, making a story less about drama than moderation.

Unfortunately, the Americans remained a mere five miles away, and even with Fort Henry, six military towers, a protected naval dockyard, and a few thousand seasoned troops, the St. Lawrence River could be too easily blockaded by the Americans, which would cut off Kingston’s access to the east. Renewed disputes were not yet improbable, and since the Americans wouldn’t be moved and the river couldn’t be moved, the capital city would have to be moved, first to Montreal and then to a place called Bywater. Kingston was too geographically vulnerable for a capital city.

The Americans, however, did not attack a second time. Instead, they settled down, as if they had suddenly lost interest in their dull northern neighbor, and Kingston was left in peace with its beautiful limestone buildings and its waterways and rivers and hidden islands.

And then the Irish came, and with them, Stafford’s people.
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Stafford knew that his mother’s people, the Brennans, came to Canada later than the Hopkinses and settled on farms west of the lake near Guelph. He knew that his brother, Emmett, was named after a Brennan boy who had died in a hunting accident. He knew the Brennans had big families and got into fights easily, but he rarely got a chance to see this because it was a long drive from the Hopkins farm to Guelph and there was little time in a dairy farmer’s day between morning and evening milking to drive to Guelph for a cup of coffee and an argument. The occasional Brennan relative stopped in on his way through Napanee, though, and once, Stafford remembered, when he was about five or six, he went with his parents and Emmett to a Brennan family reunion where he ran wild with his cousins, boys who laughed when he said he had never shot a rabbit or jumped naked into a lake. But for the most part, there was little regular contact between the Hopkinses and the Brennans, and that seemed to suit Stafford’s mother more than the rest of them.

“Those Brennans are wild,” his mother had said on the long drive home following the family reunion. “Wild as hawks.”

“You’re a Brennan, Mother,” Emmett had said. “Are you wild?”

“I’m a Hopkins now, Emmett. I’ll never be a Brennan again.”

“But you might have been a Mallory,” Stafford’s father said.

“No, I wouldn’t,” she answered. “Don’t be silly.”

“I might have been a Mallory too,” Stafford said. “Stafford Curran Mallory.”

“You’re Stafford Curran Hopkins,” his mother replied. “The Mallorys don’t matter to us.”

“They came first, so they do matter,” his father said. “We wouldn’t be sitting here in this car if they hadn’t.”

“Well, I’d be here,” his mother said. “Because I’m a Brennan and we were on a different boat.”

“I thought you were a Hopkins now, Mother,” Emmett said.

“Don’t get smart with me, Emmett!”

“Come on, Mary-Jean,” Stafford’s father said. “Emmett’s just having a bit of fun with you is all.”

“But we would have been Mallorys,” Stafford insisted. “If the boy lived and the girl died, we’d be Mallorys because boys keep their names. Girls can’t.”

“You wouldn’t be sitting here worrying about names or anything else, that’s what!” Stafford’s mother snapped. “You wouldn’t be born at all, Stafford, because you wouldn’t come out of—oh, never mind! This kind of talk is no good.”

“But you are born, aren’t you?” Emmett said to Stafford, and he laughed because his brother was too young to understand how things worked. “So never mind what Mother says.”

“You never mind yourself, Emmett Hopkins!”

“All right, all right,” Stafford’s father said. “Let’s just leave it alone. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

The Mallory story would always irk Stafford’s mother because it was a story based on speculation and she disliked speculation. But Stafford loved the story, as did his father and Emmett, because the story was about their people and their name and the starving family who came to Canada on a coffin ship in 1847. A family who couldn’t have known that if their son had lived and their daughter died, the name carried forward by the only family survivor of a famine, a coffin ship, and typhus would not have been Hopkins but Mallory.
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The Mallory family left Sligo in July 1847, and on August 9, a bulletin from the Canadian quarantine station at Grosse Île reported that of the 440 original passengers, 108 were dead and 150 were sick with typhus.

There were seven Mallorys on the passenger list, but only four survived the crossing. Curran, a twelve-year-old boy, was one of them, along with his father, his younger sister, Fianna, and a baby not yet two. Curran’s father was well enough when they arrived at Grosse Île, but there he picked up typhus and died cruelly, he raged, within a stone’s toss of land. The baby surprised everyone by surviving both the crossing and the quarantine station, only to die on the overcrowded river barge that brought Curran Mallory and the sister he called Fee up the St. Lawrence River to Kingston.

Over the winter of 1847–48, thousands of Irish arrived at the Kingston wharves, and they were filthy creatures, riddled with lice and sick with typhus. Many had planned to stop only briefly in Kingston before traveling on to other parts of the country where they had a distant cousin or knew the name of a family who might help a fellow countryman get a start. By the time they got to Kingston, however, all plans were put on hold because most of them were too sick to leave.

The people of Kingston had not protected their city from the Americans to hand it over to the Irish. But what were they to do in the face of this invasion of boat people who drifted in on overcrowded barges pushing against the current? They could not turn the shore batteries on them or leave them sitting in open barges to die, their bodies pitched over the side and into the lake. There were too many of them. There was disagreement initially because compassion is an unequal burden, but invariably came a practical, if not collective, recognition that the invaders could not be ignored. Kingston would have to open its gates and let the Irish in, but not without some precautions, because typhus could kill a clean person who belonged just as easily as a dirty one who did not.

Fever sheds were hastily built at the bottom of Emily Street and on the grounds of the hospital near the lake, and hundreds of local citizens came to the aid of the Irish despite the risk to themselves. There was no cure for typhus in 1847, a disease dreaded for its high fevers, agonizing headaches, and the stench of a necrotic rash if the skin bled into itself and began to rot. There was no way of knowing who would survive and who would not, but it seemed children had a better chance if they were carefully nursed through the fever and the long convalescence that followed.

But the Mallory children, both sick when they arrived, were separated at the wharves, and in the confusion and misery of unloading them, Curran was taken to a fever shed near the hospital, where he was mistakenly put into a room filled with older men who were not expected to live. Fianna Mallory, the chatterbox of the family, fared better and was taken to a fever shed on Emily Street, where she was tenderly nursed by nuns who kept her alive until her fever broke and her strength returned.

Four weeks later, she walked out of the fever shed and sat on the ground near the lake. It was cold and she was not yet well, and the view of the lake confused her. She had come up a river with her brother and the baby on the slow-moving barge from the island, but this expanse of gray water was enormous, like the ocean she had already crossed. Had she come back to the ocean? Or had she come to another one and would she have to cross it too, and where was Curran who could unravel this mystery? There was too much water, she decided, too much water to think about.

Near the place where she sat was a tower made of stone. It was the Murney Tower, built to protect the waterfront from American invasion, but Fianna had no way of knowing this. It was a jail, she thought, or maybe the place where people were hung, and she moved away from it, creeping inland, drawn away from the open sky and the water beneath it. There were buildings and houses set away from the water, and she had an impression of stone blocks and smoke blowing from rooftops, of iron gates and bare trees. She was tired and afraid to venture far, but she could see another building, larger than the others, in the distance. It too was made of stone, but it had windows set in neat rows of three all the way to the rooftop, where two great chimneys, square like the building itself, promised fireplaces and heat. She thought it might be another prison or maybe the house where a king lived. She did not venture closer, though, because she did not want to attract attention until she found Curran.

What she did not know was that the building she was looking at was neither prison nor palace. It was the hospital, specifically the back of it, and scarcely more than a hundred yards away from it, on the empty wasteland hidden from view, a deep trench had been dug, hacked out of hard ground by men working with picks and shovels. With entire families wiped out by typhus, there was nobody left to claim a body or pay for a funeral, and as more than a thousand had died, their remains could not be burned or left to wait for better times. A mass grave was the only solution to so much death. Those who dug the trench may have felt pity for the dead, but it had to be done, and it had to be done quickly. And so, Curran Mallory was thrown into the trench, his face pressed against the back of another, his eyes shut against the life he might have longed for, his body sprinkled with lime in its final blessing.

Many years later, when the hospital needed room for expansion, the mass grave was exhumed and the remains of the dead moved to a Catholic cemetery at the north end of the city, where they were reburied and blessed and marked with a monument. But not all the remains were found, and when a second excavation took place later, in preparation for a new wing that would house the morgue and the ambulance entrance, the earth produced another skull and a handful of human bones. All construction ceased until the police and the archaeologists could confirm that the remains belonged with the victims of the typhus epidemic of 1847. It seemed the earth had shifted with the first excavation, and the skull and bones had moved away from the others. There was no other explanation, because a bone cannot migrate without a soul to guide it. And when the new hospital wing opened, a plaque was put at the entrance to the morgue that marked the place where the mass grave had been and the bones of Stafford’s Mallory ancestor had lain.
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Fianna Mallory turned nine in the fever shed, and when her hair grew back it was darker in color, almost black like her father’s had been before the famine. She did not cry, because, like many children traumatized by horrific events, she was past tears. She was hungry and weak, but she was alive. There were many others like her in 1847, children who were orphaned and alone, but there were orphanages run by churches and there were local families who needed extra help in the kitchen or on the farm. With a little luck, a child who was quiet, hardworking, and utterly subservient could get by, and Fianna would be one of them.

After three years in a Catholic orphanage, she was taken in by a young farmer from Tweed whose wife’s inability to keep house was a source of concern to the farmer’s mother. Fianna was twelve, and the nuns, who called her Anna, had taught her to be silent and willing. They had also taught her how to read. She was a girl groomed for convent life, but she had no desire to be a nun and was relieved when the farmer’s mother chose her over the other girls. She left the orphanage happily and went to work for the farmer’s bewildered wife, pleasing even the farmer’s mother with her enthusiasm for keeping a floor swept clean. She learned how to cook and how to plant a garden. She made good butter and bread, and when she had time, she read books that the young farmer borrowed for her from his neighbors.

On July 1, 1867, two remarkable but not entirely unexpected events transpired. The Dominion of Canada was formed and a Kingston lawyer, committed to the cultural genocide of every Indigenous child in Canada, became the country’s first prime minister. And scarcely more than an afternoon’s drive away, thirty-year-old Fianna Mallory was making a commitment of her own. She had accepted a proposal of marriage from the young farmer, who was no longer young and no longer married to the woman who couldn’t keep her house clean. The farmer’s wife had died, and with the work of a farm and the younger children still in need of care and supervision, the farmer would need a new wife and she would need a new name. And since the farmer’s last name was Hopkins, Fianna Mallory, a girl called Fee by her brother and Anna by the nuns, became Annie Hopkins and soon she would have a son of her own.

“Can we name him Curran?” she asked her husband when the baby was born.

“Curran’s a different kind of name around here,” he said. “I don’t know any Currans.”

“It was my brother’s name,” she answered. “I’d like to be saying that name again.”

“Well, all right, then,” he said. “Curran it is.”

“Curran Mallory,” she said.

“Mallory?”

“Curran Mallory Hopkins,” she said.

“It’s different.”

“Not to me,” she answered. “It’s not different to me.”

“Well, I guess it’s all right to be different. Not too much, though,” the farmer said. “Call the boy what you like then, Annie.”

Curran Mallory Hopkins would be the only child born to Fianna Mallory and the farmer from Tweed. He would grow into a nice-looking, blue-eyed boy with black hair like his Irish grandfather’s and he would have an easy temperament like his mother. He would be attractive to other people, and he would do well in the world, marrying a nice girl who produced a healthy son and a few daughters. The farm at Tweed would not go to Curran initially but to one of his older half brothers who would rightfully inherit it when the time came. But the older brother would get sick and need help running the farm at Tweed and it would be Curran who came when help was needed. And to no one’s surprise, when the older half brother died, the Tweed farm was left to Curran Hopkins, son of Fianna Mallory from Sligo, the only family survivor of a famine, a coffin ship, a quarantine station, and the Kingston typhus epidemic of 1847.

The farm at Tweed, then, would become “the first farm,” as Stafford explained to his wife, impatiently and on several occasions, and it would remain a Hopkins farm for four generations until it slipped away from them and new farms were found.
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“You can let me out here, Stafford.”

“Here?”

“Just up ahead. Pull in there. Right here.”

“I can’t park here, Uncle Christy.”

“Well, back up a bit.”

“It’s an ambulance zone.”

“They’re all away. There’s none there.”

“They come back.”

“Now listen to what I’m going to say. I want to say something. You can’t change the past. What happened is what happened and that’s what it is.”

“I appreciate your observations.”

“Don’t—don’t get like that with me, Stafford.”

Stafford knew it would be a mistake to sigh. His uncle was an old man and while Stafford accepted this, he did not wish to stumble now and issue a challenge. He often socialized with men his uncle’s age in New York, Los Angeles, and Aspen, and certainly on Maui, but they were sophisticated men, men of business and accomplishment who understood when to speak and when to be silent. He could not expect his uncle to behave like any of them, because his uncle had different models of behavior guiding him through his senior years. Christy Hopkins was a farmer with a grade-nine education and his role models were other retired farmers, some pushed off their farms by debt and poor health, others still living in the tidy prefabricated homes built far enough away from a main farmhouse to let the next generation raise a family in peace. Stafford knew that his uncle had turned the running of his farm over to his son and had agreed, perhaps foolishly, to move into a small walk-up apartment in Kingston so his ailing wife, Angela, could spend more time with her sisters. Stafford knew also that while his uncle claimed to be happy about letting someone else make the big decisions, it was more likely he missed the farm and regretted leaving it.

But if Stafford knew that and other things besides, Christy Hopkins knew one thing. He knew that his nephew was a rich man and a big success in the world, and while he was not unimpressed by this or entirely free from intimidation, he was determined now, parked in an expensive rental car blocking the ambulance driveway of the hospital, that he would speak plainly or not at all.

“Stafford, I pulled you out of that washtub when you weren’t more than three years old and Emmett and me were both there, both of us pounding on the back of you getting the water out, hoping you weren’t drowned in a washtub.”

“Uncle Christy, please.”

“Just listen to me. I pulled you out then, Stafford, and I pulled you out of the water a second time off Wolfe Island and we both know why I had to do that. But Bobby’s been dead a long time now, Stafford, a long time, and now his boy’s dead and Marilyn too, and those children, those poor little kids, Stafford, they’re Bobby’s grandchildren. And they don’t need any more confusion in their lives. Not now and not later neither.”

“I’m not here to confuse anyone.”

“Well, that’s good to hear. That’s something. But it’s not the whole business now, is it, Stafford?”

“I can’t. There’s got to be somebody else. What about her side? What about Marilyn’s family?”

“There’s only one left on Marilyn’s side that can take them and he’s no good, Stafford, and I mean no damn good.”

“Who’s that?”

“Marilyn’s got a cousin up at Tamworth. When he’s not drunk, he fixes cars. He put a new air filter in Chris’s Dodge and charged three hundred dollars.”

“For an air filter?”

“Chris paid, but I wouldn’t have. Chris said he felt sorry for him.”

“Well, Chris is a good guy.”

“Well, Marilyn’s cousin isn’t. Marilyn was a good wife to Donny Shepherd and a good mother to those four kids, but she never had anything to do with that cousin of hers, and I know that and so does everyone else.”

“Uncle Christy, I can’t take them.”

“You have to, Stafford.”

“I can’t! I just can’t.”

“Then what the hell did you come all this way for? What the hell are you doing back here?”

“I have a meeting with their attorney.”

“Their attorney? Jesus Lord save the barn—I never thought I’d hear that from a Hopkins.”

“I have to see their lawyer in the morning. I’m setting up a trust fund for each of them. They’ll be well provided for, and they won’t have to go to Tamworth. They can make other arrangements. They’ll have financial security and a good future.”

“You sound like one of your TV shows, Stafford. You sound like an advertisement for insurance. Pushing a bunch of words at me that don’t mean a damn thing!”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m getting out of this car.”

“Uncle Christy, please,” Stafford said for the second time. “We have to be reasonable.”

“No, Stafford, we don’t.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going in to see Angela. I’m going to sit next to her and say good night. She’ll squeeze my hand and cry and I’ll pat her down. And then I’m going to walk up Barrie to Johnson Street and let myself into the apartment and fix something to eat and then I’m going to watch the sports on the TV and fall asleep on the chesterfield on account of I don’t like getting into the bed without my wife.”

“I’ll wait here. I’ll drive you.”

“I like to walk at night. But I’ll need my gloves back, Stafford, if you’re all done with them.”

Stafford believed that power over other people was maintained, in part, by withholding information. Not all information, of course, but certainly enough to unsettle an opponent by skewering his perceptions and undermining his confidence. Powerful men said little, which invariably forced weaker men into saying too much, as if driven to compensate, eager to maintain the conversation. This was an important prerequisite for success in the business world and essential in the world of public opinion, where it was more than a game but less than reality. It was most critical, however, in a man’s emotional world, where the stakes were higher, and Stafford knew this. But as he handed the gloves back to the old man who now stood outside the car waiting for them, Stafford knew he had been outmaneuvered.

“Here,” he said. “Take them.”

“Oh, Stafford,” his uncle replied, and he took the gloves and held them in one hand. “Stafford,” he said again, shaking his head slowly as if Stafford was a boy who had left a gate open or a chore not done.

He held on to the car door and bent down, his big face filling the gap between Stafford and the cold air rushing in.

“It’s no easy thing to be happy, is it,” he said.

And then he walked away, leaving the car door wide open, forcing Stafford to unfasten his seat belt and lean across the full width of the car to pull it shut.

Stafford turned the car off and waited for the next half hour, hoping his uncle would return, but soon the wail of an approaching ambulance forced him to start the car again and move out of the way. It was only a short drive from the hospital to his hotel, but he felt unable to face the people at the front desk who would greet him warmly and want his needs met. Instead, he drove in the opposite direction until he got to Days Road, which took him north to Bath Road and then to the Collins Bay Penitentiary, to the prison the locals called Disneyland, and there he pulled over and stopped. He was too tired to contemplate what foolishness had brought him this close to the past again and surprisingly incapable of resisting. He wished, though, that he had brought Agnes with him, because she would not tolerate any of this. She would dismiss the strange comments of an old man with a flip of her hand and the sound of his uncle’s voice would fade and disappear.
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“Stafford! Just tell me what happened. Where’s Bobby gone, Stafford? What have you done!”

“We had a fight, Uncle Christy. We had an argument.”

“You’re drunk, Stafford.”

“We had a fight.”

“Stafford!”

“He’s gone back.”

“Gone back? What do you mean gone back? Answer me, Stafford!”

“He’s walking across.”

“Jesus Christ.”

“He’s walking across the ice, Uncle Christy!”

“Oh, Jesus.”

“Bobby!”

“You can’t get out there from here, Stafford! It’s soft at the edge!”

“Let go of me!”

“Stafford, don’t! It’s too soft with the current. We have to go around. We have to go past the point.”

“Bobby!”

“Jesus! Somebody grab a stick. Get me that piece of wood there, the big one—throw it flat. No! Don’t come out here. Get back from the edge! All of you keep away! Stafford! Stafford! Oh no. Jesus, no. He’s under! He’s gone under!”







CHAPTER 14

Friendship


For without friends, no one would choose to live though he had all other goods, for what is the use of such prosperity without friends?

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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IN THE EARLY YEARS of their friendship, there were no divisions between Stafford Hopkins and Bobby Shepherd except for the broad field that separated one farmhouse from the other. In the middle of this field was an enormous rock pulled out of the ground by another farmer who decided it was too large to move and too troublesome to break into smaller pieces. This rock, left where it lay, would become the place that marked the distant edge of both boys’ worlds, neither of them permitted in their early years to travel past it.

“You can go to the stone, my darling,” Bobby’s mother would say.

“Stay near the big rock where we can see you,” Stafford’s mother would tell him.

It became, then, the place where the two little boys were first allowed to meet, alone and unsupervised, and the walk across the field to the rock would become one of Stafford’s earliest memories.

“Can I go now?” he would ask his mother, and when she said yes, he could go but she would be watching him, and if Bobby Shepherd wasn’t there, he was to come straight home, he would nod that he understood.

“And I mean straight home, Stafford,” his mother would add. “No trips to the main road. And watch out for that nest of bees near the fence.”

Yes, Stafford would answer. He knew about the bees and the road and going straight to the rock and straight back again. But by the time he escaped his mother and the kitchen and then the fenced yard and made his way into the field, he no longer cared who saw him and who didn’t because he knew that he was no longer who they believed him to be. He was not a small boy anymore, too young to have a say in family quarrels or a bath on his own terms. He was an adventurer, an explorer, and the piece of grass in his hand was a bow or a spear and the earth beneath his feet was not a farmer’s field but a distant place that held the promise of uncharted water. And when he came to the rock in the middle of the field, and if his friend was there waiting for him, time would shift like a waking dream.

Bobby and Stafford rarely quarreled over opportunity and possession, believing instead that the gifts of one were the gifts of both. If Bobby found a bigger ant than Stafford, then Bobby’s ant would be the king of the ants and Stafford’s the son of the king and from there the story would unfold until a sudden gust of wind caught their attention and the problems of ant royalty were forgotten. They would climb instead to the top of their rock and watch the grass rippled by the wind that lifted it, and their rock would become a boat and the grass would become water and the waves of a great storm would be upon them. Ants would become sharks and the slow truck lumbering past on the road would become a whale and the tractor in the distance, a pirate ship heading their way. And when the storm had passed and the pirates all killed and captured, and their own boat wrecked upon the shores of a distant island, Bobby and Stafford would stretch out on the ground and lay their faces against the earth, turning over only to watch a sky that changed with each blink of their eyes.

“We should go to Arabia.”

“On a camel.”

“It’s all sand in Arabia.”

“Camels drink sand.”

“Yeah. They don’t drink water.”

“No.”

“They wear pajamas.”

“PJs!”

“Yeah.”

“Why don’t they get dressed?”

“I don’t know.”

“I like camels.”

“Yeah.”

“And elephants.”

“Elephants drink water.”

“All day.”

“Look! An elephant cloud.”

“Two elephants!”

“Three!”

“No. Just two. That one’s a camel. See the hump?”

“Two humps.”

“No, Stafford. Just one.”

“Yeah.”

The wonder of childhood lay easily upon them, and although their parents would never make the move themselves from goodwill to friendship, there was an unspoken understanding between the Hopkinses and the Shepherds that their little boys, their change-of-life babies, needed each other. But Stafford and Bobby knew that it was more than need or loneliness or even the physical proximity of two farms on the same side of a busy road. Somehow, they had recognized from the start that together they were greater than the sum of their parts, greater even than the huge rock that marked the place where another farmer had given up on something bigger than himself, content to leave it alone and unbroken.

“They’re two peas in a pod, aren’t they?” Susan Shepherd would say. “What one thinks, the other says.”

But not everyone agreed with her. A close friendship between two young boys was all well and good in moderation, but it didn’t make one boy the same as another and it never would. An excess of friendship between two young boys was even, some felt, damaging. If the friendship was too intense, for example, and made one boy dependent on another, it could weaken his desire to compete and that would be a problem down the road. Or if the friendship got emotional and boys started acting like girls, all caught up in each other’s problems? Well, that sort of friendship was altogether more serious and would have to be broken up quickly before one boy led another down the wrong path. It was important, therefore, that young boys, all young boys, Bobby and Stafford being a case in point, be made to realize that friendship was not the same as a blood tie. Friends were not as important as relatives. A friend mattered less than a cousin or a brother. But it was generally felt that Stafford and Bobby Shepherd would come to realize this sooner rather than later because there were so many patently obvious differences between the two families that it was inconceivable either boy could remain ignorant for long.

The Hopkinses, for example, had the better farm and a much nicer house than the Shepherds. They also had two sons, while the Shepherds had only one. The Hopkinses were a Catholic family and the Shepherds, barely Protestant. The Hopkinses had many relatives in the area, but the Shepherds were newcomers who rarely had visitors and spoke only vaguely about an uncle “back home” or a sister’s family elsewhere. The Hopkinses kept their front yard tidy, and the Shepherds did not seem to care much about old chairs on front porches although they kept a nice garden. The Hopkinses did not name their chickens. The Shepherds kept cats inside the house. Susan Shepherd was a competent baker, but Mary-Jean Hopkins was famous for pickles and preserves. Michael Hopkins was respected by other farmers while Andrew Shepherd’s opinion on rural matters was generally ignored.

But none of these things would ever really matter to Bobby and Stafford, not even when they were old enough to understand them. What would matter, and far more than anyone anticipated, was not the size of a farm or the neatness of a front yard, but the single and unyielding truth that Stafford Hopkins was a beautiful child and Bobby Shepherd was not.

Bobby may have been a healthy baby, a meat-and-potatoes baby, the nurses had said, but he was genetically destined to become an unattractive boy with the same heavy build as his parents. He had his father’s pale skin and his mother’s sparse red hair, and it could not be said by anyone with a shred of insight that he was likely to grow into a good-looking man, not even with fresh air and the passage of time. No, it could not be said that Bobby Shepherd would ever be handsome.

“A boy that sorry looking,” Stafford’s mother once said, “it’s a wonder he doesn’t care.”

But Bobby had no reason to care, because he didn’t know he was sorry looking, at least not until he was older, and that was because no one told him. Certainly not his best friend, Stafford, or any of the hired men who came and went with the seasonal work of a farm, and certainly not his own mother and father, who didn’t tell him he was sorry looking because they didn’t think he was. Having found their own ideal of beauty in each other, Andrew and Susan Shepherd could hardly be expected to understand that their unattractive child was not a perfect boy, and even Stafford’s mother was reluctant to mention it directly.

Stafford’s mother was a woman of keen practical insight, and while she did not dislike the Shepherds, she was open in her pity for people who looked odd or unattractive. Yes, it was all well and good to say that a homely face was as pleasant as a nice one, but it just wasn’t true, was it? She was therefore justifiably proud of her own two sons, of Emmett and Stafford, who, everyone knew from the start, would grow into handsome men because they were dark-haired, blue-eyed boys with clear skin, fine profiles, and good teeth. In the summer, they would tan easily, their shoulders filling out with the work of a farm, and in the winter, when their skin was pale with the shadows of days made short by a distant sun, their eyes would grow luminous and blue, and even strangers would comment. The Hopkins men were good-looking men, and if they married sensibly, they would produce good-looking children who would do well in the world. Emmett had been, perhaps, the prettier baby, but that was only because Stafford’s weakness in the lungs produced a pallor he would later outgrow.

Bobby Shepherd’s sloping shoulders did not fill out in the summer and his skin did not tan with the glow of rural health. Bobby burned in the summertime. Burned until his skin was mottled and peeling, and when his adolescence arrived, earlier than anticipated, his astonishment in seeing his testicles expand was offset by the onset of cystic acne that swept across his face and upper body like a pestilent invasion. There was no special treatment for acne like Bobby’s in those days, and when it became apparent that his pocked and infected skin was not going to clear up with a little soap and water and the easing of puberty, he learned how to keep his head down and his eyes averted from the direct gaze of strangers who were quick with comments about fat boys who ate too many chocolate bars and didn’t wash their face.

“I knew a priest with skin like Bobby’s,” Stafford’s mother once said. “I went right through school with him. Nobody could look straight at him. Covered in pimples. Just covered. He’s a good priest, though. They like him well enough at Cobourg.”

“Don’t talk about Bobby when he’s not here, Mum.”

“Well, excuse me, Stafford. I was talking about Father Lacey.”

“No, you weren’t.”

“Stafford!”

“Bobby’s going to be a lawyer, you know. Maybe even a judge. Maybe the prime minister of Canada!”

“Stafford, come back here!”

“And that’s better than a priest at Cobourg any day!”

“I’ll be talking to you later, Stafford Hopkins! Where are you going?”

“I’m going to Bobby’s house, that’s where I’m going.”

“What for?”

“Because I like it there, that’s what for. I like it better than here!”

“Stafford!”
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But if Bobby’s parents had been unable to provide him with the genetic markers that promised broad shoulders and a fine complexion, they compensated with other things. The Shepherds were different from other people, and while they had the respect of their neighbors for paying their bills on time and behaving themselves in public, there was a sense among the local community that the Shepherds were a little off. It was hard to pinpoint what exactly it was that set them apart from other people, and even Stafford, who spent more time with the family than anyone else, knew only that time spent in the Shepherds’ kitchen was better than time spent anywhere else. The truth was that while Bobby’s parents were old and unattractive—his mother fat and his father ugly—somehow, together, they had discovered the meaning of life and they were happy. Happiness lay over their house like a net and offered a kind of freedom that eluded other people. You could speak more than your mind in the Shepherd kitchen. You could speak your heart. It was impossible, therefore, for them to accept Bobby’s assessment that physical beauty was a necessary component for a successful life.

“Lots of people have bad skin,” his mother told him. “It isn’t the worst thing, and it won’t last forever.”

“Ach! It’s nothing but a few wee spots here and there,” his father said. “Nobody even notices them.”

“Stafford doesn’t have any. Look at him. He’s perfect.”

“I’m not perfect,” Stafford said. “I’m skinny.”

“Stafford’s a fine-looking boy and so are you.”

“Sure,” Bobby said. “That’s what parents are supposed to say.”

“It’s what we know.”

“Handsome is as handsome does, my lad.”

“Dad.”

“It’s what’s on the inside that matters.”

“Nobody sees my insides, Mum.”

“I mean that you’re more than a patch of skin, Bobby, that’s all I’m saying.”

“Tell that to Tammy Bell.”

“Who’s she?”

“Nobody.”

“What do you mean, nobody? A nobody with a first and last name is not a nobody. Stafford, who’s this Tammy person?”

“She’s new,” Stafford said cautiously. “She sits behind me in Miss Arnold’s class.”

“Is she a nice girl?”

“No,” Stafford said. “She’s not. She makes fun of Bobby.”

“Stafford!” Bobby said. “Can it!”

“Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” Stafford said. “She calls you toad-face.”

“Who cares?” Bobby said.

“Toad-face,” his mother said evenly.

“And other things too,” Stafford said. “Worse things.”

“Worse?”

“Oh, you know,” Bobby said, cutting in and he tried to make his voice sound like it was all a big joke to him. “Pus boy. Fish lips. The usual.”

“Now, Cookie,” Bobby’s father said, after a moment. “Don’t get all wound up. Bobby, take the spoon out of your mother’s hand, would you?”

“Toad-face!”

“Cookie, put the spoon down.”

“Tammy—Tammy what?”

“Bell,” Stafford said.

“It’s okay, Mum,” Bobby said. “I don’t care what she says. Anyhow, she’s right, so what does it matter?”

“Bobby,” Stafford said. “She’s not right.”

“Yeah? Well, look at me! Look at my face! I’m a freak. And it’s not just my face.”

“Now, you listen to me, Bobby Shepherd,” his mother said. “You’re a mind and a heart and a conscience and you can’t think less of yourself because some wretched little girl calls you names. I’m going to call her mother and have a few words with her.”

“Mum, no! It doesn’t matter. It’s not important. Dad, do something, please.”

“She’s a tiger when she’s mad.”

“But you’re wrong, Bobby,” his mother said. “Cruelty does matter. Please, Andrew, I’m fine. Give me back the spoon, dear.”

“Ha!”

“It’s the start of everything bad in a life,” she said. “And no nice smooth layer of skin can make up for it. Stafford, dear, don’t look so nervous.”

“I’m okay,” Stafford said. “I’m not nervous.”

“And someday, Bobby,” his mother continued, “you’ll find something that matters more than a few spots on your lovely face.”

“Mum, let go! I can’t breathe. Dad, help!”

“Your mother is a passionate human being, Bobby. She would have made a fine lawyer.”

“Oh, Andrew, don’t be silly.”

“She has a passion for justice. And me, thankfully.”

“Justice? Why justice?” Stafford asked.

“Justice, Stafford Hopkins,” she answered, “is everything.”

Bobby’s skin would remain pocked and infected for the rest of his life, and he would never be handsome. He would not live long enough to see his son born or his best friend rise to the top of the television business in Los Angeles. He would, however, learn to hold his head up around the Tammy Bells of the world and he would come to accept that if it was unfair for one boy to look like a movie star and another a toad, there were, as his mother promised, more important things in life to worry about than a patch of skin.
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“He was better than me. He was always better,” Stafford cried on the night that Bobby died.

“Maybe so,” his uncle Christy said. “But you have to keep going.”







CHAPTER 15

Compulsion


Now if he were a solitary, life would be hard for him.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Monday, March 10, 2003

Kingston, Ontario

AT ONE O’CLOCK IN the morning Stafford woke up, the glare from the flashlight held by the young policeman leaving him momentarily blinded and confused.

“I’m sorry, Officer,” he said. “I pulled over to rest. I must have fallen asleep. What time is it?”

“Plenty of motels in town, sir. Why stop here?”

“I’m not staying at a motel.”

“Could I see some identification, please?”

“Some what?”

“Your driver’s license, sir.”

“What for?” Stafford asked, but the young policeman did not reply.

“Here, then,” Stafford said, and he knew he sounded annoyed as he reached into his back pocket for his wallet. “My driver’s license.”

“You live in Hawaii,” the policeman said, studying it, and he flashed the light into Stafford’s eyes a second time.

“Yes.”

“Nice weather in Hawaii.”

“Very nice. Could you move the light?”

“What?”

“The flashlight, Officer. It’s in my eyes.”

“Oh. Sorry. How’s that?”

“That’s better.”

“Good. So, what brings a man from Hawaii to Kingston in the middle of the night?”

“Business,” Stafford replied.

“Business? What kind of business?”

“Personal business.”

“Personal business?”

“Look, I grew up around here and I’m back on some personal business. It was a long flight, a long drive, I got tired, and I pulled over. So, if there are no further questions, Officer, I’ll be on my way.”

“Strange place for a nap.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You wouldn’t have any personal business at the Collins Bay Penitentiary now, would you?”

Agnes would have laughed, Stafford thought, and then said something that made the situation worse than necessary. “Well, actually, we’re just waiting for somebody to tunnel out, Officer,” she would answer. “It shouldn’t be too much longer.”

But Agnes was not there, and Stafford knew better than to aggravate an Ontario policeman in the middle of a cold March night. In truth, personal business was the only kind of business Stafford had ever had at Collins Bay but there was no value in explaining that now.

“No, sir,” Stafford said. “I have no personal business at Collins Bay.”

“How long are you in Kingston?”

“One night.”

“That’s a big trip for one night. Hawaii to Kingston.”

“It is.”

“You’re lucky it wasn’t colder. You could have frozen out here on a cold night.”

“I was foolish, Officer. And very lucky you came along. Now, if there isn’t anything else, I do have a room booked in town and I’d like to get some sleep before morning.”

“Where are you staying?”

“The Holiday Inn.”

“That’s a nice hotel. It’s right down on the water.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“You can take Bath Road all the way in. Hang a right on Princess.”

“I know the way.”

“Oh, that’s right,” the policeman said, and he returned Stafford’s driver’s license to him. “You’re from around here, aren’t you?”

Stafford started his car and slowly drove away, careful not to display any anxiety in the way he pulled back onto the road. He was very cold now and he felt awful. His head ached and his throat was dry, with the taste of metal at the back of it that signaled a throat infection. Well, he was bound to get sick, he thought, and he should have anticipated that. The sore throat would turn into a head cold and then a sinus infection would set in, or maybe bronchitis. By the time he got home he would be running a fever and need antibiotics, and that would put him out of commission for weeks. He had never been a good traveler, despite all the trips he had made alone or with Agnes. He particularly disliked flying and had only managed to survive the thousands of hours he had been forced to spend on airplanes by sticking rigidly to an inflexible list of travel demands—first class, specific seats on specific airlines, no night flights, special meals, and no unknown passengers sitting near or next to him. He had been urged by others to purchase his own plane, but he refused to engage in the personal commitment of owning anything whatsoever connected to air travel.

“Oh, you’d walk if you could, Stafford,” Agnes said. “You’re phobic.”

“I’m a land mammal,” he would answer. “Not a bird.”

“You’re a control freak, actually. Maybe you should buy a train.”

“I love trains.”

“I was kidding, Stafford, kidding!”
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Stafford was shown into his hotel room shortly after three o’clock in the morning by a sleep-deprived bellboy who dropped his bag by the bathroom door and left without a word. The room was not cold, but Stafford had begun to shiver, and a dry cough was pushing at his chest from within. He knew he should run himself a very hot bath and try to warm up, but he was too tired. Instead, he cranked up the heat and lay down on top of the bed, fully dressed. He pulled the covers up from one side of the bed, rolling over with them until he was wrapped up like a snake in a sock. Then he closed his eyes and waited, trying to control his breathing, trying not to cough, trying to be patient, and trying not to panic when he didn’t fall asleep. Sleep would come only if he didn’t move or think or remember. Sleep would come because it had to come, and it would take care of the remaining hours that lay between him and Bobby’s grandchildren.

At three thirty, Stafford began to cough, and by four, he was coughing steadily in ragged, little grunts. By five, his feet, still encased in their tightly laced shoes, had become so cold they had begun to throb, but he was unable to get the shoes off, trapped as he was by the bedcovers. The room was far too hot now, and the dry heat from the blasting hotel furnaces filled the room with the misery of recycled air. He finally drifted off around six o’clock, despite all his discomforts, and he might have slept a little longer had Agnes not called at seven.

“Stafford,” she said when he finally answered. “Oh my God, Stafford, is that you?”

“Yes,” he tried to say, but his voice was so cracked with the coughing and the sore throat and the lack of sleep that he sounded like a gate pushed open against its will. “Yes,” he said again. And then he sat up and cleared his throat. “Just a minute, Agnes,” he managed. “Hang on a sec.”

He fought his way out of the bedclothes and stumbled into the bathroom, where he poured himself a glass of water and drank it down, bitter with the taste of hotel pipes. He refilled the glass and came back to the bed. He filled his mouth again with water and swallowed it slowly before picking up the phone.

“Stafford?”

“Sorry, I’ve got a bit of a throat. I’m a little stuffed up.”

“A little? You sound terrible!”

“It’s just a cold, Agnes.”

“Ha! When did you ever get just a cold, Stafford? And how did you get a cold, for God’s sake?”

“It came with the room.”

“Very funny.”

“I’m okay, really, Agnes. It was a long flight. Maybe I should have stayed overnight in Toronto.”

“You should have stayed in Toronto.”

“You’re right.”

“You’ll have to go see a doctor. Do you know any good Canadian doctors?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“But what if you get an ear infection, Stafford? You can’t fly with an ear infection.”

“My ears are fine.”

“What?”

“I said my ears don’t hurt.”

“This is a terrible line. Is it snowing there or something?”

“No. Well, maybe. I don’t know. I’m still in bed.”

“If it’s snowing, stay in bed.”

“Agnes, shouldn’t you be in bed? It must be after midnight there. What time is it?”

“It’s one o’clock in the morning, Stafford. I can’t sleep. It’s been really muggy here and the air-conditioning’s overcompensating, so now it’s too cold.”

“I’ll be home in a few days,” Stafford said.

“Not with an ear infection, you won’t.”

“I have to go now, Agnes. I have to get to Napanee by nine thirty.”

“I just wanted to see how you were, that’s all,” she said.

“Why don’t I call you from Toronto?” he said. “I’ll be back there tonight.”

“If you feel up to it.”

“I will,” Stafford said, and then, with strange formality, added, “Well, goodbye, Agnes.”

“Well, goodbye yourself, Stafford,” she replied.

He lay back down on the bed, the half-filled glass of water resting on his chest, cupped by both hands. There was no point in trying to go back to sleep now, he thought, not with everything he had to accomplish by noon. He had too many things to do and too little energy to squander and he did not want to spend an extra night in Kingston under any circumstances. He decided he would give each task equal time but no more than necessary, and he made a list in his mind of what he would do, calmed by the methodical breakdown of his duties. He would give himself half an hour to shower, dress, and have breakfast. He would allow half an hour to get to Napanee. He would give the Shepherds’ lawyer an hour of his time. He would allocate half an hour for the necessary phone calls—to Uncle Christy and young Chris, perhaps, and a few of the older cousins on his mother’s side who would want to hear from him. And then he would spend half an hour trying to track down Emmett who, while no longer an inmate at any of the local jails, would let himself be found quickly or not at all.







CHAPTER 16

Judgment


To know what is just and what is unjust requires men think.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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EMMETT WENT TO COLLINS Bay Penitentiary when Stafford was sixteen. He had shown up at their uncle Christy’s farm late at night, drunk and on foot, with a loaded gun. He said he only came for the horse, but things got out of hand the way they usually did with Emmett. The horse was shot, the family traumatized, and Emmett’s half-hearted suicide attempt failed when the bullet he tried to fire into his own head missed the mark.

Their father was dead by then and the Hopkins farm sold. Their mother had returned to her family in Guelph, her wild Brennan roots reclaiming her in the end, and with nowhere else to go that long first year, Stafford was living on his uncle Christy’s farm. The Shepherds wanted him to live with them, but Stafford refused. He was ashamed of too many things by then, and it was too hard to be around Bobby, who had, to everyone’s surprise, fallen in love with a girl who didn’t seem to mind an ugly boy with bad skin.

Stafford tried to visit Emmett at Collins Bay on several occasions, showing up regularly on visitor days well before the appointed hour, but each time he was turned away. His brother would not see him, and Stafford was asked to stop coming.

In the buildup to Collins Bay, though, in the years before Emmett shot the horse, he went mostly to local jails, and that was because he got drunk often and easily and it was better to let him dry out in a local jail cell than at home. But nobody ever called that jail. Nobody ever said that Stafford’s brother was in jail. Emmett was away or had gone off the rails or had a little trouble somewhere else and wouldn’t be home for a day or two. Stafford knew these were code words and he dreaded hearing them, knowing that Emmett’s away times were events he was not supposed to acknowledge. He was to pretend that they weren’t happening at all, that he hadn’t noticed any trouble between his parents or the absence of a brother. He was to do his homework on time and be quick about taking his dish to the sink when supper was done. He was to get the eggs from the henhouse without anyone reminding him about it. And he was to leave the room when his mother cried and not ask for special treats or favors from anyone until Emmett came home, at which point things would settle down until it happened again.

But when Stafford was ten, Emmett went to real jail when he was arrested and formal charges were laid, which made the family’s shame a public event, public enough that even Stafford was not expected to pretend that nothing had happened.

It seemed that Emmett had got into an argument with someone at a local bar, and when he was asked to leave, he took a hammer from the back of his truck and began smashing in the windows of the cars parked outside the bar. He was beaten up by two men who took it upon themselves to intervene, and by the time the police arrived, he was missing three teeth and his cheek had been torn open by the heavy iron ring one of the men was wearing. Emmett would spend the next six weeks at a detention center in Napanee, recovering as best he could, while his parents, the police, and the courts came to a decision about his future.

“Maybe he should stay there awhile, Mary-Jean,” Michael Hopkins said. “Maybe it’ll knock some sense into him.”

“Maybe he’ll get another tooth knocked out too,” she answered. “He got drunk and in a fight is all. I don’t see the other men sitting in jail, do you?”

“The other fellows didn’t smash up a row of car windows!”

“That’s not important now, Michael,” she answered.

“Not important? How about the cost of replacing all those car windows? Who’s going to pay for them if we don’t? And where’s that money going to come from? Because that’s the business here, Mary-Jean. We put up for the damages and Emmett gets off easy. Otherwise, he stays in—which might be the best thing in the long run.”

“The best thing is we get him home! We can’t—Stafford, what are you doing sneaking up on me like that? Go on upstairs and finish your homework.”

“I finished already.”

“Then go do something else.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. Just go!”

“Don’t yell at the boy. He’s not the problem.”

“Can I go to Bobby’s house?” Stafford asked.

“Yes.”

“Can I stay the night?”

“Well, that’s up to them, not me, Stafford.”

“They’ll say yes,” Stafford said. “They always say yes.”

“All right, then, you can stay over. But you have to be back for morning milking.”

“Why?”

“Because your brother’s not here to help, that’s why!”

“I’ll do the milking,” Stafford’s father said. “You go on now, Stafford. Have some fun. Go on.”

“Okay,” Stafford said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You call us when you get there. Ask them if you can use the telephone.”

“I will. Bye, Mum. Bye, Father.”

“I think he spends too much time over there.”

“They’re good to him. That’s what counts. And Bobby’s a good boy.”

“Well, I don’t like all the cats. Cats in the living room. Cats all over the house. I should have told him to take his own pillow. He’ll get worms.”

“He’ll be fine.”

“How are you going to milk twelve cows, Michael?”

“One at a time.”

“It’ll take you the whole morning.”

“It won’t.”

“Twenty minutes a cow times twelve cows. That’s how long it’ll take you.”

“I can milk a cow in ten minutes.”

“You cannot.”

“Twelve, then.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“You can say whatever you want about it.”

“I’ll help you in the morning. I can milk a cow in fifteen minutes if I warm up my hands. I’m a fast milker.”

“That’s my girl.”

“Some girl.”

“Now, Mary-Jean, don’t fall apart on me. It won’t help.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You’ll get yourself into a state. You’ll make yourself sick. Come over here. Come here. There. That’s better. That’s my girl.”

“What’s wrong with him? Why does he do these things?”

“I don’t know why. Maybe we’re too hard on him.”

“Or too easy. Or too this! Or too that!”

“Mary-Jean.”

“I can’t help it. I can’t! I’m afraid all the time. I’m afraid of what’s going to happen next. I thought he’d get a girl and get married, and we’d get the old shed all done up for a new family. He’s twenty-five next month. You know, Michael, we could make a nice house out there for Emmett and his family. He likes the view over the road. He told me that. And instead, here it is. Jail and getting drunk and into fights and him with his beautiful teeth gone and everything else. I’m afraid of what’s coming next, Michael. I’m afraid all the time.”

“Of course you are. I know that. But it’ll work out. It’ll all turn out in the long run. He’ll meet some steady girl and settle down.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I do. That’s the way things go. Now stop crying. Come on, give me a smile. There’s my old girl.”

“Oh, so I’m an old girl now, am I?”

“Not too old.”

“I want him home, Michael.”
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Emmett did not go to real jail again until he shot the horse, at which point he went to the Collins Bay Penitentiary, where he served two years less a day. He was arrested regularly before then, though, mostly for drunken brawls or driving drunk up the highway, sometimes alone and sometimes with Stafford sitting next to him, silent and afraid, until Michael and Mary-Jean put a stop to Emmett driving Stafford anywhere. But on each of these occasions, Emmett was only held overnight by the local police, who released him quietly into his father’s care the next morning. Michael Hopkins was respected and pitied by too many members of the local community to subject him to further anguish.

By the time Stafford started high school, he was familiar with the pattern of living with a family drunk. A couple of good days meant a bad one was coming, and hangover days were the best days to have a friend over. All public events were preceded by dread and followed by shame. Normal was a word for other people, and there was no value in explaining the secrets of family life to outsiders. Pretense was everything. If you didn’t talk about it, it wouldn’t hurt as much.

And there were worse things than a brother who drank. Worse things in the world that lay outside the perimeters of your own farmyard. If you felt the fear rising in your throat on the nights when a brother didn’t come home and a father with a bad heart stood alone outside, smoking cigarette after cigarette, waiting for the sound of a truck in the distance, you would learn, as Stafford did, that it was safer to think about the misfortunes of others than your own. Stafford’s mother was a master at this, and in the summer of 1959, an event took place that gave her all the protection she needed.
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“You think we’ve got troubles, Michael. Well, take a look at this.”

“What are you talking about? What troubles?”

“Oh, you’ve been going on about Emmett all morning. He didn’t do this. He didn’t do that. He’s no good, you said. You said so at breakfast, right in front of him. No good. Well, you want to know what no good is? Well, there’s no good for you, and the name I’m seeing is Steven Truscott, not Emmett Hopkins.”

Stafford’s mother always read the newspaper before anyone else, walking down the lane to the main road just before lunch to collect the mail and the two newspapers left in the Hopkinses’ blue metal mailbox. The smaller paper, the Napanee Beaver, she saved until later, preferring to read about local matters when the supper dishes were done and she could sit, she said, in peace. But the big newspaper, the Kingston Whig-Standard, she read immediately because, while she had never traveled beyond the borders of her own province, she had an interest in the news of the world, finding comfort in the sorrows of other people. When the story broke that a boy in a distant Ontario community had been arrested for the rape and murder of a classmate, she seized upon it immediately, a life raft of hope that a son who drank and smashed up cars was infinitely preferable to a son who killed his classmates.

“How’d you like to be in their shoes?” she said.

“What shoes? What are you talking about, Mary-Jean?”

“It’s in the paper, Father,” Stafford said. “It’s all over the radio.”

“Well, maybe I don’t have time to sit around listening to the radio and reading the newspaper, Stafford. Maybe I’ve got a few dry fields to worry about and not enough help with the new calves.”

“They’ve got the man who did it, Michael.”

“Did what?”

“Killed that little girl. They caught him. His name is Steven Truscott. Oh my.”

“What?”

“It says here—it says he’s only fourteen.”

“That can’t be right.”

“Well, read it yourself then.”

“I don’t want to read about it, Mary-Jean. I don’t even want to think about it.”

“I sure feel sorry for that family.”

“Better to feel sorry for the other one.”

“Oh, I feel plenty sorry for everyone. And plenty glad I don’t have anything like that to worry about around here. How about if I stew up that old hen for supper?”

“I thought we were going over to Christy’s.”

“Apparently your brother’s wife has another headache. Supper’s off.”

“Who called?”

“Princess Angela herself. And she didn’t sound too sick to me.”

“Don’t start, Mary-Jean.”

“Three Saturdays running? Maybe your brother should stop asking us over for supper if that baby-doll wife of his is going to change her mind at the last minute.”

“It’s got nothing to do with Christy.”

“It sure doesn’t.”

“Mary-Jean.”

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I’m not starting anything. Tell Emmett I’ll need the little ax sharpened. Stafford, where are you going with that newspaper?”

“I’m going over to Bobby’s. They don’t get the Whig.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. They just don’t. Bobby’s parents don’t like bad news, I guess.”

“They can like whatever they want, Stafford. Facts are facts.”
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Stafford and Bobby fought only twice during the course of their friendship, because Stafford disliked fighting and Bobby had no reason to. But when the news broke in the summer of 1959 that an Ontario girl had been raped and murdered by an Ontario boy, Bobby and Stafford had their first real fight and it was a terrible fight, a fight that emerged quickly like the story itself. And afterward, when the fight was over and the friendship had resumed, there was a division between them that left Stafford aware that if he had been given all the blessings that came with physical beauty, Bobby had been compensated with a kind of moral beauty that left him lit from within.

It had been a dry spring in the months leading up to the murder and a warm one, but there were lots of things to do outside in a small town, and in the long evenings, local children could cool off in the river and ride their bicycles without parents pursuing them from one place to another. So on June 9, 1959, when a twelve-year-old girl asked a fourteen-year-old boy if he would give her a ride to the river on his bicycle, nobody thought much about it. But when the boy said yes, he would give her a ride to the river on the handlebars of his new bicycle, it led to the death of many childhoods in Canada—and among them was Bobby Shepherd’s.

To hear the news that a girl had been murdered was a terrible thing and it frightened people, but to learn that a Canadian boy might have done it was a different kind of horror. Haste was critical. The sooner the killer was caught, the sooner everyone could forget about it. Seizing the line of least resistance, suspicion became fixed on the tall boy with the new bicycle, and the nightmare of Steven Truscott unfolded like an evil spell. On June 13, at two thirty in the morning, he was charged with first-degree murder, and a few months later, on the last day of September, he was sentenced to death.

The case was a source of anguish to many Canadians who felt it was wrong to hang a boy, even a guilty and terrible one. Guilty or not, they said, it was wrong to hang a boy that young. But citizens made of sterner stuff accused them of being sentimental, complicit even, in the encouragement of other terrible boys to rape and kill their classmates. Did they want Canada to get a reputation for this sort of thing? The debate raged, and there were letters to newspapers about it for months. “The child should be whipped before he dies,” read one, but even the hard-liners balked at that. This was, after all, Canada.

Stafford had been upset by the case from the moment the story broke, finding no comfort in the moral trade-off between Emmett’s failures and a boy named Steven Truscott, but he had a lingering faith that the men who were on the jury, the men who decided who was innocent and who was guilty, must know what they were doing because they were important people and Canada was a good country. But as hard as Stafford tried to accept the verdict and forget about Steven Truscott, he couldn’t—because Bobby Shepherd wouldn’t let him.

Bobby was mad about Steven Truscott, all fired up in fact, and he refused to accept anything from anybody unless they felt the same way he did. He hammered away at Stafford for months until finally, pushed relentlessly to think for himself, Stafford came to blows with Bobby on a cold fall morning, standing at the edge of the highway, waiting for the school bus.

“Facts are facts,” Stafford said to Bobby, who just shook his head, baffled by his friend’s pragmatic stupidity. “And there’s nothing you can do about facts.”

“Yeah, but whose facts?” Bobby argued.

“What do you mean?”

“You just take it all on a plate, don’t you?”

“I don’t take anything on a plate. It’s not like I want him to be guilty. I just don’t think he should hang, that’s all. But I can’t make him innocent, can I? And I can’t make that girl alive again either. What about her? What about Lynne Harper?”

“You want. You don’t want. You think it’s about what you want? What anybody wants? What about Steven Truscott? And his family? What do you think they want?”

“Don’t yell at me.”

“Steven Truscott was framed, Stafford! Framed!”

“Framed by who?”

“Who? Who doesn’t matter. It’s why, you retard! Why?”

“Why what? Where are you going?”

“I’m going home.”

“You can’t go home. What about school?”

“Stuff school, Stafford. And stuff you too!”

“Go home then, Bobby! Go home and cry about your sick friend, Steven Truscott!”

They had never come to blows about anything, but the last comment was too much for Bobby, and when he and Stafford had finished with each other, they had matching wounds, though the cut on Stafford’s lip didn’t heal quite as well as Bobby’s. It was the middle of October in their grade-nine year and Stafford had never been in a fistfight, although he had seen his father and Emmett go at it a few times. He would offer no explanation to his parents that evening for the bloodied lip and the black eye, but it did not go unnoticed that Stafford was moody and withdrawn and that something had happened between him and Bobby Shepherd.

“I saved that last piece of raisin pie for you, Stafford. It’s on the counter.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Stafford said.

“You can take a glass of milk with it.”

“Sure.”

“Come eat it in here.”

“I might later.”

“Where are you going?”

“Homework.”

“Oh. Well then, I’ll just keep it in the back of the fridge for you.”

Stafford could not remember a time when he and Bobby had fought. He could not remember when they had not met in the middle of the field that lay between their two houses for the long walk to the highway where the school bus stopped for them. He could not remember sitting alone on the ride into town in the morning and home again in the afternoon. He could not remember any time, in fact, when he and Bobby had not talked about the things they saw and the things they thought about. He had a vague sense that he had conducted himself reasonably well in his first fistfight, but he did not know how to undo the damage for the things he had said, and he was ashamed. Bobby’s faith in Steven Truscott seemed a brave thing to Stafford because it challenged the authority of public opinion, and this was something Stafford was unable to do. It was public opinion that kept his family together, and Stafford was reluctant to challenge what he perceived as positive pressure to behave. But it was the teachings of his Catholic faith that really prevented Stafford from behaving differently, and since it was the kind of faith anchored by fear, Stafford was beginning to realize he was not, in fact, a very brave boy—or even a free one.

He had been brought up to accept the certainty that there was a God who was in charge of everything except, of course, mankind’s insatiable appetite for sin, for which He was blameless but upset. The story was simple, and it made sense so long as nobody tried too hard to explain it as Stafford once did to Bobby, both of them eight years old, sitting on the floor of the barn, watching a cat give birth to kittens. You were born full of sin, Stafford explained, because Eve messed up in the Garden of Eden. Those kittens were full of sin.

“That’s just stupid,” Bobby said. “It doesn’t even make sense.”

“Well, you’re not Catholic,” Stafford said.

“So what? Pretend I am.”

“That’s not allowed.”

“Come on, Stafford.”

“Adam and Eve lived in the Garden of Eden and got everything they wanted from God. You know, food and stuff.”

“He was there too?”

“Yes. Well, not all the time. But mostly.”

“Where was he when he wasn’t there?”

“I don’t know. He was just somewhere else. But He could always see what was going on.”

“How?”

“Anyway, there was a tree with apples on it and God told them no apples.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t eat any.”

“Don’t eat apples?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because they weren’t supposed to.”

“Why was the tree there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who put it there?”

“God did.”

“Stafford, this is a stupid story.”

“That’s because you’re not Catholic.”

“I’m a little bit Protestant,” Bobby said. “That’s close, isn’t it?”

“No.” Stafford frowned. “It’s not the same.”

“Those are a lot of kittens.”
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Stafford was a farm boy, and he knew about death and bad luck. People got sick and died. They fell into rivers and drowned. Men went crazy and killed other people and sometimes they set buildings on fire. Farmers turned their back on a threshing machine and lost an arm or worse. Kids fell out of haylofts and broke their necks. Brothers got drunk and roared up highways in cars that spun out of control. But the trial and conviction of Steven Truscott was a different kind of evil and Stafford was frightened by it. How was it possible that a boy his own age could go for a bicycle ride and end up caught like a bird in a snare? He wished he could talk to Bobby about it, but Bobby wouldn’t look at him when they waited at the highway for the bus, and he wouldn’t sit near him on the ride into Napanee.

There were others, though, who talked about the case in the fall of 1959, and Stafford concentrated on them, hoping he would see things their way and be done with Steven Truscott. They accepted sin and judgment without personal anguish and then they went about their business knowing they could not be accused of doing anything wrong, not even by accident, because they were good people and they behaved themselves. But if they were untroubled by the rift between God, free will, and another boy’s fate, it was only because they didn’t think there was one.

“If this is Steven Truscott’s fate,” Stafford said to Emmett, “then there’s no point to anything. It’s all a big fat joke.”

“I’d say so,” Emmett said.

“He should confess and ask for forgiveness,” Stafford’s mother said. “Somebody finish off the carrots.”

“They’ll never hang a boy that young,” Stafford’s father said. “They’ll commute the sentence to life.”

“But what if he’s innocent?”

“Oh, I don’t think so, Stafford. Not anymore,” his father said.



[image: ]





“Deliver us from evil,” Father Keating intoned at Sunday Mass.

“Deliver Steven Truscott from evil,” Stafford prayed then and in the months that followed. “Please, God, do something.”
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But if Stafford resorted to prayer, Bobby continued to rage about what was right and what was wrong and what he, toad-face Shepherd, was going to do about it. He insisted his parents start buying the Whig-Standard “like everybody else,” and he saved newspaper articles about the case for months, the clippings piling up on the kitchen table until his father finally bought him a scrapbook to keep them in. Bobby wrote long and carefully constructed notes in the margins, analyzing the case and the trial with questions and arguments about false leads and dicey facts. And on the front cover of the scrapbook, he glued a picture of Steven Truscott, and underneath it, he wrote the word Justice.

His parents were proud of him, they said, very proud indeed, but privately they had begun to worry that their only child’s passion for justice would hurt him terribly in the long run if it came at him too hard and too soon. They worried also that Stafford’s absence in Bobby’s life had created a void that was not good for either of them, and that could not be ignored.

“Justice comes to those who wait,” Bobby’s mother said. “When you’re grown up, you can take the law and go after the cases you believe in. You’ll save people from the noose, Bobby, so long as you can prove they’re really innocent. We don’t want a bunch of murderers walking around.”

“There was a lad in my town, not so young as Truscott, mind, he got hung for murder too,” Bobby’s father said. “But they found him with the handle of the knife in one hand and the blade still stuck into the back of the poor fella dead on the floor, so it weren’t so much of an argument. Still, hanging a boy’s an awful thing, an awful thing. Can’t be many with the stomach for it.”

“If they hang Steven Truscott,” Bobby said, “I’ll move to South America.”

“And how,” his mother asked, “will that help?”

“I’m not sure,” Bobby said. “It’s just how I feel.”

“You’d better find another way, Bobby,” his father said. “Your mother and I would be lost without you.”

“You won’t find a perfect world anywhere, Bobby,” his mother said. “It doesn’t exist.”

“Not in Canada! That’s for damn sure!”

“Now, Bobby!”

“And not for Steven Truscott waiting to get hung at Christmas while we sit here peeling apples like it’s no big deal. Like it doesn’t matter!”

“Bobby, of course it matters. Nobody thinks it doesn’t matter. Say something, Cookie. I don’t know what to say to him.”

“Here, Bobby, try this. Is it good? It needs more sugar, don’t you think? Now, wipe your eyes and blow your nose. There’s my sweet boy. You mustn’t lose hope. Life is filled with second chances. Justice will prevail! I can promise you that, my darling. Now, why don’t you clean yourself up a bit before Stafford gets here? What time is it, Andrew?”

“Stafford?” Bobby said.

“Oh my goodness! There he comes now, across the field. Is it two o’clock already? And what’s that he’s got with him? What’s he carrying, Andrew?”

“Stafford’s coming over here?” Bobby said again.

“Yes, dear.”

“Why?”

“Because we asked him to, Bobby.”

“It’s a set of golf clubs, Cookie.”

“Oh, for goodness’ sakes. Golf clubs! Where’s he going to find a place for golfing this time of year?”

“You asked Stafford to come over?”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Bobby asked. “Why did you do that, Mum?”

“Because the fight’s gone on too long, dear. But we didn’t mention anything about golf, did we, Andrew?”
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The night before Stafford was summoned to Bobby’s house, Emmett had come home later than usual—and very drunk. He usually stumbled past Stafford’s door and fell into his own bed, which was in the little room across the hall, but that night he was confused and came instead into Stafford’s room, where he passed out across the foot of Stafford’s bed. Michael and Mary-Jean had been sleeping peacefully downstairs, but they woke up when they heard the yelling. Michael was the first to enter the bedroom and the first to see Stafford standing over Emmett, pushed off the bed and onto the floor.

“You stupid asshole!” he yelled, and he kicked his brother once and then a second time.

“What the hell’s going on? Stop it, Stafford. What are you doing? Emmett, get up. Get up off the floor! Goddamnit, Emmett!”

“Stop it!” Mary-Jean said. “Stop!”

“Get him away from me! Get him out of here!” Stafford screamed, and he began to throw things down at Emmett, who tried to cover his head with his arms.

“I’m sorry,” Emmett said. “So sorry,” he said again, and he began to cry, but nobody took his tears seriously, because they were ashamed of him and his drunken tears.

“Stafford, no,” his father said. “Don’t.”

“I hate you, Emmett. I hate you!” Stafford said, and then he scooped up a row of little china birds from his windowsill and threw them at Emmett, but they landed on the floor and broke into pieces. They had come in boxes of tea and Stafford had collected them, bird by bird, amusing his brother and his parents with his excitement over each one.

Mary-Jean left the room and went back downstairs. She could not, she said later, be expected to choose one son over another. She would speak to them both in a few days when everything settled down and nobody was yelling.

Michael dragged Emmett out of Stafford’s room and into his own. He stripped the clothes off Emmett and made sure he was covered up for the night. Then he went back into Stafford’s room and sat down heavily on the bed. He started picking up the tea-birds, but Stafford told him not to bother.

“Just leave them. I’m too tired.”

“Well, how about I just sweep the broken ones away from the bed? You don’t want to cut your foot in the morning.”

“I won’t.”

“This one’s okay,” Michael said, and he bent over to pick one up. “See?”

“I don’t care about them anymore,” Stafford said.

“But you always got so excited when we let you open the box.”

“Well, I’m not ten anymore, am I?”

“No, I guess not.”

The next morning, while Emmett slept and Mary-Jean sat grimly in the kitchen, clutching her rosary beads, Stafford’s father took Stafford into town. It was November and there was no snow yet on the fields, but the frost lay heavy in the mornings and there was ice in the driveway and along the road leading to the highway. His father looked tired and said little, but when they got to town, he took Stafford to a sporting goods store and asked if he’d like to pick out a birthday present for himself.

“My birthday’s in February.”

“Close enough.”

“How much can I spend?”

“You can spend a million dollars, Stafford. We’ll write a check. What about this?” he said, pulling out a dusty red bag tucked behind a row of hockey sticks.

“Golf clubs,” Stafford said. “Neato.”

“Maybe you want to try something new,” his father said. “There’s a little golf course at Napanee now.”

“It’s closed.”

“Just for the winter, Stafford. Gives you time to practice up a bit. Who knows? Maybe I’ll take up the game myself. Get your mother out there with me,” Michael said, and they both laughed at the thought of Mary-Jean Hopkins swinging a golf club.

“Well, anyhow, happy birthday, son.”

“Thank you, Father,” Stafford said.
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Bobby opened the kitchen door as Stafford trudged across the yard. His parents hovered behind him, but he waved them away. He knew they would worm it all out of him later. They always did. But he wanted privacy right now in case he said the wrong thing or lost his temper. Stafford stopped when he got to the porch steps, clutching the golf clubs to his chest. He’d come across the field without a hat and the jacket he wore was too thin for such a cold day. The cut on his lip had sealed over, but Bobby could see there was still a mark, and he was surprised to think he was responsible for something so permanent as a scar on another boy’s face.

“Nice clubs,” he said to Stafford.

“Steven Truscott was framed,” Stafford said. “It’s obvious. You were right and I was wrong.”

“Well, I’ve changed my mind,” Bobby said.

“What?”

“He wasn’t framed. Not really. More like used. They had to blame someone, and he was just convenient, that’s all. And that’s way worse. Worse than framing.”

“What’s the difference? He’s innocent.”

“But it’ll be harder to prove it now.”

“Bobby.”

“Look, Stafford, framing is like when you know who did it but you’re gonna set things up so another guy gets blamed. Why? Because either you hate the guy who’s getting framed so much you want him to suffer or because maybe it was you who did it and you’re trying to protect yourself or—or, maybe you know who did it and you like or need him more than whoever’s getting framed. Either way it’s personal. Get it?”

“Yeah, sure I get it.”

“But using a guy, well, that’s different, isn’t it? Using is just taking something that’s possible and making it more possible so you can get what you want quicker. It’s way worse. Why? Why? Because it’s not personal.”

“Do you think they’ll hang him?”

“I don’t know,” Bobby said. “But I bet they wait until after Christmas.”

“Why?”

“He’ll be fifteen in January. It’ll be easier to hang a guy who’s fifteen.”

“Yeah,” Stafford said.

“You’d better come inside.”

“It’s cold out, isn’t it?”

“Maybe for golf,” Bobby said.

But as November passed and December came and went, and everyone settled into the long month of a Canadian January, Bobby became less agitated and fell instead into a depression that worried his parents and Stafford far more than all his pre-Christmas fury. It was not like Bobby to be silent around those he loved, and even Stafford’s bold prediction that Steven Truscott would not hang did little to lift his spirits.

“They’ll commute the sentence, Bobby. You’ll see. He’ll get life.”

“You don’t know that.”

“And then later, if he’s doing okay, he’ll get parole. Like when he’s fifty, maybe. He’ll get out of jail when he’s fifty and it’ll be over.”

“Over.”

“Look, Bobby, he’s not going to hang, okay?”

“How do you know?”

“I just know, okay. It’s a very strong feeling. In my guts.”

“Your guts.”

“Yeah. My guts.”

“Well, we’ll just have to wait and see how smart your guts are, Stafford.”
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When Stafford was older and the events of his past no longer relevant, he was assigned to a show called Judges, which won an important industry award. He was a studio production executive then, one of many, but the success of the show set him apart and initiated his later move to the network. It was about a group of retired judges who worked secretly to protect the unwary public from criminals who slipped through the justice system with the aid of their unscrupulous lawyers. The creators of the show had pushed for an edgier drama in which the line between good and evil was less defined, but Stafford had nixed that. Why? they asked. Because it was 1980, he told them. Because the Soviet Union was invading Afghanistan, interest rates were at fifteen percent, oil prices were climbing, and fifty-two American citizens were being held hostage at the American embassy in Tehran. Because we’re not doing Beckett, he said. We’re doing a show where the good guys win. Did they understand that? And because this was their first show and they thought Stafford held more power than he did, the writers said yes. Yes, they understood that.

He and Agnes had dressed up for the awards show, and their photograph appeared in a surprising number of industry magazines after the event. They were an attractive couple, beautiful, in fact, both of them with their dark hair and blue eyes and the fine bones of people who would always be nice to look at. But they had been in a rush to get out the door, and Agnes had lost her temper with Callie just as the limousine arrived to pick them up.

Callie had been difficult all morning and would not leave her mother alone, despite the new nanny’s best efforts to engage her attention elsewhere. Agnes had a complicated dress that had to be put together in layers of tulle and ivory silk with far too many straps in critical places. But the sound of Callie’s unhappy voice was distracting, and it filled the house. She didn’t like the show on TV. She wanted a soda. No, she didn’t want a glass of chocolate milk. She wanted an orange soda. She needed a bandage. She had a scratch on her leg. No, she didn’t hurt the cat. She wanted to change her clothes. She didn’t like her shorts. She wanted to put on her velvet dress. No, she didn’t want to have a friend over. She hated her friends.

“I said I wanted a soda!” Callie wailed, and she threw the offending glass of chocolate milk at Agnes, where it landed on the beaded silk overlay of her mother’s dress.

Televised awards shows demand the early arrival of those in attendance, and with a long drive across town and the inevitable lineup of limousines inching their way toward the red carpet, Agnes was expected to be fully dressed and ready to leave by two thirty. It was September, and between Callie’s miserable mood, the ruin of her dress, and the humidity of the day, Agnes lost her temper.

“Get away from me!” she said to Callie. And then she slapped her.

“Mommy!”

Callie let out a shriek, and that brought Stafford up the stairs and into the bedroom, where he stood at the door, his face rigid with fury.

“What the hell is going on?”

“Mommy hit me,” Callie cried.

“Agnes!”

“I spanked her.”

“She hit me on the face!”

“You slapped her?”

“I didn’t mean to,” Agnes said. “I shouldn’t have.”

“You slapped a child on the face? What is the matter with you, Agnes?”

“I can’t get ready! She’s all over me.”

“She’s five years old, for Christ’s sake!”

“She wants this. She wants that. I’m trying to get ready!”

“Agnes, pull yourself together. The limo’s waiting. Jesus Christ! Why does everything have to be such a goddamned crisis with you?”

“I’m sorry,” Agnes said, and she started to cry, which ruined her makeup, and by the time she had found another dress to wear and changed into it and fixed her face, Stafford was so angry he could not bear to look at her.

They arrived late, of course, and were rushed inside just before the show began, and when Judges won, the creators went to the podium and thanked their production executive, Stafford Hopkins, for having the guts, they said, to take a chance on their vision that America was a place where the good guys win.

“You must be very proud,” whispered the woman sitting behind Agnes. “Your husband is wonderful.”

“Hmm,” Agnes said, and she smiled and kept clapping because she could see the cameras looking for her.

“And so handsome!”

“Hmm.”
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“Justice!” Bobby said. “You call it justice?”

“I never said that,” Stafford said. “Could you move back a bit? You’re blocking the light. And hang on to the cat. Don’t talk. Ah, crap.”

“Nice putt,” Bobby said as the ball hit the wall and dribbled backward.

“It’s harder than it looks,” Stafford said. “And that’s thirty feet to the wall, you know.”

“More like twenty,” Bobby said, and he tossed the golf ball back to Stafford.

Golf had a natural appeal for Stafford, and the Hopkinses’ barn had a cupola that flooded the hayloft with light. It was unbearably hot in summer, but the winter months brought cooler temperatures, less hay, and more floor space, which enabled Stafford to practice his short game after school and on weekends. His long game would have to wait for spring, because he couldn’t risk losing any of his golf balls in the snow.

“I measured,” Stafford said. “And it’s thirty feet to that beam.”

“Justice,” Bobby said, “is them saying he’s one hundred percent innocent. And that would make them one hundred percent wrong. That’s what justice is.”

“Some justice is what I said.”

“There’s no such thing as some justice. There’s either justice or there isn’t.”

“That’s just dumb.”

“Dumb? Define dumb.”

“Okay, maybe not technically dumb. But it’s better—could you hold on to the cat, please?”

“It’s better what?”

“It’s better to get what you can now and wait for the rest. At least he has a chance now.”

“In jail? Are you serious?”

“Maybe he’ll go to Disneyland. My uncle Frank works there. He says the prison farm is a good deal.”

“He won’t be going to Disneyland.”

“Why not?”

“He’s too young.”

“Too young?”

“Yeah, it makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it? He was old enough to hang when he was fourteen, but now that he’s fifteen and they’ve decided not to hang him, he’s too young to get into a federal penitentiary.”

“Ah, crap.”

“Nice putt.”

“You want to try? It’s not as easy as it looks. Here, go ahead then. Give me the cat. You have to put your feet on the line.”

“What line?”

“Back up a bit. I made a mark on the floor. There.”

“Thirty feet, eh?”

“You have to keep your arms straight and your knees loose. Your feet should be apart. Keep your shoulders down.”

“Stafford, just shut up, okay?”

“Sorry. So where’s he going then?”

“There’s a reform school in Guelph for juvenile delinquents,” Bobby said. “He’ll probably go there first.”

“Well, maybe that won’t be so bad.”

“So bad? Are you kidding me? Bad compared with what? Getting hung? Getting the shit kicked out of you at a federal penitentiary? Starting grade nine with your friends?”

“Ah, crap. You did it. You made the putt. How did you do that?”

“I locked my knees, bent my arms, and kept my feet together.”

“You’re not supposed to—”

“Stafford, just shut up and hit the ball.”
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The news that the government of Canada would not hang Steven Truscott broke on January 21, 1960, three days after his fifteenth birthday. It was a decision that marked the beginning of a shift in the country’s relationship with justice and punishment, a decision that brought Canada one step closer to abolishing the death penalty a decade later. But Bobby cried when he heard the news, and his father had called Stafford.

“He’s all broken up about this Truscott business,” Andrew said. “Maybe you can think of something to cheer him up. His mother and I are all out of ideas.”

“Okay,” Stafford said. “I’ll come over.” But he didn’t have a clue what he could say or do to help his friend.

“That Bobby Shepherd,” Stafford’s mother said, “is too sensitive for his own good.”

“He’s not sensitive,” Stafford said.

“Well, it’s no surprise with those parents of his,” Stafford’s mother said. “They’re quite the pair, those two.”

“No, they aren’t,” Stafford said. “Nobody’s sensitive.”

When Stafford arrived at Bobby’s house, Bobby’s parents told him that Bobby had gone across to the old milking shed.

“He said he wanted to be alone,” Susan Shepherd said. “But we’d rather he wasn’t.”

“Should I go over there?” Stafford asked.

“Yes, dear,” Susan replied. “We think that would be a good idea.”

Stafford could hear Bobby crying in the milking shed as he approached, and he didn’t know what to do. When they were little boys, they both cried easily, but that had stopped when they went to school. Schoolboys didn’t cry when they got stung by a bee or strapped by the teacher for talking back. Schoolboys were tough and didn’t crack up the way girls did. But the sound, now, of Bobby’s broken sobs shocked Stafford, and he retreated to a safe distance where he could no longer hear them. He waited there, halfway between the house and the milking shed, and tried to think. He wanted to help Bobby, but he knew if he walked in on him all choked up like a girl, Bobby would never talk to him again. Bobby had always been stronger than Stafford, no matter what Stafford’s mother had to say about sensitive boys. Bobby had been the leader from the start. Bobby wasn’t afraid of anything. He didn’t worry about the opinions of others. He didn’t care if a grown-up thought he was sensitive. Bobby Shepherd didn’t lie awake at night worrying about a brother who hadn’t come home and parents who fought about it.

Stafford didn’t speak to Bobby that afternoon. Nor did he return to the Shepherd house and tell Bobby’s parents that Bobby was crying his eyes out in the old milk shed. Instead Stafford walked home the long way and found Emmett in the woodlot, collecting the last of the old logs from the spruce grove cut in the fall.

“What are you doing way out here?” Emmett asked.

“Nothing.”

“Father sent you to check up on me, didn’t he?”

“No. I just came myself.”

“Grab hold of that big one there.”

“Are these dry enough to split?”

“They’d better be,” Emmett said. “What’d you come out here for then?”

“I want you to get me something.”

“Yeah? And what’s that?”

“Some beer.”

“Beer.”

“Four bottles. Labatt’s.”

“Why four?” Emmett said.

“Two for me and two for Bobby.”

“Okay,” Emmett said, and a few days later he left the four bottles of beer in Stafford’s room on the windowsill where the tea-birds once sat.

In the early days of their friendship, when they fought the pirates together from the rock that separated their farms, Stafford and Bobby used flashlights to send messages after dark from their bedroom windows. It was Bobby’s idea, of course, but a tree planted in front of Stafford’s window had gradually blocked their sight lines and phone calls replaced flashlights. But occasionally one of them would revive the old game.

Bobby was reading and the house was dark when the summons came. He put the book down and went to the window where he could see someone standing on the rock in the distance, flicking a flashlight on and off. Abandoning the warmth of his bed, Bobby dressed quickly and slipped out of the house.

It was a bitter night and when Bobby arrived at the rock, Stafford was sitting on it, clutching a backpack next to his chest for warmth.

“Are we going somewhere?” Bobby asked, sitting next to him.

“Baileys’ old barn,” Stafford said. “They’re at Cobourg for a funeral.”

“What about the hired man?” Bobby asked.

“He won’t say anything,” Stafford said. “He won’t even know.”

“Well, that’s great. But would you mind telling me why we’re doing this?” Bobby asked.

“We’re doing it for Steven Truscott,” Stafford said.

There was no light from the stars to lighten the night sky, but they knew where to cross the highway and how to pick their way through the little grove of trees that separated the Baileys’ farm from the road, and where the snow would be hard-packed and where it would be deeper. The Baileys had done well over the years, and they had two barns now, but it was to the older one the boys went. Stafford had flashlights, beer, blankets, and cigarettes in his backpack, and when they got to the barn, they crept in through a side door and made themselves comfortable. The barn was used to store machinery over the winter, and the light from their flashlights illuminated the tractors and the combine in strange patterns against the barn wall. It was cold in the barn, colder than outside, but they settled in with their beer and their cigarettes and they drank to justice and to Steven Truscott.

“Real justice,” Stafford said. “One hundred percent.”

“Or nothing,” Bobby said.

“That’s right,” Stafford said.

“Why didn’t you get a six-pack?” Bobby said when they finished their first bottle.

“I thought we’d be too drunk to get back,” Stafford said. “We might pass out and freeze to death. Emmett knew a guy who did that.”

“Maybe,” Bobby said. “But next time get six.”







CHAPTER 17

Appetite


Appetite is contrary to choice.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Monday, March 10, 2003

Kingston, Ontario

WHEN STAFFORD CHECKED OUT of the Holiday Inn, his intention was to drive straight to Napanee. His throat was getting worse, and he knew if he didn’t get to Toronto by early afternoon, he would be too sick to fly to Vancouver and would have to overnight in Toronto. But that, he decided, was preferable to another night in Kingston at the Holiday Inn. In Toronto he could house himself in a better hotel, and if he had to spend a few days recovering from whatever travel-fueled affliction he had caught in Kingston, he could do so there with some degree of comfort and anonymity.

He decided also that he would not call his uncle Christy again, nor any other family members in the Kingston area, before he left town. Young Chris, his uncle’s son, would be busy running the farm in any event, and what could Stafford and Chris possibly have in common at this point in their lives, two first cousins who hadn’t laid eyes on each other for decades? They would have nothing to talk about, and Stafford disliked conversations that went nowhere. His mother had a second cousin in Kingston, an elderly woman who sent him a Christmas card every year, but she had become increasingly deaf and would not be content with a telephone call. She would insist on seeing him. She would want him to come over.

“Can you stop by the apartment?” she would ask in a tentative voice, and then he would be caught. He would have to go and see her, and that would take the better part of an hour, an uncomfortable hour with an elderly stranger who would fuss about with stale cookies on a tray and coffee that cooled too quickly in the cup. No, Stafford thought, it would serve no purpose to call his mother’s cousin if he didn’t have time to see her. It would only confuse her that a relative had come halfway around the world for one night and there was no value in that. The matter of his brother, though, was more complicated, and while it was easy to bypass a cousin or two, Emmett was different. Emmett could not be ignored.

But the last time Stafford spent any time with Emmett they had come to an agreement that they would not seek each other out again. Their parents were dead and the farm gone. They were separated by fifteen years and a thousand other things, and it no longer mattered that they were brothers. Stafford had often tried to send Emmett money, and twice he had offered to buy him a little farm somewhere. Not a real farm, perhaps, but a few acres with a house and a barn that wouldn’t be too much for him to manage. But Emmett said he didn’t want a farm anymore. He had a room in the city, a room at the top of a boardinghouse on Emily Street, and when he stopped drinking, he was able to manage for himself without anyone’s help. He liked chocolate, though, and books on dogs. He once said he would like to have a dog again, but when Stafford went to the trouble of arranging it, even going so far as to pick one out and deliver it himself, Emmett said he wouldn’t take it. It wouldn’t be his dog now, he said, and Stafford should take it back.

“He won’t take anything from me,” Stafford complained later to his uncle Christy.

“Well, maybe he can’t, Stafford,” his uncle said. “He’s not right in his mind anymore. He’s gone too far downhill.”

“I took him a box of chocolates. He said he’d keep that. But that was all. No money, no farm, not even a dog.”

“A dog’s just the same as a farm to him. A dog’s all the things he doesn’t want to remember. Just leave him. He’s managing on his own, and that’s the main thing.”

“Is he still drinking?”

“I expect some. But he’s mostly too sick now.”

“He looks like an old man.”

“That’s true enough.”

And so the years passed, and Stafford came less frequently to Kingston, and when he did, for funerals or the short visits driven by the nostalgia that initially plagued him, he would find an hour or two in the middle of the day when he would go, box of chocolates in hand, looking for Emmett, who would somehow know he was coming. It was a ritual both brothers could cope with, and when Stafford accepted the inherent rules of their brief reunions, he found them less painful. But gradually Stafford’s visits subsided, until they stopped altogether one fall afternoon when Stafford returned to Kingston to receive an honorary doctorate from Queen’s University. He was comparatively young for such an honor, but his fame and fortune as a television executive had made him an attractive commodity to the university’s board of directors. Stafford had always regretted his failure to complete his doctorate when he had the chance, so the thought of receiving it as some sort of intellectual compensation for making so much money elsewhere proved irresistible.

His mother had died a decade earlier and would not be present to see her younger son presented with the robes and papers that would have finally allowed her to call a family member Doctor Hopkins, but Emmett came. He came to the hall, drunk and incoherent, and when Stafford’s name and achievements had been addressed by the chancellor, he began to shout from the back of the hall, a disconnected tirade of words that made no sense to anyone, revealing only that a mentally ill person had wandered into the hall and would have to be taken out again.

“Probably an ex-con,” the woman next to Stafford said.

“Yes,” Stafford replied.

“They’re all half crazy,” the woman said, “but you can’t do much when they’re drunk.”

“No, you can’t,” Stafford said.

“How did he get in? That’s the real issue. Campus security dropped the ball on this one,” the woman said, but Stafford didn’t answer. He was watching the two burly security guards who had taken hold of Emmett on either side to get him out of the hall as quickly as possible.

“There may be brain damage,” Stafford said. “It’s not always alcohol.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, it’s not always alcohol.”

“You know that man?”

“No,” Stafford said. “Not anymore.”

“But you used to?” the woman said as if she had caught him in a lie. “Or did I misconstrue your meaning?”

“Misconstrue?”

“I don’t know him anymore?”

Stafford turned then and looked at her, a middle-aged academic with a studied intelligence that seemed somehow absurd to him. He had green-lit a television show about academics once, but it had failed—his only failure. It was an inside look at the cutthroat world of academia, but Stafford had miscalculated the relationship between product and audience. The people he hoped to attract were people who didn’t actually watch television, and when low ratings and brutal reviews killed the show after four painful episodes, Stafford had been humiliated. And unaccountably annoyed by this reminder, he did something he rarely did. He told the truth.

“He’s had two concussions that I know about,” Stafford whispered. “But the bullet did the most damage.”

“Bullet?” the woman asked, no longer whispering.

“Well, they couldn’t take it out without doing more harm, so they left it. It was safer to leave it where it was.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I was there,” Stafford replied, and if the woman had any more questions, she didn’t ask them, because it was time for the ceremony to resume and it was Stafford’s turn to approach the podium and speak about philosophy.

Later, when the ceremony was over and Stafford had excused himself from the reception at the faculty club, he went to his brother’s boardinghouse, but Emmett was not there. So he had made the rounds of the places Emmett was most likely to be. The steps of the public library, the park at Murney Tower, the emergency ward at the hospital, and Portsmouth. But Emmett was not at any of those places. He could no longer drive, of course, and Stafford knew he could not get far drunk and on foot, but he might have tried to hitchhike and, if so, Stafford knew exactly where his brother would go. And without knowing it would be the last time, Stafford began to retrace his brother’s steps until they brought him, as they always did, to the same place.
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“Get in, Emmett,” Stafford said. “We can drive together.”

“I’m just resting.”

“Emmett, get in the car. Please,” Stafford said, and he opened the passenger door.

“I don’t need a ride in your car, Stafford.”

“It’s cold. I’ll drive you home.”

“I’m not going home,” Emmett said, and he got to his feet and began walking up Bath Road, stumbling as he went, somewhere in the middle of his hangover but not quite sober.

“It’s too late,” Stafford said, and he followed alongside Emmett in the car, the passenger door still open.

“It’s too late for some.”

“Emmett, please get in.”

“Go home, Stafford.”

“Come on, Emmett.”

“You can go away now,” Emmett said. “Go on your business, Doctor Hopkins.”

Stafford lost it then, slamming the gearshift into park, his foot halfway out of the car before it stopped moving. He left the keys in the ignition and the engine running and when he kicked the driver’s door shut, he caught his thumb in the door. He opened the door, howling with rage and pain, and then he kicked it shut a second time and then he kept on kicking it, pausing only to scoop up handfuls of gravel from the ditch, which he flung at the windshield.

“Jesus Christ, Emmett! Just get in the fucking car! Just get in! Get in! Get in! Just get in, why can’t you! Goddamn fucking shit! Fuck it! Fuck it all, Emmett! Fuck the whole fucking mess!”

“Stafford, stop that,” his brother said finally. “It’s a good car. You’re going to hurt yourself.”

The nail on Stafford’s thumb would later be pried off by a doctor in Los Angeles who said Stafford was lucky he didn’t lose the whole thumb because the infection that set in was far worse than the injury itself. But Emmett had insisted that Stafford rub the wound with the charcoal ash from his cigarette, which he said would ease the pain. Which it did, briefly, before the infection set in.
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They sat together by the side of the road for a long time while Stafford settled down and Emmett smoked. It was getting dark and the traffic along Bath Road was steady, but there seemed no urgency now about where they should go or what they should do.

“I’m sorry about the horse mostly,” Emmett said finally. “I don’t remember everything.”

“It was a bad night,” Stafford answered.

“Did I do those things, Stafford? Did I really do all those terrible things?”

“Some,” Stafford said.

“I know I did. Was Father angry?”

“Father wasn’t there.”

“He died at Collins Bay.”

“No, he got sick at Collins Bay. He had a heart attack.”

“I was there.”

“No, Emmett, you weren’t there. Not then.”

“He saw the horse then.”

“Yes, he saw the horse, Emmett. He saw the horse when he came home from the hospital.”

“I was supposed to buy cattle. I went to Quebec to buy cattle. I should have done that.”

“Father loved the horse, Emmett. The cattle didn’t matter.”

“Father died at Collins Bay because I didn’t buy the cattle, Stafford.”

“No, Father died in the hospital.”

“You can take me back now,” Emmett said.

“You don’t want to go out to the farm?”

“No.”

“Nobody will know. It’s dark. They won’t see us from the house. Uncle Christy will stay away.”

“I don’t want to go.”

“Okay, then,” Stafford said. “I’ll drive you home.”

“I can’t remember her name, Stafford.”

“Brenda Bee Hoover,” Stafford said, and he was annoyed when his voice broke, and he looked down at his hands.

“That’s it,” Emmett said. “Brenda Bee Hoover. That was a good name for a horse.”

“Yes.”

“She was too pretty for me. I just gave him the money and took her.”

“I know that.”

“Who dug that grave?”

“Uncle Christy.”

“I was glad he did that. It’s not easy to bury a horse.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“It’s a lot to dig. I wouldn’t want that job.”

“He got a backhoe from the Baileys,” Stafford said finally.

“They had a backhoe?”

“The Baileys had everything.”

“They had a good tractor. John Deere. Brand new. That was something. Father talked about that tractor. I went to get the doctor and came back on that tractor. Through the snow and we came back on that tractor and you were born. That’s what I remember. We had a little Jersey cow. Jersey milk’s good for a baby. You have to boil the milk first.”

“We can’t stay out here, Emmett.”

“I have to get back, Stafford. Let’s go.”

So they didn’t go out to the rise on the hill that night where their uncle Christy had buried Brenda Bee Hoover, the horse their father had loved. They went instead back down Bath Road, past the Cataraqui marshlands and the Collins Bay Penitentiary with all its lights and fences and the red turreted roof that everyone said made it look like Disneyland. Emmett got out near Emily Street and said goodbye to Stafford. He didn’t apologize for showing up drunk at the Queen’s University fall convocation, which he seemed to have forgotten about in any event. He said, though, that Stafford shouldn’t come again and not to be sending any more chocolates. He was busy now, he said, and he couldn’t be busy with Stafford and his business anymore.

“It’s all gone,” he said. “Let it go, Stafford.”

And then he walked away, an old man, dirty and drunk, still swaying slightly on his feet, his beautiful teeth all broken and gone, his blue eyes clouded with the murkiness of alcohol and memory. Stafford watched him, knowing that Emmett was no longer thinking about him or even what had happened between them that day. And it was true, Stafford thought, what his brother had said. It was gone.
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The Collins Bay Penitentiary was built on land west of Kingston, but the city had expanded over the years until the only thing that separated it from Collins Bay was Little Cataraqui Creek and the marshlands on either side. The prison was a 485-cell medium-security institution and also a farm, built on twenty-eight acres of prime farmland with a federal reserve of another eight hundred acres, all of which were owned by the government of Canada. With so much land at its disposal, the prison farm was able to sustain a variety of food crops along with a fine herd of milk-producing Holsteins. There was agrarian interaction between the prison farm and the local farming community, and the prison farm occasionally held cattle auctions that were open to accredited local breeders, one of whom was Stafford’s father.

Michael Hopkins had always struggled financially, but he had a breeder’s eye for Holsteins and by 1960, with the help of a secondhand milking machine, he had built up a nice little herd of his own, including a cow he called Bugsy, who placed third in Canadian milk production two years in a row. A good breeder was always on the lookout for new livestock, but there was fierce competition among local farmers, and few had the funds to risk a bidding war. So when Michael Hopkins got advance notice about a cattle sale at Collins Bay from his brother Frank, a guard at the prison, he jumped at the chance to get in ahead of the pack.
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“Goddamnit! This goddamned useless son of a—boys. Stafford, Bobby! Get over here and give me a hand with this.”

“What’s up, Pops?” Stafford asked, and he tried to sound jaunty and confident like the teenagers he heard on American television shows.

“Don’t Pops me, Stafford. Just help me get the goddamned trailer bolt through. Bobby, you hold it steady. Stafford, hand me that other wrench.”

“Where are you going with this bucket of bolts?” Stafford asked, because they didn’t use the old horse trailer his father was struggling to connect to the family car anymore. They had a proper cattle truck now, a five-ton truck that Emmett had taken to Quebec.

“There’s a cattle sale at Collins Bay.”

“Disneyland?” Bobby said.

“I thought Emmett was buying cattle,” Stafford said.

“The jail?” Bobby said.

“Well, we don’t know where the hell your brother is right now, do we, Stafford? Hold that steady for me, Bobby. Keep it level.”

Emmett had been sent to Saint-Isidore, Quebec, at the end of July to buy Holsteins from a French Canadian dairy farmer named La Salle. It was a full day’s drive there and another one back, and Emmett planned to overnight at a Brennan cousin’s farm near the Quebec border. But Emmett did not show up at the cousin’s farm, or anywhere else for that matter. He had simply disappeared with a five-ton cattle truck and fifteen hundred dollars of his father’s money in his pocket.

“Well, there’s no point in calling the police,” Mary-Jean said after the first week. “We’ll just have to wait for him to show.”
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“Okay, that’s just about—well, shit! Jesus Christ and Uncle Ambrose!”

“Father!” Stafford said.

“This goddamned useless shit crap of a monkey wrench—there, that’s it! That’s perfect. That’ll hold, boys, that’ll hold!”

Stafford’s father stood up slowly, and when he handed the wrench to Stafford, his left hand shook and he almost dropped the wrench. But he smiled when he took off his hat and wiped his forehead with the back of his sleeve.

“We’re going to Disneyland, boys,” he said, and then he added, “Collins Bay, that is.”

“Why?” said Stafford.

“They’ve got a Holstein I want.”

“What’s she in for?” Bobby said.

“Where’d I put the damn keys?”

“There, on the ground.”

“Thanks, Bobby,” Stafford’s father said.

“We’re going to a jail to buy a cow,” Stafford said.

“Stop looking at me like that, Stafford. There’s a cattle auction at the prison farm next weekend and your uncle Frank’s getting me in ahead of the sale.”

“Great,” said Bobby. “Can I come?”

“Sure.”

“What about Emmett?”

“Bobby, you want to stop by your place, tell your folks where you’re going?”

“They’ve been putting up pickles all week. My dad says they’re gonna spend the day resting up.”

“Resting up?”

“I don’t know. They nap a lot.”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford’s father replied, and he shook his head.

“But what about Emmett?” Stafford said again. “And the other cattle?”

“Well, Emmett’s not here, is he, Stafford? And I sure as hell don’t see any French cows in my barn. So make up your mind. Are you coming or not?”

“Can I drive?”

“Nope.”

Stafford’s father took Bath Road to Collins Bay, and when he got to the entrance to the prison, he pulled out wide, careful to ease the old horse trailer into the turn. They had listened to the radio all the way into Kingston and rolled all the windows down to cool themselves and the car. Stafford had watched the hawks circling above the poplar trees in the distance, and Bobby had tipped his head toward the open window, his red hair flying upward, catching the breeze. It had been a wet summer, and the dry heat of August was slow in coming, and the smell of the hay coming off the fields was heavy and damp. Stafford’s father had smoked steadily all the way, pinching the cigarettes between his fingers before pushing them into the ashtray.

Stafford’s father let them turn the radio up loud and listen to the songs they liked, but when they arrived at the prison, he leaned over and turned it off and they approached the main gates of the prison in silence, as if everyone suddenly felt the presence of something more than a great stone wall. They were ordered to drive around to the back of the prison, where the entrance to the prison farm was located. They could park there, they were told, just inside the prison yard.

“Don’t approach anyone,” the prison guard said. “Don’t talk to anyone. You boys understand me?”

Yes, they understood, they said, and they both nodded to show that they did.

“Not a pretty place, is it?” Stafford’s father said as he cleared the last checkpoint and pulled into the yard. “And not a pretty bunch that gets themselves locked up here neither. Stafford, you and Bobby stay right here,” he added, getting out of the car. “Don’t move, you hear me? You can open up the horse trailer for me.”

“There’s Uncle Frank,” Stafford said, and he pointed across the yard to the barn.

“That is a huge barn,” Bobby whispered. “Look at the size of that barn.”

“Yeah, it’s big,” Stafford answered.

“Huge.”

“Yeah.”

Stafford would later remember only a few things clearly. His uncle was wearing a prison guard uniform that Stafford had not seen him in before and he didn’t lift his arm and wave to Stafford the way he usually did. Instead, he nodded to Stafford’s father, who started across the yard toward him. There was a young inmate walking next to Stafford’s uncle, holding the halter attached to the cow being led out of the barn. Stafford had expected to see men in black-and-white-striped pajamas, like the kind the movie prisoners wore, but the young inmate walking next to his uncle wore something brown or gray and looked, Stafford thought, more like a skinny janitor than a convict. But most of all, he looked too young to be there, and it was Stafford who spoke first.

“Truscott!” Stafford said.

“Stafford, keep your voice down.”

“But it’s him! Standing right there. Jeez Louise, my uncle Frank knows Steven Truscott and he never said a word. It’s him, Bobby. It’s Truscott!”

“I know who it is, Stafford.”

“Jeez, he looks sad,” Stafford said. “Don’t you think he looks sad?”

“Yeah.”

“I bet that’s his favorite cow,” Stafford whispered.

“What?”

“You know, like a pet. If I was in here, I’d want a pet cow, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe.”

“He looks sad,” Stafford said again.

“Yeah, Stafford. He looks sad.”

“Losing the cow, maybe. Bobby, where are you going?”

“I want to get closer.”

“We’re not supposed to move. We’ll get in trouble. Bobby, get back here!”

“Let go of my arm, Stafford.”

“Bobby!”

And then, as Stafford and Bobby squabbled, Michael Hopkins stumbled and fell. A silent heart attack, the doctors called it, but Stafford did not remember any silence. He remembered the sound of his father’s agony. His father’s fists balled up, striking at the front of his chest. His father’s blue eyes bulging, pushed out of their sockets by a face already swollen, its color changing from ashen to purple in the blink of an eye. And the sound, the sound of his father’s voice, a voice no longer human, the incoherent bellow of an animal poorly slaughtered.

Stafford didn’t remember letting go of Bobby’s arm. But he remembered running across the yard, and he remembered pushing past the now-faceless inmate who held a frightened cow by its halter. He remembered his uncle Frank calling out things to other men, men who seemed to appear suddenly and make quick decisions. He remembered the smell of his father’s bowels emptying and the wet stain of urine on the front of his father’s pants. And he remembered seeing Bobby take hold of the halter from Steven Truscott, who must have been led away by another prison guard, because he was not there when the ambulance finally arrived or when it left again with Stafford’s father inside.

It was only then that Stafford’s uncle became aware that Stafford and Bobby were still there, standing in the middle of the prison farmyard on either side of a Holstein cow. The ambulance siren was still wailing in the distance as he came over to them, and he put one hand on Stafford’s shoulder, but the gesture was awkward and Stafford moved away.

“Uncle Frank,” Stafford said, “is Father dead?”

“I’m sending someone to fetch your mother, Stafford. We’ll meet her at the hospital. You boys better come with me.”

“Father’s dead.”

“No, no, he’s not dead, Stafford. He’s bad, though. I don’t know. We’ll have to hope. He’s a strong man.”

“Who’ll do the milking?” Stafford asked.

“What?”

“If we’re all at the hospital, who’ll do the milking?”

“Where’s Emmett?”

“Emmett’s gone.”

“What do you mean, ‘gone’?”

“I’ll call my folks,” Bobby said. “They’ll come over. They’ll do the milking.”

“All right then, Bobby. You call them from the hospital. We’ll take your dad’s car,” he said to Stafford. “I’ll unhitch the trailer.”

“We have to get this cow home,” Stafford said. “We can’t go to the hospital.”

“The cow? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Father’s cow.”

“Forget about the damn cow, Stafford,” said his uncle. “We’re going to the hospital.”

“After we take the cow home.”

“There’s no time for that.”

“Then make time,” Stafford snapped.

“Stafford!”

“Father wants the cow in our barn, Uncle Frank! He paid for the cow, didn’t he? You took his money!”

“Stafford, settle down. Don’t go all crazy on me right now. You’re not making sense. We have to get to the hospital.”

“You go to the hospital, then. I’ll take the cow home!”

“Ah, Jesus. You don’t even have your driver’s license, Stafford. You can’t drive the horse trailer.”

“I can,” said Bobby, jumping in. “I can drive. I have my license.”

“There,” said Stafford, and he was grateful for the lie. “You see? Bobby can drive.”

“Well, I don’t know, Bobby. That horse trailer isn’t easy to pull.”

“Oh, I drove it all the way here,” Bobby said. “Mr. Hopkins let me.”

“Please, Uncle Frank,” Stafford said.

“Stafford, you should go to the hospital.”

“No, I think I should get the cow home.”

“Ah, Jesus, Jesus Murphy. Okay, Stafford, okay. You can go. Take the damn cow and go home. I’ll call you from the hospital. And, Bobby, you pull out wide on the turns, you hear?”

“Yup,” Bobby said, nodding. “I know. I know what to do.”

It was Bobby, then, who pulled the nervous cow up the ramp and into the back of the old horse trailer. Bobby who told Stafford to get into the car and stop shaking like a scared hen. Bobby, both hands gripping the wheel, who drove out of the Collins Bay prison yard with the eyes of a dozen armed guards watching him. Bobby who pulled out wide onto the highway, the old horse trailer rattling along behind. And when they finally pulled into the Hopkinses’ driveway a long forty-five minutes later and lurched to a stop, it was Bobby who saw that Emmett had returned.

“There’s Emmett,” he said to Stafford. “Your brother’s home.”

“Great,” Stafford said. “That’ll be a big help.”

“You want me to tell him?” Bobby asked.

“Sure,” Stafford replied. “Tell him.”

Emmett came out of the house then and over to the car. He leaned into the window, and Stafford could smell the stale beer on his breath.

“What’s going on?” Emmett said. “Where is everybody?”

“You stink, Emmett. Your breath stinks,” Stafford said, and he opened the car door and slammed it into his brother, knocking him backward.

“What’d you do that for?” Emmett said. “Where’s Father?”

“He’s at the hospital,” Stafford said, surprised that his voice was so steady.

“What for?”

“He had a heart attack, that’s what,” Stafford said, and he got out of the car and went to the back of the horse trailer, where he grabbed hold of the frightened cow by the halter and began to pull on it.

“Stafford, let me take the cow. You’re scaring her,” Bobby said, but Stafford waved him away.

“Father had a heart attack, Emmett, and he’s most likely dead by now. He had a heart attack at Collins Bay trying to buy this—this stupid, fucking cow on account of you took all his money, Emmett, and the cattle truck and you disappeared!”

“Stafford, let me take the cow,” Bobby said.

“Move!” Stafford said.

“I bought a horse,” Emmett said.

“What?”

“I bought a racehorse.”

“A racehorse?”

“Yeah.”

“You didn’t buy any cows?”

“No.”

“Why not, Emmett? Why couldn’t you just do what you were supposed to for once in your stupid life!”

“I saw the horse first.”

“The racehorse.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, where is it then, Emmett? Your fucking racehorse.”

“She’s in the barn.”

“Don’t touch me, Emmett!”

“Let me explain.”

“I don’t give a holy shit about you and your explanations, Emmett.”

“Stafford,” Bobby said, “why don’t you come back to my house for supper?”

“I don’t want any supper, Bobby. I’m not hungry.”

“Why don’t you come back anyhow?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure,” Stafford said, and he knew he had started to cry.

“Come on. We’ll walk over.”

“Well, maybe.”

“My mum can call the hospital. Come on with me.”

“What about the cow?”

“Emmett’s got the cow, Stafford. See, he’s taking the cow to the barn already. So we can go now.”

“Okay,” Stafford said, and then he let Bobby take hold of his wrist and lead him out of the yard and away from the house.

But when they got to the big rock in the middle of the field, Stafford stopped as if he had changed his mind and would go back.

“Come on, Stafford,” Bobby said. “We’re almost there.”

“Did you talk to him?” Stafford said. “Did you say anything?”

“Yeah.”

“Well?”

“There wasn’t much time,” Bobby answered. “It was quick. With your dad and everything. It was like two seconds.”

“But you said something.”

“Yeah, I did.”

“So, what was it? What did you say to Steven Truscott?”

“I told him my name.”

“Your name?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s it?”

“Yeah. I said I was Bobby Shepherd. Pretty dumb, huh?”

“Well, what did he say?”

“He said, ‘Hello, Bobby Shepherd.’”

“‘Hello, Bobby Shepherd’? That’s it?”

“That’s it.”







CHAPTER 18

Hope


What is pleasant is the activity of the present, the hope of the future, the memory of the past.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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SIX WEEKS LATER STAFFORD’S father came home from the hospital. He had lost forty pounds and he looked like an old man dressed in clothes he was too proud to throw out. His skin was gray and his eyes dull. Stafford had seen him several times in the hospital, but never for more than a few minutes and never away from his bed or the chair next to it where he sometimes sat in the afternoons, wrapped in a blanket. Seeing him now, struggling to get out of the car, Stafford was shocked at the changes he had been too frightened to notice in the hospital.

“He looks bad,” Stafford said to Emmett.

“He’ll get better,” Emmett answered. “He’ll put some weight on.”

“Emmett,” Mary-Jean called. “Help your father out of the car.”

“I’m okay,” Michael said. “I can do for myself, Mary-Jean.”

“Let me help you, Father,” Emmett said, and he hurried over with Stafford behind him.

“I’ll get on one side,” Stafford said.

“Boys, please,” Michael said. “Don’t crowd in on me. Give me a minute, that’s all.”

“Stafford, get out of the way. You’re in the way,” Mary-Jean said.

“It’s all right, Mary-Jean,” Michael said. “Don’t get excited.”

He moved slowly, swinging each leg around before bracing his hands on the seat beneath him. He tried to stand, but it was too difficult, so he put one hand up onto the car door and tried a second time. He got himself out of the car and stood gripping the door with both hands. It was still twenty yards to the house, and for a man as sick as Michael Hopkins, it was too far to walk unaided, and he realized this.

“Maybe I’ll need your arm, Emmett,” he said. “Just to the steps, son.”

“Okay,” Emmett said. “Can you get your arm up?”

“Come around on my other side. I’m a little slow yet.”

“He didn’t sleep good last night,” Mary-Jean said to Stafford. “He’s a bit more tired, that’s all. Don’t rush him, Emmett!”

“Never mind your mother,” Michael said to Emmett, “you’re doing fine.”

“I’ll get the door,” Stafford said. “I’ll get both doors.”

“Don’t slam the door,” Mary-Jean said.

“Sorry.”

Somehow they got Michael Hopkins across the yard and up the back steps and into the house, where he sat down at the kitchen table, his face awash with sweat and tears. He had set out for Disneyland on a hot day in late August and it was now the middle of October. His fields were bare, and he had missed the harvest for the first time in his life and feared he would not live to see another one. He laid his hand across his eyes, collecting himself, and asked for a glass of water, and then he asked if he could have a glass of milk instead.

“You don’t need to ask for things,” Mary-Jean said. “Just say what you want, Michael.”

“I want a glass of milk, then,” he said. “Milk from one of my own cows.”

“Stafford, get your father a glass of milk.”

“I’ll get it,” Stafford said. “You want a big glass, Father? A cup, maybe?”

“Either one,” his father answered. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

“This is fresh milk,” Stafford said. “Just this morning.”

“It’s good,” Michael said, and he drained the glass and set it down carefully on the table.

“You’ll want to rest up before supper,” Mary-Jean said. “Emmett, help your father down the hall to his room.”

“I have to use the bathroom, Emmett. You’ll have to help me upstairs first, son,” he said, but Emmett didn’t move.

“Doesn’t he know?” Stafford finally asked.

“Know what?”

“We have a surprise for you, Michael,” Mary-Jean said.

“A surprise?”

“We didn’t want you worrying about anything in the hospital,” she added.

“What kind of surprise?”

“Two surprises, actually,” Stafford said.

“Stafford, let Mother tell him,” Emmett said.

“All right,” Michael said. “Stop looking at each other and one of you tell me what’s going on so Emmett can get me upstairs to use the toilet before I burst something.”

“Well,” Mary-Jean said, and she smiled. “We don’t want that. Emmett, why don’t you help your father to the new bathroom instead?”

“New bathroom?”

“We put in a new bathroom, Father,” Stafford said. “It was Emmett’s idea. We had to move the hall closet.”

“We had quite a time getting the tub in,” Mary-Jean said. “But Emmett figured it out. He did a good job, Michael.”

“We’ve got two bathrooms, Father,” Stafford said.

“You won’t have to go upstairs, Michael. You can come straight in from the barn and wash up down the hall. It’s right next to our room.”

“Well,” Michael said finally. “I guess I better go have a look, then. Emmett?”

“Have a look in the living room on your way past, Father,” Stafford said.

“I’m afraid to,” Michael said.

“Don’t push ahead of your father,” Mary-Jean said, but Stafford had already slipped past, and as his father came through the kitchen and into the living room, with Emmett supporting him, Stafford pointed.

“Surprise number two, Father!”

“Well, I’ll be goddamned,” Michael said. “Will you look at that?”

“Ta-da!” Stafford said, and his brother laughed. “The Hopkinses have a television set! It was Mother’s idea. Isn’t it great! And you can relax now and watch television at night, Father. Television is very relaxing.”

But Michael Hopkins was not looking at the new RCA Victor console television in the maple laminated cabinet that Stafford was now dancing around like a child. He was staring, instead, out the bay window that overlooked the open fields west of the house.

“What is that?” he asked.

“What?” Stafford said, turning. “Oh, that?”

“Surprise number three, Father,” Emmett said.

“Gelding?”

“Mare.”

“It’s a racehorse!” Stafford said.

“Whose?”

“Yours.”

“I don’t have a horse like that.”

“You do now,” Emmett said.

“Brenda Bee Hoover,” Stafford said. “That’s her name, Father. Brenda Bee Hoover Hopkins!”

“Well,” Michael said a second time, “I’ll be goddamned.”
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Ten months later, Michael Hopkins would have another heart attack and he would not survive it. He would come in from the barn a little earlier than usual, knowing that something was wrong and hoping it would go away.

“I have to lie down,” he would say to his wife, and he would wave her away when she tried to help him. “I’m sick. Leave me to rest.”

She would check on him every ten minutes for the next hour until it became apparent that he was not merely sick or tired. His breathing was labored and his color was bad. She would call for the doctor then, and once again, an ambulance would arrive and take Michael Hopkins away, only this time, he would not return. He would have his third heart attack on the way to the hospital and die that night. His family would not recover from his death, and when the reality of their loss came upon them, they would fly to their separate worlds as if unable to coexist without him. But in the remaining months before that moment came, the combination of a racehorse, a second bathroom, and an RCA Victor console television set gave the Hopkins family hope, for the first time in many years, that they too could be a happy family.
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Television was cowboys and Indians, variety shows, and crazy comedies about people who did nutty things. There was news at six o’clock and again at eleven and hockey games as real as if you had a seat at the game. There were cartoons and quiz shows, and there were stories about lost animals and famous explorers introduced by men with warm voices who could ease you into a story like a grandfather settling a restless child. Bonanza, The Lawrence Welk Show, and Gunsmoke meant a late Saturday night for farmers with five a.m. milking, but Little Joe and Miss Kitty and all that tap dancing were worth a night’s sleep.

“Get out my cane, Mame,” Stafford’s father would say, “and we’ll do a turn around the kitchen.”

“Oh, stop, Michael,” Stafford’s mother would reply. “Just sit down and watch the show. You’re blocking the view. Oh, my word. Will you look at those dresses! Beautiful, aren’t they? Just gorgeous.”

On Sunday evenings, Stafford and his family would take their supper on trays in the living room, where they sat, lined up on chairs, watching Walt Disney, Ed Sullivan, and then, the family favorite, Jack Benny. Stafford’s father loved Jack Benny and Rochester, and he would slap his leg and roar with laughter and repeat the jokes later, sometimes acting out both parts in the kitchen, which Stafford’s mother said made him look pretty silly, but she smiled when she said it.

There were even some good Canadian shows, including something called Front Page Challenge, which was Emmett’s favorite. It was a competition, and you could play along at home if you wanted to. There was a regular panel of news experts who had to guess the identity of a mystery guest who had done something important or interesting. “Yes” or “no,” the mystery guest would say when a question was asked, careful to keep their voice clipped in case it was recognized.

“Is this a local story?”

“Yes.”

“Are you involved in politics?”

“No.”

“Are you a public figure?”

“Yes.”

And so it would go until a panel member was ready to solve the mystery.

“Are you so-and-so from Winnipeg?”

“Yes!”

The guest would step out from behind a screen and everyone would applaud, and then there would be a friendly discussion among the people on the panel, the genial host of the program, and the guest, no longer a mystery but a real Canadian who had done something that other Canadians might find interesting. It was, Stafford’s father said, too much like being in school again for his taste. Like wanting to win a prize for spelling and knowing you weren’t going to. But Emmett would move his chair close to the television set when the show came on and nod his head when a question was good and frown when it was not.

“You’re wasting time,” he would say to the panel. “Ask about that business up at Sudbury. Ask about the factory that bucked the union.”

“You could be on that show, Emmett,” Stafford said. “You know more than they do.”

“Some of them,” Emmett said, smiling.

“More like most, I’d say,” Mary-Jean said.

“You got your brains from your mother, son,” Michael would say. “And your good looks from me. Any more of that custard pie, Mary-Jean?”

“Oh, I think there’s a slice left.”

“Marry a girl who can make a custard pie, boys, and you’ll never be sorry.”

“Oh, Michael, stop. Get your pie and sit down.”

It seemed to Stafford, then and in the years that followed, that there was no such thing as a bad night on television in 1960. Not with Red Skelton and The Jackie Gleason Show, Wagon Train, Andy Griffith, Cheyenne, and a host of others, all wonderful, night after night, all winter long. And if the Hopkins cows felt themselves rushed through evening milking that winter, it was only because Stafford’s father hated missing the start of a show. So Stafford and his father and Emmett would warm up their hands with hot water from the kitchen sink and they would go at the cows like they were in a Front Page Challenge of their own, and when they hurried back again across the frozen yard and into the house, their supper would be ready and it would be served quickly and without complaint about wet boots and jackets that fell off hooks in the mudroom.

Television was a movie theater, sports arena, newspaper, library, house party, and Broadway show all rolled into one, and for remote rural families like Stafford’s, the darkness of winter changed with the arrival of television, and the shadows were pushed back. Television was the greatest single miracle of Stafford’s childhood, and he would never forget the way it changed their lives. It kept his father entertained and away from the kitchen table, a place where after-supper arguments had always broken out, usually over a stack of unpaid bills or the absence of Emmett. It made evenings a time of excitement and laughter instead of boredom and dread. It warmed up their house and living room with the stories of others and the talents of strangers. But mostly, television freed Stafford and his family from the burden of intimacy, and for that Stafford would be forever grateful. A family could come together around a TV set, and those who made a big deal about the loss of family conversation and friendly card games had childhoods very different from Stafford’s. The fighting stopped when the talking stopped, and for a while, life was grand in the Hopkins household and Stafford’s father would shout, “To the moon, Alice, to the moon!” and everyone would laugh.

There were some, though, who resented the Hopkinses’ happiness and free-wheeling spending, but that was an old feud between an old wife and a young one.
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“Well, I guess one bathroom’s not enough for Mary-Jean Hopkins. Not with her big, fancy TV set and all the visitors.”

“Come on now, Angela. You can’t blame Mary-Jean for making things easier. Not if it keeps Michael out of the hospital.”

“It’s not your brother that bothers me, Christy. It’s her! Her and her snooty looks and her new bathroom and well—everything! Just everything!”

“But we don’t need another bathroom. We’re doing fine with one.”

“Well, it would be nice to have a bath just once without my father pounding on the door and yelling about me taking all the hot water!”

“He’s an old man, Angie. Don’t fight with him about the water.”

“But it’s supposed to be my house now, Christy. It’s my water!”

“Angela, baby, don’t cry.”

Stafford’s uncle Christy was thirty-six years old when he married Emmett’s former classmate Angela Duncan, and it was common knowledge that he spoiled her shamefully but Angela Duncan, a pretty girl from a family of pretty girls, had a nervous disposition and a tendency to sulk. Her older sisters married town boys who showed no interest in farming, which sent a clear signal to the local community that Angela’s widowed father, a man with a reputation for stinginess, had both a daughter and a farm to give away and would not be giving away one without the other. But an old man could not live forever, even a stingy one, so the suitors lined up and among them were Stafford’s uncle and his brother, Emmett, who had, according to local pundits, about as much chance with old Mr. Duncan as a lame dog.
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Emmett may have felt the same way, but Stafford’s mother did not. Nor did she agree with anyone who felt her older boy was not as good a catch as the next man. Emmett might have his faults, she said, but he was plenty good enough for the likes of Angela Duncan, and he was certainly better to look at because the Duncan legs were a real curse, weren’t they?

“Go call up Angela Duncan, why don’t you?” she would say to Emmett. “There’s a dance at Bill Tucker’s next Saturday.”

“What do you mean, call her?”

“On the telephone. Call her up. She’ll go to the dance with you if you ask her, Emmett.”

“Why?”

“Why? What do you mean, why? Why wouldn’t she? You started school together.”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Oh, go on, Emmett. Don’t be shy.”

“I’m not.”

“My mother said you were the shyest little boy she ever saw.”

“I’m not shy, Mother.”

“You wouldn’t ever look straight at her when she came to visit. Course, she wasn’t so nice to look at, not after her eye dropped. But you can’t blame her for that. She didn’t like your father either, Emmett.”

“Nana Brennan didn’t like Father?” Stafford asked.

“Goodness, Stafford. Don’t sneak up on me like that! I thought you were at Bobby’s.”

“Who doesn’t like me?” Stafford’s father said, coming into the kitchen.

“Never mind, Michael. We’re just talking, that’s all.”

“We’re talking about Emmett’s girlfriend, Father,” Stafford said.

“Girlfriend—what girlfriend?” Emmett said, and he looked around the kitchen fast and laughed like he’d just delivered the punch line of a good joke.

“Emmett’s got a girlfriend,” Stafford said, and when Emmett laughed a second time, Stafford decided to keep going because his brother didn’t laugh that often and it felt good to make a brother laugh.

“And who’s that?” Stafford’s father asked, but Stafford interrupted.

“And he’s gonna go to a dance and then, then, then—he’s gonna get mar-reed—marrr-reed to Angela Duncan. Ohhh, Angela,” Stafford said, and then he made what he thought were a series of really good kissing sounds.

“Can it, Stafford,” Emmett said, no longer laughing, but Stafford could see that his mother was smiling and his father had laughed.

“Emmett and Angela sitting in a tree. K-I-S-S-I—Ow! Oww! Emmett!”

“I told you to can it, Stafford.”

“Emmett, you hit me.”

“Well maybe you oughtta just shut up when I say so.”

“I’m bleeding!”

“Jesus, Emmett! His lip’s cut. What did you do that for?”

“He’s okay.”

“He’s crying, isn’t he? And he’s going to have a nice fat lip by suppertime! I don’t call that okay.”

“He’s a crybaby.”

“He’s five is what he is. And you’re twenty and three times his size.”

“Michael, please. Don’t make things worse. Just let him apologize and he can make it up later. Emmett, say you’re sorry to Stafford.”

“I’ve got better things to do,” Emmett said, and he kicked the kitchen door open.

“Don’t turn your back on me,” Stafford’s father said, and he made a grab for Emmett’s shirt.

“Let go of me!”

Stafford didn’t see the rest. There was no point, his mother said, and she hurried him out of the kitchen and upstairs to the bathroom, where she washed the blood from his lower lip and told him to press a cold washcloth on it.

“It’s just a little scratch,” she said. “Your own tooth did all the cutting. There won’t even be a mark. You’ll see.”

Stafford waited while his mother stood looking out the window, her arms wrapped around her body. He listened to the sound of his father yelling and his brother yelling back until he heard the kitchen door slam twice and then the familiar sound of a truck racing out of the yard, which meant the fight between his father and his brother was over.

“He was always too shy,” his mother said, still looking out the window. “I don’t know why.”

“It’s my fault,” Stafford said.

“What? That your big brother’s shy? That he’s got the Brennan temper? Oh, I don’t think so, Stafford. That’s something he came into this world with. All right, that’s good enough. Hand me the washcloth. Look, it’s stopped bleeding.”

But it was more than social reticence and a hot temper that made Emmett different from other boys his age. More than shyness and other things. Emmett was awkward and his mood changed swiftly. He had no real friends in the community and he could be mean when provoked, though he was always sorry later. He had been a good student, but he left school at the end of grade nine and refused to go back. He hit a teacher who showed too much interest in the grade-nine boys, and even an appeal from his parents to finish high school elsewhere was not enough to convince him. He didn’t need an education, he said, to be a good farmer. He just needed a good farm. But he was unreliable, and while he was loved by some, he was mistrusted by many, and when alcohol became a factor, it became clear to everyone, with the possible exception of his mother, that Emmett Hopkins was a train wreck. His tentative courtship, then, of Angela Duncan was quickly dismissed by Angela’s father, who saw a better man for his daughter and a better farmer for his farm in another Hopkins man, Stafford’s uncle Christy. There was an age difference, of course, between Angela Duncan and Christian Hopkins, but it was not so great that anyone objected.

It was Stafford’s uncle, then, and not Stafford’s brother, who married pretty Angela Duncan the summer she turned twenty-one, and everyone agreed that Angela’s father had made the right choice, especially when Emmett Hopkins ruined the wedding by drinking until he passed out at the reception.

“Get him out of here,” Mary-Jean had hissed. “Take him home, Michael.”

But all of that happened when Stafford was still a little boy, not yet seven, the summer Uncle Christy married the girl Emmett liked, and he didn’t really remember the sight of his father and his uncle Frank hauling Emmett out of the church hall and into the back of the pickup truck, nor did he remember the long fight between his mother and his father that raged into the night afterward. He remembered only the excitement of going to his first wedding and how important it was that his new shirt stayed tucked into his pants all the way around, the pants that matched the jacket he had worn only once before, to his first Holy Communion. He remembered also that Emmett went away after the wedding and did not come home again for many months.

“Where’s your brother gone?” Bobby had asked him, but Stafford didn’t know.

Emmett came and he went, and the years passed, and nothing really changed for Stafford and his family until the day Emmett pulled into the yard with a five-ton cattle truck and no cattle.
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Technically, the little mare Emmett brought home from Quebec was not a Thoroughbred but a Standardbred, which made her, in racing terms, a trotter. A trotter had to pull a sulky and its driver. It had to maintain a steady gait and resist the urge to gallop or run wildly whenever another horse drew near. A trotter was a horse bred to pull, but a champion trotter had to do so with a certain grace and it had to take some pride in it. Stafford’s father loved horses and kept workhorses on the farm, but they were plodders with stocky legs and wide bodies, and generally ill tempered and resentful. Stafford had learned to ride them bareback as a boy, encouraged by Emmett and his father. But there was no great trick to riding Mop or Old Jones other than avoiding a swift, well-placed kick every now and then, which came mostly, Stafford learned, from the mistrust of the horse or the inexperience of the rider.

“Never, ever get between the horse and his feed,” Stafford’s father would say. “Put your face over his head when he’s down like that and he’ll snap up and knock you flat.”

“Watch his ears there, Stafford,” Emmett said. “He’s gonna shy.”

“Don’t turn your back on the horse when you’re trying to harness her. If she’s in a mean mood, she’ll turn around and give you a bite.”

“You have to be quiet around a strange horse. Keep your voice low.”

“Don’t be afraid to touch the horse. You’re letting it know who you are.”

But the little mare from Quebec was nothing like Mop or Old Jones or any of the farm horses Stafford was used to riding. The racehorse from Quebec was a registered Standardbred, a dappled gray mare with a good pedigree and the papers to prove it. She was a young horse, not yet trained but ready to be, and she was a pretty horse, Stafford’s father said.

“Pretty like a spring thaw. We’ll race her at Belleville, boys. We’ll race her in July.”

“How are we gonna do that, Father? She’s not trained.”

“Oh, she will be, Emmett. And so will you.”

“Me?”

“Well, somebody’s gotta drive her.”

“What about me?”

“Too young, Stafford. Maybe next year.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Emmett, you. You’ll need a groom license first—you can both get that. Trainer license in the spring. And if all goes well, you’ll be driving in time for Belleville. Stafford, suck the lip in.”

“How are we gonna train her, Father?”

“What do you mean, how?”

“All right. Where?”

“Here, Emmett. Right out there. See that field? It’s perfect.”

“It’ll be covered in snow. How’s she gonna pull a sulky through the snow?”

“She’s not. She’ll pull a sleigh, though, and when the snow’s gone, then she’ll pull a sulky. We’ll clear a track for her.”

“How?”

“The tractor, that’s how. We’ll rig up the tractor.”

“Do we have a sulky?”

“Not yet, Stafford.”

“Do we have a sleigh?”

“Nope. But I know where we can get one.”
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When Stafford’s later success allowed him to buy the house in Aspen for the winter holidays, he was persuaded to attend an annual Christmas Eve party hosted by socially important Aspen neighbors who had taken a shine to Agnes. Sleigh rides for the children, read the invitation, because Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without them!

“Which?” Stafford had asked Agnes.

“Which what?”

“Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without which? Children or sleigh rides? The wording is vague.”

“You lost me, Stafford. So are we going or not? I have to call them and let them know. Personally, I vote yes. It’ll be fun. And isn’t that why we’re here, Stafford—for fun? And besides, if we go to their Christmas Eve party, we’ll meet their friends.”

“So?”

“So, then maybe we’ll have some friends. We’ll have people in Aspen to talk to and do things with. What is the big deal about this?”

“I don’t understand your question, Agnes? What deal?”

“Okay, then. How about I rephrase? Why are you being such an asshole about this party invitation, Stafford? There. Was that clear enough for you?”

“Them is a pronoun, Agnes. It’s the objective case of they. This invitation is unclear. It doesn’t distinguish between two subjects.”

“Stafford! Why are you such an annoying human being? It’s just a fucking sleigh ride on Christmas Eve for Jesus’ sakes. Can’t we just say okay, sure, we’d love to come and leave it at that?”

“Don’t swear at me, Agnes. It makes me dislike you.”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry. I lost control. It just sounded fun, that’s all. And Callie’s never been on a sleigh ride. And neither have I.”

“So what?”

“So what? So, why can’t we go, Stafford? Why can’t we just go?”

“We had a sleigh on the farm.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Agnes, are you crying?”

“You mean are all the wet spots on my face tears, Stafford? Gosh, I guess they are. How the heck did that happen?”

“Agnes.”

“Heck is not a swear word. You had a sleigh?”

“We had a sleigh that my father used to train a horse.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It was a neighbor’s sleigh, all rusted and falling apart, but they let us have it and we fixed it up—new runners and all.”

“Did your father take you on sleigh rides?”

“What?”

“At Christmas, Stafford. Did you go on sleigh rides?”

“There was only room for the driver. It was a sulky. That’s a racing buggy.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We trained the horse to pull the sleigh and when the snow melted, we got her to pull a sulky. Brenda Bee Hoover.”

“Who?”

“That was her name, Agnes, the name of my father’s racehorse. Brenda Bee Hoover. She won seven for seven at Belleville first time out. Isn’t that something? Emmett drove. He got his driver’s license two weeks before the first race.”

“He couldn’t drive?”

“Standardbred license. You had to be eighteen. I was too young.”

“Well, she must have been a very fast runner.”

“Runner.”

“Galloper?”

“She didn’t run or gallop. She was a Standardbred.”

“Uh-huh.”

“A Standardbred is a trotter.”

“A trotter.”

“Unless it’s a pacer. It’s a different gait.”

“A racehorse has to run, Stafford.”

“Not a Standardbred.”

“Well, maybe it’s a Canadian thing—trotting.”

“What are you talking about?”

“American racehorses don’t trot. American racehorses run.”

“Agnes, go and—oh, I don’t know. I don’t care! Go wash your face or something. Get dressed. Call up the people next door and tell them we’ll come to their damn sleigh-ride party. Do whatever you want. I don’t care! Just don’t ever tell me again that the gait of a racehorse is settled by the passport of its owner, okay? Brenda Bee Hoover was a champion trotter and she won at Belleville, and she might have won at Kingston if my father hadn’t died the night before, okay, Agnes? Okay?”

“Okay, Stafford. All right.”







CHAPTER 19

Treachery


Men think that acting unjustly is in their power, and therefore that being just is easy. But it is not. To lie with one’s neighbor’s wife, to wound another, to deliver a bribe is easy, and in our power.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Monday, March 10, 2003

Kingston, Ontario

WHEN STAFFORD EMERGED FROM the lobby of the Holiday Inn, his throat raw, the wind was blowing off the lake in icy gusts that swirled around the sides of the building. He put his bags down and pulled his overcoat together, fumbling with the buttons. He had not brought anything suitable for the Kingston weather, knowing as he did that March was an unpredictable month of cold snaps and sudden thaws. In like a lion, out like a lamb. A tedious expression but true, and he remembered years when the ice on the lake broke up early only to refreeze in thin layers when the temperature dropped again.

People became irritable when this happened. They were sick of winter and snow. They were tired of shoveling it and tired of driving in it. Tired of the dark, gray skies that promised more of it and the cold mornings that delivered it. Winter clothes were stale in March, piling up in mudrooms and coat closets like unpaid debts. Temperatures might rise briefly for a day or two, but another storm would invariably blow in and slush would turn to ice. There was nothing you could do about it.

But somewhere between the misery of March and the easy days of April, everyone would realize that winter was over. And then came that first-day feeling when a pair of boots came off and a tuque was tossed into a pile of wet mittens and the fresh air blew in on a wind that lifted the collar from the back of your shirt. Your eyes changed as if you had learned to see the world all over again, and when a kitchen door flew open, you would run straight out into the yard and across a damp field where a friend stood with a fresh-cut stick in his hand and a dog named Skidder that bounded around him like a newborn pup.

“Good morning, Mr. Hopkins. Would you like your bags in the trunk?”

“What?” Stafford said. “No, back seat, thanks.”

“More bad weather, eh.”

“Excuse me?”

“There’s a big snowstorm between Quebec City and Montreal. Moving fast. Everything’s backed up. They’re predicting twenty centimeters by tomorrow. Maybe more.”

“How’s the 401?”

“Good enough. For now, anyways. Are you going to Toronto?”

“Yes.”

“You should be okay. They keep the 401 cleared. But I wouldn’t delay if I was you.”

“I won’t.”

“Oh, and Mr. Hopkins?”

“Yes.”

“You might want to check your car before you head out.”

“What’s wrong with the car?”

“The battery light keeps coming on. And this morning, the whole panel was blinking up a storm when the valet brought it up from the parkade.”

“Well, that can’t be right. It’s a new car.”

“It’s probably just some little computer thing. You know, something minor but weird. These new cars are like that. Did you have a nice trip, sir?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“You’ll have to come back in the summer.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Drive carefully. You have a safe trip, Mr. Hopkins.”

“Okay,” Stafford answered, and he pressed his lips together in what he hoped was a pleasant expression of farewell.

He had about an hour to spare before his appointment with the Shepherds’ lawyer in Napanee, and a short test drive around Kingston would give him the opportunity to see if there really was anything wrong with the luxury sedan he had rented in Toronto. It would be easier to exchange a problem car in Kingston than in Napanee, and the prospect of finding himself stranded somewhere on the 401 in the middle of a March blizzard was not a risk he was willing to take.

So instead of turning onto Ontario Street, which would take him west and along the lake, he drove slowly through the city’s downtown core in no particular pattern, waiting only, he believed, for the dashboard lights to come on, which would signal danger and necessitate action. And although he kept the dark-tinted windows of the car shut and the sounds of the city muted, he knew the places and the streets and the buildings and the parks that he passed, because the heart of the little city had not changed. The limestone buildings and churches that anchored the corners at important intersections were still there. The coffee shop where he wrote his master’s thesis on Aristotle, fortified by the greasy bacon and eggs served all day long by elderly waitresses in ankle socks and running shoes, was still there. The park bench by the Murney Tower where Agnes agreed to marry him even before he asked her was still there. Emily Street, where a child named Mallory survived typhus in a fever shed; Crawford Wharf and the ferry crossing to Wolfe Island; the LaSalle Causeway to Old Fort Henry; a brick house on Sydenham Street with an upstairs room that could not be heated in the winter or cooled in the summer; a hospital where a father had died and a son had never lived; the stone walls of the Kingston Penitentiary and the graceful grounds of Queen’s University—all were still there, the buildings and places of another time in another man’s story, waiting, he thought, as if they had been expecting him. And as he drove along Market Street and Union Street and Frontenac Street and Cataraqui Street and King Street, he began to cry, and when he came, finally, to a stop in front of the Church of the Good Thief in Portsmouth Village, he got out of the car and went up the steps of the church like a man whose loss had suddenly come home to him.
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Agnes woke up “instantly,” she said later. “Dead to the world one minute, liftoff the next,” and in the split second of conscious transition that lay between, she realized, she said, two things. First, that she was no longer alone in her house. And second, that the state-of-the-art security system built into virtually every corner of the house, a house further enclosed by the outer walls of a gated community patrolled at night by two security guards and an attack dog, did not appear to be working.

“Weren’t you just too frightened?” her friends had said, waiting, as always, for Cheryl to putt. “Weren’t you just scared out of your wits, Agnes?”

“Well, I suppose I must have been,” she said. “But I don’t really remember being afraid.”

“Oh my gosh, Agnes,” Cheryl had said. “How can you even say that? I mean, I would have just died on the spot. Just died of fright! Look at my arms, girls! They’re all covered in goose bumps and we’re just talking about it. Look at my bumpy arms!”

“Well, there’s a little breeze today. Maybe you’re cold.”

“Oh, Donna, these aren’t shivery bumps. These are scared-out-of-my-mind bumps!”

“Whose ball is that?”

“It’s Cheryl’s.”

“Come on then, Cheryl. Putt, girl, putt!”

“Well, I hope you don’t have nightmares about this later, Agnes, that’s all I have to say.”

“Oh, she won’t have to, Donna! I’ll be having them for her! Darn! What am I at now?”

“Eleven, I think.”

“Eleven! Oh, I give up. Give me the ball. I give up!”

“When’s Stafford back, Agnes?”

“Soon.”

“Well, you can’t stay there alone tonight. Come and stay with us. You mustn’t be alone, Agnes.”

“We’ve got plenty of room at our house too.”

“And ours.”

“I’ll be fine, girls. Really, I will. Stafford will be home in a few days and the police have the man. He’s hardly coming back tonight.”

“Well, maybe he had an accomplice, Agnes. What about that?”

“Look, there’s at least a dozen security men crawling all over my house right now. By the time they finish, I won’t be able to flush the toilet without setting off the alarm. I’m not worried, girls. Really, I’m not. Although I doubt I’ll be sleeping much until Stafford gets home.”

“What are you taking?”

“Hot milk.”

“Oh, Agnes, don’t be silly. Drop by my house on your way home. I’ve got some dandy pills. You’ll sleep like the dead. Nice putt!”

“Thanks.”

But of course she had been frightened, terribly frightened in fact, and why she refused to admit that to Judy Dixon or Cheryl Sasson or even the beautiful but stupid Donna Buckley was unclear to her. She knew they cared about her in the same way they cared about other things, but their breathless rush to console her was irritating. It demanded an emotional response she was not prepared to offer, and the more they asserted their concern for her safety and well-being, the less inclined she was to admit any need for it.

She was, however, unaccountably angry at Stafford, who had left her to deal with an intruder all by herself and in the middle of the night too, for Jesus’ sakes! Stafford had promised her he would get that fucking gate fixed before he left for Canada, and he had not. He said he would look into it. He would call the security company. He would have them change the security codes. He would do this! He would do that! Where was he when she needed him? Where was he when she had to crawl out of bed in the middle of the night, creep down the hallway to the pantry closet that hid the back stairs that led up to his ridiculous oversize office, crouch under his desk next to a stone bust of Mr. Fucking Aristotle, and call for help the old-fashioned way—by dialing 911.

“Help,” she had hissed. “Help.”

Well, thank God for all those stupid fucking cell phones, she thought later. And thank God Stafford was such a hypocrite, because despite his endless tirades about minimalism and self-denial, he was far too anal to ever actually throw anything out.

She had been giving him cell phones for years, hoping to convince him that when they became small enough or common enough or even expensive enough, he could join the rest of the speaking world and carry one around. So every birthday, Father’s Day, Christmas, Easter, and Valentine’s Day she had gone out and bought him whatever was the latest and greatest in cell phones. It had become a kind of joke in some ways, but like most of their domestic humor, it was far less amusing at the time than later. But it didn’t really matter what she said or did, because Stafford refused to carry a cell phone, pager, or any other tracking device for that matter. They were an “auditory leash,” he said, and he was not interested in something that would put him at the beck and call of others.

“Others!” she had said. “What others are you talking about, Stafford? Nobody said you had to hand out your phone number to the entire world. Just me, Stafford, me! In case I need to get hold of you.”

“But I’m always here, Agnes,” he had said. “I’m retired now.”

“Oh, all right, all right, Stafford! Just stick this one in your desk drawer with all the others. Stick it up your—”

“Agnes.”

“This cell phone’s good for, oh, I don’t know, about two zillion free minutes. Here, I’ll leave it all charged up for you.”

“Agnes, I don’t even want to see the damn phone.”

“Fine. I’ll hide it under your desk, okay! Phone, charger, cord—the works—it’s all gone. It’s not there, Stafford. Oh. My. Gosh. It’s disappeared!”

But it had not disappeared, and on the night of the break-in when Stafford was away and she was all alone in the house, she found the cell phone exactly where she had left it, all charged up and ready to go. And when the robotic voice of the 911 dispatcher had the necessary information, Agnes remained hidden under Stafford’s desk, clutching the phone in her hand until the police arrived and the intruder was caught.

“He was running straight down the hillside,” they said. “A patrol car picked him up when he came over the ridge next to the road.”

“An amateur,” they said. “The side gate was wide open and he just walked right in.”

“Like leaving a key in the front door,” they said.

“You want to be more careful, ma’am,” they said.

And the next morning, after she was informed by the security company who managed the property that Mr. Hopkins had not, in fact, called about the garden gate—“Yes, we’re quite sure, Mrs. Hopkins”—she went into Lahaina and bought herself a pistol no bigger than a cell phone that would fit nicely, she thought, in the little portable jewelry box she kept on her nightstand. Stafford would disapprove, of course, but the likelihood of him showing an interest in the contents of anything on her nightstand was remote at best.

“Just point and shoot,” the gun clerk told her. “It’s easy.”

“Really,” she said.
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The Church of the Good Thief in Portsmouth Bay was dedicated to Saint Dismas, the patron saint of condemned men, criminals, thieves, funeral directors, and gravediggers. There were fanciful legends about him in an apocryphal gospel called the Gospel of Childhood. Written in Arabic, the story tells of two thieves, Dismas and Gestas, who attacked the Holy Family on their flight from Nazareth to Egypt. But instead of taking what little they had or killing them outright for not having enough, Dismas intervened.

“We should let them go,” he said, but Gestas disagreed. So Dismas reached into the folds of his robe and, from his own purse of ill-earned gains, gave Gestas forty drachmas to sweeten the bitterness of mercy.

But this was only a legend, a prequel really, to the story that came later, the story of three men crucified together on a hillside.
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And one of the criminals who were hanged there was hurling abuse at Him, saying, “Are You not the Christ? Save Yourself and us!”

But the other answered, and rebuking him said, “Do you not even fear God, since you are under the same sentence of condemnation? And we indeed justly, for we are receiving what we deserve for our deeds but this man has done nothing wrong.”

And he was saying, “Jesus, remember me when You come in Your Kingdom!”

And He said to him, “Truly I say to you, today you shall be with me in Paradise.”
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Clearly, Gestas said the wrong thing. He expected action from gods nailed to crosses and when it didn’t come, he hurled abuse instead of comfort. And if it seemed unfair to judge a whole life on a few final words spat out under torture, it would not be enough to undermine the message that the last part of a man’s life would always matter more than the first part. But not everyone would see it that way.

Stafford’s departure from the Catholic Church had been marked by the cataclysmic understanding that he, like Gestas, saw no value in divinity if it came with so little power. Stafford had survived the loss of a father and a friend, but the death of his son stripped him of faith in one clean sweep. He could no longer accept judgment that involved the punishment of an innocent, and he could not forgive the Catholic Church for its insistence that sin lay within the walls of a garden.

He experienced no sense of loss, no surge of guilt when he abandoned his faith, nor any particular relief. He came, rather, to the simple realization that he had been duped. Duped by weak men and bad ones, and even by good men from time to time, but duped nonetheless. So he could not understand now, stumbling up the steps of the Church of the Good Thief, why he was so determined to open the doors of a Catholic church and make his way inside. And he could not understand later why he told the caretaker instead of the priest what he had done on the night that Bobby Shepherd died.
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“Father Joe?” the caretaker said. “Oh, my word, no, sir, I’m not the father. I’m just the caretaker here. Father’s over at KP saying Mass. He’s at the prison all day.”

“The prison?”

“Well, it’s his feast day, isn’t it? Truth be told, not until the end of the month but the Father’s got a trip planned after Easter so he’s moved things up a bit.”

“Whose feast day?”

“You just passed right underneath him coming inside here. Saint Dismas, isn’t it? The good thief! What the church is named for.”

“He’s at the prison.”

“He is.”

“Why?”

“Why? Well, if I’m not the father, I’m not the archbishop neither, am I? I don’t decide who does this and who does that.”
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The Church of the Good Thief in Portsmouth Bay was built in 1892 out of limestone blocks quarried by prisoners at the Kingston Penitentiary. The prisoners were paid twenty-five cents a day, but in addition to quarrying the limestone into blocks that met the approval of the young Irish architect overseeing the project, they were charged with the task of carrying them, block by block, to the site of the new church. It would take two years to build and cost more than fourteen thousand dollars, but everyone knew it would have cost a great deal more had free men quarried the limestone, which may or may not have influenced the archbishop’s decision to consecrate the new church to Saint Dismas, the patron saint of criminals. It was an unusual move, and for many years the Church of the Good Thief was the only church in the world named for Saint Dismas. And to further strengthen the link between the parish and the prisoners who built it, the archbishop declared that whoever served as pastor to the free citizens of Portsmouth should also serve as prison chaplain to the men at the Kingston Penitentiary. In time, the task of serving both communities would prove too much for a single priest and the archbishop’s orders would be revoked. There would, however, always be a relationship of some sort between the priests who served the parish and the priests who served the prison, and it was not unusual for the shepherd of one flock to assist with the ministry of another.
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“Lent’s a busy time for the Father. You might want to make an appointment at the parish office. That’s how they like it done now. Are you all right, mister? Mister?”

“Of course I am,” Stafford said, but he must have looked odd or perhaps moved clumsily, because the little man in front of him with the nervous eyes suddenly stepped forward and took hold of his arm.

“Whoa, there. Steady, mister. You’re going all queer in the face. Here, sit down—sit down before you fall down. I’ll get you a glass of water. You just stay put, all right? Maybe put your head down or something.”

The little caretaker left then, hurrying up the main aisle of the church and out the back, hoping that the man in the expensive overcoat, all weepy and strange, wasn’t too crazy to leave alone for a few minutes. He knew he wasn’t supposed to be letting people into the sanctuary, not when everyone was away, but he’d been caught off guard and he didn’t know what else to do. The doors to the church should have been locked—and they were locked when he was cleaning the floors and wiping down the pews—but he’d gotten so hot with the work that he opened the front doors, hoping to cool himself down a bit but never meaning—never expecting—to let a blubbering lunatic in at the same time. Still, he had to do something, didn’t he, and a few minutes later he returned, carrying a glass of water and a box of animal crackers he found in the choir room.

“Here then,” he said. “Drink this down.”

“Thanks,” Stafford said, and he took the water and drank it.

“How about one of these?” the caretaker said, and he pulled a cookie out of the box and handed it to Stafford.

“Thanks.”

“It’s all I could find,” the caretaker said. “Here, take another one. Take them all.”

So they sat there while Stafford ate animal crackers, and after a while, Stafford asked if he could have another glass of water, and when the caretaker came back with it, Stafford began to talk, and before too long he had told the little man why Bobby Shepherd had gone out across the ice alone that night and why he never came back.

“You’ve got a sad history there, mister,” the caretaker said when Stafford was finished. “And that’s the truth.”

“I know that,” Stafford said. “But I don’t know what to do about it.”

“I don’t know,” the caretaker said. “I don’t have an answer for you. You got a crumb there.”

“What?”

“On your chin there. That’s it.”

“Thanks,” Stafford said, and the caretaker nodded.

“It’s okay.”

Stafford got up. His overcoat was covered in crumbs, and he must have been crying, because his eyes were wet again. He reached into his pockets, hoping to find a Kleenex or something he could wipe his eyes on and blow his nose, but there was nothing.

“I need a handkerchief,” he said. “I’m getting a cold.”

“There’s usually a box of Kleenex up by the organ there,” the caretaker said. “The organ lady’s always wanting one.”

“I haven’t got a handkerchief,” Stafford said. “I never carry one. My father always did. My mother put a clean one out for him every morning on top of the dresser. They had one dresser they shared between them. Three drawers each. Father took the top ones and Mother had the others.”

“I’ll get you a Kleenex,” the caretaker said.

“No, it’s all right,” Stafford said, and he wiped his eyes and his nose on his sleeve instead. “I have to go. I have to get to Napanee.”

“You sure you’re okay, mister?” the caretaker said. “Maybe you can come back later and talk to the Father.”

“No,” Stafford said. “I don’t have time. I guess I’m getting sick. I don’t know what I’m doing here. I thought I’d find my brother.”

“Your brother?” the caretaker said. “Where’s your brother, then?”

“He lives in a boardinghouse somewhere around here,” Stafford answered.

“A boardinghouse,” the caretaker said, and then he looked at Stafford and his fine overcoat.

“My brother’s an ex-con,” Stafford said. “He’s not quite right.”

“Ah,” the caretaker answered, and then he nodded. “We get some of them in here every now and then. You can see it right away. Addled, is he?”

“Yeah,” Stafford said. “He’s addled, all right.”

“Mister,” the caretaker said, “you got some problems.”
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Stafford left the church carrying another box of animal crackers and a fistful of Kleenex the caretaker insisted he take with him. His head was aching, and his throat was very sore, and he knew he had done something strange, and it had taken longer than anticipated. At least there would be no time to find Emmett now, he thought, no time for further emotional torture. The little caretaker had been kind to him and for that he was grateful, but the unburdening of his past had not set him free from it. He would have to get to Napanee quickly and then, somehow, he would have to get to Toronto and onto the airplane that would take him home to Agnes and the beautiful house they had built for themselves on Maui. A house built into the hills of Kapalua, a house that overlooked the par-seventy-three Plantation golf course—and the water beyond.

“There’s snow coming,” the caretaker said. “You’ll want to drive carefully.”

“Yes,” Stafford said.

“Look, there he is, mister. Right up on the ledge there,” the caretaker said, and he pointed to a stone statue in the niche over the front doors of the church. “It’s Dismas, isn’t it? Saint Dismas I should be saying. He’s been listening the whole time.”

“What makes you think that?” Stafford said.

“Oh, he’s one of the better ones. Not so holy as some of them others, maybe. Saint Paul and the like,” the caretaker said, and then he rolled his eyes. “Well, I shouldn’t be saying nothing about them here. But for me, mister, I go for Dismas in a pinch. I always feel I’m getting through.”

The caretaker smiled then, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth, stained with church tea and neglect, and then he lifted his arm and waved to Stafford.

“Next time, stay a little longer,” he said. “You can meet the Father.”

Stafford smiled at the little caretaker. “Goodbye,” he said.

“Goodbye,” the caretaker said, and then he dropped his arm, watching the car pull away from the church. “Jesus,” he said.
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There was only one person left in the world who knew what Stafford did on the night Bobby died and now there were two. Stafford’s uncle Christy knew because he had been there and he witnessed much of what happened, clearly guessing the rest. But Christy kept the story to himself, and not even Stafford’s mother or Bobby’s parents would ever know why Bobby Shepherd set out alone that night in a March blizzard, walking across the ice that separated Wolfe Island from the Kingston harbor.

A bubble line kept the ice clear in the winter, and the Wolfe Island Ferry went back and forth between the island and the mainland several times a day, but rarely after dark or when the weather was bad. If you missed the last ferry off the island, you had to wait until morning, unless it was summer and you had a boat of your own. The island itself was a stretch of land, some twenty miles in length, strategically located at the entrance to the St. Lawrence River where it offered Kingston further protection from the open waters of Lake Ontario. From above, it resembled a misshapen pot, its long, crooked handle extending into the river, but to the southwest, where it fronted Lake Ontario, the island broadened into a solid square parcel of land anchored by ferry terminals on three sides. At the far western edge was the little toll ferry to Simcoe Island. To the southeast was the short ferry ride to Cape Vincent and New York State. And on the north shore, a short distance from Marysville—the island’s main village—was the ferry to the government dock in Kingston.

The island had been named, posthumously, for a British general who defeated a French one in a long-standing fight over territory stretching the length of the St. Lawrence River from Quebec City to Kingston and beyond. Cultural memory would not die as easily as the two generals—James Wolfe on the battlefield one day and Louis-Joseph de Montcalm the next—but it was a resounding victory for the British nonetheless, and in 1792, thirty-three years after Wolfe’s death, the island the French called Grande Île was renamed Wolfe Island.

Modern archaeologists would later discover the remains of an ancient burial ground on Wolfe Island, or Ganounkouesnot as the Iroquois called it, but for the most part, the island remained relatively undisturbed until a clan of MacDonalds arrived after the War of 1812 to take it for themselves. More loyalists followed, because the island’s watery bays and green summer fields were beautiful, and by the middle of the next century, Wolfe Island had become an established community with thousands of full-time residents who built churches and schools, village shops, country inns, and dance halls.

And it was to one of these dance halls on Wolfe Island that Stafford and Bobby went on the last night of Bobby’s life when the temperature dropped and the lion returned. They had planned to take the ferry over from Kingston after milking and stay the night because it would be late when the dance ended, and the girl Bobby liked had a cousin on Wolfe Island who said they could stay at his house. They could sleep downstairs in the rumpus room and go home the next day. And if the cousin came home late enough or drunk enough, well then, Stafford could have the whole downstairs to himself, because Bobby would be upstairs. Bobby would be upstairs with her, his new girlfriend. A girl who looked just like him, everyone said. Like he’d found himself a sister instead of a girlfriend, snickered some. A fat girl with red hair and bad skin, thought Stafford.

But on the day of the dance, Stafford changed his mind. He decided instead that he would go to the dance, but only because Bobby wanted him to, and when it was over, he would go home. He didn’t want to spend the night on Wolfe Island, and he didn’t want to sleep alone in the rumpus room downstairs, thinking about what Bobby and his girlfriend might be doing upstairs.

“Can you pick me up, Uncle Christy?” he had asked. “I don’t want to stay over.”

“Sure, I will. I’ll come over on the last ferry and get you.”

“You don’t need to do that. I’ll take the last ferry back and you can pick me up on that side.”

“It’s no trouble, Stafford.”

“You’re spoiling that boy,” his uncle’s wife had complained. “You fuss over him more than your own, Christy.”

“He’s my brother’s son and he’s living under our roof, Angela,” his uncle had said. “That makes him one of my own.” And then he had turned to Stafford and said, “I’ll come for you.”

So Stafford and Bobby left Kingston for Wolfe Island on the six o’clock ferry when there was still light from the sun. It had been warm the week before, but the temperature was dropping that day and new ice was forming alongside the bubble line on either side of the gap that let the ferry pass.

“You sure you don’t want to stay over?” Bobby said again. “Man, it’s cold, isn’t it?”

“No,” Stafford said. “I have to do stuff tomorrow. I can’t stay.”

“It’s up to you, Stafford. But if you change your mind—”

“I won’t,” Stafford said.

“It’s up to you,” Bobby said again as if he hadn’t heard Stafford. “But if it starts snowing,” he said, smiling, “you might have to.”

Stafford knew that Bobby was happy that night because there was a girl waiting for him at the ferry dock on Wolfe Island and Bobby had three safes in his jacket pocket, which he hoped would get him through the dance and whatever came later. He had shown them to Stafford when they got on the ferry, like he was proud of them, and Stafford had been embarrassed and not known what to say. But Bobby was oblivious to Stafford’s discomfort and confided instead, too readily, too easily, that he and Carrie Ann had done it twice already and it would probably keep happening now that it had started and Bobby wanted to be prepared.

“We don’t want to get married until Carrie Ann finishes school,” he told Stafford.

“Married.”

“Yeah.”

“Bobby, what’s the matter with you? You can’t get married.”

“Why not?”

“Why not? Jesus, Bobby. I’ll tell you why not. Because you’re sixteen. How about that for why not? Because Carrie Ann’s in grade ten!”

“So we’ll wait. We’ll get married when she’s finished school. Stafford, what’s the matter with you?”

“You’re going to get married?”

“Yeah,” Bobby answered.

“To Carrie Ann Schwenke,” Stafford said.

“Yeah,” Bobby said again. “Why not?”

And what about us? Stafford wanted to say. What about our plans? What about going to Arabia and France and Queen’s University? What about everything we always talked about? What about you being the prime minister and saving the world and everyone in it, goddamnit? And what about Steven Truscott, Bobby? Who’s going to get him out of jail now if you don’t? Who’s going to set things right there? Jesus Christ, Bobby, he wanted to say, what’s happening to you? What is so fucking great, Bobby, he wanted to say, about an insecure girl who lets a guy do it with her just because he wants to? But mostly Stafford wanted to say, What about me, Bobby, what about me?
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“I got drunk on Wolfe Island.”

Bobby Shepherd died seven months after Stafford’s father, and three months after Emmett went to jail for shooting the horse. Stafford’s mother had left by then, but she came back to Napanee when Bobby died, and it was she who moved Stafford into a Kingston boardinghouse when he refused to live any longer with his uncle Christy or go back with her to Guelph and live with the Brennans.

“The Brennans will take you in, Stafford, and you can finish high school there. Maybe you could go to university like your father wanted. They’ve got a school for veterinarians in Guelph. Why couldn’t you be a vet, Stafford? Wouldn’t that be nice? Stafford, please, please, listen to me. There’s nothing left for you here. You need to come away.”

“I got drunk and I had sex with my best friend’s girl.”

But Stafford refused to go to Guelph with his mother, so she stopped asking him and found a place for him to live in Kingston, an old house on Sydenham Street owned by a middle-aged woman who took in boarders if they were quiet. And there Stafford remained for the next three years, living alone in an upstairs room. He finished high school there by correspondence, securing marks so spectacular he was admitted to Queen’s University the following year, where he changed directions again, switching from science to philosophy midway through his second year. “Spirituality is not disincarnate,” he was warned by the professor who introduced him to Aristotle. “It is rooted in what is human.” But Stafford dismissed this, commencing instead his rise up the academic ladder, clinging to Aristotle and the rubrics of philosophy like a dying man.

And Emmett? Well, Emmett was out of the picture by then, wasn’t he? Emmett was doing two years at Collins Bay for shooting Brenda Bee Hoover. He had driven her to a win at the Belleville racetrack in front of a cheering crowd. People clapped him on the back that day. But a horse needed a farm, and the Hopkinses didn’t have one anymore. Christy would take Stafford, and he would take the horse, but he would not be taking an alcoholic nephew in his thirties who showed up with a halter and a gun one night to take the horse back.

“She’s my horse,” he said. “And I want her.”
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Christy was at the door, Emmett weaving on the porch.

“Stay inside,” he said, looking at Stafford. And to Angela, “Call the police.”

Christian Hopkins was a quieter man than his older brothers. But he was yelling now, dragging Emmett by the arm away from the house, across the yard, and into the barn where a few minutes later, they heard a gunshot. Stafford was out the door then, running across the yard in bare feet, Angela screaming from the porch.

The stall door was open, and Brenda Bee was lying on her side, flailing wildly, bleeding from a wound in her shoulder. Stafford pushed past Emmett who stood like a man in a trance, the gun on the floor next to the stall.

“It was an accident,” he said when he saw his brother.

“Give me the gun, Stafford,” Christy said, his voice so quiet it seemed he hadn’t spoken at all. And easing himself into the stall, he knelt down next to the little mare. “Hurry now. She’s in pain. You’ll have to hold her down. Put your knee on her neck.”

But Stafford didn’t have the physical strength to pin down a dying horse, so Christy held the horse steady, and it was Stafford who fired the bullet that euthanized Brenda Bee Hoover.

There were sirens in the distance when Stafford and Christy left Emmett in the barn, and Stafford often wondered if Christy knew they had left the gun behind. But even then, Emmett failed—shooting himself in the head but missing the mark necessary to finish the job.



[image: ]





“I got drunk at a dance on Wolfe Island and had sex with my best friend’s girl.”

“Mister, maybe you should be telling the Father this story.”

“We were all drinking. It wasn’t just me.”

“Mister.”

“I didn’t want to lose him. I wanted to break them up.”

“Okay, maybe we should stop here.”

“And I did. I was successful. I broke them up. I took his girl for a walk outside when he wasn’t looking. I told her how pretty she was. She was cold so I took off my jacket.”

“Mister, I’m just the caretaker here.”

“And when he couldn’t find us, he came looking for us. And he found us.”

“Oh boy.”

“He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me and—”

“What?”

“He started to cry. And then he left.”

“Well, no wonder.”

“We thought he’d gone back to the dance, but when we went to find him, he wasn’t there, so everybody started looking for him and that’s when we saw he’d gone back down to the lake and started across the ice back to Kingston.”

“Mister, this is no good.”

“I went after him, and I went through the ice. Everyone was yelling. I heard them yelling.”

“Oh boy.”

“And that’s when the ice broke. There was a current there and it was pulling me sideways under the ice. I put my hands up, trying to push through, to break the ice, but I couldn’t, and I started—”

“What? You started what?”

“Sinking.”

“Well, don’t stop now, mister—what the hell, excuse me, what happened next?”

“What?”

“Who saved you? Who got you out?”

“Christy. My uncle. He came for me just like he said he would. He broke the ice all around me and he pulled me out—”

“You were real lucky, mister. Some aren’t so lucky. I knew a boy went through off Howe Island, only he—”

“—and then he went after Bobby. The ice was okay farther out. You just had to get past the point. But it was cold, and then it was snowing and there were no tracks.”

“Mister, please—you don’t want to break down like this. It isn’t right.”

“They found him the next morning. He wasn’t in the harbor. He was on the lake. He was on the ice. His father found him.”







CHAPTER 20

Pursuit


It is well said, then, that it is by doing just acts that the just man is produced.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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ROGER NULAND HAD NOT been a very successful lawyer, but he was content with the opportunities that had come his way and content that he had done his best.

He was sixty-four years old for starters, and that alone was significant. Many in his condition had not lasted nearly as long. Hell, most of the guys he went to law school with—the so-called normal guys—hadn’t lasted that long either. They were pretty much retired now. Wealthy if they stayed married to the first wife. Broke if they didn’t. It was, however, getting harder to function physically, and Roger had very nearly turned down the Shepherds when they came to him seeking legal counsel. The truth was, he didn’t want any new clients. He had just enough work to keep him going one last year and it came at a pace he could still handle. New clients meant new responsibilities, and he wasn’t sure he had the strength to meet them. The problem was, Roger liked the family.

Donny and Marilyn Shepherd were two good people in their early forties. They were happy with each other and their big family—proud of their three boys and thrilled with that little girl. Struggling a bit financially? Sure. Worried about money? Of course they were. But they were managing all right. They were getting by like most people get by. They were worried, though, worried because there weren’t any relatives on either side to take their kids in if something happened to them.

Donny Shepherd, well, he was an orphan, plain and simple. Raised by his grandparents the first part of his life, fostered out after they died. Nobody seemed to know anything much about his mother. The birth mother, that is. It was the usual story, though. A teenager, pregnant and alone. She gave Donny up for adoption to his grandparents, Andrew and Susan Shepherd, and moved away. No contact there. No contact wanted. Apparently, there’d been some tragedy involving Donny’s father before Donny was born. Roger’s wife knew a bit about it, but no more than anyone else. It was probably the right decision on the young mother’s part, although a little boy raised by a couple of old-timers on some backwoods farm didn’t sound like the best kind of childhood to Roger. Still, Donny spoke very fondly of his grandparents and that said something. Said a lot, in fact.

And Marilyn’s family? Well, that was a different kind of trouble, wasn’t it? They were just plain hopeless. Small-town misery on a small-town scale. Her dad dead from lung cancer. The mother screaming it out in a nursing home. A cousin in Tamworth. He was a charmer. Welfare fraud and grow-ops. But there was no point in dwelling on any of that. There are always people willing to waste their lives. That would never change. The main problem facing Donny and Marilyn Shepherd ergo Roger Nuland, Barrister & Solicitor, was how best to legally address concerns that there weren’t an awful lot of people lining up to take on four children in the unlikely event and so forth. If Donald Junior were just a little older, they could put him in charge, but fourteen was too young for legal emancipation and they would need an interim guardian for a few years in the meantime.

So Donny Shepherd came up with an idea about some friend of his late father’s. This Stafford Hopkins fellow. Donny seemed to know a lot about him—his childhood, a big career in the TV business, the family background, and so forth. Donny had all kinds of pictures, newspaper articles, scrapbooks, and stories—oh, he had the stories all right. Stories his grandparents told him about his dad and this Hopkins fellow when they were boys. Best friends, apparently. Closer than brothers and so forth. Well, it sounded like a possibility, but there had to be some discussion with the man himself. I mean, you couldn’t just write down the Queen of England in your will and expect her to pop over and pick up your kids in between foxhunts. There had to be some tacit agreement that the guardian named would, in fact, accept. And that’s where it all got a bit messy, because it was impossible to get hold of Stafford bloody Hopkins. The man didn’t take phone calls. He didn’t have an email address. He didn’t respond to messages delivered secondhand, thirdhand, any hand at all really, and there was nobody at any of the studios the man had been so famously associated with who could—or would—provide even so much as a post office box number. It seemed the man lived in three or four different places, traveled extensively, and didn’t, well—he just didn’t take phone calls. He may have made a few from time to time but he certainly didn’t take them.

Check, Mr. Nuland.

But Roger was a determined man, no less determined than Donny Shepherd who suggested they name Stafford Hopkins as interim guardian in the interim document that would serve as the Shepherds’ will in the unlikely event and so forth. They would at least have a preliminary document in place, and that would serve in some legal capacity, wouldn’t it? Stafford Hopkins was, Donny insisted, his late father’s closest friend. Donny’s grandparents had talked about the friendship between Donny’s dad and Stafford Hopkins until the day they died. They were closer than brothers, his grandmother said. Two peas in a pod, his grandfather said. Surely Stafford Hopkins would care about the fate of his best friend’s grandchildren in the unlikely event and so forth. Just put Stafford Hopkins down for now, Donny said, and we’ll track him down later.

Except there wasn’t any later. Only the sudden, awful news that two nice people had gone grocery shopping on New Year’s Eve and been hit broadside by a truck pushing its luck against a yellow light.

Things got busy then for Roger Nuland, Barrister & Solicitor. Neighbors and friends stepped in immediately, of course, with food and funeral arrangements. Marilyn’s useless cousin arrived and did everyone a favor by leaving again soon after, when he heard he wasn’t in the will. The documents were all rounded up—the birth certificates, a marriage license, baptismal documents, school records, bank accounts, and a couple of modest life insurance policies.

And the kids? Well, they were assigned a public guardian and trustee, no choice about that, while Roger Nuland did what he’d promised Donny Shepherd he’d do—track down Stafford bloody Hopkins, come hell or high water, and force the man to accept or decline the legal interim guardianship of Donny and Marilyn Shepherd’s four children.

It had been the letter that did it. An old-fashioned letter sent to the Canadian consulate in Honolulu. It seemed Mr. Hopkins had retained his Canadian citizenship despite his great fame as an American television executive, and with the new protective security measures in place after 9/11, he—like everyone else who didn’t hold a US passport—had been required to register his place of residence with the Canadian consulate in Honolulu. Roger’s letter, thus received by the Canadian consulate, was duly sent on to Stafford’s Maui address, where it slid through the secured mail slot on the wall of an outside courtyard in an elegant, gated community, along with the usual bills and bank statements, the industry magazines, and the junk mail.

Check, Mr. Hopkins.

But no, the man said, when he finally called Roger back. No, he would not accept guardianship, interim or otherwise, of the Shepherd children. He neither knew them nor wished to meet them. The relationship with their grandfather was “ancient history” and no longer “relevant,” he said. Still, he was prepared to provide the children with some degree of financial security by way of honoring what had once been “an association” with the Shepherd family. He would therefore come to Napanee himself, the man said, and address the legal issues involved in establishing trust funds for the four Shepherd children.

Check, Mr. Nuland.
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“The man’s an ice cube,” Roger said to his wife after that first and only telephone call. “He’s all set to organize bank accounts so long as he doesn’t have to meet the kids. I don’t get that.”

“Well, it’s kind of out of the blue, don’t you think?” his wife said. “I mean, he’s sitting there sunning his toes on Maui and gets a letter from you asking him to raise four kids.”

“Maybe,” Roger said. “But that doesn’t explain the coldness. Was he always like that?”

“More like shy, I’d say. He talked to Donny’s father, though. He never said much to the rest of us. They were real tight, those two.”

“That’s what Donny said.”

“So maybe you won’t remember what he said?”

“Donny?”

“No, dear. Stafford.”

“About?”

“About meeting the children. You said he said he didn’t want to meet them.”

“What are you getting at, Tam?”

“Well, if a picture’s worth a thousand words, dearest, what’s the going rate for the face of an Ontario orphan?”

“Oh, you are a clever girl, aren’t you?”

“Come over here, Roger. Come closer to me. Let me rub your feet while you think.”

Roger adored his wife. She was a big, smart girl who talked too much. She bossed him around and told him off when he watched sports on TV. She complained when he snored, and she didn’t like the way he let the newspapers pile up on his side of the bed. In short, she treated him like a normal guy. A regular husband with plenty of room for improvement.

He had come to Napanee looking for someone like her more than thirty years earlier, but the fact that he’d found her remained a source of astonishment to him. He was still a young lawyer then, a young lawyer with cerebral palsy who looked a whole lot better on paper than he did in person. There had been a lot of talk about the rights of people with disabilities in Roger’s day, but not enough to alter the fact that every third-rate legal hack in Toronto who could eat soup properly in a restaurant would always have the jump on a guy like Roger. Roger and soup—well, that was another matter. His right side was pretty good—more cooperative than his left—but it was still no joy to watch him struggle through a meal in public. He knew he was a better lawyer than most. Certainly smarter. But the big guns at the Bay Street firm who hired him as their token loser? They didn’t want the office joke at their breakfast meetings or any of the endless quasi-social events that substituted for legal insight, and any of Roger’s efforts to participate had been social disasters. The truth was, Roger Nuland was too clumsy and too odd looking for Bay Street. And his speech, while pretty good for a guy with CP—well, it deteriorated quickly when he was nervous or tired, at which point he sounded like a duck with a stroke. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

So he’d gotten out early, answering an ad for a second lawyer at a one-man firm in Napanee. It was an advertisement posted by an elderly lawyer who had, Roger discovered, the rudest legal secretary he had ever met in his life. Well, poor old Tam. She got her comeuppance later, he said, when she fell in love with the little frog.

“Don’t you question my taste in men, Roger Nuland,” she snapped. “I didn’t settle for a frog!”

At sixty-four, however, Roger was feeling increasingly froglike. He’d managed on braces for most of his life, but the wear and tear on his joints and the increase in pressure sores and skin breakdown along his forearms and at his elbows had put him into a wheelchair at last. He knew he was losing bone and muscle mass more rapidly now, and he was beginning to suffer a marked increase in bowel and bladder problems—all perfectly normal for an old guy with CP but no less embarrassing. But somehow he knew he had to see the Shepherds’ wishes carried out, and if he could do that without causing the children any further distress, he would have the satisfaction of believing, finally, that he really was the prince dear old Tam always said he was.
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Stafford had not expected to find a massive legal firm in Napanee, but he was surprised at the shabbiness of the low-slung building that housed the lawyer representing Bobby’s grandchildren. Set on a small side street a few blocks west of the town’s main intersection, the building’s first floor consisted of a laundromat, a dubious-looking pizza joint, a convenience store, and a vacuum repair center. A narrow set of stairs between the convenience store and the laundromat led up to the second floor, where a single door opened onto a long hallway with office doors on either side, some numbered and some not.

Stafford’s instructions were to proceed to Suite #211, but when he came to the end of the sloping hallway, past the offices that promised driving lessons, tax planning, denture repairs, and ear candling, Suite #211 was not among them. He retreated along the hallway, checking each door a second time, but clearly there was no door marked #211. He paused, finally, outside the office of William (Billy) S. Elwig Inc. Driving Academy and, not knowing what else to do, knocked.

“Door’s open,” came a voice from inside, so Stafford opened the door and entered.

“I’m looking for—” he started to say but got no further.

“Roger,” the man said. “Downstairs. They moved a couple of weeks back. The stairs, eh? Go down around the side. By the laundromat there. I think they got the sign up.”

“Thanks,” Stafford said.

“You bet,” the man said.

Stafford made his way back downstairs and around the side of the building, where he found the side door, as promised—a door marked SUITE #111, ROGER NULAND, BARRISTER & SOLICITOR. And with the steady hum from the laundromat, the sound of commercial washing machines and heavy-duty dryers all loaded to capacity, Stafford did not bother to knock, realizing he was unlikely to be heard. Instead, he opened the door and went in.

Oh good God, Stafford thought. It’s a storage room.

It was, in fact, a long, narrow room with no windows. There were two desks on either side of the room, one of them pushed up against the wall, the other not. Books were stacked on top of shelves that were already overcrowded. A tall bank of gray filing cabinets covered most of the back wall and a small fridge was shoved into a corner next to a card table with a kettle, a coffeemaker, and an assortment of mismatched cups and water glasses. It was, Stafford thought, a room of unparalleled shabbiness. A tight, claustrophobic space, poorly lit and poorly ventilated, and he was momentarily embarrassed that he had come. Embarrassed that he had somehow been duped into coming all the way from Maui to Napanee to conduct business in an underground tomb.

Well, shit, he thought. Shit.

A large woman with gray hair was sitting behind the desk closest to the door, the desk pushed slightly out into the room as if to convey a kind of reception area. She was doing a crossword puzzle, but she put it down and smiled broadly at Stafford when he entered, clearly oblivious to how pathetically inadequate the legal offices of Roger Nuland, Barrister & Solicitor, would appear to anyone not raised by wolves.
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“Ah, there you are, Stafford! We’ve been waiting for you.”

“Am I late?”

“No, no. You’re not late. You’re bang on time. Unlike Roger, I’m afraid, who is always late. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

“Roger?”

“Well, I can’t very well call him Mr. Nuland, can I? Cream and sugar?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“How do you like your coffee, Stafford?”

“None. I mean, I don’t want any coffee.”

“Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”

“I won’t.”

“You don’t look well, Stafford. Are you feeling all right?”

“I’m fine.”

“Your voice is sure husky. I hope you’re not getting that sore throat that’s going around. Everybody’s got it. I had it last week. It lasts about three or four days and then it turns into a nasty head cold. But some people have it worse. Roger’s sister ended up with bronchitis. She’s been coughing all winter.”

“I wouldn’t mind a glass of water.”

“I can make you a pot of tea.”

“Just water, thanks.”

“Help yourself, then. Behind you. Take one of the clean glasses off the tray there.”

“Thank you.”

“How was the trip?”

“The trip?”

“Yes, the trip from Hawaii.”

“The trip was long.”

“I know it! We went to Hawaii last year. It takes forever to get there, doesn’t it? From Napanee, I mean. And we missed the last connecting flight from Honolulu to the Big Island by just ten minutes. That’s where we went. The Big Island. Roger wanted to see the volcano. So we had to spend the whole night in the Honolulu airport waiting for the first flight the next morning. But we had a wonderful time once we got there. We stayed in a condo in Hilo. Have you been to Hilo?”

“I live on Maui. I haven’t been to the Big Island.”

“Oh, you should go. It’s lovely. We’d go back again if—”

“Look, I’m sorry, but exactly how late do you think Mr. Nuland is likely to be? I have to be in Toronto by three o’clock and I really don’t have any time to spare.”

“Oh, not long. Roger called from Morven about half an hour ago and said he was on his way.”

“He lives in Morven?”

“No, he lives here in Napanee with me.”

“With you?”

“I’m Tammy Nuland, Stafford. I’m Roger’s wife.”

“Oh.”

“You don’t recognize me, do you? Here I am babbling on and you don’t even remember me. You must think I’m some kind of nut! I sat behind you in Miss Arnold’s class—next to Bobby, Stafford. I’m Tammy—”

“You’re Tammy Bell,” Stafford finished. “Tammy Bell.”

“Well, it’s Tammy Nuland now, but yes, Bell was my maiden name. I guess I’ve changed. So much for WeightWatchers! Oh my gosh, are you all right? You’ve gone bright red in the face. You’re not blushing, are you? Good grief, don’t be embarrassed. It’s been forty years! And then some!”

“Toad-face.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“That’s what you called him,” Stafford answered. “Toad-face Shepherd,” he said, and for a moment he thought he would reach across the desk that separated them and strike her.

Instead, he put the water glass down carefully and he stepped away from Tammy Bell and then he turned toward the door, knowing that if he left now, right now, he might escape after all. He would just walk away like he had stumbled into the wrong place, and he wouldn’t stop or turn around when she came to the door and called after him. He would just get into the car he rented in Toronto and he would drive away. There was no one who could stop him. No one who could tell him what he could and could not do. No one who could reach hold of his coat and pull him back into a storage room masquerading as a legal office where Tammy Bell sat, rambling on about her pathetic little holidays and a husband too stupid to arrive at an important meeting on time.

“Stafford,” she said. “People change.”

“That’s right,” he said. “They die.”

“It was a very long time ago,” she said. “I thought you’d be over it. We were children. Children can be cruel, you know. But not forever. Not always.”

“Oh, be quiet,” he said.

“Stafford.”

“Shut up! Don’t talk. Don’t say anything.”

“Stafford, please,” she said, and he could see her face reddening now with embarrassment.

“I’m out of time,” he said. “Tell your husband he’ll have to contact me through my attorneys. I can’t wait any longer.”

Stafford made his move then, his mind suddenly clear, as if his strength had returned at last. But when he placed his hand on the doorknob, it would not turn in his grip. Instead, it locked, and when he loosened his grip to try again, he felt it begin to turn the other way. There was someone on the other side of the door, he realized. Someone seeking access from the outside. So he stepped back, waiting for the door to open, but it flew open instead, crashing into the inside wall of the office with a great bang that shook the pictures on the wall.

“Lucy!” somebody said, and Stafford’s world shifted.
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“Really, Mr. Hopkins! We’ve been through this before. Telos is an end, not a prediction. An end pulling reality in its wake, an outcome realized.”

“Chance, nature, compulsion, habit, reason, passion, and yes, desire, Mr. Hopkins, desire. In Aristotle’s world, all human actions have one or more of these seven causes.”

“No, no, no, Mr. Hopkins. Logos is quite separate from cause. Logos entails light and reason. The criteria for happiness are quite specific. Logos, virtue, and activity.”

“Why? Because why lies at the heart of logos. Reverse course, Mr. Hopkins! Turn toward Athens! The hounds snap fierce at your heels.”
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First, a girl, a toddler in diapers clinging to the door handle, her feet just touching the floor. Then a boy, a little boy with glasses and dirty hair shouting at the girl he called Lucy. A man following them—an elderly misshapen man in a wheelchair, his head tipped to one side. An older boy then, a tall blue-eyed teenager who stood blocking the door, his face set to reveal nothing. And Tammy Bell was up, Stafford realized, up and on her feet, moving quickly around the side of her desk toward the man in the wheelchair, a man she called Roger, both of them speaking rapidly in a verbal shorthand about pancake breakfasts and crowded roadside restaurants. And the noise, Stafford thought, the noise.

“Lucy!” someone shouted. “Stop it!”

“Andy, let go of her. Right now,” someone said, and the little girl dropped to the floor and began to wail.

“Stop kicking,” someone said.

“Andy,” someone said. “Just leave her alone. Don’t pull on her!”

“Roger, you’re late,” Tammy Bell said. “I’ve been worried.”

“I know, I know. Are you all right, my dear? You look flushed.”

“I’m fine, Roger. Just very happy to see you, dear.”

“And I see Mr. Hopkins is already here. Welcome to Napanee, Mr. Hopkins. Welcome home, I should say.”

“Her diaper needs changing,” someone said. “She’s done it again.”

“Well, I’m not doing it,” someone said.

“Are you kids hungry?” Tammy Bell said. “I’ve got snacks in the fridge. I guess you don’t want lunch yet, do you?”

“We had breakfast,” someone said. “We had pancakes on the way.”

“We stopped in Morven, Tam. Busy, though. A bit slow, I’m afraid.”

“I had a waffle,” someone said. “It was burned.”

“Andy,” someone said. “Don’t.”

And in the midst of the noise and the chaos, Stafford could see the man in the wheelchair approaching him, his lips moving, spit flying. Too close, too close, Stafford thought, but there was no room to retreat now. Stafford’s back was pressed against the storage room wall, two screaming children at his feet and the open doorway blocked by the glowering teenager who would not look at him.

“Well now, let’s see,” the man said. “I guess you already know Tam. An old classmate of yours, yes? I’m Roger, of course, Roger Nuland. And that’s little Lucy on the floor with Andy there, next to her. Andy’s five. Six, is it? Well, I stand corrected! Maybe get Miss Lucy off the floor there, would you, Tam? And that big fellow at the door, well, that’s Donald Junior, isn’t it? He’s a big help to his brothers and sister. A big help to me too. Tam, dear? Could you get me out of this coat? I’m all jumbled up here. Oh, wait a minute. Careful. I think I’ve got my arm twisted back. Okay. That’s good. Yes, that’s much better. Wait a minute. Hold on. Not so fast. We’re missing someone. Where’s Bobby, Donald? Where’s your brother? We didn’t leave him at the restaurant, did we? Oh, don’t be alarmed, Tam. I’m just having a bit of fun, that’s all. Ah! Ah, there he is. There’s Bobby. Come in, come in, Master Shepherd!”

Later Stafford would claim that the only thing he really remembered was the noise. There was the screaming, of course, the unrelenting wail from poor Lucy, who lay on her back kicking the floor. Andy, no less distraught, shouting at her to stop, begging her to get up. Donald Junior, tall, glowering Donny barking at them to be quiet. Strange, clever little Roger Nuland talking steadily in spit-filled bursts of sound. Tammy Bell, loud, nervous, repetitive, but moving quickly for such a heavy woman, taking jackets and coats and organizing chairs, pushing unwanted juice boxes into hands with instructions not to squeeze them. The steady drone of the laundromat next door. The sound of Lucy’s feet kicking the floor. The unrelenting fury of a child wanting its mother. A drumbeat.

Yes, Stafford would say later, the only thing he remembered was the noise. It was a noise, he said, to wake the dead. A noise that filled up the room like the sound of too many birds on a rooftop.

But what he really remembered, more than noise, more even than the pounding of his own heart, was the sudden calmness in his mind when Bobby Shepherd came, finally, through the door and into the storage room that day.

“Where’d you get to, Bobby?” someone said, but there was no response. No response from the boy with the pale-green eyes and the red hair.

“Do you want a juice box, Bobby?” someone said, but Bobby only smiled and shook his head.

And then, making his way into the room, carefully slipping past his brothers and his sister, past a crippled man and an overweight woman, Bobby Shepherd approached Stafford Hopkins with one hand buried deep in his pocket, the other extended, as if somehow, he knew that Stafford would have to make the final decision himself.

Here is a boy with pale-green eyes and red hair, Stafford thought. A boy who speaks without the heaviness of memory and water. A boy at the edge of his childhood.

“You’re Stafford Hopkins,” the boy said. “You’re my grandfather’s friend.”

“Our grandfather, Bobby,” someone said. “Not just yours.”

A silence. And Roger Nuland, smiling.

Check, Mr. Hopkins. Checkmate.







PART THREE

Thumos

Courage







CHAPTER 21

Decision


You will never do anything in this world without courage.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Thursday, March 13, 2003

Toronto

IT WAS SURPRISINGLY EASY, he thought, to take somebody else’s children out of the country.

The legal work was in perfect order, thanks to Roger Nuland, and no one had mounted a challenge to Stafford’s appointment as interim guardian and trustee of an estate that included a heavily mortgaged house and four minor children, one of whom seemed to be mentally challenged. To complicate matters, none of the children had passports, but while there was talk of strengthening border security into the United States for Canadian citizens, obligatory passports for minors were not yet in effect.

“It might be a good idea to start the application process sooner rather than later,” Roger advised. “I’m afraid our nine/eleven world is here to stay.”

In the meantime, a birth certificate for each of the children would suffice, along with a briefcase of legal and other documents meticulously organized by Tammy Bell. The difficult part was not taking Bobby’s grandchildren to Hawaii but knowing what to do with them when they got there. And this, he knew, would necessitate a conversation with Agnes, which was something he had attempted to do from Roger Nuland’s office on Monday afternoon.
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“Hello, Agnes.”

“Stafford, how’s the throat? Where are you? You must be in Toronto. Were the roads clear?”

“I’m still in Napanee,” he said. “There’s been a delay.”

“Delay?”

“A postponement, Agnes. A change of plans. Something’s come up.”

“I know what a delay is, Stafford.”

“There’s nothing to worry about. I just need to tie up some loose threads here in Napanee and then I’ll be on my way,” he said. “On my way home.”

“Loose threads,” she said. “Is there anything you need to tell me?”

“Nothing that can’t wait,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few days. I’ll call you from Vancouver.”

“Stafford!”
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He had lost his nerve, and in the ensuing three days, he had failed to regain it. He had failed to call back and communicate to his wife of thirty-two years that he had accepted the responsibility asked of him by the late son of a childhood friend; a friend he never talked about, a son he had never met. Well, there would be time enough for communication later, he decided. Agnes was not good on the phone. She got too excited and jumped ahead of the conversation. She would feel different when she met the children and understood the circumstances. He would sit down with her calmly, face-to-face, and they would work out the arrangements together. It was not that complicated. There were four children. They would need to go to school for a while, during which time they would grow up, make plans for the future, and leave. With Stafford’s fortune, a little planning, and the passage of time, none of this was unmanageable. Agnes would realize this when she met them. Until then, he would concentrate on getting himself and the four Shepherd children on the first available flight from Toronto to Maui. This, however, proved more difficult than he anticipated.

“I’m sorry, sir, we have nothing left in first class.”

“All right,” he said, “five in business class.”

“I have one left.”

“One.”

“Well, it’s spring break.”

“I don’t want to sit by myself, Bobby.”

“You won’t, Andy. We’ll all sit together.”

“We need five chairs, Bobby. One for you, one for me, one for Donny, and—”

“They’re called seats, Andy. Not chairs.”

“We need five.”

“Yes, we do.”

“All right, I’ve got five left in economy, sir. How old is your granddaughter?”

“She’s not my granddaughter.”

“I’m six.”

“Andy, be quiet.”

“Sorry, Donny.”

“She’s three.”

“Then you’ll need five seats, sir.”

“Tell the lady I don’t want to sit by myself, Bobby.”

“She knows, Andy.”

“Sir?”

“Five seats together, economy, Toronto to Maui.”

“Together?”

“Together.”

“You may have to change planes a few times.”

“Fine.”

They left Toronto on Thursday morning, five seats together, on a flight to Winnipeg via Thunder Bay, where they changed planes and flew to Calgary via Saskatoon. Delayed by de-icing issues in Saskatoon, they arrived later than expected in Calgary and missed the connecting flight to Vancouver when Andy threw up on Stafford’s Berluti shoes after running the length of the airport on a full stomach of warm Sprite. They were delayed another two hours in Calgary until five seats together came up on a flight to Kelowna, which connected them to a charter flight to Maui populated by vacationers already drunk from preflight mai tais in the departure lounge. Flying west and into the sun, Stafford felt suspended somewhere between daylight and darkness, reclaiming hours already lived. It was, he said later, a long trip.

“This is nice,” Andy said when they found their seats in the last row of the plane where seats could not be pushed back and the sound of toilets flushing in the rear washrooms could be heard even over the sound of the engines and the merriment of travelers not ready, as Agnes would say, to shut the fuck up.

“This is nice,” Andy said again and leaned into Stafford’s shoulder, at which point Lucy dropped her pacifier and began to cry.

Stafford had never flown with a child before, and now he had four of them. When Callie was small and they took her with them on holidays, Agnes invariably went ahead with one or two of the nannies and Callie would travel first class surrounded by women whose sole function was to ensure that she was appropriately stimulated and calmed. Stafford would arrive a few days later, held up by business matters he always said, by which time Agnes would have forgotten the many irritations of traveling with their daughter.

So Stafford had never walked the aisles of a plane with a three-year-old in his arms. He had never been stopped at the entrance to business class and asked to return to the economy cabin. He had never changed a diaper in an airplane washroom. He had never crawled under the seat in front of him looking for the keys he dropped when a child batted them out of his hand. He had never had a flight attendant say, “Sorry, one each,” when he asked for a clean blanket or an extra pillow. He had never had to listen to queries from strangers stuffed into their economy seats asking if “the kid” was tired or hungry or just planning to cry all the way to Maui. He had never been head-butted.

But five hours into the last flight, he was past caring. Lucy lay heavily against his chest, stirring only when he moved. The boys were asleep, Andy lying on Bobby’s lap, Bobby leaning into Donny, who sat on the aisle, as far away from Stafford Hopkins as he could get. It had not escaped anyone’s notice that Donny Shepherd had not said a single word to Stafford since they left Napanee.

The Shepherds’ will had safeguarded their right to appoint a guardian and trustee of their choice. It did not ensure it was the right choice or even a good one, and Stafford found himself fluctuating between horror and elation that he had said yes. Yes, to both roles. Yes, he would protect and manage the Shepherds’ estate. Yes, he understood the responsibilities. And yes, he would take them. He would take this angry teenager and his younger brothers who were doing their best to be brave and the little girl who never slept. He would take them from their shabby little home in Napanee, Ontario, to his beautiful house on Maui and there they would decide what to do next. They would figure it out together, and if there was a miracle prior to their arrival, Agnes would be there to welcome them. The public guardian and trustee appointed by the Ministry of the Attorney General had signed off. Roger Nuland had done his job, and it was Stafford’s turn to do his.

He would stay an additional three days in Napanee, he said, and meet with as many local advisers as possible within that time frame. He would then take the children to Maui, where they would make plans for the future.

“Three days!” Tammy Bell had said. “How about three weeks?”

But Stafford knew if he stayed three weeks in Napanee, he would lose whatever courage or stupidity he seemed to have found there. He would fly home on Thursday, he said, and he would take the Shepherd children with him. There was no way around it. It had to be done, and dragging the process out for another month would only make things worse. But he would meet with whomever Roger lined up in the meantime. The rest would have to wait.

Under Roger’s guidance, then, he had met with realtors, insurance agents, and property lawyers on Monday afternoon. He would purchase the house outright, he decided, and hold it in trust for Bobby’s grandchildren until they were old enough to decide what to do with it. There would be no need to sell anything. The contents would be put into storage. The house would be managed by an agency recommended by Tammy Bell. The insurance would be increased. Nothing would be sold.

He had met with the Shepherds’ family doctor on Tuesday morning who told him Andy Shepherd had asthma, Lucy was overdue for her next round of vaccinations, Bobby was allergic to penicillin, and Donny’s broken collarbone would need to be reset if he dislocated his shoulder again.

“How did he—?” Stafford asked.

“Fast pitch.”

“Is he any—?”

“Second place, regional champions.”

“Who—?

“Pickering, 4–3. You’ll need these.”

“What—?”

“Record release forms. One each. Sign, date, and have your doctor send them back here. We can’t forward the files to Maui until we have the releases.”

“I don’t have a doctor on Maui.”

“I thought you lived in Hawaii.”

“I do, but my doctors are in LA.”

“Oh, that’ll be handy.”

He had met with teachers, principals, and school guidance counselors on Tuesday afternoon, all of whom cautioned him about the danger of pulling children out of school following a traumatic event. The Shepherd boys had already missed too much school. Bobby would likely catch up without too much intervention. He was a good student, independent and reasonably organized for a twelve-year-old boy, which was to say, not much. But Donny was behind in English and math even before the accident and he might not make the year if he missed any more school. He needed to get back into the classroom, back into his normal routine. A troubled teenager without a routine was a recipe for disaster. And Donny Shepherd was troubled.

Andy Shepherd was in a category of his own. He was not going to pass grade one and it was unlikely he would ever be classified as a mainstream student. There were signs of significant learning disabilities and he needed to be assessed. His parents had been reluctant to accept that there was anything wrong with their youngest son other than an excess of affection for others. They did not want him tested. But he was floundering, and the other children were not always kind to him. He couldn’t read. He didn’t know the alphabet. He had boundary issues. He hugged the other children and kissed them. It was inappropriate, and the children had complained to their parents, who had complained to the principal, who had told the teacher to do something about it. But Andy was oblivious to social signals. He couldn’t transition smoothly between activities. He wet his pants. He fell asleep in class. He had poor hand-eye coordination. He couldn’t remember his teacher’s name. He sucked his thumb. He had trouble counting. He didn’t recognize pattern numbers. He drooled.

“Well, what can he do?” Stafford had finally asked when the long list of Andy’s failings had been presented to him by the guidance counselor.

“Do?”

“Is he good at anything?”

“Well, he hasn’t been assessed. That’s the problem. I mean, there are so many learning disabilities now. This is a very complex area, Mr. Hopkins. There are no simple answers.”

“I’m asking for your assessment.”

“Mine?”

“Yes, yours. Is there anything this little boy does well?”

“Well—he’s hopeful. I’ll give him that.”

He had met with the elderly couple who lived next door to the Shepherds’ house on Tuesday evening. They wanted a private meeting, they said, preferably with a lawyer present. The Shepherds’ cat had moved in with them and needed to be dewormed and would Mr. Hopkins want that done before they sent the cat to Hawaii, and would he be covering the expenses?

He had met with the Shepherds’ bank manager on Wednesday morning who went through the accounts and told him Donald Shepherd took a hit when the factory downsized and never made up the losses.

“It’s a mess,” he said, “but I expect you know that. Not enough time. Not enough money. I never saw a man try that hard.”

He had met with a girl named Dakota who stopped him on the street outside the bank. She had something for Donny, she said, a T-shirt he had left at her house.

“Trust me,” she said, as if Stafford might decline the item she twisted in her hands. “He’ll want it back.”

He had met with the family dentist on Wednesday afternoon who gave him a box of dental records and two additional retainers for Donny, who had a tendency, he said, to lose them.

“Bobby’s missing a lateral incisor and Andy has an OMD. These are great kids, by the way. I hope you know that. Great kids. I’ve known them all their lives. I knew their dad before he met Marilyn.”

“A what?”

“Orofacial myofunctional disorder. He’s a tongue thruster. I’m not a fan of the new appliances, not for a boy like Andy. Speech therapy is a better option. Your family dentist will have an opinion, but in Andy’s case, and Lucy’s, you might want to find a pediatric dentist. Between Lucy’s pacifier and Andy’s thumb, things could go south in a hurry. And watch the apple juice. That stuff is lethal.”

“You knew their dad?”

“Twenty-three years. We met at Queen’s.”

“I didn’t know he went to Queen’s.”

“He didn’t. He worked on the maintenance crew. I was in first-year science. I didn’t make the Queen’s hockey team, so I joined a beer league. Don was a right-winger.”

“Good player?”

“Better than some, but we’re talking beer league here.”

“Why didn’t he go to university?”

“You know, I used to ask him that all the time. Not so much after he met Marilyn, though. He was nuts about her, and when he got the job at the Alcan factory, they got married and moved to Napanee. I was his best man.”

“What did he say?”

“About what?”

“When you asked him why he didn’t go to university—why he shoveled snow and fixed toilets instead of going to class.”

“He said it wouldn’t change anything. He knew what he wanted.”

“To work on a maintenance crew.”

“Don Shepherd wanted to get married and have a bunch of kids. He didn’t want to be lonely. He never said that directly, but that’s what I think now, and I’ve been thinking about it a lot since the accident. You know, Stafford—you don’t mind if I call you Stafford, do you?”

“Please do.”

“I’ve been divorced twice. My first wife is suing me for a fifty percent share in a cottage I bought after the divorce, which is now owned by my second wife. Ex-wife, I should say. My son goes to a private school in Toronto. He’s in grade seven. He’s busy. His mother tells me he’s gifted, but I wouldn’t know because I never see him, and when I do, he tells me he’s bored. I think he’s boring. Don and Marilyn were happy, and their kids were happy because their parents were happy. I don’t know why but they were, and I’ll miss seeing that. Here, don’t forget the retainers. And good luck. Keep in touch.”

And last, and in some ways against his better judgment, he had met with the minister who had married Donny and Marilyn, baptized their children—and presided over their parents’ funerals.

“There are a lot of people praying for them right now,” he said, ushering Stafford into the church office. “Would you like to hear about the funeral? Here, let me get you some coffee. It’s decaf.”
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“Keep in touch,” the dentist said. But what would that look like? Stafford asked himself now, sitting upright in the last row of a charter flight to Maui, Lucy fast asleep in his arms as the plane commenced its final descent into Kahului Airport.

It had been six days since he left Maui. His car would be in the parking lot. There were no car seats and not enough room in the trunk for the luggage. Andy could manage without a car seat. Donny could hold Lucy on his lap. It was late and the roads would be clear. They would be home by midnight if nothing went wrong. Six days, he thought.







CHAPTER 22

Fear


Fear is pain arising from the anticipation of evil.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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Thursday, March 13, 2003

Maui

SIX FUCKING DAYS, SHE thought. Six fucking days of Stafford fucking Hopkins bullshit.

And she couldn’t tell anyone. It was too humiliating. She couldn’t tell her tennis pro. She couldn’t tell her friends. And she certainly couldn’t tell the idiot standing in her front hallway trying to figure out why the new security system still wasn’t fucking working that her husband, the brilliant and infamous Stafford fucking Hopkins, didn’t think his wife was important enough to tell her where he was.

“Okay, Mrs. Hopkins, so you’re sure you’re not deactivating the zone light when the memory light is flashing? Because that will disarm the system if you use the four-digit access code instead of the six-digit master code or—or—if the memory light is on and an alarm has occurred during the last alarm period.”

“Or—or—it just doesn’t fucking work!”

“Mrs. Hopkins, I appreciate that you’re upset, but it’s getting late and I’ve been working on this since noon.”

“I do apologize. We fired the other security company for a reason. We had a break-in and the alarm didn’t go off. Kind of a failure, I’d say. So we need to make this work, preferably before the next break-in.”

“You’ll have to change the codes.”

“Why?”

“Well, because you fired the other company.”

“Right.”

“Pick something you’ll remember. Your anniversary. Your birthday. Your mother’s birthday.”

“September 1, 1930.”

“You’re not supposed to tell me, Mrs. Hopkins.”

But there had been another break-in. Not her house again, thank God! One of the unoccupied houses on the far side of the complex. There were three houses on that side and two of them were for sale. They were not prime lots, and the homes built there were smaller and shared a pool. The third house was in a rental pool managed by the owners’ association, which disliked renters almost as much as it did property owners who needed the extra income. Don’t buy here if you can’t afford it was the general consensus among the other owners. Buy a condo. Go to Florida.

So everyone was understandably jittery. Tense! The police had been by twice that day. They were questioning everyone. Cheryl told her Jim lost it—just totally and completely lost it—when the police tramped across his new lawn, but Agnes was conciliatory, appreciative even of what the police could or could not do if they felt like it.

No, they told her. No, they didn’t think there was a connection between the two break-ins. Yes, they were concerned. Very concerned. Tighten up security, they told her, until we make an arrest. Keep your doors and windows locked at night and don’t open your door to anyone unless they’ve been cleared by gatehouse security.

Yes, she would do that, she told them. She would lock everything up and set the new alarm system on loud. And if anyone came through her front door without her knowledge or consent, she would lock herself in the bathroom and call 911.

In truth, Agnes was afraid. She hadn’t slept for days. The old nightmares had returned, and when the trade winds came up in the afternoons, rattling the umbrellas and stirring up the water in the swimming pool, she roamed the house like a ghost looking for a familiar chair. How could Stafford leave her here in this great dark house all by herself? There was no long sunset in Hawaii. Just the steady descent of a sun into the sea, and after that, nothing.

She would take one of Cheryl’s sleeping pills, she decided. She would lock up, set the new code, and take a pill. Stafford wouldn’t be home that night. All the regular flights from the mainland arrived before ten. A few charters came later, but nothing, she thought, nothing in this world or the next would put Stafford Hopkins on a charter flight to Maui. The pill would knock her out, the alarm would wake her up, and if the shit hit the fan, well, she had a gun now, didn’t she.
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Even Donny smiles when they land, a brief lapse of teenage judgment that he corrects when he sees Stafford watching him.

“Aloha,” the flight attendants are saying. “Welcome to Maui.”

“I can’t talk Hawaii,” Andy says. “Can you talk any Hawaii, Bobby?”

“We’re in the USA, Andy. Americans talk English.”

“What kind of English?”

“They’re just saying hello and stuff,” Donny says. “Aloha is ‘hello’ in Hawaiian.”

“Helloha,” Andy says.

“Ah-lo-ha,” Donny says. “There’s no hello in it.”

“Hello-ahh,” Andy says again. And then, “Hello-ha!”

“Andy, please,” Donny says. “Don’t talk.”

“Sorry.”

“You can practice later,” Bobby tells him. “We’ll work on it together, okay?”

The doors to the plane open and the balmy night air drifts down the crowded aisles to the back of the plane. The children look up when the air reaches them and they seem suddenly younger to Stafford, their tired faces curious and still. Andy turns to Stafford.

“It’s soft.”

“What’s soft, Andy?”

“The air. It’s soft.”

“That’s humidity,” Donny says.

“Hu-what?”

They will be the last people off the plane, Stafford tells them, which makes Andy happy because it gives him time to search through the seat pockets for souvenirs.

“Okay, our turn,” Stafford says when the aisles are finally clear. “Don’t leave anything behind. Andy, you follow Donny. Bobby, can you get my keys off the floor? I dropped them under the seat there.”

“Should we bring these old diapers?” Andy asks.

“Let’s not,” Stafford says, and Donny smiles a second time.

There is a woman inside the airport hoping to sell a few more flowers to this last cargo of passengers. “Aloha,” she says, holding the bright, fragrant garlands in her hands. She smiles and Lucy reaches for her, squirming until Donny has to put her down and let her walk for herself.

“Watch her,” Stafford says. “I’ll get the luggage. Andy, do you want to help me?”

“I don’t know where it is,” Andy says.

“I know where it is,” Stafford says, but Andy turns to Bobby.

“I don’t remember what our suitcases look like, Bobby,” he says.

“Why don’t you stay here?” Bobby says. “You can help Donny watch Lucy.”

Bobby follows Stafford to the luggage carousel, where they stand waiting for their bags to slide through the chute.

“It may take a while,” Stafford says.

“It’s okay,” Bobby says. “There’s a lot to look at. We don’t have to talk.”

And they don’t. They don’t talk then, and they don’t talk when their luggage finally arrives and they find Stafford’s car in the parking lot, and they don’t talk on the long drive to Stafford’s house.

“Where are we going now, Bobby?” Andy asks, but there is no answer.







CHAPTER 23

Fate


The best tragedies are conflicts between a hero and his destiny.

—Aristotle, Poetics
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Friday, March 14, 2003

Maui

IT WAS A THIRD-QUARTER moon, a waning moon, and it rose from the east shortly after midnight. It would reach its midpoint in the sky at sunrise and set six hours later at noon, when human eyes could no longer see it. Until then, it would rise steadily from the east, a moon without the strength of a full moon or the energy of a new one.

It had taken Stafford longer than he expected to get out of the airport, but he had managed to fit all of the Shepherds’ luggage, a mishmash of old suitcases and duffel bags, into the car by securing the half-open trunk with his Louis Vuitton belt. He did not want to make his arrival home any more complicated than necessary. There was nowhere to store the luggage at the airport, and dealing with a taxi driver at the front door would be disruptive. It would wake Agnes, and he did not, under any circumstances, want to wake his wife up in the middle of the night with four children in tow. She was a light sleeper, but if they were quiet and came in through the garden gate on the far side of the property, she would not hear them. There was a guest suite on that side of the house with two queen beds, a separate sitting room, and a bathroom. Bobby and Donny could help him get Lucy and Andy into one of the beds. The older boys could take the other. Stafford would sleep on the sofa in the sitting room. They would get the luggage from the car in the morning. It was not complicated. Maybe they would order breakfast from the Ritz-Carlton. Agnes might not have much on hand.

It was a lonely drive through the sugarcane fields to Maalaea Bay, but when they reached the turnoff to Kapalua, the moon rose over the West Maui Mountains, illuminating their first glimpse of the water.

“We follow the coast now,” Stafford said, and Bobby nodded.

Andy and Lucy were asleep in the back seat, sitting on either side of Donny, who looked away when Stafford caught his eyes in the rearview mirror. It would be better not to talk, Stafford decided. The boy was on the edge, and if he lost control now and in front of Stafford, the damage would be permanent. If we can just get through this, he wanted to say, but what came after that eluded him, and in truth, it terrified him, the man once called the toughest son of a bitch in network television. The philosopher king, said the few. A royal Canadian asshole, said the many.
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Stafford’s television career was legendary for three reasons: He was successful, he was an outsider, and he was fired. He didn’t write, act, or direct and he never participated in the physical production of a TV show. He was not an agent or a business manager. He was not a production accountant or an investment banker, and he was not a lawyer. He was instead an educated generalist who understood the audience and their need, collectively and individually, for catharsis.

“Television is a safe place for loneliness,” he said in an interview following his then-contentious appointment as network CEO. “The telling of stories may have evolved technically from the work of Euripides, Sophocles, or, in the case of comedy, Aristophanes, but our response is the same. When the truth closes in, the tension builds.”

People smirked, of course, when he talked like that, so he learned to rephrase the pronouncements of a philosopher with the thumbs up, thumbs down certainty of an emperor, which is what he became.

But he had no anticipation of that when he applied for a job in Los Angeles as a research adviser on a feature film about Aristotle. He merely wanted to escape following the death of his son, and Agnes was an American citizen. She could take him from the graveyards of Kingston to a place where fiction was more important than truth, no matter what he pretended to believe later.

The movie about Aristotle was an ambitious project starring a young Swedish actor in the title role. It was 1973, and the spare, claustrophobic realism of Scandinavian films seemed somehow right for a story about a philosopher who, for the most part, talked, walked, and wrote. This was a miscalculation.

Stafford took Agnes to see the Swedish film that had launched the young actor shortly after they arrived in Los Angeles.

“This guy’s our Aristotle,” he told her. “They’re calling him the new Brando.”

But 140 minutes into the film, Agnes walked out midway through the second of two long scenes in which the new Brando was washing dishes.

“Stafford,” she said as she stood up, “this is bullshit. We could be at home washing our own dishes.”

“Shhh,” he said, “people can hear you.”

“All right, Swedish bullshit. I’ll wait for you in the lobby.”

The movie about Aristotle was, as Agnes anticipated, a failure, but while it scuttled a few careers, including the new Brando’s, it launched Stafford’s. People liked him then, and because they liked him, they talked about him. He was a brilliant, good-looking Canadian guy who learned fast. He kept his mouth shut in meetings and survived a laughable association with the worst movie of the year. So when word got out that he was worth a second look, introductions were made, and a few months later, Stafford was offered a job as a reader by a junior development executive at one of the lesser studios, an executive in need of a brain faster than his own.

“I’ll need full coverage by noon, Staff,” he would say, handing Stafford a stack of scripts. “Sorry about the short notice, pal, but they’ve moved the meeting up.”

“No problem,” Stafford would say, because there wasn’t one.

He had plowed through manuscripts in ancient Greek as a doctoral student. A few hundred pages of American dialogue was easy. It was dialogue with purpose, though, and Stafford was fascinated by the skill of one writer over another.

It took Stafford three years to make the jump from reader to project analyst to development executive, and it was there he did what the majority of other development executives couldn’t do. He picked the winners. Not once, or even twice, but with a consistency that made him envied and disliked and valuable. It was not simply a matter of one script being better than another. It was an intricate web of factors, a great ball of string to some, a perfect package to others. Untangling the threads came easily to Stafford once he grasped their individual purpose. Philosophy had expanded his ability to think, Aristotle had clarified its purpose, and television provided him with a lucrative arena in which to prove it. People said his rise to the top was meteoric, but it was far more methodical than that. He had to learn the parts of this new world before he could fit them together. He would jump, in time, from the lesser studio to a better one and from there, to the network.

“I’ve become an alchemist,” he told Agnes on the night of his first major step up the studio ladder. “Show me the lead and I’ll show you the gold.”

“Yeah, well, they’ll be showing you the door, Stafford, if you talk like that at work.”

“Oh, I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean? Oh my God. Stafford, you didn’t!”

“VP Creative.”

“You got it! Holy shit!”

“Agnes.”

“I’m sorry but this is fu-rociously amazing! We have to celebrate. I’m calling Dana and Brucie. Get out the champagne!”

“Not the Browns, Agnes.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ll be firing Brucie first thing in the morning.”

“Why?”

“Because he doesn’t know the difference between gold and lead.”

“But they’re our friends.”

“Agnes, we don’t have any friends. We have people we like, respect, tolerate, and fear, and we are on very friendly terms with all of them. But they are not our friends, Agnes.”
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Andy stirred when the big gates opened. Stafford had lowered his window and was saying something to a man in a uniform. There was another man, Andy thought, with a dog that barked, but it was too dark to see. He would ask Bobby about the dog later, he thought. Bobby would remember.

“Welcome back, Mr. Hopkins,” the man said, and the car drove through the gates and into the darkness.

“We live at the top of the hill,” Stafford said. “It has a view of the water.”

“I can’t see anything,” Andy said.

“Tomorrow,” Bobby whispered.

“We have a swimming pool,” Stafford said.

“Okay,” Andy said.

Up the hill Stafford drove to the high sloping ridge where he had built his house. It was a lonely lot, the realtor had said, but Stafford purchased it along with the lots on either side to protect his privacy. He had not come to Maui to make friends with the neighbors, he said. There were no houses above his, and at night it was generally quiet. But sometimes you could hear the sound of cats howling in the wild bushland above the outer walls of the property. There was a plague of feral cats on Maui, thousands upon thousands of them, the wild descendants of domesticated cats, lost or abandoned. They preyed on the native birds, and Stafford hated the sound of their wailing cries, knowing they were busy with their killing.

“Banshees,” he once said to Agnes.

“What’s a banshee?”

“A female spirit. The cry of a banshee signals the death of a family member.”

“Who says?”

“It’s Gaelic mythology, Agnes. A banshee is a woman of the barrows.”

“Barrows.”

“A burial ground. A mound of stones over an ancient grave. Multiple graves. A cairn.”

“They’re cats, Stafford. Horrible wild cats and they need to be killed, neutered, or spayed, preferably in some kind of large-scale factory operation.”

“Banshees, Agnes.”

“Fine.”







CHAPTER 24

Evil


Now the serpent was more subtle than any beast of the field.

—Genesis 3:1
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THE NIGHTMARES RETURNED WITH the sound of a coin falling onto the floor. The sleeping pill should have blocked this, Agnes thought, and then the familiar coldness and the sound of more coins falling like stones around her. A gate swinging shut and a treeless plain where grass burns without heat. Where are you now, little Agnes Gardener? You who steals from a dead mother’s hand.

There is no answer. Evelyn lies on the floor, wrapped in a blanket shimmering with countless acts of shame. Agnes is not supposed to be here. She lives with other people now. She doesn’t have a mother, they tell her. Everybody has a mother, Agnes says. Agnes is a defiant little girl. She talks back and sometimes she screams. Be quiet, Agnes. Control yourself. Wash your hands. Your hands are dirty. Your mother tried to kill you, Agnes. Why do you think you are here?

Agnes is seven. She is not safe at home anymore. She is in the System. Agnes knows this. She is not allowed to see her mother, but she remembers the way to the apartment and she knows where the key is hidden. There is a long walk up a hill and then the swimming pool where Arlene taught her to swim and then the park and the bus stop on the other side of the park. She will need money for the bus when she gets across the park. There is a dog barking in the distance. Agnes is afraid of dogs, but she misses her mother. She’ll have to hurry. She mustn’t get caught.
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She tells the man her name is Poppy. Well, he says, that’s a nice name for a little girl walking all by herself. Where are you going, Poppy? I’m going to see my mother, she says. Agnes gets into the car with the man who calls her Poppy. He will take her to see her mother. She likes this new name. Agnes is an ugly name. Everyone tells her this. Why am I called Agnes? she asks her mother. I don’t know, her mother says. The nuns called you that.
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Agnes will lie about the events that follow for the rest of her life. In time, she will perfect the story, changing only the tone of her voice in keeping with Stafford’s request that she try to sound a little less frantic. He will know more than most people, though, more even than he tells Agnes. Stafford is a researcher by nature, and he will dig deep into the circumstances of his wife’s birth and childhood without her knowledge or consent.

He will know that her mother was an unwed teenager named Evelyn Delores Gardener who moved from Big Falls, Wisconsin, to Madison when Agnes was six weeks old. He will know that the father was a high school teacher and a married man. He will know that Evelyn was sent to a Catholic maternity home for unwed mothers, where she was treated badly. He will know that the nuns tried to take Agnes when she was born, but Evelyn, in a show of guts unusual for a teenager of that era, refused to sign the adoption papers. He will know that Evelyn pretended to be a war widow when she got to Madison, worked menial jobs, and was treated for anxiety by a doctor who prescribed a drug called Miltown, a precursor to Valium. That she most likely turned to street drugs when she could no longer afford the pills known for decades to come as Mother’s Little Helpers. That she was arrested for prostitution in 1953. That Agnes was sent to foster care when her mother set the bedroom curtains on fire. Stafford will know that Agnes found her mother’s body on an unauthorized visit and was released from foster care only when her grandmother agreed to take her back to Big Falls, Wisconsin. But he will never know about a little girl named Poppy who got into a man’s car that day.

Agnes will tell the story her own way. Her mother was a young war widow with a baby, struggling to make ends meet. She could stretch a penny, though, and isn’t that a lost art! Always fixing up their tiny apartment with finds from the local flea market. She worked multiple jobs day and night, which meant Agnes was often alone, but children were so much more independent in those days, weren’t they? Agnes was outside with the other neighborhood children, waiting for the ice-cream man to come, the day her mother died. It was a weekly treat. Madison was an oven in the summer! Her mother was unwell that day. I’ll just lie down for a few minutes, she said to Agnes. Wake me up if you need me, sweet pea. Those were her last words. When Agnes went back inside, her mother was dead. It was terrible. A heart problem, the doctor said. A missing valve in the heart. A birth defect.
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Her shoes have come off. She mustn’t lose her shoes. Agnes is in the park, but this is the wrong side of the park. She is not supposed to be on this side of the park. The man has brought her here.

“Never go over on that side of the park, Agnes,” her mother told her. “Stay on the sidewalk near the swings.”

Agnes is six and she is walking with her mother from the bus stop to the pool for her first swimming lesson. She is proud and excited. Her mother tells her about a movie star named Esther Williams who is a champion swimmer. She lives in Hollywood now, her mother says. She has her own swimming pool. Agnes nods. She has wrapped her bathing suit in a towel the way her mother showed her.

“What’s on that side of the park?” she asks.

“Wild dogs,” her mother says. “Now hurry, Agnes. We’ll be late for your swimming lesson.”
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The sun is in her eyes. She can’t see. How will she find her shoes? Agnes shuts her eyes and crawls through the grass, feeling for her shoes. There is one, finally, but when she picks it up, it catches fire in her hand. The man has a knife. Cut off your hand, Poppy, he says. Your hand is melting. Agnes begins to scream. There are people everywhere on this side of the park, but they walk through her, and when he makes her lie down in the burning grass, they walk over her, leaving their footprints on her body. Agnes is here, she cries, but nobody answers. Cut off your hand, he says again, but the knife is in his eye and he shrinks into the grass until he is no longer there.

“Run, Agnes, run,” her mother whispers, and Agnes runs, and when she gets to the edge of the park, there is only one shoe in her hand.
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“What have you done with your shoe, Agnes?” the ice-cream man asks her in his funny voice.

He is a World War I veteran, his face and vocal cords burned by chlorine gas in the battle for Marcheville. He was one of the Indiana boys assigned to the 33rd Illinois National Guard. He had a friend in the cavalry. He lives in their building now and knows many of the neighborhood children by name. They chase him through the streets, asking for treats they cannot pay for. He gives them Popsicles when he can, but he has been reprimanded for this by his supervisor. He is missing an ear, and when he talks, his voice sounds like the wheeze of a rusty gate. His name is Albert.

“I want a Popsicle, Albert,” she says and gives him the change purse. “Orange.”

“Oh, that’s too much money, Agnes,” he says. “You can buy more than a Popsicle with that.”

“Like what?”

“Like how about a Creamsicle?” he says, and he smiles at the little girl whose mother is a whore. “They’re on sale for a nickel.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s National Creamsicle Day,” he says, and he laughs like he has said something funny.

But Albert is right. It is Friday, August 14, 1953, and it is National Creamsicle Day in the United States of America.
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Agnes sits on the curb eating her first Creamsicle, and when she has finished, she chews on the stick for a long time until a policeman comes and takes it away from her.

“Be careful with that,” he says. “You’ll choke.”

He sits down on the curb next to her. He is young and his shoes are black. There are policemen everywhere now and there is an ambulance where the ice-cream truck used to be.

Men go in and out of the building and people stand on the street watching them, and some of them point at Agnes. She tells the policeman what happened. Her mother gave her some money for the ice-cream man. Then she must have died, Agnes says.

“What’s in your hand, Agnes?” the policeman asks.

“A change purse,” she whispers.

“Where did you get it?” he asks, but Agnes doesn’t answer, because men are coming out of the building now and someone is opening the back of the ambulance. Agnes wraps her arms around her knees and cries.

“My mother gave it to me,” she says.

“When did your mother give it to you?” the policeman asks.

“She told me to buy a Popsicle. She told me to run.”

“When?”

“I lost my shoe.”

“Why were you running, Agnes?”

“I lost my shoe.”

“When did you talk to your mother, Agnes?”

Agnes is crying now, and she can’t stop. She cries and cries. They are putting her mother into the back of the ambulance and an older man in a white coat is shutting the doors. He is mad and tells everyone to keep back.

“Get back,” he says.

Her mother is hidden. She is covered so no one can see the way her eye is still open and her forehead holds the imprint of a hand when you touch it.

“The woman’s been dead for three days,” the man says. “My God, what a stench.”

“Come on, Agnes,” the young policeman says. “You can’t stay here.”

It is obvious to everyone what happened. The mother is a known prostitute and a drug addict. The little girl is a runaway from foster care. She came to see her mother, discovered the body, and took the change purse when she heard the ice-cream truck. She left the key in the lock and the door open. The smell took care of the rest.

“Poor kid can’t remember the details. Kept talking about a shoe.”

“She took the change purse? Jesus.”

“Well, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?”

“Oh, fuck off,” the young policeman says, “all of you just fuck off. She didn’t ask to be born.”

“What’s his problem?”

“Leave him alone. His wife just had a baby.”

“So?”

“Never mind.”

The events will be documented in the police report and copied to the caseworker at social welfare, who will add it to the file on Agnes Gardener. Agnes will be reclassified as a child with emotional disturbances. This will make future placements difficult. There are few families in Madison prepared to take in a foster child who steals from a corpse. What’s next for a child like that? And it’s not like you get paid extra for the trouble. Agnes is too young for the Milwaukee County Children’s Home, and technically, it is only for delinquents waiting for their court hearings. And Agnes Gardener isn’t a delinquent yet.

A century earlier, they would have cleaned her up and put her on an orphan train with forty or fifty other abandoned children. They would have sent her west into the rural areas of America where children were wanted. Posters would go up in church halls and general stores: WANTED! HOMES FOR CHILDREN. And when the orphan trains arrived, the children would be lined up on the tracks, hoping—or not hoping—for someone to pick them. It was easier if you were alone. It hurt less if you didn’t have to say goodbye to an older brother or a sister too small to help in the kitchen. People came for one child, after all, not a barnyard of them.

But the time of orphan trains in America was over and Agnes, technically, was not an orphan. She was merely unwanted. Her grandmother would have to come through for her. She would have to overcome the shame of a daughter’s disgrace and take on the responsibility of raising an illegitimate grandchild who screamed at night until she was slapped.







CHAPTER 25

Horror


But we say there are things terrible even beyond human strength.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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IT IS TWO O’CLOCK in the morning when Stafford sets off the new security alarm, a 120-decibel system that sounds like the scream of a woman giving birth in an echo chamber. Across the house, separated by an inner courtyard, a storage room, central hallway, kitchen, pantry, wine cellar, den, two powder rooms, great room, dining room, and the hidden stairs that lead to Stafford’s second-floor office, Agnes reaches for the gun in her bedside table.

It is a Smith & Wesson, and it has a little snub nose and a beautiful brown wooden handle perfect for the smaller hands of a woman or a child. There was a more expensive model with gold accents, but Agnes likes the plainer gun. She likes the double-action, one-pound, aluminum Airweight 37 with the two-inch barrel and the tiny cylinder that holds five rounds.

“That’s the release, there,” the gun man tells her. “No, that’s the hammer. Hammer, firing pin, trigger, release—the release is on the left. Careful. It’s tight for a reason. You need a little more pressure. That’s it. Now slide it open. You might want to practice. There’s a good shooting range at Ukumehame.”

“I’ll do that,” Agnes tells him, but she doesn’t.

Agnes will fire the little gun four times before the night is over. The first bullet will shatter her bedroom window when she confuses the hammer with the release pin, pulling frantically on the trigger until the gun goes off. The second bullet will fire into the ceiling when the recoil from the first shot slams the gun backward and into her shoulder. Well, the gun man warned her, didn’t he? Watch the recoil, he said, and now she knows what that means. She is disoriented, though, disoriented by the throbbing pain in her hand and now her sore shoulder, and by the sound of gunshots and sirens and somewhere in the distance, barking dogs. Agnes is afraid of dogs. Shut the window, she thinks, but the window is broken, and the dogs are drawing closer. And forgetting all her promises to the policeman, Agnes does not lock herself in the bathroom and call 911. She runs instead, gun in hand, through the broken glass and into the hallway, where she leaves a trail of blood on the white wool carpet from a shard of glass now embedded in her left foot. She slips on her own blood when she reaches the smooth tiles of the kitchen floor and fires a third bullet into the dishwasher. She drops the gun and retreats to the corner, shaking and confused, but when she hears the sound of dogs barking and someone pounding on the front door, she picks up the gun and pulls back the hammer with her thumbs. She cannot go out the front door now. She will go to the side entrance and escape through the garden gate. She will run down the hill to Jim and Cheryl’s house.

Regaining her footing, she limps out of the kitchen and through the great room to the guest wing, skirting the vulnerable edges of the antique Oushak rugs. And from there she scurries down the hallway to the side entrance, where she finds Stafford standing just inside the doorway, pounding frantically on the alarm panel.

He has a ridge of dried blood on his chin and there is a cut on the bridge of his nose. He smells like vomit and dirty shirts. He carries a little girl with matted hair who buries her face in Stafford’s shoulder when she sees Agnes. There are two boys standing next to each other, and in front of them stands a wide-eyed little boy whose face is just about level with the gun Agnes still holds in her hand.

“Hello-ha,” he whispers.

“Jesus Christ, Agnes! Turn off this fucking alarm and put the gun down,” Stafford says. “No, don’t drop—”

But Agnes isn’t listening. Agnes is already dropping the gun, which will go off one last time when Andy Shepherd reaches forward to catch it before it hits the floor.

Stafford knew from the thousands of hours of crime shows he had read, watched, or green-lit over the years that handguns rarely fire when they hit the floor. They fire when something interferes with the fall. They fire when someone presses or pulls the appropriate levers in the appropriate order. They fire when there is a bullet in the chamber. But Agnes’s gun had been primed before it hit the floor, and had Andy Shepherd not tried to catch it, it might have fired anyway. It might have spun around on the tile floor, and it might have missed them entirely, or hit one of them in the foot. It would not have hit Lucy, though, because Lucy was still in his arms when the gun fired, and had she not turned to look at Agnes when the gun fell, she would not have been looking over the back of Andy’s head when he tried to catch the falling gun by the barrel.
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“Mimesis,” Stafford once said to an established Hollywood writer, “is an imitation of an action leading to tragedy. It is not an excuse to bypass the laws of probability.”

He had smiled when he said this, knowing that the writer, whom he disliked, would have to endure the moment, surrounded as he was by network executives. To Stafford’s surprise, though, and the subsequent delight of the industry, the writer came out swinging, and when he took his show to another network for eight award-winning seasons, Stafford’s fall from grace was assured.

But the action leading to tragedy in the side entrance of their house that night was not mimesis. It was not an imitation of an action, not Aristotelian theory on ancient tragedy, not a Greek play or a television show. It was little Andy Shepherd trying to ease a situation he couldn’t fully understand. And although time would soften the memory, Stafford and Agnes would never be entirely free of the image of what might have happened that night had Donny Shepherd, catcher for the Napanee Midget Express fast-pitch team and second-place finalists in the 2002 regional championship game against the Pickering Moondogs, not caught the falling gun before his brother did.

It fired anyway, just as Stafford feared it would, the bullet grazing only the hem of his pants on its trajectory into the wall.

“Sorry about that,” Donny said.

“No problem,” Stafford said.

Donny laid the gun gently on the floor and carefully opened the cylinder.

“Just one,” he said when he got to the fifth chamber and removed the bullet.

He stood up, holding the bullet in one hand and the unloaded gun in the other, the way he had been taught by his father.

“You might want to keep these locked up in separate places,” he said.







CHAPTER 26

Truth


The search for truth is in one way hard and in another way easy, for it is evident that no one can master it fully or miss it wholly. But each adds a little to our knowledge and from all the facts assembled there arises a certain grandeur.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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THE MORNING AFTER STAFFORD introduced his American wife to Bobby Shepherd’s grandchildren, he sat outside on the lanai, waiting for her to return from the clinic. He had offered to remove the glass from her foot, but she had declined. She would go to the clinic, she said, and make them do it.

“I’ll drive you,” he said.

“Not necessary.”

“I’ll get the keys,” he said.

“Not necessary,” she said again.

“I’m fine, Agnes. I’m not tired. Why won’t you let me drive you?”

“Stafford,” she said. “There are four children sleeping in the guest room, two of whom I almost shot last night. I think you might want to be here when they wake up.”

“Right.”

“Where are you going, Stafford?”

“I’m going upstairs to my office.”

“Don’t let them fall into the pool, Stafford.”

“Oh my God,” he said. “You’re right.”

“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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Afraid now to leave his post, Stafford eases himself into a lounge chair next to the pool, which is where Agnes finds him, shirtless and asleep, when she returns.

She stands for a long time, watching him from the open doors of the house. It is early in the day and the house is quiet, but the sun has risen over the roof and reached the edge of the pool, where he sits in full sun. He is leaning against the back of the chair, his arms folded across his chest, his legs splayed like a teenager. He is still handsome, she thinks, less so without his clothes on, of course, but what man over fifty isn’t? The darkness of his hair has faded and his hair is finer than it used to be, but there is no change to the clean edge of his hairline, no pink patches of scalp on the crown of his head. He has a beautiful head, she thinks, and the square shoulders of a man who doesn’t look diminished when he takes off a suit jacket. The gray hair on his chest is the only real giveaway of his age. It had been sparse when he was young, his chest clean and lovely to lie against. But it was spreading now, even to the back of his shoulders in the telltale way of old men. And the earlobes would be a problem, she thinks. He had warned her about the Hopkins ears on their wedding night. The men in my family don’t age well, he said. Our ears get bigger and our legs get skinny. It’s the curse of the Irish. You might want to reconsider, he said, kissing her so she couldn’t answer. Too late, she said laughing through his kisses. And I don’t believe you anyway. You will, he said.

But of course, he was right about his legs and his ears, and he was right about being right. Stafford was generally right—unless he was profoundly and terribly wrong.

“Wake up, Stafford,” she said. “You’re burning.”

“I was just closing my eyes,” he said. “How’s the foot? What time is it?”

“Three stitches. It’s ten o’clock.”

“We should call the glass company. Get that window fixed.”

“I already did that, Stafford.”

“Who did you call? Did you get a quote?”

“Stafford,” she said gently, surprised at the compassion she suddenly felt for him. “Is this really what we’re going to talk about right now?”

“No,” he said. “But I don’t know where to start, Agnes.”

“I do,” she said.
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It was a conversation that unfolded in fits and starts, and some of what they said would not be said at all but merely thought. He would give her his chair and put his feet in the pool when the sun grew hot and he needed to cool off. She would cry and he would go into the house and bring back a box of Kleenex. She would tell him to wipe his feet on the way into the house. Don’t slip on the floor, she would say, and he would wipe one foot against his pant leg and then the other and say he would be careful. She would look him in the eyes when she was ashamed of something she had said or done, and he would look at his hands. They would circle back on some things and leave other things alone. And they would stop talking from time to time and listen for the sound of children.
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“I’m sorry about the gun, Stafford. I can’t really talk about it right now.”

“Agnes, why did you change the security alarm?”

“We had a break-in.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t know where you were. You called me on Monday. You told me you were in Napanee. You told me you had been delayed. And then you hung up on me. And I haven’t slept since.”

“I’m sorry. I was afraid to tell you.”

“So I hired a new security company and changed the alarms. And I bought a gun.”

“You bought a gun.”

“Stafford, I can’t really talk about the gun right now.”

“It could have been worse,” he said. “We have to hang on to that, Agnes.”

“I’m trying.”

“Your nose is running. I’ll get you a Kleenex.”
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“You know, Stafford,” Agnes said, “maybe if I could call you at night when you’re away and I don’t know where you are or what you’re doing and I’m afraid and I can’t sleep because the house is too big and too isolated and too lonely, well, maybe you could lecture me on something—anything at all, really—and I’d go straight to sleep. I know I would. I wouldn’t need a gun and I wouldn’t need Cheryl’s sleeping pills.”

“I’ll carry a cell phone.”

“Thank you.”

“But no more sleeping pills, Agnes. What exactly did you take?”

“Ambien. I told Cheryl I was having trouble sleeping and she brought me some of her stash.”

“My God, she’s a stupid woman. No wonder her son’s in rehab. You know what it does, don’t you?”

“It puts you to sleep.”

“Hallucinations, anxiety, memory loss, aggression, confusion—shall I go on?”

“Stafford, how do you know all this?”

“I ran a network, Agnes. Half my VPs were on it.”
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“Should we check on them?”

“They’re still asleep. I checked when I got home from the clinic.”

“You checked?”

“Oh, don’t act so surprised, Stafford. I’m not completely devoid of maternal instinct. They pushed the beds together and they’re all tangled up in a great steaming pile of sheets and pillows. They are out.”

“We should wake them up.”

“Okay, let’s add to the list, shall we? No guns in the house, no mystery pills from Cheryl’s medicine cabinet, no cell phone phobia, and no waking up exhausted children unless they’re teenagers who arrive home drunk and after curfew and throw up in the front hall.”

“Did you ever do that?”

“Nobody ever waited up for me, Stafford.”

“I know, Agnes. I know. I’m sorry.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you okay?”

“Not really.”

“Don’t cry, Agnes. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry. I’m insensitive. I’m selfish. I’m a shit, Agnes, a royal Canadian asshole, just like they said.”

“You are.”

“Can I get you something?”

“You mean like four children?”

“Four? I left Toronto with five.”

“All right, that’s funny. For that you can hand me another Kleenex.”
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“There’s something I want to ask you, Agnes.”

“Please, Stafford, a moment, okay?”

“Why did you come to Kingston that day, Agnes?”

“Oh, Stafford, he looks just like you. Same eyes. Same hands. Same mouth. Same everything.”

“He has a different last name.”

“And the boy with the red hair?”

“That’s Bobby.”

“Who does he look like, Stafford? He doesn’t look like the others.”

“He looks like his grandfather. He looks like Bobby Shepherd.”

“The red hair?”

“Yes.”

“And what did the grandmother look like?”

“Her name was Carrie Ann. We were all in the same class. No, that’s not right. She was a year behind us.”

“Stafford, please.”

“She looked like Bobby Shepherd. They both had red hair. They were lovers. Well, that sounds ridiculous. They were teenagers and they were having sex. I tried to break them up. Did, in fact. I moved in on Carrie Ann, and when Bobby found out, it killed him.”

“Moved in on?”

“I was drunk and she—”

“‘She’? She what? Seduced you? Had her way with you? Come on, Stafford.”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Then take the blame.”

“I’ll take it to my grave, Agnes. I know what I did. Every awful detail. We were at a dance. It was winter. We were on Wolfe Island. We were drinking. I was unhappy. My best friend—only friend—was happy and I couldn’t handle it. There was a raffle, and he went to buy a ticket for his girlfriend. He didn’t have enough money. Could he borrow some money? ‘I’ll bring you back the change,’ he said. ‘Keep an eye on Carrie Ann.’ There was a lineup. He might be a while. Sure, no problem, Bobby. Take all the time you need. Do you want to hear the rest, Agnes?”

“Not really.”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

“Okay, okay. I get it. Settle down. This isn’t helping. Wow. Can you believe I’m the one saying that? But I do have a question if you could wipe your nose. It’s distracting.”

“Anything.”

“What happened to Bobby?”

“He froze to death.”

“Suicide?”

“No. Bobby wanted to live. I was the one who wanted to die.”

“What changed?”

“I met you, Agnes.”

“Heavens. Well, here we are. Four children of indeterminate parentage in our guest suite. Does anyone else know?”

“My uncle Christy. And there’s a church caretaker in Kingston.”

“Oh my God. You couldn’t wait for the priest? You had to tell the caretaker?”
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“Agnes. I want them to be Bobby’s grandchildren, not mine, but if you ask me to, I’ll have them tested.”

“To see if they’re yours?”

“To make them ours.”

“No, I don’t want that. I really don’t. Is that the last Kleenex? I mean, think about it. We take them to a lab or a hospital and have somebody stick a needle in their arm and draw blood to figure out whose sperm cracked whose egg, what—forty years ago? Welcome to Maui. Who cares who slept with who at this point? Your uncle Christy won’t talk, and the little caretaker—well, honestly, Stafford. You are such an idiot sometimes.”

“Whom.”

“Excuse me?”

“Who slept with whom, Agnes.”

“I still have the gun, you know.”

“And I have the bullet.”
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“Why did you come to Kingston, Agnes?”

“Oh, we’re back to that, are we? You know, Stafford, there are some secrets we really should take to the grave, but if you insist, I was working as a chambermaid at a motel across the border. It was Labor Day weekend and some guys from Queen’s were there to party it up. They picked me up and we all got drunk and stoned in their crappy little motel room and I had sex with one of them in the bathroom. They all thought that was great and said I should come to Kingston for the homecoming weekend. I thought they meant it, so I bought a new dress, a party dress, all wrong of course, and took the bus to Kingston, where I made a fool of myself to the delight of my Canadian friends and their real girlfriends, who viewed me as the slutty little interloper I was.”

“Well, you met me.”

“I did.”

“And I’m a big success.”

“Huge.”

“And they got what they deserved.”

“Bitchy wives and cirrhosis of the liver.”
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“I don’t want to go back to LA, Agnes. I know how much you love it—the parties, our houses, the life we had there—all of it. But they fired me, Agnes. Me—the philosopher king of network TV.”

“I was surprised it took them so long.”

“Well, the settlement my lawyers got may have been a factor.”

“Lawyers, huh? Good for something.”

“Fucking eh.”

“Seriously, Stafford? Six days in Canada and you’re back to eh.”

“It’s deep.”
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“Do you want to go inside, Agnes?”

“No, I’m feeling a little better now. Is my nose red? Let’s sit out here until they wake up.”

“How about a cup of tea?”

“Sure, why not. Where are you going?”

“To the bar shack. I make tea there. I have a special cup.”

“Oh, I bet you do. Help me up.”

“Should you be walking on that foot?”

“No, but I can’t walk on my hands.”

“I could carry you.”

“Not a chance. I’ll hobble at my own pace, thank you. But I’ll take your arm.”

“Do you think we should hire a nanny?”

“No. But we’ll need a better housekeeper than Kelly, who quit by the way. And we’ll need a lifeguard. Maybe a nice teenage girl who likes to babysit. That would solve a lot of problems.”

“A lifeguard?”

“Well, they have to learn to swim, Stafford. We can’t have them falling into the pool and drowning. And you should take lessons with them. The next time you get swept out to sea, you’re on your own.”

“Noted.”
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“Okay,” she said when they reached the bar shack, “let me sit down for a minute. Why don’t you use the kitchen in the pool house? There’s nothing in here except a minifridge, which seems to be leaking, a blender, and a microwave. You’re not supposed to boil water in a microwave, Stafford. I read that somewhere. Where’s the teapot?”

“Well, I like to steep the tea in the cup. And then I add condensed milk—we should open a fresh can—and of course, sugar. Three lumps per cup.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“It is the mark of an educated mind, Agnes, to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.”

“Aristotle.”

“Good guess.”

“He must have been quite the party bore. Are there any more cups in here? This one’s broken. We really need to fix up this little kitchen.”

“The broken cup’s mine. You can have any of the other ones.”

“Oh, I get it. This is your let’s-pretend-we’re-still-poor hangout. Where are we going now?”

“Just over there,” he said. “There’s a place to sit on the wall.”

Agnes had never had a cup of tea sitting on the stone wall that marked the lower edge of their property, but when he settled her there and put the cup into her hands, she smiled at him, and to her surprise, she didn’t flinch when he kissed her.

It was going to be a warm day, she thought, perhaps even a hot one. They would need to get some groceries in and cook something nice for dinner. The children would need bathing suits and sunscreen. The little girl needed a bath and a comb-out.

It was going to be a cool day, he thought, maybe a windy one. Was there a fast-pitch team on Maui? Did the boys know how to ride a horse? Would they like the Maui schools? Should he build a new one? He would have to get the barbecue fixed. The grill didn’t get hot enough for really good steaks.

“This is a lovely spot,” Agnes said.

“How’s the tea?” Stafford asked.

“Sickening,” she said. “A tea milkshake.”

“Callie,” he said.

“I know,” she said.

“What do we say?” he asked.

“We tell our daughter that we are the guardians of four children whose parents died in a car crash.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s it, Stafford. That’s the whole thing.”







CHAPTER 27

Love
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From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Friday, March 28 2003 10:58 PM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Are you freaking kidding me?




Parents—thank you for sharing the news you have found yourselves a new batch of children to ruin. Judging from my own experience, it shouldn’t take long.




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Saturday, March 29 2003 06:23 AM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: Re: Are you freaking kidding me?




Dear Callie—thank you for taking my phone call. I am so, so sorry our news has caused you such distress, but really, do you honestly think a tubal ligation is the best way of coping? Yes, we were terrible parents. Agreed. But we might be better grandparents, adopted or otherwise. At least that’s what we’re hoping. So yes, we are keeping the Shepherd children, and yes, we would like you to come to Maui and meet them. They’re quite nice actually and I like them. Which doesn’t mean that I don’t love you more.




Love, Mom




From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Sunday, March 30 2003 12:37 AM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Are you freaking kidding me?




WJATEVETRRRRRRRR!!!




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Wednesday, April 2 2003 08:23 AM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: Not freaking kidding




Dear Callie—I am flying to LA on Friday. Don’t worry about picking me up. Your father has arranged a limo. Rather than stay alone in the apartment, I’ve decided to stay with you. Don’t fuss about the room. We need time together.




Love, Mom




From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Wednesday, April 2 2003 11:37 AM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Re: Not freaking kidding




Please don’t come. I’m in a new relationship and I don’t want to screw it up. I need time to figure some stuff out, okay. And your news kind of interrupted that. I’m asking you to respect my privacy. Callie




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Thursday, April 3 2003 2:23 PM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




Dear Callie—well, alright. If that’s what you want. I can respect that. I just don’t want you to think that your parents are going out of their way to replace you. We’re not. You’re not replaceable and I’m not really sure what will happen with these “new” children, although I think your father has a few ideas up his sleeve. I probably should have found a better way of telling you about them than blurting it out on a phone call. Anyhow, long email but good luck with the new man in your life. You deserve to be happy.




Love, Mom




From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Friday, April 4 2003 04:28 AM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




It’s not a man.




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Saturday, April 5 2003 03:16 PM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




Well, I hope it’s not an actor. Your father hates actors.




From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Sunday, April 6 2003 09:19 AM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




Her name is Cynthia and she’s a pediatric resident at LA General. We met at a gallery opening. She’s wonderful.




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Monday, April 7 2003 03:13 PM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




Wonderful is good. You deserve wonderful. Can I call you tonight?




From: Callie Hopkins [c@hopkins.com]

Sent: Monday, April 7 2003 6:51 PM

To: Agnes Hopkins

Subject: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Re: Not freaking kidding




Let’s wait. I’ll call you next week.




From: Agnes Hopkins

Sent: Tuesday, April 15 2003 08:43 AM

To: Callie Hopkins

Subject: New frontiers!!




My dear daughter,




I feel a long email coming on, so settle in. First and foremost (your father hates it when I say that), thank you for calling. I’m glad we talked and it went better than expected don’t you think? I promise not to bust into your private life without an invitation and I promise to let you decide how, if, and when you share information about Cynthia with your father. He may be passive-aggressive, uptight, pretentious, intellectually arrogant, and furtive, but he’s not prejudiced unless of course you’re an actor, studio executive or agent. But let’s put that aside. I agree that our venture into the “orphan biz” as you call it is bizarre, but it’s been a month and I think we’re making progress after an awkward start.




The little girl is sweet and follows me around the house now the way you used to before I hired professionals to raise you. What an idiot I was!! I was lazy and afraid. Bad combination in a mother. Lucky you. The truth is your father and I were a couple of new money pretenders who didn’t have a clue how to live in a place like LA. But now—and you’ll love this—according to our friends on Maui, we’re a couple of delusional seniors getting fleeced by Canadian orphans. We’ve had numerous complaints about the noise from the pool and have, I found out this morning, been dropped from our foursome at the club’s annual tournament & ball. Apparently, the Sassons have found new golfing partners! Free at last, your father says, and for once I agree with him. In the meantime, he’s busy helping the older boys with a building project he’s cooked up. It seems this little beach shack of ours doesn’t actually have enough bedrooms. Aside from ours, I mean, there’s just the guest suite (reserved for you, darling) and the pool house, which won’t work for kids who can’t swim and seem to want to be in the same room most of the time. Where one goes, the rest follow. They’re like ducks!




Anyhow, your father is turning his palatial upstairs office into—are you ready for this?—a bunkhouse. Goodbye Aristotle. He’s bought some kind of pickup truck to haul huge quantities of wood from the local lumberyard (I didn’t know we had one) back to the house. And the nails! He’s bought thousands of them and enough tools to tear this house down and start from scratch. Fortunately, he seems satisfied building a bunkhouse, and I must say it has really turned things around with the oldest boy. He doesn’t say much, but he’s upstairs hammering away day and night, and I think it’s good for him. Anyhow, the Berlin wall is down, yes? Please come and see us soon and bring Cynthia if things work out.




Love always, Mom




P.S. Sorry. Forgot to mention their names. The little girl is Lucy. The oldest boy is Donald but we call him Donny. Then there is a boy named Bobby who is about twelve I think, and a sweet little boy with glasses who seems a bit slow. I think he’s six. Sticks very close to his brothers.




P.P.S. Andy—the little one with glasses is Andy. Very sweet.









CHAPTER 28

Justice


And therefore justice is often thought to be the greatest of virtues, and neither evening nor morning star is so wonderful.

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics
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IN THE END, IT was the crudely built bunkhouse on the second floor of the house that got them through, and although it would be rebuilt many times over the years, it would always bear the mark of a fourteen-year-old boy.

Stafford had been careful not to assign identities to Bobby’s grandchildren, but as that first summer progressed, it became clear to him that if Bobby was the conscience of the family, Andy the glue, and Lucy the wild card, Donny was the builder. Building gave Donny something to do when he got up in the morning and it gave him something to say to Stafford during the course of the day.

“We need a box for the tools.”

“We need a lock for the toolbox.”

“We’re running out of four-by-fours.”

“We need a better pry bar.”

“We could use a level.”

Sure, Stafford would say, and he would get the keys to the truck and drive Donny into town. There would be no directives from Stafford, subtle or otherwise, that Donny prepare a more comprehensive list of supplies before they set out. If Donny said he needed a four-by-four, Stafford would drive him into town and Donny would pick one out. And if Donny said he needed another four-by-four a few hours later, they would go back and get it. Stafford was determined to let Donny take the lead, and with multiple daily trips to the building supply store in Lahaina, Donny gradually became known to the men who worked there, who began to smile at him and address him by name.

“I want you to keep track of expenses, Donny,” Stafford said, handing him the neatly folded receipts.

“Okay,” Donny said, stuffing them into his pocket.

But for all of Stafford’s efforts to connect with Donny, it was obvious from the start that Donny was more comfortable around Agnes. Agnes seemed to know what to do with Donny’s grief, and it began to give Stafford an emotion teetering on joy to see his wife sitting next to Donny in the late afternoon, the two of them swinging their feet in the swimming pool while Bobby, Andy, and Lucy had their lessons. Agnes had organized daily lessons for all of them, finding, of course, the most beautiful teenage girl on Maui to teach them. And although Donny kept his distance, claiming he already knew how to swim and didn’t need lessons, he would arrive at the pool at lesson time, covered in sawdust like a weary contractor on his way home from the jobsite. Take your boots off, Donny, Agnes would say. It’s time to cool off. How did it go today? Are you working on Andy’s Lego table yet? I’ll need some help with the barbecue later. Look how well your sister is doing.

Lucy and Andy would settle into their new life with comparative ease, or so it seemed, so long as Bobby was there to reassure them. But sometimes Bobby would push them away, unable to give more than he had, and those were hard times. Donny would shut down and Lucy’s tantrums would erupt and carry on long into the night. Agnes would take the first shift, and when she ran out of patience, Stafford would meet her in the hallway and take over.

“You get some sleep,” he would say. “I can manage.”

Andy would reveal himself in different ways. When things were going badly, he was cheerful and optimistic, generous even in his affection and concern for others. But on good days, when the day had gone well and Donny was laughing about something with Bobby, and Lucy was in the pool with Agnes, and Stafford was lighting the barbecue for dinner, Andy would start to cry.

“What’s the matter, darling?” Agnes would say, but Andy would only shake his head.

“My dad likes cheese on his hamburger,” he would say. And he would look up, bewildered, Stafford thought, by the unfairness that in this moment of happiness his parents would not be coming through the gate to join them.

It was Bobby, though, who worried Stafford the most. Bobby never broke down like Lucy or Andy, never withdrew for days at a time like Donny, never questioned Stafford’s right to determine where he would live or how he would fill his days. He would pound nails into four-by-fours all day long for Donny. He would patiently change the TV channels for Andy. He would load and unload the dishwasher for Agnes. He would read stories to Lucy until he knew them by heart. And when Stafford asked if he was doing okay, Bobby would smile and say yes.

“He’s holding the rest of them together,” Agnes said, which was precisely what Stafford feared. That Bobby Shepherd would wear himself out for the people he loved. That Bobby of the red hair and the pale-green eyes and the skin that burned too easily under a tropical sun would suffer for the weaknesses of others. Oh, Bobby, Stafford wanted to say, tell me what to do for this boy.

But as the weeks passed into months and Donny’s bunkhouse filled up with beds and mattresses, comic books and old chairs, a fragile semblance of routine began to emerge. In May, Stafford hired tutors to help the older boys catch up with their schoolwork. He installed a chalkboard that stretched across the back of the bunkhouse where he could help Andy make sense of the alphabet. In June, he toured the island schools with Agnes. He persuaded the Maui Softball Association to give Donny a late-summer tryout. He sent for the Shepherds’ cat, which arrived dewormed and hostile to everyone but Stafford. And on Tuesday, July 1, 2003, he bought a red minivan.

Agnes had taken to joining him on the stone wall for early-morning tea. Away from the house, they could talk freely, and although the views were spectacular at sunrise, they sat with their backs to the view, watching instead the house and the pool. The practicalities were significant. Should they stay in Hawaii? Should they move back to Kingston? Should they start over somewhere else? Would Callie ever forgive them? Were they going to screw things up again? There were no answers, though. No answers to the mystery of grief when one world has ended and a new one not yet begun.
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In July, the warm weather brought calmer waters to the northern beaches and the haze from the Kona winds was displaced by the cleaner air of the trade winds. The days were hot now, and the beaches crowded with local families who staked their territory early in the day before the tourists arrived in search of their own patch of sand.

Agnes had promised they would go to Kapalua Bay when the older boys could swim six lengths of the pool. They would set up camp early, she said, and have lunch on the beach. They would spend the whole day there, and if they had a good time, they would go more often. Donny and Bobby would swim and try out their new snorkeling gear. Andy would practice his starfish in the shallow tidal pools with Agnes, and Lucy would play in the sand with Stafford, who had failed to master the front crawl, she said, to anyone’s satisfaction.

“Why does Bobby burn?” Andy asked, watching Agnes coat his brother’s back with sunscreen.

“It’s the price he pays for having such beautiful hair,” Agnes said. “Hold still, Bobby, I’m not done yet.”

“Red hair sucks,” Bobby said.

“Your great-grandfather had red hair,” Stafford said coming into the kitchen. “He brought it with him from Scotland.”

“He should have left it there,” Bobby said.

“His name was Andrew Shepherd—that’s your name, Andy—and he married a woman named Susan—Douglas, I think. She was from Alberta. It was right after the Great War. That’s what they called World War One. Are we really taking all this stuff to the beach, Agnes?”

“Yes, but let Donny load the van, please. He has it figured out.”

“Did she have red hair?” Andy asked.

“Who?”

“The lady.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Andy. It was already gray when I met her. They were a little older than most parents. Your grandfather was what they call a surprise.”

“Why?”

“Well, let me see. Agnes?”

“Over to you on that one,” Agnes said, smiling at Bobby. “You brought it up.”

“Because she could sing, Andy,” Stafford said. “She had a beautiful voice. She met your great-grandfather at church, and he heard her singing. She was in the choir. So that was a surprise. They lived on a farm across a field from us. That’s how I met your grandfather, Bobby. We used to play in that field.”

“Did he have red hair?” Andy asked.

“He did. And the girls were crazy about him. None of us could get a second look when your grandfather was around.”

“What girls?”

“The girls we went to school with. Girls like your grandmother. She had red hair too.”

“I thought her hair was gray.”

“No, that was your great-grandmother on your dad’s side. Your dad’s father’s mother. Your grandmother’s name was Carrie Ann. She wasn’t a Shepherd.”

“Why not?”

“Well, because she was your dad’s mother—your paternal grandmother.”

“I don’t know,” Andy said. “I don’t know her. Why does everybody have red hair?”

“Stafford, please,” Agnes said. “Enough with the family tree. You’re confusing the boy. I know just how you feel, Andy. He does it to me all the time. Okay, Bobby, you’re all set for the beach. Where’s Donny? Time to load up.”

“I want to hear about the family tree,” Bobby said.

And so it began.
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Agnes was not given to moments of poetry but sitting in the shallow waters of Kapalua Bay that day, Lucy squirming on her lap, she felt for the first time that she might not be living on an island after all.

The older boys had unloaded the minivan, set up an umbrella, rolled out the towels, and unpacked the cooler. Bobby and Stafford were deep in conversation under the umbrella, Stafford dressed in those ridiculous shorts Andy picked out for him at the mall.

Andy was the first of the children to celebrate a birthday without his parents and it was hard to know how to mark such an occasion. But when the day came, he woke up in tears because he couldn’t remember where he left the hat his dad gave him on his last birthday. The hat was surely somewhere in their once-pristine house, but where? So Stafford drove him into town to buy—not a hat but a camera. A simple Polaroid camera that he thought might help Andy remember things and alleviate his anxiety. Which seemed to work, although who could have anticipated how many times a day they would hear the click of another picture or Andy’s excitement in capturing Bobby putting on his shoes or Lucy dropping an apple on the floor.

“Got it,” he would say, and what could they possibly do but agree?

“Yes, you did,” Stafford would say. “That’s the apple, all right. Right there on the floor.”

Andy was sitting now, camera at the ready, between Stafford and Bobby under the umbrella, watching Donny pace back and forth, waiting for Bobby so they could snorkel out to the reef to see the turtles. The bay was filled with swimmers, bathers, and snorkelers but the rules of the water were simple. Know your limits, look before you leap, and never ever swim alone. The truth of that had been drilled into Agnes by Arlene at that crumbling swimming pool in Madison. But this was not a day in Madison, and there were no more long walks across that park.

She was on a beach with four children.

A beautiful, crowded, noisy public beach on one of the hottest, busiest days of the year, surrounded by people of every possible description—young, old, half dressed or close to naked. And there in the middle of this hub of humanity was Stafford, deep in conversation with Bobby Shepherd under a cheap umbrella. A man who rarely appeared in public in anything less casual than linen pants and a tailored shirt, now wearing an oversize pair of Hawaiian shorts festooned with pink alligators that Andy picked out for him at the mall to thank him, he said, for the camera.

Bobby must have said something funny, because Stafford suddenly let out a great whoop of laughter. Not the measured, tight-lipped, mildly amused laugh he had perfected over the years, but a throw-your-head-back old-man belly laugh. Unsettling, perhaps, in a man not yet sixty but Andy was ready with his camera.

“Got it,” he said.

Donny was stripping off his shirt now, grabbing his snorkeling gear, and running into the water, flexing, yes flexing! when he realized a group of girls were watching him. Bobby, a few steps behind, turned once to smile before wading into the sea.







CHAPTER 29

Mercy


He restoreth my soul.

—Psalms 23:3
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April 2, 2016

From the desk of Stafford Hopkins

Plantation Estates, Maui



Dear Donny,



Yup, it’s a letter. Hope you can read the scrawl. I’m sitting at his desk writing on his stationery with his pen. It feels a little weird on all levels but the storm’s knocked out power to most of the island and I wanted to write this down tonight while it’s still fresh in my mind.

First things first. If this is a tropical storm, I don’t want to meet a hurricane. We’re taking a hell of a pounding and it’s pitch black out there but Lucy is lighting candles and Andy is whipping up a gourmet meal of dill pickle dip and potato chips. He’s doing great, by the way. He loves working on the grounds crew and is extremely conscientious about his grass-cutting duties. Don’t ask unless you’re ready for a long conversation about mowing patterns. When he got the job, Stafford bought him a golf cart, which he “drives” down the hill to work every day and washes every night. He has a very cool uniform with Andrew Shepherd, Plantation Grounds Crew, on it. He’s up early and whistling, Agnes says, like a canary. Not so little though. I think he’s grown another inch and is going to beat his brothers in the height lottery.

And Lucy? She’s amazing, really great. She’s by far the only real Hawaiian in the family and I’m not sure they would have stayed without her. She was so little when we got here and says she doesn’t remember anything else. She’s wrapping up 11th grade and is a nationally ranked open-water swimmer thanks to Agnes who forced us (some of us anyway) to take all those lessons. I think she’ll get snapped up by the University of Hawaii but she’s being a bit cagey about her plans right now. I don’t think she wants to leave Maui but Agnes will make sure she doesn’t stay on her account. It would be nice for me if she came to Berkeley and judging from the way my thesis is (not) going, I’ll be there for a while. Don’t think Queen’s is in the cards though. You’ll have to carry the torch on that one yourself.

So now to it. Don’t beat yourself up. You’re good at it but don’t. Yes, Stafford is gone. But nobody saw it coming and you couldn’t have made it from Kingston to Maui in time anyway. I was only here because my spring break trip fell through. A stroke of luck, if that’s what it was.

Agnes and I were with him last night and most of the day and he didn’t seem anxious or afraid. More resigned, I’d say, almost like he was expecting it. The official cause of death was acute respiratory distress syndrome which means, to be blunt, his lungs filled with fluid and he drowned. He and Andy had gone to the beach to watch Lucy train and when they got back, he said he had a sore throat. That turned into bronchitis and about a week later, it was pneumonia. It seems strange that people can still die of something like that in the twenty-first century but Agnes couldn’t get him to go to the hospital until it was too late. She finally called Cynthia who gave him hell and talked him into it. Callie’s okay, I think, but she’s taking it hard. There was a lot of stuff between her and Stafford. She could have made it here in time but didn’t. Not sure why she waited but she did. I’m glad she’s got Cynthia in her life.

Lucy and Andy were with him in the morning and Andy kissed him and hugged him and tried to tell him a joke he’d memorized to make him laugh but Andy being Andy forgot the punch line and started to cry. Which meant Stafford tried to take off his oxygen mask and smile at him. The nurse gave Stafford shit for that, and Agnes shoveled it right back. At which point Andy remembered the line and retold the joke. A classic Hopkins-Shepherd moment. At the end, though, he wasn’t conscious, and Agnes asked the doctor to pull out all the tubes and take off the oxygen mask so she could see his face.

There was another fight about that, this time with the doctor and half the ICU staff. God, she was tough, Donny. Tough and a bit crazy maybe but Stafford was her guy, and he was going out her way. When he was all cleaned up, she took his hands out from under the sheet and held them for a long time. I asked if she wanted me to leave and she said something strange. She said Stafford wants you here, Bobby Shepherd. Not Bobby or BS as she used to call me when I tried to put one past her. Bobby Shepherd, she called me, and I think I saw his hand move when she said it.

So, I stayed. Stayed and kept the vigil for us Shepherds—you and me, Lucy and Andy, Mum, Dad, our grandfather Bobby, the grandmother we never knew, and the great-grandparents Stafford always talked about. He kept the stories alive for us, and without him, we wouldn’t know much.

After a while, Agnes asked me to bring Lucy and Andy in and then she did something I’d have to say was heroic. She stepped back and let Lucy and Andy each take one of his hands and hold on until he was gone. I watched her—the tears were falling but she was smiling and nodding like it was all fine. Anyhow, I hope I’ve done justice to this. I’ve tried to tell you what I saw and how it was, but I’ll be in Kingston at the end of the month, and we can talk more then.

You’ll hear more about this from Agnes in a few days but apparently Stafford wanted his ashes buried in the old Napanee graveyard next to Bobby Shepherd. This may cause a little local angst because the rest of his family are buried at a Catholic cemetery. But this is what he wanted and good luck to anyone trying to talk Agnes out of it. So we’ll see you in a few weeks, for the memorial, and now that you’ve got Mum and Dad’s old house opened up again, you can put us all up.


I call the lower bunk.

Bobby











Epilogue
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“AND WHEN THE STORM had passed and the pirates all killed and captured, and their own boat wrecked upon the shores of a distant island, Bobby and Stafford would stretch out on the ground and lay their faces against the earth, turning over only to watch a sky that changed with each blink of their eyes.”






Author’s Note

Steven Truscott’s encounter with Stafford Hopkins and Bobby Shepherd at Collins Bay Institution is fictional, but the story of Steven Truscott is not. Wrongfully convicted of murder when he was fourteen, Truscott spent ten years in Ontario prisons, including, but not limited to, the farm annex at Collins Bay Institution. Paroled in 1969, Steven Truscott was acquitted in 2007 when the Court of Appeal for Ontario unanimously held that his conviction was a miscarriage of justice.
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