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FOREWORD
My father, Walter Blum, was a magazine writer and editor for the San Francisco Examiner for more than 30 years where he covered arts, culture and show business for California Living and Image magazines. Over his career, he interviewed such figures as Victor Borge, Phyllis Diller, Leonard Nimoy, Buddy Hackett and Carl Sagan. He also wrote a biography of local real estate entrepreneur Benjamin Swig and a book on journalistic practices.
His dream, however, was to publish a novel, and he worked diligently on a number of different books, none of which made it to market. He was writing his final novel—The Bell Tower—when he passed away from complications of lymphoma in March 2009 at the age of 81.
My father left a nearly finished version of The Bell Tower on his computer, which my brother Dave emailed to me following my father’s death. As I reviewed The Bell Tower, I felt strongly that it deserved to be read. There is a wealth of autobiographical material in the book, which helps illuminate a pivotal period in my father’s life when, like the protagonist in The Bell Tower, he too worked as a radio announcer in a small town in the South, searching for love.
I took on the task of posthumously editing The Bell Tower. The book you have in front of you is—on the tenth anniversary of his death—in its essence, the book that my father was working on. I took the liberties of removing and, in some cases, slightly altering sections that had not yet been completed (often as highlighted by my father’s own in-line notes).

The Bell Tower is the most heartfelt of my father’s books, one that I hope will resonate both with those who knew him and readers who will find that his characterization of life in the 1950s brings back memories of a simpler time. 
—Brian Blum
Jerusalem, Israel
November 2019
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He came to this place in late February, when the cold was already settled in and white frost lay on the roofs. Icicles tinkled from bushes. The air was like a weasel waiting to snap.
On nights like this, it was a long drive up a side road beside the creek that would, no doubt, be frozen by morning. The low, green cinder-block building at the end of the road wasn’t much to look at, but its antenna was tall and the countryside flat, so the signal—which was limited to just 5,000 watts—went bouncing around the valley and into thousands of radios, as far north as the state line, as far as the smoky blue hills to the west.
The isolation didn’t bother him. Others had come to places like this and started their climb to the top, working in small towns, building a name for themselves. Small pay, a handful of listeners, but what the hell. Being young and strong was all that mattered.
It was the cold that dismayed him.
Being a Northerner, he had always imagined the South as one vast, warm pudding, its soft side glowing in the sun. But with the coming of winter, Canelius and the towns around it seemed to be sunk in a kind of silent death. The tobacco fields lay brown and stillborn. The skies glowered angrily behind bruising clouds. It was like looking into the eyes of someone who had half vanished from the earth.
They assigned him to the Early Bird Show when he first came because that’s what he’d done at his last job. He tried—God knows, he tried—to make a success of it, but for some reason his heart refused to leap at being WCAN’s morning man. Maybe it was a lack of will or talent; an inability to sound lively so early in the day. He tried to imagine people laughing at his witticisms, but he couldn’t. He felt ill at ease, like a performing seal.
Even Larry Kellin, the program manager, noticed his discomfiture.
It was Larry who suggested he might be better off on the night shift. Larry had a high forehead and a long horse face that seemed at times on the verge of dissolving into tears. He was the sort who agonized over every decision, however simple; it pained him to think that Adam might lose his morning show.
“I don’t want you to think I’m doing this out of meanness,” he said.
“You’re firing me?” Adam asked in alarm.
“No, I just want to make a switch. A simple switch.”
“Someone else to do the morning show?”
“I think it would be best.”
It was. They brought in a big jolly man in his forties named Simon Denning. He was built for mornings—twinkling eyes, a booming laugh and a vocal instrument like a trombone that rose from somewhere in his stomach, gaining power as it passed through innumerable hidden pipes until it struck the microphone with almost supernatural force. Simon could do mornings in his sleep and, after the regular night man went off to Atlanta to try his luck in the big time, Adam took his place.
It seemed like the perfect solution. It was, in fact, a trap.
Later, looking back, he could see what had happened to him. Canelius itself was a cocoon, wrapped in itself and barely able to breathe, and inside was an even smaller place that was Adam’s world, a world that existed principally at night. In that world the lights went on only after the sun was gone from the sky and the cold had settled in. It was like looking through the wrong end of a telescope, where everything you saw turned out to be smaller, more hemmed in, claustrophobic.
At first, he refused to accept what was happening to him, fascinated as he was with the romantic glamour of this new life. The microphone seduced him; he loved it. The microphone made him invisible. He could pretend to be anything he liked, and all that counted were the words that came out of his mouth, the tone of his voice and, of course, the music he played. The microphone was his nightly companion. He could talk into that blob of metal at any time and nothing could go wrong. The blob simply existed. 
He loved being the man who sat behind the microphone, talking to an audience of invisible beings. He loved being perched in this seat of power, poised to deliver the opening words of that night’s show. He could think of nothing else in life he wanted to do, and because he loved doing what he did, he knew with supernal certainty that someday this would translate into money and success. Eventually, millions would hear his voice and know his name and tune their radios to this spot on the dial.
But when? Would he have to wait forever? It was hard to see past even the first bend in the road. Night followed night like stiles on a fence, each post measuring itself against the one that came before. When the show was over, he would drive through the empty, post-midnight streets of Canelius as if in a tunnel, while on either side of him the wood-frame houses stared back with curtained eyes. Now and then a light would flicker at a window, and he tried not to think what might be going on behind it. What did these people have to do with him? He was only a figure in a narrative that floated through life in increments a hundred miles apart. He belonged everywhere and nowhere. He was an outsider and he hated the role.
He rented a room from an elderly born-again Christian named Mrs. Warren. It was, truthfully, little more than a place to lay his head down, small, hemmed in like everything else, a place to read, a place to keep his things.
In this world where nothing changed, sleep came sporadically and at times he would find himself wide-awake and restless in the middle of the night. When this happened he would get out of bed, drag himself wearily to the big, overstuffed armchair beside the window and pick up whatever reading matter lay piled on the floor. He was an omnivorous reader. Magazines, newspapers, paperbacks, hardcovers—preferably not new, since his financial resources were limited—it didn’t matter as long as he had something in his hand to read. And so he would occupy himself until morning.
The others at the station had no clue of this. Why should they? People live in their own cocoons, and during the cold time, very little stirs inside to give the lie to the trance. You could only guess how they felt. 
Now and then Wally Bascom, the sales manager, would stop by to visit during the early evening hours, but Wally’s formula for life was a simple one. Earning commissions, becoming known in the world of commerce, that’s what it was all about. It was so easy to be Wally when you saw the world through sales-colored glasses. People like Adam were wasting their time if they didn’t sell and sell and sell—you had to keep at it until your ass fell off, he would say. Adam knew better, but he couldn’t explain why it should be like that.
One night Wally stopped by to “do a little paper work,” as he phrased it, which was just an excuse for snooping and arguing and boasting about the wonderful sales he’d made and the deals he had cooking. He had wavy black hair and a pockmarked face. He favored checked sport jackets, loud shirts and a clip-on bow tie, and spoke in a voice redolent of urgency and intensity. He smiled a great deal, although there was something about the smile that grated, possibly because it involved working so hard to endear himself to others. Wally also ran a hit-parade show for teenagers in the afternoon, a half-hour program devoted mostly to delivering pitches for the accounts he sold. In some cases, the ink was barely dry on the contract before he went on the air with it.
“Listen,” he barked. “You can’t spend the rest of your life in front of a microphone, introducing songs and reading commercials.”
“Why not?” Adam wanted to know.
“Because you’re never going to get ahead in this world,” Wally said, trying not to appear too condescending.
“I’m not interested in getting ahead,” Adam said.
Wally heaved a deep sigh. “Adam, for God’s sake! Don’t be so dense. You know those little animals—what do they call them, gerbils?—the ones they put in a cage, and all day long they go round and round on this wheel?”
“What about them?”
“Well, that’s you. Think about it. One of these days you’re going to want a family. One of these days you’re going to want to move out of that rented room of yours and into an apartment, or maybe even a house like I have, and then where’s the money going to come from? Adam, how old are you? Twenty-four?”
“Twenty-three.”
“You think you’re going to stay twenty-three the rest of your life?”
“Probably not.”
“You bet your life you’re not. One morning you’re going to wake up and suddenly you’ll be forty, and then fifty—damn it, man, you’ve gotta plan for these things. I used to know a guy who spent every cent of his salary Friday and Saturday drinking and putting clothes on his back. That and his motorcycle were the only things he cared about.”
“I don’t drink and I don’t own a motorcycle.”
“You might as well. Listen, this is a great time to be living in. The war is history. The president of the United States, Dwight D. Eisenhower himself, says the country is headed for the biggest boom in its history. The economy’s growing every day, and where are you? Working yourself to death in a dead-end station in a dead-end town where you can get hung by the balls for the rest of your life.”
“You’re in it too.”
Wally took out a book of matches, opened it and, caught up in the passion of his message, seemingly forgot what he was doing. 
“Temporarily, yes.”
“What’s that mean?”
“It means that I’ve got plans. It means that I don’t intend to make Canelius my home for the next five years or even five months.” He leaned across the table, and his voice dropped almost to a whisper. “I’ve got deals cooking in the oven, and one of them is a really big deal with some high-priced contacts, oh yes, and as soon as the roast is done and it’s nice and warm and tender, I’m out of here.”
Adam smiled gloomily. He had heard all this before—the big deals, the high-priced contacts. He tried to swallow it with a large grain of salt, but it was not easy. He wondered if others saw him as a gerbil, spinning mindlessly on its wheel. Most everyone he met tended to see the mid-1950s as the beginning of a golden age, a time filled with excitement and danger and even a touch of paranoia, if you allowed yourself to be caught up in the weirdness of the atom bomb.
That night when he drove to work, the conversation with Wally was still churning in his brain, the loneliness crawling over him like an overcoat of ants. Could Wally be right? he wondered. Had he dug himself a hole out of which he might never emerge? 
The familiar wooden houses with their shuttered windows, forever walled off from his gaze, seemed to be shaking their fists at him, daring him to join the warmth of the families inside. He was with them, almost every night, but he was invisible. Suddenly, he pulled over to the curb on a particularly dark and faceless street, slumped down in his seat and listened to the wordless voices. The anger that had been growing in him exploded like a Fourth of July rocket.
“Damn it!” he swore under his breath.
He glared at the unseeing houses, aware that they couldn’t help themselves, and yet blaming them for the pain that had always been part of his life. If only there was some way out of this. Surely, if there was a God out there, some sort of power—no, damn it! There had to be something out there listening, something watching. He was tired of always being on the outside, looking in. He wanted a piece of it, whatever was out there.
“Stop turning your back on me,” he shouted, although he said the words in his head, thank God for that, because it would have been terrible if anyone passing by just then could have heard what he said. He could say all this to the empty air, or into a microphone, but not when there was someone else around.
His only reply was to bury himself in work, pretend there was no one there but himself. Spend more time in the back room trying out discs on the small, portable record player set up on a table for that purpose. Become an expert on the music of his time—the Sinatras and Comos, the Rosies and Tony Bennetts who were the coin of his craft, the pay he received for being excluded from the real pleasures of life.
Now he realized how foolish his thoughts had been. He had come to work especially early, prepared to do battle with the demons and, if nothing else, find a way to live with them.
At six he took over the control board.
At nine he released the Percy Faith instrumental that was his theme song, and let it play for ten seconds before fading the music down to make his intro.
While the first number was playing, he carefully cued up the next one. That involved turning the potentiometer control to the off position until it clicked, and then a little farther, setting the needle on the record and revolving the disk backwards one full turn so you avoided the annoying, tell-tale “wow” that sounded when a 78-rpm record started up from scratch. It took a bit of practice, but it was worth learning how to do. The record had to be held lightly with your fingertips, and released just as the volume on the pot was faded up. He had gotten quite good at it. He was the master of this world.
But only half the master, for tonight he existed in two worlds. Behind the microphone he could be anyone and anything he wanted; outside on the dark street, with the cold wooden houses staring down at him through blind eyes, he was alone on a loveless plain, inventing lies for the pleasure of others, lighting the incense, setting the stage, alone with an agony no one else would ever know.
Paul Harvey’s taped news analysis from the network was coming to an end now. In that instant he could feel a stab of tension. The minutes were counting down. The network was now into its concluding commercial. 
Flipping the switch for the theme music turntable, he seized the record between thumb and forefinger, holding it gently at its edge. The sweep hand on the big clock to his right rose to the hour. The tension oozed out of him. Releasing the record, he waited about ten seconds, gave the station break, faded the music under and, leaning into the microphone, he introduced himself.
“Hi,” he said softly.
The theme music simmered in the background. The lights were dimmed. The stage was set. His voice was smooth as silk, inviting his invisible friends to an evening of love.
“This is Adam Bell, and you’re listening to Evening Shadows. From where I sit, it’s a lovely night in Canelius. The stars are out. It’s just cold enough to put a tingle on your nose. This evening, our subject is the eternal mystery of love, and we have music to fit your mood. A whole evening to spend in each other’s company, to lean back, relax and let go.” 
He reached for the mic switch, ready to segue into the Peggy Lee record.
“Welcome to the Bell Tower,” he murmured.
The theme trailed off, the Peggy Lee record faded up. The evening had begun.
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She was, when he first laid eyes on her, sitting at a table in the far corner of the dining room, deep in conversation with a young man in corduroys and a crew cut. He was struck at once by the wonder of it all, the long blonde hair that flowed down her back like a river, the skin like fine white paper before it has been written on, eyes that glowed, teeth that shone when she smiled, which was often when in the company of someone she liked.
That day she had on something yellow and black that reminded him of a wasp, but without wings. A gold Star of David hung around her neck. He had never seen anything or anyone quite so luminescent; she seemed to be on fire. It was as though lights were playing across her face, changing from blue to red to yellow to green. 
The times did not encourage truthfulness. It was a time when men still placed women on a pedestal. To fall in love was a common enough occurrence, to be in love was serious business. And yet women themselves were seldom taken seriously, the received wisdom being that they were for the most part strange, unfathomable creatures who threaded their way through life in a different universe from men. If you were a man, you kept your distance. Devoting too much thought to females could bring on premature grayness, tenderness of the palate and a tendency to babble.
There were, at the lunch table that day, six men capable of appreciating the wonders of the female form. All except Adam were in some sort of trade—an undertaker named Shapiro, a car dealer, two cousins who ran a haberdashery and, seated to his left, Max Goldman, who owned the largest furniture store in Canelius. It was said that he would soon be opening a branch down the road in Forest Glen, and if all went well by late 1956 there would be a Goldman Brothers outlet in every part of the state. 
Their conversation seemed oddly irrelevant. With so much happening in the world, it would have been natural for the talk to drift to politics, the Cold War, the bomb, perhaps even a mention of that lunatic in Congress who made a habit of waving papers in the air, papers he insisted contained the names of notorious Communists. But these were ordinary businessmen who, beyond the reaches of their own little universe, found little to bring a spark of excitement to their eyes.
Adam ate sparingly. Since he worked the night shift at the station, breakfast often bumped into lunch and his desire for food was often dulled at this time of day. But there was, as well, something about the Fairmount Country Club that rubbed him the wrong way. He told himself he wanted to like these people, that he wouldn’t mind joining their circle if they would have him, but they were different. He wanted desperately to fit in, but they lived in another world. 
There was an indefinable snobbishness about them that derived, not from landed privilege or inheritance as it might have been in the old days, but wealth. They had earned their status the hard way, clawed their way to the top. Money was their badge of honor, their gold star for all that hustling and fighting and scrounging for patronage. And yet, being businessmen without titles or noble birth, they saw themselves as ordinary people.
It was Goldman who had invited him to the club. Wally’s powers of persuasion had borne fruit, and there would soon be a hefty increase in the number of Goldman Brothers spots on WCAN. Max felt he should get better acquainted with the men who would be delivering his sales pitch.
“You know,” he said, “I do believe you’re the first person we’ve had for lunch in your line of work.” Unlike the other men at the table, Goldman’s accent was strictly Northern.
“My line of work?” Adam repeated.
“Show business,” Goldman explained.
Adam smiled faintly. “Well, it’s not really show business. I’m just an announcer on a late-night program.”
“To me that’s show business.” Goldman’s words clunked like an old De Soto traveling down a country road. “Your father, what does he do?”
“My father’s an accountant.”
“In New York?”
“Yes.”
“Lionel and I started out in New York.”
“Lionel?”
“My brother. He and I started our first place twenty years ago. We pooled our savings—$4,000 between the two of us—and it cost us almost half that to get it looking respectable. But Lionel was in too much of a hurry. He couldn’t see building up a store in a place like Canelius when there was a fortune to be made in New York, which was where we were born. He insisted there was money to be made in discount furniture. I told him he was mashuga, crazy as a loon, I said. I told him he’d lose his shirt letting customers have chairs and sofas and dinette sets for twenty and thirty percent off. He wouldn’t listen.”
“He started his own store?”
“Not only started his own store but made a huge success of it. With those discounts and his easy credit policy, people practically broke the door to get in.”
“How is he doing now?” Adam asked absent-mindedly, still distracted by the gorgeous blonde creature at the next table.
“Lionel?”
“Yes.”
“Lionel is dead,” Goldman said. He was a small, fidgety man with bushy eyebrows, a long, aquiline nose and a black, pencil-thin moustache modeled on those worn by actors in movies of the 1930s. Even in a seated position he seemed to be balancing on his heels, as though preparing for a customer who was about to walk in the door. His voice was carefully calculated to express whatever emotion was called for at the moment. His hands were long and slender and heavily veined, as befits a man entering the final quarter century of life. Restlessness was an intrinsic part of his nature.
“I’m sorry about your brother,” Adam said.
“Well, that’s the trouble with misguided ambition.” Goldman glowered. “The store is making a fortune, but Lionel never lived to enjoy it. Leukemia.” Goldman picked up a fork and drew a line down the tablecloth. “Me, I’m from the old school. You build up a clientele by offering service and showing that you’re honest in your dealings.”
“You’re right,” Adam agreed.
“Yes, but things are changing. Your friend Wally what’s-his-name, the one who’s running my commercials on your station, he knows what the market is like these days. You can’t do things the old way, not any more. Listen, I want you to come down to the store and have a look.” 
Suddenly, he seemed to change the subject. “Her name’s Susan.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“The one you’ve got your eye on. The girl you’ve been staring at ever since we sat down at this table. You think I’m blind? I’m not that old yet.”
“You know her?” Adam asked.
“I should,” Goldman said. “She’s my daughter.”
Adam felt as though a trapdoor had opened beneath him. Being caught in the act of goggling at another man’s daughter filled him with great waves of embarrassment. Later, Goldman insisted on introducing them. Adam was tongue-tied, and she clearly had other things on her mind, although she switched on a smile and a look that turned his stomach to water. 
It should have ended there, but it didn’t.
The next morning, he looked in the mirror while shaving and saw her smiling back at him. He found himself thinking of her in odd moments, when he should have been concentrating on something else. Her face became stuck like a piece of paper that had gotten caught in the sidewalk gratings of his mind. He couldn’t pry it out. Wherever he went, he saw the long cascade of shiny blonde hair that almost touched her waist, the soft lips, the eyes that glowed. In the privacy of his room, standing before the mirror that hung behind the door, he practiced saying her name. Susan, Susan. 
It was such an ordinary name, and yet for him it took on a kind of elegance that was unique. He couldn’t think of anything to say after it—if there was a third time they saw each other, he would probably still be at a loss for words—but he had to try. 
The next time their paths crossed was at a country club dance. Although not a member, he’d been invited anyway for logistical reasons—in a town like Canelius, where young Jewish women outnumbered males, it was necessary to have representatives of both sexes if you wanted to fill a dance floor. 
The dining room where Adam had lunched a month before was cleared of tables. A bandstand had been set up, with more than enough space for a five-piece combo called the Mellow Tones. The room was festooned with flowers and plants, and a long table against one wall held canapés and fruit punch, much too bland, but since there were teenagers present, the use of alcohol in drinks was out of the question.
Everyone knew everyone else. The community was a small one. There was a synagogue but it was out of town, halfway between Canelius and Forest Glen and served both communities on the High Holy Days. However, most of the families who worshipped there were also members of the Fairmount Country Club. Unlike larger, wealthier gentile clubs, the Fairmount had no golf course—couldn’t afford one—but the grounds were ample and well manicured and included a pretty little natural lake at the foot of the hill, where mothers often spent the warm days of summer, gossiping and keeping an eye on the children. 
The lake was shallow enough so little ones could get their feet wet without being in danger. The fathers would join them on weekends. Single people, like Adam and those of his age, found the place boring. There was too little to do, too much time to be wasted. Many in their teens and twenties were members in name only, but for Adam it was somewhere besides the library to spend his spare time, especially on warm days.
The dance was held on a Saturday night in late March. Adam came by after his shift had ended. It was a little past midnight. The band was still playing, although many of the dancers had already wandered off. He found himself waylaid at the door by Jack Shapiro, manipulating his large gray moustache as though it were a violin that needed constant retuning. Shapiro’s job, as head of the membership committee, was to coax young men into joining the club, but he was well aware that Adam wasn’t much of a prospect.
“He’ll be gone in six months or less,” someone had said, and Shapiro felt there was wisdom in that advice.
After Shapiro had wandered off, Adam had a chance to take a second look at his surroundings. Most of the Fairmount Country Club was contained in a single, low-slung stucco building with an ornamental facade meant to resemble carved wood. Two miniature pines flanked the front door. A pair of glass French doors in the back of the big room led out to the lawn that sloped down to the lake. There was a full kitchen off the main room, available for lunches and special social occasions. An antenna protruded from the roof, but since the membership hadn’t yet bought a TV set, it stood waiting, in lonely splendor. 
To reach the club, you drove south and east from Canelius on County Road 4. A small white sign, easily overlooked, was the only indication that it was there, almost as though it were in hiding from the outside world. 
Adam installed himself in an unoccupied corner of the room, from which he could see Susan at the drinks table, flanked by a couple of her regular crew-cut admirers. A friend of the two huskies stopped by; they chatted a while, and then the three excused themselves and went off in the direction of the bandstand. In a moment of inexplicable boldness, Adam made his way to where she was standing and introduced himself. Her face brightened.
“Of course,” she said. He was astonished that she remembered him. “I’ve heard you on the radio a couple of times. I like the way you speak, but you’re younger than I expected. Are you from up North?”
“New York.”
“You don’t have a New York accent.”
“You don’t have a Southern drawl,” he said, which seemed like the more obvious observation to him. 
She laughed. “I spent a year in France,” she explained. “A school near Paris called the Ecole Biarritz. Most of the girls couldn’t understand what I was saying—everybody spoke English, but it was like one of us was speaking a foreign language, and that was me—so I had to force myself to speak like this.”
“You’re quite good at it.”
“Why, thank you, kind sir.” Again the smile, warming him all over. “It’s easy to fall back, though. At least you don’t have to worry about things like that when you write.”
“I don’t do much writing,” he said. “Do you?”
“A little.”
His head was swimming. He had never expected her to conduct a conversation with him, much less talk about personal things. 
“What do you write?”
“Poetry, mostly.”
“Are you good at it?”
“No. But, it really doesn’t matter as long as I don’t have to pass my poems around.”
She surprised him again by accepting his invitation to dance. The band had just finished a jitterbug and began playing a ballad, The Song from Moulin Rouge. Adam swung his arm around her and they edged out onto the floor. He felt remarkably at home. To compensate for his awkwardness, he had made himself into a pretty fair dancer. The low-cut blouse she wore revealed just enough of her breasts, and although she wasn’t that large, there was a soft roundedness about them that sent a wave of lust through him. He wanted desperately to touch them, but he knew that wasn’t permitted.
Instead, he pulled her toward him. He could feel the warmth of her perfume, lascivious but demure. 
“That was nice,” she said when it was over and they had returned to the drinks table. “I really enjoyed it—” She touched his cheek. He shivered inside at the sensation. He had never met anyone so full of joy, so eager to soak up life, to sweep every speck of existence into a jar that could be dipped into, again and again, for reassurance. He prayed for time to stop, for the chance to freeze this moment like a tintype in an album of perpetual yesterdays.
“Adam? It’s Adam, isn’t it?”
He nodded.
“Yes, of course it is. We must do this again sometime, Adam.”
He was crushed. Not only couldn’t she remember his name, but she had offered him the standard cliché remark, the one all girls her age used when they wanted to brush someone off. 
What were the chances of another encounter? Practically zero. The only way it would ever happen was if he called her on the telephone, and that was out of the question. He would be instantly tongue-tied. He would stammer and make a fool of himself, as he had on previous occasions. 
But there was a way to suppress the pain, he had discovered, and that was by deadening himself, by turning away from what he couldn’t have, holding down the soft pedal on the piano so the music receded into the background. 
Muted music was always easier to deal with than the kind that banged in your brain.
He kept thinking of the guys with the crew cuts—tall, athletic-looking guys who could give her what she needed—who were waiting for her after they’d finished their dance. They were her type; he was just a voice on the radio, something a girl could listen to, could relate to, maybe even fantasize about. Was it possible she felt about him the way he did about her? Not a chance.
In the days that followed he played back that evening a thousand times. What good was the romantic “line” he presented on the radio now? The Casanova of the airwaves was a fraud, and everyone knew it. How could the words he spoke into a microphone be replicated when a beautiful, desirable girl floated in his arms on a dance floor? He thought of all the things he might have said, all the things he should have said. The wheel went around like a lazy Susan—but not this Susan, she was hardly lazy. He reached out and grabbed for it each time as it sped by him, a bit of salt, some pepper, a bottle of ketchup six stories high. It hurt, it stung. There was no way he could make it go away.
One morning he awoke groggy after a restless night and clutching reality by the tips of his fingers. He realized that things had gone too far, that he had to put an end to whatever was happening to him. He had passed beyond infatuation; he was now caught up in a full-blown obsession, a phantom serpent that if he wasn’t careful could wrap itself around his throat and destroy him.
But there was still time. Get hold of yourself, he commanded. Have patience, don’t panic, let the fever subside.
Half awake, he turned on the radio. It was almost nine-thirty; The Breakfast Club was in full swing. Don McNeill was leading the march around the breakfast table. Sam was entertaining the crowd. Fran Allison as Aunt Fanny had stopped by with a load of cheery witticisms—and then it hit him. Something strange was going on. Between segments of the show an unfamiliar voice came on giving a brief commercial and the station break. Puzzled, he waited for The Breakfast Club to end. The same announcer returned, read a hardware store spot and gave the break again.
Where was Simon Denning?
He got up and sat on the edge of the bed, studying his bare feet and wondering what was going on at the station. Had he missed something? In all the time Simon had been there, he hadn’t once called in sick or missed so much as a station break. What was happening? Could he have been in a stupor for almost a week? Was love that debilitating? The sensation was both unfamiliar and actually a little frightening because it robbed him of his will. His mind was locked onto that golden hair, the shining eyes, the feel of her body, the voice that followed him no matter in what direction he headed.
He waited for a third station break, just to make sure.
No doubt about it, this wasn’t Simon. You couldn’t mistake the voice. They hadn’t been that close, but it bothered him that the station might have dumped one of his fellow announcers without his knowing it. Could he have fallen into some sort of time warp, dreaming his private dreams, floating on a cloud while the rest of the world sped by around him? 
Dressing quickly, he visited the B&B Diner for his usual eggs and grits (they almost always threw that in, whether he wanted them or not). He hated the damned stuff. It made him feel like throwing up. For the rest of his life, he was certain he would be unable to escape the smell of that thick, porridge-like substance. It was an odor that stayed with you all your life.
He then drove up to the station. In the control room he found a young man with a wisp of blond mustache and huge skinny hands, languidly occupying the steno chair that Denning usually overflowed. The familiar array of cigarette butts and half-empty plastic coffee cups that invariably followed Simon around was gone.
The young man introduced himself. His name was Brian Hathaway. He worked as a part-time salesman and a backup announcer while putting himself through chiropractic school. He had a high-pitched alter ego named Squeaky, with whom he conducted tiresome little conversations about the weather and news reports and the songs they were going to play. Adam didn’t much care for these gimmicks, but it was the changed appearance of the control room that piqued his curiosity.
“Where’s Simon?” he asked.
“Gone,” Brian said. “Hey, don’t I know you?”
“I do the evening show,” Adam said. “What happened to Simon?”
“Haven’t the foggiest,” Brian said. “Finished his show, grabbed a couple of Nat ‘King’ Cole albums from the library and never came back. They asked me to fill in. I’m hoping they’ll make it permanent for me, because I like the morning shift.”
“When did all this happen?”
“Almost a week ago. Where have you been?”
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In the Bell Tower, he felt safe. Up here amid the purple wall hangings, the velvet sofa and easy chairs; the lights that dimmed whenever a love song was played; soft carpets, splashing fountains, windows from floor to ceiling like portholes looking down on Canelius and the valley beyond, as far as the misty mountains to the west; here in this sanctuary, where he could hide behind the microphone and spin fantasies out of straw, he felt safe. 
Now and then, though, a voice from the outside world climbed the stones of the tower and knocked on the glass. Simon’s disappearance was one of these.
The way Simon vanished from the earth affected him more deeply than he would have imagined. Although they barely knew each other, there was something about the big, blustery man’s presence that touched him, as it did everyone at the station. His absence opened a hole down which something bright and laughing tumbled, never to be seen again. Adam felt a strange kind of emptiness, as though he’d lost his moorings. He needed someone to talk to about the turmoil that was churning his life into an indigestible bouillabaisse.
The obvious person was Larry. There was something about Larry that made him easy to relate to, and he was almost always available. His duties extended far beyond that of program director. When Hunter Baines, the ruddy-faced, bespectacled owner and manager of WCAN, was off searching for new worlds to conquer—which happened often—it was Larry who held down the fort, hired people, fired them, changed formats when necessary and saw that things ran smoothly. 
Larry also hosted a hillbilly show called Kellin in Canelius, which listeners seemed to enjoy because of the contrast between Larry’s slightly sophisticated, unidentifiable accent and the country drawls of the performers he interviewed and bandied wisecracks with. The show drew a good share of the audience at that time of day.
But Larry was going through a difficult patch. A painful divorce that had been grinding along for more than six months seemed to have etched extra lines on his long, balding head and gave him the look of a wounded stallion. There were times when Adam suspected Larry of playing his marital woes for sympathy, but it was impossible to dislike the man. He had soft blue eyes and a sweet, cultured way about him. He even dressed the part, wearing a shirt and tie every day to work and, in cold weather, a vest. His vocabulary was impeccable—it was almost as though he had an invisible dictionary hanging over his head.
It was Larry who, early on, had taken him down to the section the locals derisively referred to as “Jigtown.” The visit wasn’t meant to be condescending; Larry felt his young friend needed an education in that other world hiding behind the smug facade that was Canelius. They drove slowly without stopping, Adam staring at the dilapidated, unpainted wooden houses, the cracked windows, the streets that were little more than dusty strips without pavements, without even a sidewalk. Larry offered no commentary. None was needed.
More typically, the two men would meet for an afternoon snack at the B&B Café. The place was an old-fashioned malt shop a couple of blocks up from the Jefferson Davis Hotel. It was the kind of place that boasted a counter and booths and a jukebox playing the latest from Perry Como and Rosemary Clooney and Frank Sinatra and the Ames Brothers. For a modest tab you could idle and schmooze and waste the hours to your heart’s content. By three o’clock, the B&B was virtually empty. It was the halfway point for both of them—Larry winding up his day, Adam about to begin.
One Sunday afternoon, Sunday being Adam’s day off, the two of them drove to Forest Glen, which had a state teacher’s college and a movie theater that catered to the student crowd. The road was lined with tobacco fields, stretching to the horizon. Farther away were the misty blue foothills, which you could only see from the top of a tall building. Canelius was considered by its residents to be part of the “new South,” but there was something very old about it, something that Adam with his innocent 23 years and his liberal Northern upbringing found difficult to understand.
In sedate, proper Canelius, teenagers were expected to dance the foxtrot and women over fifty almost invariably wore skirts, not slacks. There was no drive-in theater, and the Strand on Graham Avenue downtown rarely showed anything but Hollywood films. People flocked to The Moon is Blue, a comedy considered pretty “hot stuff,” although the local censors had whacked away huge amounts of footage, excised lines of dialogue and pasted the rest together like plastic balls on a Christmas tree. If the picture was hot stuff, it was cold jam by the time Adam got around to seeing it.
Not so in Forest Glen. There was a state college nearby, and at the Glen Theater the big attraction were the imports. Films were shown with subtitles and they were seldom cut. It seemed not to matter—after all, how many people knew the difference, since the film was in a foreign language? 
From Canelius, you could get to Forest Glen in forty minutes on the main highway going east. They set off in Larry’s car, with Larry behind the wheel, had chow mein in a Chinese restaurant, passed the time in a park until the sun went down, then joined the line for tickets. 
The picture they’d chosen was called Naked Night. It had been directed by a Swedish filmmaker Adam never heard of, a man by the name of Ingmar Bergman. In the United States, Bergman was just beginning to be known. Larry didn’t know what the picture was about, but the title sounded racy. You could always count on Europeans, even Swedes, to throw in a bit of titillation, something unavailable in Canelius. To their disappointment, the picture turned out to be gloomy and slow-moving. The story had to do with long Swedish winters and a traveling circus. The subtitles were difficult to read, and the one nude scene was brief and out of focus. 
The gloomy mood haunted him all the way back in the car. The movie’s sexual coldness was like a knife in the heart. In the darkness, Adam could hear Larry’s sweet, clear voice talking about Nancy, the wife from whom he was separated. He had never met Nancy, but she sounded like a decent sort. Larry had drawn up an agenda of grievances, mostly having to do with her apparent aversion to sex. She didn’t like to touch him, he said. She rarely kissed him. When the lights went out, she would roll over in bed and pretend to be asleep. Adam felt uncomfortable listening to the intimate details of another man’s love life. It was the first time he had heard so much of it in such painful detail.
The last thing he wanted was to take sides, but it’s not easy riding with someone in the dark for almost an hour without putting in your own two cents. According to Larry, the last thing he wanted was a divorce, but there seemed to be no way of avoiding it. 
“Have you tried a marriage counselor?” Adam asked.
“Nancy won’t hear of it. She says whatever’s wrong, a marriage counselor is not going to cure it.”
“What do you think went wrong?”
“I don’t know. You try so hard to be a good husband, and in the end you fall on your face. You know there are temptations out there, and if you give in and let yourself be seduced you’ll be accused of cheating. But it’s so hard, Adam.”
“Like sitting shivah for a marriage,” Adam said.
“What’s that?”
Adam smiled. It was good to know that Larry’s store of knowledge was not all encompassing. 
“We have a custom when someone dies,” he said. “The mourners gather and bring food, and everyone sits around comforting the family of the person who’s passed on.”
“That’s a Jewish custom?” Larry asked.
“Yes.”
“Funny thing,” Larry said. “I didn’t know you were Jewish.”
Somehow, they never got around to talking about Simon, and Adam realized that it would be pointless to mention Susan. His friend was too consumed by his own miseries, the breakup of a marriage that could not be restored. Their lives were running on parallel tracks, but headed in the opposite direction.
Only once more in the next few weeks did they find time for a social occasion. It was Larry’s birthday, and to Adam’s surprise he insisted on taking his young colleague for a fashionable lunch. 
The Palm Room of the Jefferson Davis Hotel was probably the swankiest place in Canelius. The restaurant was less noted for its cuisine than for a kind of oppressive respectability, but the kitchen did make a pretty fair club sandwich. They had been there about fifteen minutes, and the waiter was just bringing their orders, when a middle-aged couple came through the door and were shown to a table against the window. Adam tried not to be obvious about it, but the two were so dark, and there was something definitely foreign about them, that it was hard not to notice.
“Indian?” Adam wondered.
Larry glanced in their direction. “From India, yes,” he agreed. “You can tell by the red mark over the woman’s nose.”
“Indians do that?”
“So I’m told.”
“They could almost be Negroes.”
“Not in this hotel, and not in the Palm Room,” Larry said.
“You think some day…?” Adam wondered.
“I doubt it,” Larry said.
Adam felt a chill go through him. Fifty years ago, he thought, that could have been me. Fifty years ago my ancestors would have been on the outside, looking through the plate glass windows into the Palm Room and wondering what it must be like to have waiters in tuxedos serve you a fancy club sandwich on fine china, pour wine into cut crystal glasses, take your credit card. And now here he was, having lunch in the Palm Room and no one said a word against his being there.
No, Larry’s point was well taken. The Palm Room would never let a Negro pass through its doors. Hell would have to freeze over before something like that occurred.
They broke up after lunch, Larry hurrying back to the station to meet a couple of preachers who wanted the same Sunday hour for their service broadcasts. Adam, with a little time on his hands, decided to walk down to Max Goldman’s store. He knew that he was taking a chance, that it was always possible Susan might show up at the store, and that would mean fumbling for words and tripping over his feet and generally making a fool of himself, but if he didn’t take the initiative, someone at the station would call it to his attention.
Fortunately, the store was almost empty. Max was just finishing up with a customer, a gaunt, testy black woman of indeterminate years with whom he had clearly had dealings in the past. Adam stood nearby, anxious not to appear as though he were eavesdropping. He was beginning to absorb some of the Southern approach to race. Blacks were, of course, still relegated to separate drinking fountains and excluded from lunch counters and the front of public transportation, at least here in the South, but when it came to being customers in stores like Goldman Brothers, they were universally welcome, business being business, after all.
Unfortunately, Miss Peabody wasn’t your average customer. She could be more irritating than most, and color had nothing to do with it. Miss Peabody today was bent on buying a large, plush easy chair for her niece, who was recently married, but it had to be in naugahyde, which the store didn’t stock. Max was clearly turned off by naugahyde—fake leather, that’s how he saw it— but it was popular among young marrieds and he was willing to put it on special order, if he could only get Miss Peabody to commit herself. But the old lady kept changing her mind, and it took every bit of skill at his command to ease her into a decision, something no one on the floor seemed capable of.
“Ah dunno,” the customer hesitated.
“Miss Peabody,” Max said in his usual butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-your mouth voice. Although he spoke without a Southern drawl, his manner fooled many people thinking he had one hidden up the sleeves of his starched white-on-white shirt. It was a trick of the eye rather than the ear. He kept his voice low, let his eyelids droop and modulated his tone. Sometimes with people like Miss Peabody, though, it was necessary to adopt a sterner tone. 
“Miss Peabody, you are a lovely woman. You are a valued customer, but you are also the most exasperating woman I have ever met.”
“I just want what’s right for my niece,” the old lady snapped.
“I know, Miss Peabody.”
“She gotta have the best if she gonna be a married lady. You wouldn’t want her to have nothing but the best, would you, Mr. Goldman?”
“No, I suppose not,” Max sighed.
But naugahyde. Max Goldman’s face fell. There had to be something better than that, his expression said. In the end, he managed to talk her into a nice cloth version of the chair, got out his invoice book and was about to fill it in when word came down from his secretary, Verna, that he had a phone call. Goldman nodded and told the secretary he would take the call in his office. To a young man named Bernard who came up behind them, he waved an absent hand.
“Would you show Adam around?” he asked. “I won’t be long.”
With an agility that belied his years, he darted through the crowded showroom and up a flight of stairs leading to the balcony. The setup reminded Adam vaguely of a prison facility, although not quite so grim. Goldman’s office was on the balcony, and from here he could step out and keep an eye on the showroom, watching for important customers and checking what pieces they might be looking at. Adam knew little about furniture, but he guessed the big-ticket items—a two-piece sofa set, perhaps, or a dinette table with four chairs—would most interest the store’s proprietor.
Bernard Silverman, he later learned, was the most reliable and promising of the three salesmen on Goldman’s payroll. He had pink cheeks, soft thick fingers and jet black, curly hair that needed no combing. His eyes were wide and his bland, chubby face reflected an innocence that many customers came to take for honesty. There was talk that, should Goldman retire or move on to bigger things, Bernard was next in line to run the store. He was smart and personable. He came from a good family, knew the merchandise and he was Jewish. What more could a person want?
“Are you thinking of furnishing an apartment?” he said.
“Why do you ask?” Adam said.
“Well, I think we could get you a good discount on a bedroom set,” Bernard informed him.
Remembering what Goldman had once said about his brother’s discount selling habits, Adam wondered if this was indeed the store’s policy. He let Bernard guide him through a maze of chairs and tables and beds and lamps that seemed to have been haphazardly but shrewdly arranged around the store. After a while, however, it became clear that whatever had drawn Goldman away wouldn’t return him within a reasonable length of time. Bernard had virtually exhausted his inventory of the stock, and Adam realized he hadn’t pulled a single record or even planned the subject for tonight’s show.
“I’ll come back when things are not so busy,” he said, gesturing in the direction of the balcony, where Bernard’s boss was hidden. He took Bernard’s business card, slipped it in his pocket and stepped out into the street.
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Sunday was Mrs. Warren’s day. From early morning until almost eleven, when it was time to leave for church, she sat in the living room overflowing the big, flowered easy chair beside the radio, the imitation leather Bible open on her lap, the sad tinted portrait of Jesus on the wall behind her, absorbing the message of one preacher after another.
Reverend Deventer came first, an angry man who spoke in organ tones about sin, of which he had no end of knowledge. Dr. Chalmers Starbuck, who followed, was less dramatic but easier to listen to, more avuncular. He shared the latest reports on the Communist menace, whose black teeth were eating into every household and every schoolroom and every statehouse in the land, “even as I speak.” 
After that came Arlen Rodenbaugh, who claimed to have intimate knowledge of the pestilence whose name could not be pronounced on the radio, but began with an S and ended with an X, its poison susceptible only to the love of Jesus. 
But it was Elton Garrison, a fiery Pentecostal of no known denomination, who most captured Mrs. Warren’s imagination. When the Reverend Garrison came on, the radio’s volume went up. Fire and brimstone poured from the speaker. The wrath of God was called down on every sinner who failed to heed the signs of Armageddon and the final days that lurked just over the horizon. Mrs. Warren was positive that her boarder was one of those scheduled to be struck down when the lightning flashed and the earth opened up to swallow nonbelievers into the pit.
“You must have heard what he said,” she declared one morning, planting her ample presence before him so he could not escape. Her voice was trembling. “It’s all there in scripture. `Let us not sleep as others do but watch and be sober.’ ” Her hand smote the Bible. “Thessalonians 5:4-6.”
“Thessalonians?” Adam frowned. He was going to say “what the hell,” but held his tongue, knowing how Mrs. Warren felt about blasphemy. “Who are they?” he asked.
“It’s not a who. It’s scripture, Adam! Don’t you know that? Listen to what the good book says, Adam. It’s not too late. There’s good news, Adam, if you have faith in Jesus. He’ll protect you. The reason He shed His blood for mankind is so He could promise eternal life. You want that, don’t you?”
“To live forever?”
“Of course, of course. Eternal life, Adam. Eternal life.” He could see the vein in her neck throbbing. “Please. Listen to me, Adam. You want His protection, don’t you?”
“Whose protection?”
“Jesus’ protection,” she shouted.
“Against what?” he asked.
“Against the Antichrist.”
“I’m not sure if I know what that is.”
She fought to contain her impatience. “It’s all written down. The Antichrist, the man who will come among us and perform miracles, and we’ll be deceived. Even our leaders will be deceived. Reverend Garrison says peace and prosperity will reign for three and a half years, in fulfillment of the prophecies, and then all hell will break loose. The Antichrist will sever ties with the false church and set himself up as God, and those who follow him will be doomed, but those who are born again will be with Jesus during this period, and they’ll return with Him to fight the final Battle of Armageddon.” 
“Sounds like a movie.”
“It’s better than a movie. It’s in the Bible, Adam. It’s all there.”
The diatribe went on like that for another ten minutes. It was impossible to escape because, in order to leave the house, you had to pass the doorway into the living room, and invariably Mrs. Warren’s burning eye fastened on you and kept you from leaving. When the Bible appeared there was no stopping it. Adam had come to dread the scene, the feeling of being trapped in the house on a Sunday morning intact. He tried making a game of it. He thought if he teased her enough, she would stop harassing him, but the Lord did not come into this world to make jokes. 
She meant well, of course. The Warrens had no children and, in a way, Adam was the son she had never conceived. His safety, his well-being meant everything to her. She was consumed with fear for his soul, with the knowledge that it was her sacred responsibility to save him from the fire, from the pain, from the foolishness of the unbeliever and the imprudence of his own youthful ignorance. If only she knew what he had said that night in the street, the way he had addressed the Almighty—assuming that’s where his words were directed—she would be appalled.
Mrs. Warren had no conception of what it was like to be young, to be alone in the world and constantly cold no matter what you put on.
He was, of course, not completely alone. A few days later his parents came down from New York to spend some time with him. It was the first he’d seen them since leaving home to begin his climb to success in radio. 
The relationship between parents and son was tepid at best. Lou Bernstein was a CPA who worked hard and joylessly, squirreling away a small nest egg that would some day go to his only son. His wife, Sylvia, a large, well-padded woman with deceptively soft brown eyes and a small mustache on her upper lip, however, did all the talking. A domineering woman who believed the only life worth living was one that had been properly organized, she arranged her husband’s clothes in the morning, planned Adam’s education and ordered her own days from dawn to retiring. From her, Adam inherited his need for neatness.
They lived in a high-rise apartment building in Queens, where Adam had grown up. They traveled only sporadically. Adam would have preferred to reserve a room for them at the Jefferson Davis, but he was well aware of his parents’ protectiveness toward a dollar. Instead, he put them up at the Belle Mansions Motel, a mile and a half away, and got up early so he could show them around Canelius.
As usual Mrs. Warren intercepted him.
When told he was on his way to meet his parents, she suddenly became deeply interested in what they were like, and what they were doing during their visit. 
“You know,” she said, “we have services at our church on Sunday nights. Since your mother and father are in town, they might like to drop by after supper and join us. It would do them a world of good.”
Adam didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I doubt it,” he said. 
“Think about it, Adam.” Her eyes shone. “You’re not offended, are you?”
“No, not at all. It’s the thought that counts.” He wondered if Mrs. Warren had decided to give up on him and go after his parents. That would have been a conquest, all right. Neither his father or mother was particularly religious—his own upbringing had been nothing short of secular—but Mrs. Warren’s beliefs would have struck them as bizarre beyond comprehension. In their own way, they were as conservative and moral as Mrs. Warren.
Mrs. Bernstein was concerned about what her son was turning into. She had still not reconciled to his new name. 
“What’s wrong with Bernstein?” she wanted to know when he told them. “You’re ashamed of Bernstein, is that it?” Adam explained that for radio, “Bell” had a more attractive sound. His mother made a face and the subject never arose again.
In fact, it had been Bernstein all through college. They had sent him to NYU, anticipating their son and heir would eventually go into one of the Jewish “professions.” Not medicine—he had neither the patience nor the ability for such an undertaking—but there was always law or business and, if Adam wanted to follow his father into accounting, that wouldn’t have been so terrible either. Never in a million years would it have occurred to them that Adam might earn a living in—they spoke the phrase in hushed tones—show business!
Lou Bernstein tried to convince his wife that being a radio announcer didn’t have the same stigma as something like an actor or a nightclub comedian. Sooner or later, Adam would see the light. He was a good, practical boy, too smart for this sort of hazzarai. So they went along with it, silently, convinced that in the end it was just one of those things young men have to go through as part of the ritual of growing up.
Sometime during those four years it was suggested to Adam that he take a speech course to “correct” what was perceived as a noticeable New York accent. Adam had never been aware of it, but a person seldom hears his own speaking voice, and when he first listened to it on a tape recorder, what came through the speaker startled him. It was much too high. He had to deepen it. It had a cadence that bothered him. That had to go. He tried his hand at student dramatics and enjoyed reciting lines, but had no flair for the theater. The thought of spending his life in front of an audience turned his stomach to jelly and visited on him a mild case of laryngitis.
Radio was an afterthought. He discovered that you didn’t have to take acting lessons, or memorize scenes from plays, or make a fool of yourself while others looked on. The problem of spectators was solved when you didn’t have to look at them, and his first audition record turned out to be rather respectable. He followed up ads in Broadcasting magazine. The audition record made the rounds. 
It was an interim period in the industry, a pause between the so-called Golden Era of big, expensive network shows broadcast live from Hollywood and New York, and the individualistic, formulaic, rock-’em-and-sock-’em time that was to come. In the ’50s, announcers could devise their own shows, give them a personal sound, program the music, build a universe out of nothing. Of course, you were expected to do the whole job yourself, from reading the news to sweeping the floor. The pay was bottom-level, but where does a young man go with only a liberal arts degree and a love of music as his principal assets?
To his surprise, he quickly landed a job in Illinois. He worked briefly at a 500-watter in Arkansas, and when an opportunity opened up in Canelius at almost twice the salary, he jumped.
Larry had warned him about the life of an announcer. There were guys all across the country swimming in the same sea, reading commercials and news, playing records and running control boards, moving from town to town, from station to station—gypsies, all of them, going nowhere. If you were an Arthur Godfrey or an Al “Jazzbeaux” Collins or a Martin Block with his “Make Believe Ballroom”—in other words, if you were one of those personalities who worked in a major market and could command $50,000 a year or more, why then, life could be very sweet. But that was the big time. Canelius was either a way station or a dead end, depending on how things worked out.
Still, it was a not unpleasant way to spend the better part of a week. The demands were few, and even if it was just an illusion, you could pretend your voice was being beamed to an audience of millions. His hours in the Bell Tower eased the prowling pain. There were worse places than Canelius to settle in, and it wasn’t until later that he discovered the secret imp that lived in the wings, waiting to strike.
“Adam?”
The voice of the Lord invariably broke into his meditations. “Yes, Mrs. Warren.”
“You do have a Bible, don’t you?”
Adam stared at her, puzzled. “I’m not sure I’d know what to do with it if I had one.”
“Read it, read it.” Mrs. Warren shook her head sorrowfully. Irony was not exactly her strong point. “Oh, Adam!” she cried. “How can you let your life go by like this without knowing what scripture says? You must have a Bible. I insist that you have a Bible.”
“OK, I’ll buy one the next chance I get,” he agreed, hoping she would then move aside and let him pass.
“No, no, there’s no time to lose. Listen, Adam, there’s a Bible up in the attic that used to belong to my grandmother, and you can have it if you promise to read a chapter every day. Every day, Adam.”
“Well, I don’t know . . .”
“Please.” The hooks were out, and they were reeling him in. “For my sake. You’ll never know the good news if you don’t open it up and read what’s in there. There are wonderful things to be learned.” She took him by the arm. “Adam, right now. Go upstairs and fetch that book down for me.”
“Mrs. Warren, I’m supposed to meet my parents in twenty minutes.”
“It’s just upstairs in the attic. It won’t take you more than a few minutes. There’s a large metal trunk that’s tied up with rope, and when you untie the rope and open the trunk, the Bible’s right on top. I’d go up there myself, but the arthuritis in my knee is hurting something awful today.” She pronounced the word “arthuritis” as though it belonged to a relative by that name. 
“Please, Adam.”
“You want me to have your grandmother’s Bible?”
“Yes, yes! You’ll see. You won’t be sorry. It’ll do you a world of good.” She pushed him out into the hall and to the foot of the stairs. “It’ll only take a couple of minutes.”
The Warrens, it seemed, rarely went up in the attic. Clouds of dust flew around his ankles as he climbed. At the top he paused to look around. Half a century’s worth of memories and castoffs filled the tiny room. The ceiling was low; he bumped his head on a beam and had to stoop to make sure it didn’t happen again. He almost stumbled over a large steamer trunk filled with ancient toys. Strange, the Warrens never mentioned having had children. Beside the trunk was a faded brown rocking horse that bounced on rusty springs when he touched it. 
He found the Bible in the trunk, just as Mrs. Warren had promised. Like the one she always carried around, it was bound in fake leather but, when he opened it, some of the pages, tissue paper thin, were loose and almost came away in his hand. Not that he had any intention of pursuing daily chapters, as Mrs. Warren insisted, but it was pointless getting her dander up. He quickly closed the book and started for the stairs.
Halfway down it happened.
His ankle was the first to give way. He could feel it soften, and then he was pitching over and down the stairs. His head struck something, hard. He could hear something on his shirt tear. In a desperate effort to stop his fall, he threw out his left hand to catch the banister and hit the wall instead. There was a tiny crack, as though someone in the next county had shot off a rifle, and a lightning bolt went up his arm and became transformed into pain. To Adam, it felt as though whatever was happening would never stop. In reality, it couldn’t have lasted more than two or three seconds.
When it was over, he lay in a crumpled heap at the bottom of the stairs. He felt sore all over, but everything seemed to be focused on his wrist. He was sure it must be broken. The word “concussion” also flashed through his mind. 
The hall around him was spinning and a wave of nausea welled up in his throat. Mrs. Warren had rushed to his side, as fast as her arthritis would allow. Mr. Warren appeared at the other end of the hall, strode up to the fallen figure and wrapping a thick arm around his shoulder, managed to get Adam to his feet. Together they hobbled out to the garage, and Mr. Warren drove him in his Dodge pickup to the hospital.
At Lyman General, he was taken in a wheelchair to X-Ray. A chubby young resident with an odd New England accent poked and prodded his wrist. The X-rays confirmed what he feared. The bone was broken—a simple fracture, but it would require a cast and take six weeks to heal. 
As the doctor wound the wet, warm, plaster-soaked bandage around his arm, Adam swore there would never again be any Bibles in his life. It was a Bible that brought him to that attic and ended with a bone being cracked. He was damned if he’d ever let himself be drawn into another of those endless tirades about Armageddon and messiahs and the Sunday morning preaching of the Reverend Mr. Elton Garrison.
Loaded with painkillers, Adam was wheeled upstairs to a semi-private room and tucked into a bed. The doctor arranged it over his protestations. “You may have a concussion,” he said. “Or you may not. Either way, I want you in the hospital overnight for observation.”
His parents showed up just before 3:00 PM. They’d already been to the house and learned of his misfortune. His mother kept insisting to his father that the only proper medical care for their son was to be found in New York. Adam had come to expect this, but her reasoning was ridiculous. 
“I’m here in Canelius,” he explained. “I’ve got to wear the cast for six weeks, and there’s not much else anyone can do.”
“You won’t be able to manage,” his mother told him. “I’ll stay until you’re in better condition.”
It was not a question, but a statement of fact. Adam glanced at his quiet, unsmiling father. In his youth, Lou Bernstein had been a tall, slender man with a cautious smile, a way with the ladies, a promising tennis player and an excellent golfer, but the years had put on pounds and taken away grace. As in the Warrens’ house, it was his wife who had assumed command of the marital ship. Unlike Mrs. Warren, there was a coldness about Sylvia Bernstein that held everyone at arm’s length. She was the kind of possessive woman who sought every opportunity to bestow favors, for which gratitude was expected in return, and a modicum of subservience. 
Adam hated having his parents here, hovering over him, giving orders and assuming the worst. “I’ll manage,” he tried to reassure them. He struggled to raise himself in bed, but his head was still swimming and he had to fight down the dizziness. 
“Don’t you understand?” he told his mother. “I have to do things for myself. I don’t want you to stay. If you’re here, you’ll fuss and take care of me, and I can’t stand that.”
“And you couldn’t take a job closer to home, could you?” She glanced around the hospital room as though it were a mud hut in some remote African village, with flies buzzing around their heads and native doctors shuffling in and out. It had been etched in stone over the years that New York was the center of the world, and everywhere else served as a barely adequate suburb. Even the fact that Canelius actually boasted a synagogue and a country club failed to reassure her.
“I want you to have this,” she said, reaching into her purse and pulling out a small blue velvet box, which she set in his lap. Inside, resting in a nest of velvet, was a small diamond ring—the stone couldn’t have been more than one carat—but exquisitely set in silver and glittering in the room’s fluorescent overhead light. “Just in case something happens to us.”
“Nothing’s going to happen to you,” Adam promised.
“What do you know?” Sylvia Bernstein said in her best doom-laden voice.
Adam leaned back against the pillows, glancing at his father who had remained silent the entire time. No one would expect anything different from Lou Bernstein. Like J.D. Warren, he knew the power of a woman, and yielded to its inevitability. There was nothing his father could do to stop her when the smell of death wafted up her nose. She spent the next half hour detailing what should be done if, God forbid, there was a plane crash or their building burned down. She regaled him with the names of their lawyer and insurance man, the location of their safe deposit box, the investments, the insurance policies, the will, the lease.
Fifteen minutes later they were gone and after another half hour trying to get comfortable with the cast on his wrist, which seemed to be much too tight, he finally felt the first fumblings of sleep. A hospital volunteer with a rolling cart filled with books and magazines and unidentifiable doodads popped her head into the room, and as the door swung open, Adam caught sight of a familiar lithe figure and a cascade of glowing blonde hair.
It was just for an instant. She must be visiting someone down the hall, and as she passed and he smelled her perfume—so powerful, so distinctive he could sense it even at this distance—and the wondrous aura that belonged to her, and her alone, invaded his life again, he wanted to shout out. He wanted to beg her to turn, to look in the door and see where he was. The glorious pain that clutched his heart and mingled with the dizziness of the concussion was back in force.
And then she was gone. The hospital volunteer closed the door. He felt himself drifting off again, and the last thing that crossed his mind before darkness closed in, strangely enough, was Mrs. Warren’s Bible. He had let it fly out of his hands as he tumbled down the stairs. He hoped she had managed to retrieve it. Bibles are nothing to be trifled with, he thought.
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Shaving with a cast on his arm required a certain amount of agility, since it involved squeezing the tube of shaving cream with fingers partially covered by plaster. Several times the tube would drop into the sink, which quickly filled up with cream. 
As a kid, he used to watch his father at the sink, lathering himself with an old-fashioned brush and carving his cheeks with a straight-edged razor. Adam didn’t see how it was possible that such a method of shaving didn’t draw blood. Even more surprising because his father’s beard was black and heavy; his own barely required three or four minutes, a simple ceremony and it was gone. Someday, he would have to see what a moustache and beard were like. They should do interesting things to his face.
After dressing, he drove down to the B&B and ordered eggs and coffee—as usual. He read the morning paper while he sipped his coffee. Most of the items had to do with local issues: some sort of commercial development on the outskirts of town—a shopping center without a name—which didn’t interest him; a beauty contest in Forest Glen; weddings and deaths and meetings of the Kiwanis and Lions Club. It didn’t take long to get through the Canelius Post Ledger. Even the national news seemed scrunched up, as though the editors had decided that the world out there was an alien place, to be reported on as quickly as possible and ignored.
He had a second cup of coffee, paid his bill and stepped outside. A band of clouds hugging the horizon suggested rain—but later. From here, he walked a half block down the street to the bank, where he deposited his paycheck and cashed another to cover what he estimated would be his expenses for the week to come, and then moved on to Johnson’s Drug Store to pick up a tube of shaving cream. They usually had Palmolive, which he preferred, but when they were out he’d take Barbasol or even Burma Shave. He recalled the Burma Shave jingles that popped up along the highway and helped pass many a wearisome trip. He’d done enough driving to have memorized a few of them. One was going through his head at the moment.
And suddenly, she was there. 
He forced himself not to stare. He knew how awful that would look. She was standing with her face to the wall. Johnson’s had set up a small rack of greeting cards, and she was going through the cards one by one. He could see her out of the corner of his eye, although he dared not turn around to stare. She was wearing a brown plaid skirt and a flowered yellow blouse and her hair was done up in a pony tail, those lovely tresses the color of cafe au lait, bound in back the way Sandra Dee did in the movies. Or was it Doris Day? Their paths hadn’t crossed since the dance at the country club. With her clothes and hairstyle, it was almost as if time, skittering backwards, had allowed her to grow younger.
He was instantly aware of her. She had a way of holding out one hand with the wrist slightly bent as though she were drying her nails, and when she laughed there was a kind of tinkle to it, like distant wind chimes. The rack bulged with greeting cards, many with lacy fringes and large quantities of flowers mixed with florid text, and he could tell from the sound of her laugh when she found a card she liked. She’d been looking for a funny one, apparently. The next thing he knew they were standing at the counter, having arrived almost simultaneously, he with his tube of shaving cream, she holding the card she’d picked.
The druggist, a gray-haired man with thick eyebrows and wire-framed glasses that kept sliding down his nose, served her first. His drawl was mellow, his smile friendly and inviting. 
“How are things going, Susan?” he asked.
“Fine, Mr. Johnson.”
“Haven’t seen you in almost a month now. Your father’s in good health, I hope?” She nodded. He glanced down at the card as he punched up the sale on the store’s big brass cash register. The machine clanged shrilly. “Someone gotten engaged?”
“Sally Bouchard.”
The druggist wrinkled his nose for a moment. “Bouchard?” A light of recognition flashed across his face. “Oh, of course. Frank Bouchard’s daughter. Pretty little thing, a high school cheerleader if I recall rightly. My, oh my! How times do progress. Before long, you’ll all be going off to get married.”
“Well, some of us will be.”
They were standing side by side at the counter, he waiting his turn. They looked at each other, and suddenly he realized that she’d forgotten who he was. Gliding across the dance floor in his arms, looking up at him with eyes that promised future adventures, all of that was gone. His insignificance in her eyes was total. He could feel his heart thudding wildly, excitement combined with the bitterness of disappointment. The druggist slipped the card into a paper bag with the receipt and handed it to her. She turned, and in so doing, her hand brushed against his sleeve.
“Hello,” she said. Of course, that had to be the way she was with everyone, but then her expression changed, and a smile flooded her face. “I know you,” she blurted. “From the country club dance.” She fished for a name, and fortunately the right one came to her lips. “Adam.”
“That’s right.” 
Was it an act? What did she really remember of that night at the country club? To him it was all so immediate: the low-cut blouse, the headiness of her perfume, the band playing The Song from Moulin Rouge, the couples who seemed to make room for them as they moved across the dance floor. He’d been ready to dismiss her from his thoughts, but now standing next to her at the counter he felt himself wound in a spider’s web once again, unable to break free. 
“Adam Bell, the radio announcer.”
“That’s right.”
“How are you?” She glanced at the cast on his arm. “How did that happen?”
“I fell down the stairs,” he said, trying with a look of casual indifference to make it appear that this was something he did every day of the week and twice on Sunday. “It’s just a broken wrist.”
“Oh, my! Does it hurt?”
“Not really,” he shrugged. “When it gets bad, I take a couple of aspirin. How have you been?”
“Fine.” The great warmth of her smile lapped over him like waves on an ocean beach. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Yes, it has,” he agreed.
It was like standing outside one of those new ranch-type houses, all windows and skylights and sliding glass doors, staring at the people who had locked themselves inside, sealed themselves away. Heads shaking in disapproval. Look, don’t touch. Smile, but don’t reach out. Wave, but don’t expect any waves in return because we, the residents, the people inside don’t want to know you are there.
He bought his shaving cream. She slipped the card she had just bought into her purse. They started for the door together. 
“Beautiful day,” she said.
“Warm,” he said.
“Yes, it is,” she agreed.
“Do you still go to the country club?” he asked.
“Now and then,” she said. “When I don’t have anything better to do. My father insisted I become a member, and he paid my entrance fee, but there isn’t much to do there and most of the people who belong are so old.”
“The dances are nice, though.”
“Yes, you’re right. The dances are nice.”
He held the door open for her. The air was warm, the smell of spring floated like butterflies around the corners of the city, over buildings and beyond, all the way to the tobacco fields in the north. Morning shoppers bustled down the street. Many of them knew his name and had heard his voice, but almost no one knew what he looked like. It was as though the whole world had bought the same ranch house, and he was the only one without a place to live. Look, don’t touch. Watch what we’re doing, enjoy the view, make believe you’re part of the show, but don’t think you’re one of us.
He felt like an idiot, bandying words so banal they could have been cut out of a book. In another century it would have been simpler. He would have simply whipped out a little leather case and handed her a card with his name on it and his title and maybe even his address. But the station didn’t bother giving its people business cards, and even if they did he would have felt like an ass giving her one. That was the kind of thing someone like Wally might do, not Adam Bell.
Too late, he realized he should have offered her a ride. She probably had her own car, but what would it hurt to offer? Moments later she smiled that pleasant, empty smile again and turned to her left. She was gone before he could say another word. Everything he wanted to tell her, all the passion that was bubbling just below the surface had to be suppressed, but every inch of the way home her name kept bouncing through his mind, with a melody and lyrics and rhythm, like one of those obsessive jingles that went with the commercials, or a song that had no end.
Susan, Susan, Susan. 
Damn!
Until now, he’d managed to keep her out of his thoughts. Now, one look and he could feel the bottom drop out of his stomach. She glistened, she glittered, and yet when you stopped to think of it, she was also remarkably banal, remarkably ordinary. Was it just a physical reaction? No, there had to be more to it than that. The world was filled with goddesses who could freeze the eyes of men. You saw them everywhere, in the magazines and the movies. In the newspaper. On television. You could even buy a calendar with a body and face to die for, a woman for every month of the year. You could hang it on the wall, if that was what you wanted to do.
But that didn’t change how he felt. He was so filled with her that he failed to notice the darkening sky, the clouds that earlier looked so harmless, building into an angry tower. Moments later he was being pelted with rain. He dashed back to the car, flung open the door, slid behind the wheel and started the engine. The windshield was quickly smeared with water. He turned on the wiper, and as the glass cleared, there she was again, as though on a movie screen, like some incredible deity, her face filling every inch of the glass, smiling at him, asking how long it had been, her lips moving, her eyes beckoning through the glass.
And then she was gone.
God, how could he let this happen to him! What idiocy had tempted him to let it go this far? He spent most of the day in the public library, poring through magazines, his thoughts too preoccupied for anything as weighty as a book. The rain kept up through the afternoon. Around three he had a quick meal and drove up to the station, where he spent the rest of the afternoon listening to records that had arrived during the past week. There was a new Sinatra album that particularly appealed to him. It seemed only yesterday that he had read stories about the skinny singer from Hoboken who was known as “Frankie,” the idol of impressionable adolescent girls, the bobby-soxers’ delight. It must have been longer than that because now here he was, a polished performer with a beat and a style and a big orchestra playing behind him and critics using words like “legend” and “epic.”
Susan. He tried to recall a singer by that name, but not one flashed into his mind. Frankie, Perry, Rosie—not a single Susan. What they all had in common was style, a distinctiveness that could not be overlooked. If he had just a dollop of it, even a modicum of finesse, he wouldn’t have been caught standing like that before the counter at Johnson’s Drug Store, sweating and tongue-tied, while this incredible young woman whose smile dazzled him and whose voice left him limp walked out into the street and away from his life as though he meant nothing more to her than a jelly doughnut on a plate, designed to be sampled and put away for next time.
Meeting her again raised the level of his loneliness by several degrees. Again, as on so many nights gone by, he was in two worlds. Part of him sat at the console, all enthusiasm for peanut butter and toothpaste and used car lots, cooing his romantic blather into the microphone and introducing the songs. The rest ran on autopilot. The rest of him was in Johnson’s Drug Store, playing back the words he had spoken to her, the few phrases she had given in return, but worst of all agonizing over the words that hadn’t come out of his mouth. 
Hours later, he could think of a thousand things he might have answered when she said, “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?” A thousand clever lines that should have been in the script that would never be written; it was too late. The story of my life, he thought. You let it slide by, and these things only come once—then it disappears.
It was fifteen minutes before sign-off when the telephone rang. Without thinking, he reached for paper and a pencil to write down the request. It was too late to fulfill this one, but he could save it for the next night. But this wasn’t a request. It was a man’s voice, and it seemed oddly muffled, as though the person on the other end had draped a piece of cheesecloth over the mouthpiece. Turning down the monitor helped, but even then he had to strain to catch the words.
“Adam, we’ve got to get together,” the caller said.
He thought he knew who was speaking—but how could that be? The voice sounded so strange. In the background he could hear what sounded like a jukebox playing a Duke Ellington number, and he thought he heard that familiar voice, very faintly on the phone, mixing with the music. He wondered if the caller was actually there, or if the effect was just an illusion.
“Simon?” he blurted.
“Listen, Adam—”
“Simon, what’s going on? Where did you disappear to?”
“I’ve been away. Listen…I have to see you.” There was a brief pause, as though the caller had turned away and was speaking to someone else nearby. Then the voice resumed. “You’re the only one at the station I can trust. You’re not like the others. It won’t take more than a few minutes of your time, but I promise you won’t be sorry.”
“Simon, I can’t leave the station now.”
“Of course. I know that.” There was a pause. “Fifteen minutes. You’ll be going off the air then, right?”
“Why don’t you come up here? We’ll talk. We’ll—” 
“No, that won’t work.” The voice sounded breathless. “You have to meet me. After you sign off, that’ll be time enough. Do you know where the Paradise Lounge is?”
Adam said he did.
“That’s where I’ll be. Drive over when you’re finished with your shift. I’ll be waiting. Adam, I need some money.”
“I’ll do what I can.” He was about to say something about not liking bars, and how he would prefer to meet in a coffee shop, and of course if it was a matter of money, there was not much he could do in that department, but the line had gone dead. He would simply have to wait until his shift was over.
Damn it! Why did he have to promise Simon something he didn’t want to do? It was late, the show took a lot out of him. He was tired. He could as easily end his shift, put away the records, close up the station and head off to his little room at Mrs. Warren’s. He could follow the same routine that occupied him every night, brush his teeth, put on his pajamas, read a book for a while and go to sleep. Beyond the Bell Tower, the night lay dark and silent. Below the tower, something slept and murmured with its head between its paws, something with golden eyes and fiery breath, waiting for him to come down. Had he known what would happen . . . 
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Long after their conversation was finished, it occurred to him that Simon had never actually identified himself. The voice was so different from what he remembered—thin, diffident, almost as if the person at the other end were speaking from inside a huge wine barrel—that he hardly recognized it. Could it actually be Simon? How dependable was a voice like that? In the world of radio, at least in those days, the so-called “talent” tended to come and go like moths in the night, hovering around a lamp for a while, enjoying the brilliance and notoriety, then disappearing, with a shiver, in a dusting of white powdery stuff.
It was well past midnight when he took his last transmitter reading, flipped off the switches, locked the door behind him and made his way across the gravel parking lot to his car.
Driving down the county road into town, he felt as though he’d been swallowed up by a gigantic cloud of nothingness. There was no moon. The blackness was overwhelming, like a vast bubble in which he had become trapped, a specimen to be examined in detail by pairs of alien eyes. Seldom had he felt so alone, so vulnerable to the goblins that chittered and growled just beyond the safety of his car, protected only by metal doors and glass that could be easily shattered. 
For the first time, he was truly aware of what it meant to be an outsider, of what it was like to inhabit a space and share time with those around him, but never actually be there. Incapable of calling on others for help. Incapable of saying to the world, “I belong.” The original transparent man, that’s what he was. There were times when he had the feeling people were literally looking through him.
At least, that’s how it had felt seeing Susan again in Johnson’s Drug Store. Her behavior made all the sense in the world, because if she hadn’t seen him, how could she know who he was? The incident preyed on his mind. He found himself picking at it, as he would scratch a wound that refused to heal. At first he’d thought she must be laughing at him, playing a little game at his expense, the way girls in high school used to do, singling out one student to embarrass and humiliate and make the object of their giggling intimations.
But Susan wasn’t mean. He was sure of that. Maybe he was reading too much into what appeared at first to be a snub. Maybe she was telling the truth, that she’d really forgotten his name. After all, someone that marvelous could have had a thousand suitors if she wanted, a dozen men fighting to hold her hand and touch her face and guide her across the dance floor at the country club. If he was the outsider, the guy with his face pressed against the window, fighting to get in, what right did he have to fight the others for the privilege of enjoying her favors?
Damn it! All this fighting and jockeying for position wore him out. It had been a long day. If nothing else, a good night’s sleep would help mend his mood, but here he was at one o’clock in the morning in a car headed downtown in response to a command he should have had the sense to ignore. And yet his curiosity was piqued. The more he thought about the voice on the phone, the more convinced he became that something strange was going on. 
“You have to meet me.” Why “have to”? Why couldn’t they meet at the station? Why did it have to be tonight?
He was making a fool of himself again. He should have let Simon know in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t in the mood, that their business could wait until morning, or even the day after tomorrow. For the first time in his life he felt more than a little apprehensive about what he was getting into.
And yet, he found it impossible to resist. 
Years later, when he recalled how it felt to be in that place, strange, unpleasant images came to mind. Dark, warm air currents, a cloud of tobacco smoke floating in the air, a smell of whiskey and beer. He remembered three small, round tables in the center, none of them occupied. A bar against the wall, stools with men drinking, a single woman in the corner, old, bedraggled, wearing a black wool stocking cap, nursing a beer. An overwhelming desire to run, to put as much space as possible between himself and the man he was supposed to meet.
The Paradise Lounge was little more than a workingman’s tavern, half a block from the railroad tracks, in a part of town he rarely frequented and he knew many shunned. After midnight on a weeknight it served as a grim reminder that some people had nowhere to go and would rather not drink alone. There was nothing convivial about the place. Reaching behind him, he felt the door slam shut and turning, he tried to pretend that this was just one more place where he didn’t belong, all the while steeling himself to flee.
A hand waved to him from a booth in the rear. He walked over and sat down. The leather upholstery had a huge gash in the middle, and he had to slide all the way over to make himself comfortable. Despite the warmth of the room, his skin was cold and moist. He could feel his fingers twitching. He had to steady one hand with the other. 
He was facing the door, which made him nervous because if anything nasty and dangerous came at him from the rear, he wouldn’t know it was there until the last minute. Sliding into the seat, he had for the first time a good look at the face of the man who had taken over the morning show from him. A bolt of electricity went through him.
“What are you drinking?”
“I don’t drink.”
“Makes no difference. You’ve got to have something with me. I can’t drink alone.” 
“Coffee.”
“OK, that’ll do it.”
He stared in disbelief at the apparition sitting opposite him. “How did this happen?” he wanted to know. 
“I don’t have time to go into that now. I’m sorry I had to call you out like this. I know you don’t like bars, but it’s the only place I could think of where we wouldn’t be noticed and nobody would know who we are.” He waved to the bartender, a fat, unshaven little man in an ugly crew cut who took his time coming. “Cream and sugar?”
“Yes,” Adam nodded.
It was like being part of a dream. Could it be a dream? The man looked only remotely like Simon Denning. He had lost a great deal of weight, his cheeks were sallow as though he were suffering from some terrible illness, his hair had thinned and his eyes seemed to have receded into the back of his head. But what struck Adam, more than the physical appearance, was the voice. The big, resonant bass voice that was so recognizable to his listeners was no more.
This wasn’t the Simon he remembered. Adam had never known anyone suffering with cancer, but he imagined that’s what it would be like. Certainly, it would account for the ghostly appearance, but when it came time for questions he was afraid to ask. He didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t even sure that this was Simon. Maybe it was an impostor. How could he tell? Since they had never really been friends, he knew of nothing that would force Simon to reveal himself, one way or another. No telltale phrase, no detail from his past or his private life that would say: “I’m the real Simon.”
Well, sooner or later there would be explanations. The bartender returned with beer in a large glass and something oily in a mug. He set a coaster on the table, put the glass on that and walked away. Adam waited. He was not prepared for what came next.
“Adam, about the money—”
“How much do you need?” 
“A couple of hundred.”
Adam’s heart did a flip-flop. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You can’t possibly think I carry that much money.”
“Not even a part of it?”
Adam opened his wallet and took out a five-dollar bill. “Here’s everything I have.”
“It’ll do,” Simon said, whipping the bill from him, so fast that it was almost as though, through some peculiar sleight-of-hand, the bill had vanished into thin air. 
“Adam, tell me something. Do you consider yourself a good person?”
“I guess so. I never gave it much thought.” 
“Good people are hard to find, you know,” said Simon, or the man who looked like him, staring at him with a burning intensity. “Sometimes you have to be tested.” 
Suddenly, he was on his feet.
“Where are you going?”
“To the bathroom. Wait for me, don’t go away, I’ll be right back.” He slid out of the booth and was on his way before Adam could object. It seemed as though he was lurching, not the way a drunk does, although in a place like this that would have been understandable, but more like a person who has suffered an injury. Adam was perplexed by the strange gait. He turned just in time to see the door of the men’s room swing closed. 
He waited. After a while, two of the men at the bar got up and left, then the woman in the stocking cap took one last sip of her beer and stumbled off into the night. None of them paid. Either they’d already settled their bill or they were “on the tab,” an expression Adam had once heard although he’d never had occasion to use it himself. The fat little bartender came over to the table carrying a beer and asked if his “friend” wanted the same. Only then did he realize that more than ten minutes had passed, and Simon hadn’t returned.
“I’ll see what he wants.”
“Better hurry,” the bartender said. “We’ll be closing soon.”
He went into the men’s room and called out, “Simon?” There were two urinals and a stall for one person to sit down. The walls were green and peeling and, over a period of time, they had been pulled at and scribbled on and the floor was brown with mildew. There was an ugly smell about the room, the result of not being cleaned for so long that the essence of it had sunk in. A single naked bulb hung overhead. A dispenser for paper towels hung on the wall beside the sink, but there were no paper towels in it. There was a dish for soap, but the soap was a filthy gray and the hot water tap did not work. 
Although the door to the stall was closed, Adam saw no legs protruding where someone would be seated.
“Simon, you haven’t fallen in, have you?”
He meant it as a joke, but the words had a grim ring, almost as if he believed that’s what had happened. He opened the door to the stall. It was empty. Since there was no window, anyone wanting to leave would have to use the door. Strange. He’d been facing in the direction of the men’s room, and as far as he knew no one had gone in or while out he’d been waiting. But of course he’d been distracted by Simon’s appearance and the drift of the conversations, and also he’d been thinking of Susan, and what he should have said to her at Johnson’s Drug Store that morning, all the witty remarks he could have made, but didn’t. 
But why would Simon want to slip out without being seen? He obviously had something he wanted to say, which was why he, Adam, had been called down to the Paradise Lounge in the first place, and now  . . . 
He stepped out of the men’s room and walked over to the bar. The fat, red-faced little bartender was polishing glasses with a rag that didn’t look too hygienic. The Formica bar top was scratched and stained. “That man I was with.”
“What about him?”
“You didn’t happen to see which way he went, did you?”
The bartender shook his head. “I’ve been in the kitchen.” He gestured toward a door at the far corner of the room. “He could have left while I was in the kitchen.” 
“Is there a back door?” The bartender pointed. “So he could have gone out that way without my seeing him.”
“I guess so.” 
“Does he come in here regularly?”
“Who?”
“The guy I was with,” Adam said, fighting down his growing impatience.
“Nope. Never saw him before until tonight.” The bartender nodded in the direction of the booth. “Looks like he forgot something.”
Adam went back to the booth. There was a small white envelope wedged behind the Worcestershire sauce bottle and the salt cellar on the table. It might have been there the entire time, and if so, Simon was the only one who could have left it. There was no return address in the corner, and the flap had been sealed. Was it possible, Adam wondered, that he had dozed off between Simon’s sudden departure and the moment he’d gotten up from the table and stepped into the men’s room? If only he’d made a point of checking his watch…but what difference would that have made?
He sat down at the table and picked up the envelope. Something soft rattled inside. He shot a look at the bartender, who shrugged and went back to wiping his glasses. Evidently, the envelope was meant for him. Everyone at the bar had left; there was no one to talk to except the fat man behind the bar. He could shove the envelope in his pocket and go off in search of Simon, but what good would that do? By now he was probably a long way off. 
He tore open the flap of the envelope. Inside was a key, wrapped inside a small piece of paper evidently torn from a notepad, and on the paper three words written in large block letters:
“PAYMENT IN KIND.”
He examined the key from every angle, holding it up to the light. The word “Yale” was inscribed at the top, along with a number. Yale. A company as familiar as Bell Telephone or General Motors. They must have manufactured millions of these keys for people who needed them to open the doors of homes and offices and back rooms. He could spend the rest of his life searching for the right door for this key.
He was beginning to think he’d been made the butt of some elaborate practical joke. He turned his attention to the note. On the back was a series of printed lines, the kind you might find in a weekly diary. The paper was white and ordinary. Had he been a detective, Adam would have dusted it for fingerprints but that sort of thing wasn’t exactly in his line of work. He remembered Simon babbling something about being a good person and being given a test. Was there some connection between that and the note? Or the key?
The whole thing was like some sort of peculiar dream. He’d come down to this sleazy bar in the middle of nowhere, tired, irritable, having put in a long shift at the station, to see a man who vanished as quickly as he appeared. Could Simon, or whoever this guy was, have mistaken him for someone else? Was this the wrong table? No, there was Simon’s drink and his cup of coffee, already growing cold. His wrist was beginning to throb, and he half suspected that the cast, already too tight, might be cutting off his circulation. 
He went back to the bartender, whose watery pink eyes and twitchy little nose reminded him oddly of an oversized rabbit, and showed him the note.
“What do you make of this?” he asked.
The bartender, who had been wiping a shot glass, set it down and stared at the note and the rubber band. “Looks to be some sort of receipt, I’d say. You give him money?”
“Yes.”
“I wouldn’t do things like that if I was you, young fella. It’s been my experience that people who give other people money in bars aren’t likely to live long enough to get it back.”
“I don’t expect it back.”
The bartender shrugged. “Well, it’s your nickel. You can do what you like with it. How much you give him?”
“Five dollars.”
The bartender grinned, revealing a generous expanse of toothless mouth. Adam understood now why he seemed to speak without moving his lips. “Y’all been friends for a long time?”
“I hardly knew him.”
“Well, I guess you’re probably better off without him. Didn’t even pay for his drink, did he? That kind’s always on the prowl for handouts. I’d say he figured you for a gift, and from the looks of it he was right.”
“Some gift,” Adam muttered.
“Don’t knock it,” said the bartender. “You can always use a spare key. They come in handy if you’re locked out.”
“Locked out?”
The bartender stared at him, puzzled that he should find it so hard to understand. “Locked out of wherever you are,” he said.
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The first sign that something was about to happen came two days later on a quiet, almost uneventful evening.
He was in the back room again gathering records for the next day’s show when it occurred. Wally had stopped by to “do a little paper work.” They shared the small space uneasily for a while. Adam’s wrist was still aching from the cast, but when Wally offered at one point to help him pull records down from the shelf, he shook his head testily. The one thing he didn’t want was someone else doing his job for him.
It was slow work. Beside him on the table stood the record rack and a pad of paper, on which he kept track of what would be played. There were about 50 songs that people wanted to hear, plus a few specialty numbers. By carefully selecting what would go on the turntables, each song would get at least one play without being repeated. Next day, he would transfer the contents of the pad into the daily play list. 
Wally sat down next to Adam. Although he was only three years older, he affected the air of a wise elder statesman compelled to lead his young colleague through the brambles of foolishness. “Listen, Adam, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You’ve got to start thinking seriously about your future. You can’t sit around all night playing love songs and making up words that don’t make any sense. You’ve got to have a reason for living.”
“How’s your deal coming?” Adam asked. He pulled down a copy of Nature Boy and set it so the jacket covered the sheet of paper he’d been writing on.
Wally apparently hadn’t noticed. Once his ego had been rubbed up, he glowed like a firefly that had blossomed into something the size of a lighthouse. Wally knew his priorities. When it came to business, everything else dwindled by comparison. “This thing will be the making of me,” he said. “I just wish I could let you come aboard, but the book is closed. Maybe later, if you have a few dollars to spare.”
Adam couldn’t help kidding his pompous colleague. “You’re not going to tell me what it’s about?” he said.
“Sorry. Can’t say a word until it’s signed, sealed and delivered. That’s where you and I are different, buddy boy. In this business, you’ve got to keep everything under your belt—which is no reflection on our friendship, but when it’s something this big, you learn not to trust anyone. No matter how close they are. You get my drift?”
Adam smiled inwardly. He had caught something in Wally’s voice, or his demeanor, or perhaps just his presence—something indefinable but as real as the microphone that would soon be extending itself to serve his needs. For the first time, he felt like telling Wally to take a flying leap. The clarity of his understanding was awesome, but he decided it would be better for both of them if he said nothing, at least for the time being.
Wally finally finished his “paper work,” lumbered to his feet and disappeared into the night, to Adam’s infinite relief. Before long, he was back in the control room, setting up the turntables for his show so he wouldn’t have to rush at the last minute. It would take a while to get the bad taste of Wally out of his mouth, although tonight his mood was such that he could almost tolerate the disagreeable sales manager.
He was a good twenty minutes into the show when the first call came in.
“Mr. Bay-ul?”
A familiar voice. The sound of it brought him back to life, back to the room at the top of the stairs. This he knew, this he could understand.
He put himself into a mood that enveloped the tower. Rain had fallen most of the day, and the gray sandstone was dripping with moisture. The cracks between them had taken on a greenish coat. You could feel the wetness creeping around corners as it tingled the back of your neck. Coming up here, he’d noticed how wet and slippery the steps had become, the ones leading up the inside of the tower. A wet screen mixed with grime had formed on the window halfway up the stairs. On any ordinary night, that window would have let in a sliver of moonlight to see by, but there was no moon tonight, just clouds and dampness and a dank chill. He loved inventing scenarios for his nightly fantasia.
“Mr. Bay-ul, would you play a song for me?”
Yes, indeed, this was where he belonged. The record he would need—she rarely asked for anything else—was barely six inches from his fingers. Now he was on track again. He would cue up the record, then get to his feet, walk to the back of the room and pour himself a cup of coffee. 
Usually it didn’t occur to him to wonder why the pot was always filled, why the water stood bubbling and ready. But tonight it did. Everything stood out with an urgency that could not be ignored. The coffee stung his throat. He looked out the window. The mist had parted, and suddenly the airplane that he had only imagined now appeared as part of the scene, its lights growing in size. He could see the wings and even the pilot’s face as he peered from the cockpit, and it was coming toward him.
He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the lights were gone, the mist had closed in and Doris Day was singing Secret Love on Turntable Number Two.
***
As so often happened in mid-afternoon, he had the B&B Cafe to himself. He was looking forward to a quiet half hour or more with a novel he’d bought for a quarter at a used book store in Forest Glen, a 19th century English romance filled with glittering costumes, glorious scenery, dialogue that scintillated and practically no sex. The author was someone he’d never heard of, a man named John Thornton. The setting was a country estate where deer roamed and elaborate gardens were cultivated. The heroine had just rolled up in her carriage for a visit when Adam became aware of a shadow falling across his page.
“You’ve got good taste, young man,” said the fat gentleman in the navy blue suit. “Mind if I join you?”
“Please,” Adam gestured at the seat opposite him. He was too polite to refuse, although he would have preferred having the rest of the afternoon to himself.
“Jack Shapiro.”
“Hello.”
The man eased into his chair and extended a fleshy hand in his direction. “We met at the country club.”
“The undertaker.”
Shapiro smiled. “I’m happy to see you remember me. Mr. Goldman and I had a little talk the other day, and he suggested I speak to you again about joining the club. You may not be aware of it, but many of the young single men are leaving for big cities up north, where the jobs pay more. That makes for an uncomfortable ratio of women to men, which is not good for the social well-being of a country club like the Fairmount.”
“I’d join if I could afford it,” Adam said.
Shapiro made a face. “Well, we might arrange a scholarship if money’s the problem. I’ll be happy to put your name up for membership. In the meantime, you’re welcome to use the facilities.” He pointed to Adam’s plate. “I see you’re almost finished. How about if I take care of the bill for you?”
“Thank you,” Adam said, trying not to sound unpleasant. “But I’d rather you wouldn’t.”
“I understand,” the undertaker said, nodding sagely. “Young people these days, they like being independent. I was like that when I was your age.” He pointed to the book. “You’re a reader.” He turned the book to face him so he could examine the title. “Sounds like an historical novel. What’s it about?”
“I don’t think it would appeal to you,” Adam said. Again he was afraid he might have rubbed the other man the wrong way, and his first instinct was to make amends. “It’s a love story.”
“I’m a sucker for a good love story,” Shapiro protested. “Tell me a little bit about it.”
Adam realized that this was just part of Shapiro’s sales pitch—ingratiate yourself, put yourself in the customer’s shoes; no doubt it sold a lot of coffins. But the invitation was irresistible. He launched into a lengthy recital of the book’s plot, as far as he had read, and the characters who were a bit more stereotyped than he would have liked. The story, he explained, was told from the heroine’s point of view and related how, although of middle-class background, she came to be hobnobbing with people of the aristocracy. He described the luxurious estate where the hero and his family lived and entertained. 
Shapiro feigned interest for as long as he could. Eventually the subject was dropped and the two parted. In time, the book, which wasn’t in the best condition when he bought it, began falling apart at the spine and he threw it away.
***
On Sunday nights, when nothing was going on at the country club, when the Bell Tower was closed for the evening and the world seemed particularly empty, he would drive over to Sam O’Neill’s place. During baseball season, of course, Sam would be calling the game. He had a contract with WCAN that covered the entire schedule, plus a few scattered high-school basketball games. But at this time of year things were slack and he worked part-time in a garage to make ends meet.
Nevertheless, he made it a practice to be home in time for dinner, for Sunday nights at the O’Neills were special. After the food was eaten and the dishes put away, everyone picked a favorite chair and settled down in front of the little black-and-white television set for Sullivan. Officially, it was known as The Talk of the Town, but unless you were a visitor from Mars or had been stranded in the Antarctic for ten years, you knew what everybody called it. Sunday night belonged to Ed Sullivan.
The O’Neills’ house, small and cramped, had cost them five thousand dollars, with a twenty-year mortgage. In Canelius that got you a living room, two bedrooms, a single bathroom and a small yard in back. Not much, but to Adam, occupying a cramped little rented room, it seemed like the height of luxury. He hardly noticed the smell of cabbage and beans floating in the air. The sofa and chairs, worn down from constant use and in one case minus its stuffing, bothered him not a bit. The O’Neills had a home. He didn’t. That was the difference between royalty, such as it was, and being a member of the lower classes.
The O’Neills’ two little girls, Jennifer and Laura, watched Sullivan in their pajamas. This one night a week they were allowed to stay up until nine o’clock. The Sunday routine never varied: Church in the morning, baseball in the afternoon—if the Canelius Hawks were in town, the whole family trooped off to the stadium to watch.
Sunday nights and Sullivan. The country had united in this singular ceremony, something it would never do again in the years that followed. The 12-inch TV was its altar, the patron saints were people like Jimmy Durante and Topo Gigio, the little Italian puppet mouse who giggled and kidded “Eddie,” Kate Smith who sang, Louis Armstrong who played, tumblers and ballet dancers and pop stars the likes of Perry Como and the Mills Brothers, Jo Stafford and Eddie Fisher. It didn’t really matter who Sullivan had on. Ed would always pick the best. Ed knew what the worshipers wanted.
When the ceremony was over, the girls were packed off to bed and Adam and the O’Neills would retire to the kitchen, where they sat talking until well past midnight. Amy usually served coffee and baked a peach pie or an apple cobbler. She was the talker in the family. She was skinny and fair-haired with excellent bones and eyes that shone with a kind of electric energy. Sam generally listened and rubbed his cheek. He had a square face and a square jaw and wire-rim glasses that were constantly slipping down his nose, which gave him an uncharacteristically austere appearance. 
The talk was about the Hawks and their eccentric owner, Ralph Kragen, a man in his eighties whose grandfather had earned his fortune in the Reconstruction days after the Civil War. There had been talk that Kragen was no longer interested in keeping a baseball team among his properties. Amy was convinced that Kragen, if he found a buyer, would have no compunctions about selling the Hawks. Sam thought exactly the opposite.
Sam’s voice had an odd flat quality to it. Newcomers to Canelius would complain at times that you couldn’t tell from the way Sam called a game what was happening on the field. A grand slam home run or a routine ground ball to the shortstop, both sounded the same, for Sam didn’t like to raise his voice, regardless of what was happening on the field. 
But Sam had been around a long time, and the fans had grown accustomed to his uninflected delivery. It made him “one of us,” they said. There were some who believed he was actually a Southerner who was hiding his accent, although Sam had come to this part of the world from Ireland, by way of New England. The brogue had long since disappeared.
What remained was that easy-going, even-tempered manner that people liked and that sometimes, during an extra-inning game late at night, could also put you to sleep. Amy, in contrast, was restless and effusive. Where some women her age had taken to dying their hair, she let it grow in gray, and even tied it in a bun to give her face a more severe appearance. The O’Neills’ children arrived late in life, and both father and mother doted on them. 
Amy insisted there was no love lost between the Hawks and their owner.
“But why would Kragen sell?” Sam wanted to know. “He doesn’t need the money.”
“Everyone needs money,” Amy argued. “We’re all hurting, even in this day and age. I mean, the President of the United States says we’re all rolling in it, but you don’t see anything like that in this house, do you?”
“We get by,” Sam said simply.
Sam smiled at his wife. Once upon a time, Adam thought, she must have been a highly attractive woman, but now the glittering eyes gave her a harsh appearance. Despite her appearance, she was something of a pussycat, the kind of woman who baked marvelous pies, was loyal to her husband and attended as many Hawks games as she could without neglecting her children. They loved to argue.
“Kragen’s not going to sell,” Sam repeated.
“I never met a businessman who didn’t think first about the bottom line,” Amy contended.
“The Hawks are making money,” Sam insisted.
“Which is more than I can say for us,” Amy said. She said it with a smile, but Adam detected a note of resentment in her voice.
“You’re not wanting for anything, are you?” Sam asked.
“No,” his wife conceded. “But there are lots of things we could use. If you weren’t so close-minded—”
“Just what are you referring to?”
“You know what I’m referring to.”
“Wally’s deal.”
Adam said it without thinking. They both stared at him. Amy’s face was covered with frowns; Sam seemed amused by the words that seemed to pop out of Adam’s mouth for no reason. There was a moment of tension, during which no one said anything, and then Sam burst out laughing.
“Damn!” he cried. “How’d you know about that?”
“Just a lucky guess,” Adam said sheepishly.
“You wouldn’t have been so lucky if you’d put money into it.” Sam said.
“He never asked,” Adam said.
“If he did, would you have invested money with him?” Amy inquired.
“I don’t know. Wally’s deals always sound a little grandiose, but to be honest with you, this one—”
“What?”
Adam wanted to say that they were fortunate to have escaped Wally’s clutches, for he knew without the shadow of a doubt that the deal Wally had proposed to them was a sham. But they would think he was crazy. How could he possibly know something that was beyond his experience? Wally was always talking about people with deep pockets and deals that were going to make him a fortune, and how you were foolish if you didn’t put some of your money into the pot, and because Wally was a believer, there was no doubt that, someday, he would be a very rich man. But the time had not yet arrived for that.
“It’s just a hunch.”
“What is?”
“I don’t think this is the gold at the end of the rainbow,” Adam said. “You didn’t invest, did you?”
“No, but we should have,” Amy said, with a glance at her husband.
Sam, whose sensitivity to a situation could sometimes be almost preternatural, picked up his coffee cup and put it to his lips. “Damn, the coffee’s cold,” he said to Amy. “Do you think you could make a fresh pot?” Amy rose to her feet automatically, as she almost always did when Sam required something. 
“I’ll be back in a minute,” she said and retreated to the kitchen.
Having made sure that Amy was beyond earshot, Sam leaned forward in his chair. “Listen, Adam, don’t let this bother you,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. He had that quiet, unhurried manner that suggests to many people that all the world’s problems can easily be solved with a fresh pot of coffee. “She’s just a little out of sorts today.”
“I’m sorry,” Adam apologized. “I didn’t mean—”
“It’s all right. You understand, don’t you? It’s easy to get a little antsy when you’re dealing with someone like Wally. The fact is, we did invest some money, but only the bare minimum, and that’s what’s bothering Amy. She thinks I’m too conservative.”
“Are you?”
“I suppose I am, but you have to consider who we’re dealing with.”
“Wally.”
“Listen, it’s not that I don’t trust the guy, but money is money and it’s not always easy to come by. Anyway, you didn’t buy in.”
“No.”
“You think we made a mistake?”
“I hope not.”
Adam was dumbfounded. Here was a guy twenty years his senior—Sam O’Neill, a man he respected, a man who had already carved his niche in the world, who had earned the admiration of a wide public and was at peace with himself—here was Sam soliciting his opinion, as though he, Adam, had any idea what he was talking about.
It was funny, in a way. And yet it was bizarre. 
Amy came back from the kitchen. Down the hall, one of the children could be heard moaning in her sleep, and for a moment Sam and Amy exchanged glances, a mixture of amusement and concern, the look of two people who have gone through this before. Amy was carrying a plate of chocolate chip cookies, which she set on the table. She gestured at the men to help themselves, but Adam was still in a kind of shock. He felt as though every nerve, every bone in his body was tingling. He looked down at the cookie, which seemed to have found its way into his hand as if by magic.
“What have you two men been gabbing about?” Amy wanted to know.
“Nothing important,” Adam said.
“Wally’s deal?”
“The subject came up.”
“You know something about it we should know?”
“Just a gut feeling.”
But it was more than that. He knew without question that Wally had been lying about his deal, that the O’Neills could lose what little investment they had made with him, and there was nothing he could do about it. And yet, how could he tell them? How could he explain this newfound power he’d acquired? How could he reveal to these two nice, ordinary people that he was privy to secrets that, by rights, had no business belonging to him?”
“You look like the cat that swallowed the canary,” Amy said.
“I swallowed something,” Adam said. He reached for a cookie and took a bite of it, poured himself a glass of milk from the bottle and washed it down. “You mind if I have another one?”
“Have as many as you want,” Sam said. “There are plenty more where that came from.”
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Canelius in midsummer.
On the hottest days, it reminded him of New York. The heat came up like thunder and could match New York’s any day. But Canelius was cleaner. That made it more tolerable. You could get away from the oppressive atmosphere if you wanted, for there were oases in town and in the countryside, which was not that far away. And there were three lakes on the outskirts, not to mention the Canelius River, which arose out of the mountains in the west and descended, by a series of mergings and intertwinings, to the ocean.
But all that made for an abundance of humidity. In the heat of summer, the combined moisture seemed to get sucked into the sky, where it hung over the town like a steaming baby’s diaper. The sun beat down, the smell of tobacco was omnipresent.
On days like this, when the air was still and the town choked on its own breath, Adam would drive over to the country club, change into a bathing suit and stretch out on a towel on the sandy beach beside the lake. He wasn’t much of a swimmer. Most of the time was spent paddling around lazily, letting the cool water revive his senses after an hour or two in the sun. He was often the only man present. 
On days like this, the mothers would gather on the tiny beach, lounging on plastic deck chairs, alternately dozing and gossiping while keeping an eye on their little ones, most of whom were too young to go in the water. Adam would lie there on his terrycloth towel, close his eyes and listen as they exchanged recipes and household advice, chattered about their children and their periods and their problems with husbands too involved in business to realize how dull a woman’s life could be.
It was strange how they accepted him, as though being an outsider he could be considered safe. He posed no threat. He didn’t matter, not in ways that counted. To some extent, the Jewish community of Canelius was even more exclusive than its gentile counterparts. Oh, they could be friendly and polite and hospitable. Being good Southerners they smiled a lot, but they were not about to take a stranger from the mysterious North to their bosoms. It was almost as though, in this heaving, fleshy harem of female co-conspirators, he, the outsider, was grudgingly accepted, but only as the eunuch of the country club.
Well, it didn’t matter. If the ladies let him join them on the beach—a remote listener on the fringe of the colony—so much the better. At least he was with others. He even found himself invited to lunch from time to time, but of course dinner was out of the question because of his schedule. His relationship with the women and with the community was casual at best.
Most of the time he ignored them. Lying on his terrycloth towel, his eyes closed, his arms flung out beside him, he would let his mind drift. He thought of Larry, the sad look on his face when he talked about his marriage and what it had turned into. Other times, Wally’s words would come floating through the buzz of a warm afternoon, all that chatter about selling and how important it was to have a goal, a dream, to know where you were heading and what you aspired to be.
For Wally, he thought, it was easy. Here was a man with drive, a man who knew what he wanted and could see miles into the future. Larry might sneer, but if any of those at the station turned out a success, it would probably be Wally. There was no place in Wally’s scheme of things for lying on a terrycloth towel and listening to young mothers chatter, soaking up sun and hoping that someday doors would open at a finger’s touch. If you wanted something badly enough, you worked for it—that was Wally’s ethic. You planned, you connived, you did your homework and waited for the main chance that lurked just beyond the horizon.
Not in a million years could he ever be like Wally. They inhabited different worlds. Wally’s was all fighting and scratching and digging holes in the ground, but you couldn’t help admiring the man. What a boon to know where you’re going. What a blessing to see so clearly, to march on a single road, to be free of doubts and questions. For Adam, the highway in and out of Canelius wound through a vast swamp, one day dawning exactly like the day before, the next day a replica of the one that had already been.
But Wally’s life was predetermined. So were the lives of most people, and the one thing Adam knew—as sure as his own name—was that he had no way of knowing where his life was headed, even twenty-four hours from now. Things were waiting for him out there, beyond the swamp, on the other side of the night. In his pocket was the key to an entirely new existence, one that could not be plotted.
And now, just in time, came the Midsummer Ball.
Everyone of a certain age planned to be there, even those who looked on the country club as a gigantic bore. The young ladies were encouraged to dress in their frilliest, most colorful off-the-shoulder numbers and the gentlemen came to enjoy what nature had, in some cases, supplied in abundance. The dance floor, buffed to a high polish, was overhung with yellow crepe paper. The five-piece orchestra, led by a middle-aged trumpeter with a small black goatee and a habit of rising on his toes when high notes were required, played foxtrots and old favorites by Gershwin and Porter and Irving Berlin. Now and then, the band obliged with an up-tempo number for those who were good at jitterbugging. The hand-lettered sign over the drinks table read “WELCOME TO SUMMER,” although in fact the season was already half over.
Adam had been sent an invitation, but he didn’t expect to attend since the ball was held on a Saturday night and that was a work night. At the last minute, however, Fred Foster, the man who came in to ride the board on Sundays, offered to cut a deal. It was perfectly natural for Fred to fill in. He had done it on several occasions, mostly doing station breaks and bringing in church remotes. So, the night of the ball, Fred took Evening Shadows and Adam put on his best suit—in fact, his only suit—with a nice, striped blue tie and shoes he had painstakingly shined until you could almost see them shining in the dark.
He came stag, of course, and parked on the side of the club so people wouldn’t have to look at the grimy Chevy Belair that was his everyday mode of transportation. Cars were pouring in: big Buicks with fins, little sports cars in colors bright as a morning sunrise, an occasional pickup with a bobbing doll’s head in the back. The country club was just off County Road 24, which took you back to Canelius in one direction, and in the other led to the new suburban tracts that were just opening up to buyers, many of them veterans of the Korean War who had finally qualified for low-cost loans and were beginning to move in with the makings of a family.
Adam waited for the crowd to thin out and then got out of the car. As he rounded the building, he caught sight of a couple climbing out of a white Oldsmobile sedan. The boy he had never seen before; the girl was Gwen Lowenthal, who he knew to be Susan’s best friend since they lived only two doors from each other. She was a sweet, round-faced girl verging on plump, the kind of person who, regardless of her age, always seemed to stay the same. He liked her gray eyes, her frizzy hair and the smile that rarely left her face.
A brass plaque, discreetly placed beside the door, announced the Fairmount Country Club. He waited until Gwen and her date were inside before coming around to the front. The sound of the band filtered through the night. He straightened his tie and patted down his hair, hoping he didn’t look too uncomfortable in the blue suit that always felt a size too large, although he knew that was an illusion, a concomitant of his own awkwardness. 
To his annoyance, he was intercepted at the door by Jack Shapiro and a younger man, shaped in almost identical proportions, whom he introduced as his son, Edgar. Together, they looked like a pair of bowling pins waiting to be knocked down at the earliest opportunity.
“Given any thought to my proposal?” he asked.
“Proposal?”
“About joining the club.” Shapiro’s son smiled in unison with his father. “Wonderful bunch of people. The cream of Canelius society congregates here, and you won’t regret signing up, I guarantee it.”
But Adam wasn’t really listening. There she was, no more than twenty feet away, standing at the drinks table, her eyes intense and bright, sipping something pink and innocent-looking from a paper cup. In the years to come he would try to recall what she had on, but since he had never been very good about women’s clothes, what remained from that evening was little more than an impression, a vision in lace, white top with frills, skirt that fell lazily to just below the knee, lots of pleats and bare arms and quite a bit more cleavage than one might have expected.
Did he dare speak to her?
Unfortunately, she was not alone. Standing beside her was a man with a long, crooked nose and dark, intense eyes, tall, rail thin and close to forty. The two were deep in conversation, she bending her head and glancing at him with a smile from time to time. At one point, she touched him on the arm and her fingers lingered there, longer than they should have. He wondered what she could possibly see in someone that old. By the time he mumbled something to Shapiro and disentangled himself from the undertaker’s good graces, she was gone.
The band, which had been taking a break, came straggling back and after a few tentative licks launched into a Cole Porter medley. A young woman named Ingrid came whirling in his direction and asked him to dance. They had been flirting with each other for several weeks, although neither took it seriously. She reminded him of a fountain that burbled incessantly but gave off little water. When the number was over, he detached himself as gently as he could and wandered out on the terrace for a breath of air.
The terrace was deserted except for a couple who had already started down the slope that led from the club house to the lake. Tonight, the sky was dotted with stars, heavy with midsummer ennui. A faint breeze teased the leaves of the big, floppy oak that draped itself over the terrace, and an owl hooted softly in the distance. Adam drank in the sensations. A Glenn Miller number from the band inside mingled with the evening whispers. Through the big plate-glass windows, he could see the figures of dancers, gliding like finger shadows on a bedroom wall. It reminded him of the Bell Tower, only tonight he was on the other side.
She was standing at the far end of the terrace. Her back was to him, and she seemed to be leaning over the rail. Gathering up his courage, he walked over to where she was. She must have heard his approach because she turned and glanced at him with a smile.
“Hi,” she said.
“Nice dance,” he said. Cyrano de Bergerac would no doubt have made a poem of it, but his gift of words stopped at the tower door. Away from the microphone, he was reduced to a helpless, fumbling mortal.
“The band’s a little loud, don’t you think?” Her dancing eyes invited the spinning of moonbeams. The bid was made, but he could think of nothing fanciful to offer in reply.
“They’re—I mean—they’ve got a good beat,” he fumbled.
“Are you alone?” 
“Yes,” he said. “How about you?”
“My date had to answer a call of nature.”
“Oh, so that wasn’t who you were talking to?”
“Who?”
“The man with the long nose. I saw you from the other end of the room.”
“Oh, is that—” A smile blossomed on her face. “You were watching me?” 
“I thought—”
She started, no doubt surprised at his abrupt manner. He hadn’t meant to come on this strong, but once the words were out he couldn’t very well take them back. For a moment, he thought she was going to run away. And then suddenly, she broke into laughter.
“You’re jealous, aren’t you?” she said.
His face went all hot. He felt as though he were about to choke. “What makes you say that?” he stammered. “I didn’t say—I mean, I never said—”
“So, I gather you’re going to challenge him to a duel.”
“A what?” Oh God! Everything he said was being turned around and used against him. He was making a fool of himself. “It’s just that I saw you with him, and I thought—he was touching your face.”
“He’s not allowed to touch me?”
“Your face—”
“Any part of me?”
“No, of course not. It’s just that—”
She was so close now, he could almost take her face in his hands and kiss her. But that would require more daring than he was capable of. 
Suddenly, she grew serious. “I apologize,” she said. “I didn’t mean to make fun of you. It just seemed kind of amusing. You want to know who he is?”
“Not if you don’t want to tell me.”
“He’s my cousin Saul. He and his wife Agnes are visiting from Baltimore—as a matter of fact, they have a six-month-old baby. They brought him along, and we saw him for the first time. Do you like children?”
“I suppose so.”
“They’re not getting along. I think they may be headed for a divorce.”
“That’s too bad.”
“For the baby?”
“For them. For Saul and his wife.”
He knew she was teasing, and usually he would respond with growing anger. But something about her manner reduced him to jelly. They went back inside, where the band, the group calling itself the Mellow Tones, was playing a medley of ballads. He wanted desperately to ask her to dance, but he knew that wouldn’t be possible. No doubt an army of suitors was lined up like dominoes behind him, waiting for this chance to bid for her attention. But to his astonishment, she turned to him and asked if he wanted to be next.
“Yes,” he heard himself say. “I would like that.”
The band’s tempo was just right. He was in the habit of sitting out the jitterbugs and faster Latin American numbers, but a respectable foxtrot, one of the things he had learned in college, gave him a chance to pretend a bit of gracefulness and practice his dip. He held out his hands and—as though it were the most natural thing in the world—she slipped into his arms.
In an instant, the subject of her cousin and his marital troubles evaporated. They glided across the floor. She danced like an angel. Little by little he could feel her drawing closer until her cheek was against his. They spent most of the evening in each other’s company—her date, having thrown up in the men’s room after getting revoltingly drunk, had to be driven home. They stayed on, and when it was over, he asked if he could give her a ride home. By now, nothing surprised him, and when she said yes, he took it as just one more small miracle among everything else that had filled the evening.
Of course, by rights he should ask her father for permission to escort his daughter. It was that kind of world, a time when young people hadn’t yet gotten around to doing as they pleased, no questions needed. But Max Goldman was nowhere in sight, although Adam had seen him, earlier, standing in a corner of the room, keeping a close eye on them. He wondered what must be going through the older man’s mind. What would he think of this itinerant radio announcer, a “performer” in some people’s eyes, shepherding his cherished daughter out the door? If he were Susan’s father…but he wasn’t, and right now she was in his car, and that was all that mattered. Why push your luck? he told himself. Don’t ask if you don’t have to.
It was warm enough to drive with the window rolled down, and late enough for Susan to suggest that they take a shortcut, a country lane he didn’t even know existed until then. He had to use the high beams and drive with care. They had gone no more than a mile when the car sputtered to a stop. Adam was stunned. It was the first time since he had acquired the Chevy in college that it had given him any trouble. He glanced at the gas gauge. It registered more than half full, but he knew what she must be thinking.
“That’s an old trick,” she chided. There was a faintly mischievous tone to her voice.
“What is?”
“Pretending you’re out of gas. Or is there really something wrong…”
“…with the car? I don’t know.”
“It’s your…”
“…car? Yes, it’s mine.”
“You didn’t…”
“…borrow it from someone? No. But it’s…”
“…never happened before?”
“I swear it. I mean, I never…”
“You wouldn’t have. You’re not like that.”
He was astonished at how they kept falling over each other’s words; there was something both clumsy and yet quite wonderful about it. But what if she really thought he was using the breakdown to take advantage of her? She might lose all respect for him, and that would be the end of everything. He tried to explain what had happened, although in fact he didn’t know what had happened, and in his confusion he found himself stammering and the words refused to come.
“I’m sorry—I didn’t—I mean, I never intended—”
“Adam!”
“I hope you don’t get the idea that—”
“Adam, will you shut up?” she commanded, and leaning across the seat she took his head between her hands. Suddenly, he found himself being kissed in a way that had never happened to him before. Her lips were pressed against his and her tongue was in his mouth, probing, searching for what only God could tell, and the next thing he knew their bodies were locked and his hand was resting on her right breast, and to his utter amazement she did not push it away. 
The moment seemed to last an eternity. In all his life, there had been few intervals of such utter ecstasy, of a pleasure so enormous that it defied definition. He was floating. He was soaring. It would never happen like this again.
When it was over, she pulled away, straightened her hair and adjusted the top of her dress. He could see that the breast he had been touching had almost come out. He was afraid to stare, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. He knew what he was aching to do, and he knew she knew it, but neither was ready for that yet. He was afraid of what his raging hormones would lead him to. Of course, he would never do anything without her permission.
“All right,” she said, “you can take me home now.”
“I can’t start the car,” he mumbled but to show that he was not making it up, he leaned over and turned the key in the ignition.
To his amazement, it sprang to life immediately. What a night for miracles! First his desire to dance with her had been fulfilled. Then the car, which only moments before had been at death’s door, followed him like an obedient dog. He put the gear in drive and started down the lane until it ended at a familiar road, only a mile or so from her house. 
They drove in silence after that. There were no words he could conjure for what had happened. When they reached the house, he saw that her father’s Cadillac was in the garage, the door to which was still open. Goldman must have arrived only a minute or so earlier. He was sure Susan’s father would be furious if he discovered who had brought his daughter home.
Pulling to the curb, Adam walked around to the passenger side and opened the door for her. Neither said anything. It was not the time to ask if he could come in for a nightcap, as some of the guys in college used to do. Besides, he’d already had his. Next time there would be a refill. More than one, if he just took it slowly.
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There was something special about the tower that night that stirred his heart. It reminded him of a set for a play. Curtain going up. Stage left, the heavy swinging door through which passed the actors and scenery movers, the directors, the bit players who brought the show to life—stage right, the big tape recorder with its silver reels in its black case against the wall, the machinery of the play—in front of him, and hidden behind the window, the audience in the darkened studio, silent, invisible, waiting to unfold itself. The audience he knew was there, but never saw.
He settled behind the microphone and adjusted the flexible stand from which it hung. The filthy pots, the control board streaked and stained, the turntables that sometimes froze up on him just as a record was about to turn—all irrelevant. He was walking on air. Twenty hours and more had passed, and yet every time he thought about it, the glow returned, every fiber of his being drawing strength from where he’d been and what had happened to him. His body was on fire. The needles on the meters on the board waved parasols at him through their prison bars of glass. The Bell Tower, a creature of the night, had been touched with sun.
“Mr. Bay-ul?”
When Mattie called, some time around eleven, he quickly reached for the copy of Secret Love he had set aside on the rack. It was Arnold tonight, not Vernon or Dexter, but what the hell, the message was always the same, and so was the record. For the first time he understood the game, the rules, the strategy, the little exceptions. He played the song. For the first time, he actually listened to the lyrics and understood.
The last call of the evening came shortly after he had gone off the air, by which time he was up to his ears in final chores. There were commercials to be filed, the log to be completed, records replaced on the library shelves. The tape from the eight-thirty radio “drama” had to be rewound and returned to its box. People who called at this hour should know better, he thought as he picked up the phone.
“I waited until you were finished. I didn’t want to bother you while you were still on.”
A tiny shiver went through him. “It’s no bother,” he said in a voice that had nothing to do with the one that had gone out over the air only minutes before.
“I wish I could come and see you,” she said, “but it’s so…”
“Yes, it’s late.”
“What about tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow?”
“Do you have any free time?”
“I have lots of time during the day.”
“I was thinking—” She hesitated, apparently aware of being more forward than she had any right to be. “I was thinking, if you’re not busy, if you’re not doing anything, maybe we could have a little picnic—just the two of us.”
“That would be nice, but I wouldn’t know what to bring. I’m not much of a picnic-maker.”
“That’s all right,” she said quickly. He had never spoken to her on the phone before, and she must be very close to the receiver, he thought, because her voice almost overwhelmed him—it was so close, so immediate. He could smell her perfume. He could almost feel her skin. “I’ll bring the basket. You arrange for the bicycles.”
“Bicycles?”
“You know how to ride one, don’t you?”
“Sure. Where would you like to go?”
“I don’t know. Suggest something.” He proposed Eldon County Park. She said that sounded good. 
“Do you know where to rent bikes?” he asked. She said there was a shop a couple of blocks from the Jefferson Davis Hotel. “Pick me up at the house around twelve, and we’ll drive over there.”
“Twelve o’clock.”
She gave him the address where she lived—he had driven her home before, but hadn’t noted the house number—and he repeated it over and over in his head, pasting it there so he would never have to ask for it again. He recognized the neighborhood, very rich and probably a little pretentious, and wondered if there were any other Jewish families on that street. Probably not. The Goldmans, like so many others in small towns, made it their business to assimilate, to melt into the countryside.
And yet they never could. Jews were always different. That’s the way it was—in the past, in the future, for all time. There was a kind of pride about being different. These were not the same kind of people he had known in New York. These were the special ones, pointed at, hated by some, a target of bigots and curiosity-seekers and evangelists like Mrs. Warren who wondered why the truth couldn’t be taught even to those who didn’t believe.
He picked her up at the house the next day and they drove to the bike shop. She’d called in advance and there were two bicycles waiting for them, well-worn models with scratches to prove it, a red bike for Susan, a blue one for him. What was there about a bicycle that made it male or female? he wondered. He failed to see the difference, since he had once ridden a girl’s bike without the slightest problem at all.
They strapped the picnic basket to the back of her bike and pedaled slowly west out of town to the county park, which he had visited only once before. A hint of rain hovered in the air, but not enough of it to discourage the day’s outing. For a while, the road paralleled the Canelius River, a wide, lazy stream said to hold huge bottom fish that repaid the efforts of anglers willing to sit on its banks for hours at a stretch, waiting for that elusive tug on the line. The river finally slithered under a bridge and veered away, heading in a southwest direction toward the mountains from which it gained its strength.
There were few cars on the road to watch out for. They rode single file, the two of them on their skinny bikes, he in the lead most of the way. At first, he was afraid to look at her, afraid she might disappear, afraid her very presence was a dream or an illusion, and yet, he knew it had to be real. How could he be imagining this? Everything he had ever wanted was there behind him, no more than four or five feet away. Everything he had ever imagined was wrapped up in this day. He was overwhelmed with love and, although he avoided admitting it to himself, lust.
The park was spread out over several acres, and the best part required one to crawl up a rather steep hill. From here the valley and in the distance the houses and buildings of Canelius spread out below them, a miniature doll city. They walked their bikes several yards to a grassy knoll. Fortunately, he’d had the foresight to bring along a blanket. She pried open the wicker picnic basket, and emptied its contents.
There was enough for two or three meals—pieces of roast chicken, coleslaw, a loaf of French bread, grapes and peaches and half a chocolate cake, coffee in a thermos. He was amused by her extravagance. They couldn’t possibly finish all that food. They ate and talked, although it seemed to him the words were coming from a distance, the way the music in the Bell Tower sounded when he turned down the speaker, but it didn’t matter because she was there beside him, sitting on the wool blanket with him, smiling, even laughing at times.
He tried not to stare, but everything about her claimed his attention. She had on a green plaid skirt, very similar to the one she wore that day in Johnson’s Drug Store, but with an orange blouse cut low so that when she bent to unload the picnic basket, every inch of inviting flesh was revealed to him. Could she have dressed that way on purpose? His knowledge of women might be limited, but he was already aware that they rarely did anything casually, even those as young as Susan. Things had a purpose. She had let down her hair, and it streamed in a flow of shining blond to her breasts. Her dark eyebrows contrasted vividly with the light hair and skin, and her eyes seemed to change from brown to black and even, at times, what seemed to be a pale green, depending on the light.
He had never been so close to anyone so beautiful, nor experienced the sensations he was tasting today. Could anything be more wonderful than this? Over the rooftops of Canelius, across the tobacco fields, all the way to the smoky blue foothills, he wanted to sing his happiness. He wanted to tell everyone what a miracle had been bestowed on him. The only thing that stopped him was fear of making a fool of himself in her presence, and even more than that, a persistent suspicion that he didn’t deserve her, that he hadn’t earned his good fortune.
It was like being drugged. Just being here with her, sharing a blanket, taking in the dazzling power of her perfume, touching her hand, swimming in the soft rapture of her voice—all this overwhelmed him. He stared at her so often, so deeply, that at one point she felt compelled to rebuke him.
“Is this how you behave with all your girlfriends?”
“I don’t have any girlfriends.”
“You must have had other girls before me,” she said. “I don’t mean you collect them like postage stamps, but I’m sure you must have dated. There had to be other girls. What were they like?”
“I can’t remember any other girls.”
“None at all?” she teased.
“No one who meant anything,” he tried to explain.
She shook her head. “I’ll bet there have been dozens of girls ready to throw themselves at your feet, you probably didn’t notice, that’s all. You men are all like that. You sit on top of a mountain, staring at the sky, and you don’t even realize that someone’s climbing up the other side, trying to get to you, until they lose their grip and land in the snow.”
“That’s not the way it is.”
“Sure it is.”
“I don’t go mountain climbing.”
“You don’t have to. You bring your own mountain with you, but the air’s so thin up there, sometimes it makes you a little dizzy. You have trouble catching your breath, and that’s why you don’t think clearly, the way you should. Maybe you should buy an oxygen mask.”
“You’re the one who’s on a mountain,” he blurted. “You’re the one who’s sitting up there, waiting.”
“And you’d like to try some mountain climbing?”
He blushed wildly. He’d been blindsided, and now she’d never take him seriously. Trying desperately to divert her attention, he reached into the basket and inadvertently drew out a banana. “Please,” he begged. “This isn’t what you think…”
“I’ll take that on face value,” she said demurely. “Tell me, what is it you want from me?”
“I don’t want anything.”
“Of course you do. We probably both want the same thing, but we can’t have it, not as long as we’re single. Someday, when we’re old and feeble, people will be up front with each other, they’ll ask and get what they ask for, they won’t have to go through this song and dance, this stupid ritual the way we do. But by that time, we’ll both be too ancient to enjoy it.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“You know very well what I’m trying to say.”
His heart was pounding, and he cursed the fact that he had been blessed with neither the wisdom nor courage to climb to the next level. Instead of the mountain he pictured, he was being carried along on a river, a wild, frothing, angry cataract that hurled him from one bank to another. When he needed to lead the way, he was helpless. When he needed to say the words that would bring them safely to shore, he couldn’t find them.
“I saw you in the hospital.”
“Did you? When was this?”
“Back in March. I’d broken my arm, and they gave me a semi-private room. I was talking to my friend Larry when you passed by. You had something in your arms, it looked like flowers.”
“I was visiting my friend Gwen. She came down with hepatitis.”
“I wanted to call out to you, but I didn’t know if you’d be interested.”
“I wish you had.”
“What?”
“Called out to me.”
He tried to conceal his pleasure, but he didn’t want her to see how happy he was with everything she said. The game had to be played out a little longer. His hands were resting in hers, and it wasn’t until later that he realized his fingers were digging into her palms.
“All right,” he said. “Why don’t we talk about ourselves? What would you like to know about me?”
“What you’re like. Is there some invisible person you make love to when you talk on the radio? How do you pick the music you play? What is it you want to do with your life?”
“I want to be an announcer.”
“I know, but I’m talking about ambitions. Everyone’s a little bit ambitious. What do you hope to be—rich, powerful, famous?”
“I think I’m famous enough in Canelius.”
She released his hand. “No, that’s not good enough. Not good enough for someone like you.”
“I’m no one.”
“That’s not true! It’s ridiculous not to take advantage of what you are. There’s a whole universe out there waiting to hear you, Adam. Canelius is just a dot on the map. You can’t stay here forever. Canelius is like a prison. If you stay long enough, you may never want to leave, and that’s wrong—” she pointed toward the view below, “because you’re never going to be a part of this world.”
“How can you say that?”
“I know.” She stopped abruptly. He could feel her eyes playing over him, pattering like drops of rain over the edges of his soul. Slowly she resumed. “I grew up here. I went to school in this town, and I know just about everyone my age and all the older people as well.”
“And this is where you belong.”
“But I don’t. It just seems that way. I never belonged. I was always the outsider. Do you know what it’s like to live in a place and be constantly surrounded by people, and yet—” She was silent for the longest time, and then she said, “I’m not sure what it is. It’s a kind of deep-down loneliness that comes over you even when you’re surrounded by people.”
She licked her upper lip. “I don’t know why I feel like that or where it comes from. Maybe if had a mother when I was growing up. People talk about fathers and daughters, and how important that is, but it isn’t the same. A mother lets you see yourself the way you’ll be when you grow up. I had aunts and I had cousins, but it’s not the same, and of course there’s my dad, but that’s not the same, either. Something’s missing. It’s like having a phantom arm, or going through life without an eye. You can feel the pain, even if it isn’t there.”
“What happened to her?”
“My mother?”
“Yes.”
“She had cancer.”
“Was she like you?”
“I don’t really remember that much about her. She was just one of those plump, jolly little women with a wonderful outlook on life, never at a loss for words, always ready to entertain. She’d roast a chicken and make up a story about how the butcher chopped off its head right in front of her, and then the chicken would race around the shop, no head, making clucking noises from inside its stomach. She’d tell stories like that with a perfectly straight face, and that only made it funnier. She insisted that my grandfather, who I never met, was a cowboy at one time in Wyoming, some place out West. We all knew it wasn’t true, but I was only five or six years old, and I believed every word of it.”
“So, your grandfather wasn’t a cowboy?”
“Of course not. Later, when I was grown, I learned he’d had been a hardware salesman who never spent more than two days away from Canelius.”
“I thought your family came from New York.”
“That was my father’s family, but it was my mother I felt closest to, the one person I loved more than anything in the world. I was seven years old when she died. The cancer spread slowly, too slowly, and it seemed as though every time I looked at her, she was in pain. She refused to go to the hospital, and she spent most of the day in bed, upstairs, curled up like a doll. When the end came, she couldn’t have weighed more than eighty pounds. I don’t think my father ever got over it. They say that’s why he spoiled me, but I really don’t think I’ve been spoiled. I know I get what I want from him, but it’s only because he turned all his affections on me, and I guess there are times when I still take advantage of him. But I’m not like that, deep down.”
“Do you still miss her?”
“Very much.”
“And since then, you and your father have been alone?”
“Yes.”
“Like me,” he said.
She reached forward and put a finger on his lips. “No. You can’t compare it. It’s not the same for you. People look at you as a stranger, and they figure you’re going to leave any day, so why should they commit themselves to you? But they try to be nice. They’re not mean, they just don’t take to outsiders. Anyway, we have each other now.”
“Yes.”
“You and I—we’re not strangers, are we?”
“Not at all.” Suddenly, words sprang to his lips that he hadn’t meant to say, but he couldn’t put a halt to them. “Susan, I’m sorry. You probably think I’m crazy for saying this—I don’t talk this way ordinarily, I know, but—damn it—please try to understand when I say I can’t live without you.”
“Of course you can,” she smiled. “You have to go on living, whether you like it or not.”
“I’m serious,” he said.
“Of course you are.”
He reached forward to touch her hand, and suddenly they were in each other’s arms. Had they been alone he would have pressed her to the ground, and he knew from the way she held him now that she wouldn’t have resisted, nothing could have stopped them from making love. But there were children only a few yards down the slope, as well as their parents. The high-pitched shrieks rose like steam from a mountain river, enveloping them, shaking sticks at them, and all they could do was hold on to each other, aching, feeling, wanting desperately what they couldn’t have.
After a while she moved away, and they finished off the cake and drank the last of the coffee and packed the plates and thermos back in the basket.
By now, the clouds were frowning angrily, their undersides black and threatening. Afraid that they might be caught in a deluge, they packed up the remains of the picnic, loaded the basket on the back of her bike and pedaled off down the road and through the humid countryside to her house. They made it back to the bicycle shop just as the heavens opened up with a roar. They transferred to the Chevy, which balked at first in protest to the wet weather, but finally allowed itself to be coaxed back to life. 
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After that, he saw her almost every day, mornings and afternoons, and late at night. When the tower closed down, he would stop by her house and meet her on the porch for a goodnight kiss. He was totally immersed in her—her lips, her shoulders, her hands, her perfume, that other fragrance that seemed to come from inside her like a song, her eyes in which he could lose himself for hours, if only there were time enough to make it possible. He heard her laugh in his sleep, and tried to commit to memory the little phrases she came out with, those odd, eccentric things that made no sense except to him. He kept a mental diary, much better than the kind you wrote in to record your thoughts. She was there on every page.
What had he done to deserve such good fortune? Luck had never been his forte. He had once tried poker and found it beyond him. He had spent a summer at a resort with his parents where they had slot machines, and lost the few nickels they’d given him before he could enjoy it. No, he didn’t think of himself as being in any way fortunate. Not in a million years was he going to win the lottery or pick three winners in a sweepstakes, and yet here he was taking the pot, piling up the chips before anyone else had begun to play. He could not lose. It was as simple as that. 
Now, when he sat down at the microphone and made his intro, the words were addressed not to a vague, amorphous listener who just happened by the radio, but to her. He could picture her sitting in the studio, just beyond the glass, listening to him and nodding. Every record was dedicated to her, although he never actually said her name. Every time he drove the Chevy, the seat beside him was occupied. A hitchhiker would have no place to sit. He could feel her leaning against him as the old car chugged and wheezed, and underneath the wheezing he could hear her voice, feel the luster of it in the air, saying the words he always wanted to hear from her.
“I fell in love with you that first day, Adam.”
“When was that?”
“At the country club. Don’t you remember?’
A parking space was waiting for him, just up the street from the house under a spreading oak. It was the third time in the past two weeks that he had come by to see her, and it seemed that each occasion was more glorious than the one preceding it. He was floating, like the moon that followed him as he drove. He was being serenaded by a dozen voices he knew as well as his own—Tony Bennett and Patti Page and Perry Como and Rosemary Clooney. They had come along with him from the Bell Tower, and their songs jostled for space in his head.
When she opened the door, the voices vanished, but only because they couldn’t compete. Nothing could. In all his life he had never seen anything so magnificent. Her pale skin, framed by long, silky blond hair, was on fire. Her green eyes, matching the color of her shoes, were like the grasses of heaven. Or were they blue? It seemed as though they changed every day, depending on the weather or some other factors he couldn’t quite define. Today she had on a simple cotton dress in orange and white, her shoulders were bare and a dark green belt circled her waist. He had brought a small bouquet of carnations, but for a moment he was so stunned by the sight of her that he was unable to speak.
“Shall we go?” she asked.
“Yes.” He escorted her to the car. He wished it didn’t have to be his little green Chevy Bel Air with the streaks on the window and the rear fender dented by a careless motorcyclist, who clipped him one night on his way home from work. He’d made a point of bringing the Chevy in for a car wash, but nothing could hide the fact that it simply wasn’t good enough for an occasion as important as this.
They were supposed to be celebrating her birthday. Actually, he knew that wasn’t true—just as he knew so many things—but it was a harmless lie he could afford to let pass. Much later he learned that her birthday was in March, but there was no reason why it couldn’t be changed to the summer to make this a special night, so they could have a reason for getting dressed up and going out to dinner.
He had reserved a table at the Jefferson Davis Hotel, in the Palm Room, in the back where they would not be observed. All her charms were on display when they walked in the door. Watching her being seated by the maitre d’, he caught a glimpse of a stiff pink petticoat. Every motion of her body awakened new flashes of desire.
They ordered the specialty of the day, curried chicken; the hotel chef liked to try out exotic dishes from time to time, to introduce the locals to something more interesting than the usual steak and roast beef. They ate a fruit salad first and Adam ordered wine. He had no idea what it was called, but red sounded right. The expense didn’t bother him. He’d paid a visit to the bank the day before and came away with a sizable sum, more than he could afford on his salary, but it didn’t matter. A night like this deserved it. 
As the dinner wore on, he could feel his shirt getting tighter, the starched collar digging at his throat. He felt as though he were being choked. He knew he must be sweating, and he only prayed she didn’t notice how uncomfortable he was.
“Adam?”
“Yes?”
She leaned toward across the table. “I think it’s time, wouldn’t you say?”
“Time for what?”
“For what you’ve been waiting all night to say.”
He could still taste the curry. It lingered on his tongue like a warm, brown shadow. Strange, wasn’t it, that after all these years what stayed with him most vividly, most indelibly, were the simple flavors of a meal. That brought the rest of it along, the green eyes, the pale hands, the bare shoulders caressed by waves of long hair. And the smile, that dazzling smile, as he slipped the ring from its box and onto her finger.
He could never forget that smile. It was part of him now.
***
Larry was the first to congratulate him. They were sitting, as usual, in the B&B Cafe, sloshing coffee and dunking doughnuts in a booth in the back. The lunchtime rush was over and they had the place virtually to themselves.
To his surprise, he discovered that Larry knew all about it, had suspected something was in the wind right from the start, had even gleaned from certain parties the name of the prospective bride. “The symptoms were there for some time,” he explained. “It was just a matter of narrowing it down. Well, you’re getting a terrific girl.”
“I’d like you to be my best man,” Adam said.
“It would be my honor,” Larry replied with a ceremonious nod of the head. “Now in return, you’re going to have to sit still and listen to Larry Kellin’s rules for a happy marriage, spoken from the depths of hard experience.” When Adam groaned, he put on a stern face. “Rule Number One, you must be sure—absolutely sure—that there’s a real bond of affection between you. You’re going to have to commit yourself, as they say in our business, to a lifelong engagement. For the run of the show. When was the last time you sat down and made such a commitment, one that really mattered?”
“I’m not sure I ever had to.”
“Well, this one’s for good. You can’t wake up one morning and decide you’ve had enough, the way you might give up eating strawberries or trade in your old Chevy for a new one. That’s one thing I found out the hard way. You do care for her, I hope.”
Adam nodded.
“And she—cares for you?”
Adam nodded again. “You wouldn’t think a beautiful girl like that would give a damn about some dumb announcer working in a small-town radio station.”
“Ah, you’re putting yourself down again, I see.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just that I don’t think I have much to offer someone like Susan.”
“Why not?”
“It’s just that I don’t have the usual things. I’m not rich, I’m not exactly loaded with sex appeal, and you know first-hand what a klutz I can be. I break my wrist just falling down a flight of stairs.”
“And that’s it?”
“I don’t deserve her, Larry.”
“You do, you do. You’re as good as the next man, my friend. All the necessary parts are in order—two arms, two legs, two eyes and ears—” he drew closer—“and all thirty-two teeth, as far as I can tell. So you have a few minor quirks. We live in a world filled with quirks, human and otherwise.”
Feeling buoyed—temporarily at least—he made plans to take Susan to a small Italian restaurant about ten miles out of town, which was considered very romantic by the younger set. He took her there on Sunday, his night off. Candles were lit, wine was served. They ordered the house specialty, something with veal, a dark mushroom sauce and an unpronounceable name, and stared into each other’s eyes for long stretches of time without saying a word.
Afterwards, they drove a few more miles up the highway, and then down a side road to a glade overhung with drooping oaks. With the windows open, they could hear the roar of a small stream that had become entangled in rocks and turned into rapids. The air was warm and humid; the sky, barely visible through the branches of the trees, was moonless. Adam turned on the radio. She was wearing a white, off-the-shoulder peasant blouse and as he kissed her, his fingers caught the top of the blouse and pulled it down, along with the bra, and the next thing he knew he was feeling her breasts. 
“If you’re afraid that—” he started to say.
“Don’t stop!” she commanded, and they gave themselves over to ecstasy and delight.
“Susan . . .”
“Don’t stop!”
The feel and smell and touch that night would stay with him the rest of his life, the warm air, the sound of the rushing stream, how close they came to going all the way, but she was a virgin, and that was important, because in those days, girls still believed in “saving themselves for marriage,” as the expression had it, and he didn’t want her to say, after it was over, that she had been carried away by passion, although she would have liked to.
When at last they pulled apart and she straightened her blouse and did a little touch-up to her hair, the heel of the hand cupping the back of the neck, another ten minutes passed as they leaned back against the car’s upholstery, savoring the moment.
Next evening, when he climbed into the Bell Tower, the room had taken on a different sort of magic. The purple wall hangings seemed richer, more elaborate. There were three times as many candles as on previous nights, and they flickered in their make-believe silver holders like a symphony of fireflies hovering in the summer breeze. The carpets, which were Persian, had become darker and more evocative. The great plate glass windows that gazed down on the city and the patchwork of fields that stretched westward to the mountains, eastward to the sea, now wrapped around him so that he could see farther and with greater accuracy. The wonderful thing about the Bell Tower was that, even at eleven o’clock at night, everything was clearly visible through the windows, as though it were mid-afternoon.
He took the captain’s seat and slid closer to the board, so distracted by all the wonderful things happening around him that he forgot to cue up the first record, making it necessary to perform the entire operation by touch—slipping the disc out of its envelope, placing it on the turntable, cueing it up by feeling for the proper groove. He hated to do that, but the only alternative was dead air. Silence. Nothing more terrifying than being trapped at the control board without anything being spun into the ether.
But everything went smoothly. Better than he could have expected. He checked the controls, and saw that there were no longer two VUs but half a dozen. Why wasn’t he surprised? It seemed perfectly natural to him. The dials, the “pots,” were larger, more pliable, and cleaner and more potent, and as he prepared the turntables for the next engagement the floor began to vibrate, a faint humming that filled the tower, a kind of sizzle, part psychic, part electrical.
Hold on, he thought. Something strange is going on here.
The transmitter must be acting up again, he thought, but usually there was a faint hiccup before that happened. This was different. This was no transmitter failure. He had felt it before, but the sensation usually subsided after a few minutes. He waited impatiently, ready to launch his first record as soon as everything quieted down, but instead the humming grew louder and the VU meters needles began swinging wildly, and when he touched one of the pots, the energy shot into his hand and up his arm, and the next thing he knew the room in which he sat had become detached from the tower and was beginning to rise.
He should have been in a panic, but for some reason his blood was quiet and all he felt was a strange inner calm. He didn’t even bother to reach for the pots, to turn up the volume on the turntables, because he knew that wouldn’t do any good. The music kept playing but the turntables seemed to have stopped dead. He couldn’t control the volume. Instead, the tower room began to veer right and left, depending on which pot he touched, and the dial in the center made the tower rise faster, depending on how far he turned it.
Each dial had now acquired a new function. The plate glass window in front of him, which was usually dark, had come suddenly alive and looked out on a countryside that glowed with a pale luminescence. From his elevation he could make out streets and houses and trees and lampposts, the lights of cars wheeling from intersection to intersection, lawns and yards and even an occasional swimming pool. By now, he was almost a thousand feet off the ground, and the higher he flew, the more dramatic the scene below him became.
He had always imagined this was how Canelius would look from the air, but the geometry of it staggered him.
Like so many cities in America, the town had been laid out in a grid, the spidery lines forming squares and rectangles that exploded outward in an obsessive search for fulfillment. They kept reaching out until stopped by fields whose boundaries obeyed no human laws, having been formed in the depths of history by animals and storms and the contours of hills and rivers. From the ground, none of this was visible; but up here in the tower, with the strange luminescence that was halfway between day and night, he was reminded of an illustration from some forgotten college textbook. To cancel the illusion, he would have to close the covers and put the book back on the shelf. But only a higher entity—Mrs. Warren’s, perhaps—could have accomplished such a feat.
He wondered how Mrs. Warren would have explained what was happening to him now. Would she say the days of Apocalypse had arrived? It didn’t matter. All he could think of was how beautiful it looked. Once he’d gotten used to the arrangement of the pots on the control board before him—how to speed up, slow down, rise, sink, turn left and turn right, tilt the tower so that it could survey the ground or search the sky—he was able to let himself enjoy what was happening. The sense of power was overwhelming. He could even stop the tower from time to time and hover, like a silent helicopter, pretend he’d become a giant eye capable of penetrating every house and room on the grid below him, act as tour guide for those who were listening to him.
“We’re moving north from the center of town,” he said into the microphone. “I can see the high school from here, and someone evidently forgot to take down the flag. Sorry about that, folks. I know you’re supposed to lower the flag at sunset.”
The tower moved north in a slow, gentle glide.
“I can see the little park a few blocks away with its swings and jungle gym and the big slide that lets you come flying down at fifty miles an hour,” he continued. “I can see the city hall now and the Jefferson Davis Hotel and the Mishniak Building, but they’re receding into the distance.”
The tower turned west.
“The mountains don’t look as far away as you would think. It’s all very quiet. We have a closed environment here in the Bell Tower, so I can’t get a blast from the tobacco factory, but I don’t have to tell you about that. You know what it smells like.”
He made a 45-degree turn and piloted the tower south, flying over some of the same houses he had seen before, letting his eye caress the people inside. Once it fell on a pretty young woman in a dressing gown, standing at a sink full of dishes with a curly-haired blonde child playing on the floor beside her. It was no longer nighttime now, but mid-morning. The men, following a tradition that went back to the stone age, were away working in offices and the women were performing tasks that women had always performed and always would, for everyone believed in the separation of sexes—how could it be otherwise?
The sun glowed white and hot.
He hovered over a bright red Pontiac convertible with the top down, headed west toward the tobacco factory. The man behind the wheel was a salesman of some sort, stout, pink-faced, sweating in the summer heat. His mind was on the afternoon’s prospects, on percentages and discounts and what he would have to promise to land a big order. He could be Wally, thirty years later, with decades of beer rolling around in his stomach and eyes clouded over after a lifetime of not knowing, not seeing, not caring.
The Mishniak Building was coming closer now. At 22 stories, it was the tallest office structure in the state, all cement and steel and plate-glass windows that caught the light of the sun as it dipped toward the West. Around the corner was the City-County Library, open from nine to nine, Monday through Saturday and Sundays after church, considered one of the finest public libraries in the South. In the distance he caught sight of the country club with its long green swatch of lawn swooping down to the lake.
He wanted to stretch out and encompass it all, but when he leaned forward, one hand hit a dial that spun the Bell Tower around, as though it had been trapped in a violent tornado. It was all he could do to steady the vehicle in which he was riding. The turning made him dizzy, and he was forced to close his eyes, putting the tower on autopilot, which he discovered was a switch just above the pot that controlled the right-hand turntable.
It lasted just for a few seconds, though. When he regained his senses, he looked around for a tape to play, or maybe one of those big electrical transcriptions featuring fifteen or twenty minutes of big band music, something that would let him take his hands off the controls, relax and enjoy the spectacle unfolding below, but there was nothing. If he wanted to play something, he would have to leave the tower room, go out back and rummage around in the library, which would have been unthinkable.
Suddenly, the tower seemed to take on a life of its own, steering him south over a neighborhood he recognized, even at this altitude, a neighborhood of homes belonging to people in the highest price bracket, big sprawling ranches and old-fashioned two-story brick houses that could almost be called mansions. He had driven through it once or twice on those lonely Sundays before his life had changed around. When he’d been there before, he noticed that there never seemed to be anyone outside, no children playing stickball in the street, no couples taking walks after church, no one shouting to a friend across the street with the latest news, not even a car pulling into a driveway or a bicycle rounding the corner, nothing to break the stillness of the scene.
The tower paused several thousand feet above a two-story white clapboard house with a verandah and a large spreading oak on the front lawn. Elegant pillars framed the door, which boasted a large brass knocker. There were vines down the front, and a balcony on the second floor, which seemed more for show than anything else. On the path leading to the front door stood a small ceramic statue of a black jockey with a ring in his hand, designed apparently for tying up horses. The mailbox, its red flag in the up position, stood at the end of the path but he couldn’t make out the name or address on its side.
Slowly, silently the tower began to descend and he knew without having to be told that this house belonged to him.
Not now, but it would be his some time in the future, because that’s where he must be now. The flying tower reached a point low enough so that he could see a woman in green slacks kneeling over a bed of flowers just below the verandah holding a pair of garden shears in her hand. Her back was to him, but there was no mistaking the hair the color of spun gold, cut short now and the long, tapering neck. He wanted to shout to her, to make her turn around and look up at him, but the tower window was sealed tight and she seemed to inhabit a world apart from his.
His listeners, of course, had no idea what he was talking about. It was as though he were trying to describe a scene in a movie to an audience of the blind. And yet, in a perverse way, he really didn’t want to know what she looked like. There was something terrible, something frightening about seeing what you weren’t meant to see. 
After a while she stood up, wiped her hands on the yellow apron tied around her waist, dropped the shears at her feet and with her back still to him, walked into the house. He thought he saw a slight touch of weariness in her step, and once more he called out to her through the sealed windows of the tower, but she never turned around.
Having accomplished its mission, the tower now rose several thousand feet straight up, then slowly moved away from the house and away from the neighborhood, heading north. The sky grew darker, and there was a kind of luster to it as dusk approached, and just before the sun dipped below the horizon, everything lit up in a palette of red and orange and yellow and bright, searing blue, spidery filigrees fanned out from some invisible central point, diamond-like fireflies darted across the palette, the floor of the universe began to rumble and he could feel the sun getting ready to explode.
And then it landed. Descending slowly, purposefully, the room carefully attached itself without any help or guidance to the body of the tower. There was a tiny shiver, and he was back in the control room, the window between himself and the studio dark and the extra VU meters gone, the pots back to controlling the turntables, Rosemarie Clooney’s Hey There floating out of the speakers. The telephone flashed.
“Mr. Bay-ul.”
“Hello, Mattie.”
“Loved your show tonight. Don’t know what y’all were talking ‘bout, but it sure was romantic. Ah hope you never stop doin’ what you’re doin’. Mr. Bay-ul, would you do me a favor?”
“Yes, Mattie, I’ll play it,” he said, and reached behind him for the place in the record rack where, every night, he kept his copy of Secret Love. 
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They were married the week after Labor Day at Temple Beth Shalom. Larry stood up for him as best man and Gwen Lowenthal, Susan’s friend from high school, was her matron of honor. Shortly before the wedding. he answered an ad in the Post-Ledger for a small, one-bedroom furnished apartment five or six blocks from downtown Canelius. Susan was determined to have a place of her own, but this would serve them until a house came on the market. Adam bid Mrs. Warren a solemn farewell, silently thankful to be released from the Sunday morning predictions of the Reverend Elton Garrison and his threats of Armageddon and extinction. Susan kissed her father a thousand times, although she would only be an easy phone call and a ten-minute drive away.
She had wanted a small wedding, but after all the cousins and aunts and uncles and chums and business colleagues of Max were counted, not to mention a couple of civic leaders who could not be left off the list, almost two hundred filled the synagogue and overflowed the country club for the reception afterwards. There were a few who wondered secretly what impelled the couple to “rush into marriage,” as the saying went, for long engagements were still very much in vogue and it was not unusual for young people to wait as long as a year to fulfill their dreams. Suspicious to the end, the town gossips kept an eye peeled for telltale signs during the ceremony, and even after, but there was nothing to see, and in the end, it was generally agreed that love, not necessity, was what brought these two young people to the altar with such dispatch.
The mood of the wedding was unfailingly upbeat. Lou Bernstein was able to take a few days off from work and he and Sylvia came down from Queens to share their son’s happiness. The Mellow Tones played through dinner, often drowning out what passed for conversation, and afterwards for dancing, fox trots and rumbas and a round of klezmer music that sounded like the stuff meant to accompany a Jewish vaudeville act, ending up with the inevitable hora where everyone joined hands in a circle and whooped and hollered and the band went on and on, doing endless repeats until the dancers were ready to plotz.
After that, everyone who meant anything to the couple was required to make a toast and say a few complimentary things about them. Adam wore a white tuxedo, rented from a store down the street from Goldman’s. Susan was allowed to put on her mother’s wedding gown, saved all these years for this occasion, then trimmed and refashioned and let out a size and a half, for Susan was taller and bit more zaftig than her mother had been. A gold wedding band now embraced the third finger of her left hand, a perfect match for the tiny diamond ring he had presented her when they became engaged, his grandmother’s ring, a glittering reminder that each generation passed itself down to the next, just as their children would bear the genes of those who had lived and made love in another world, in another time.
Most of the people at the station turned out in a group to celebrate. Wally had foregone his standard bow tie for a four-in-hand and managed to be agreeably subdued for the occasion. Larry looked elegant in his tuxedo and shiny patent leather shoes. Station owner Hunter Baines wore a blue suit and nodded at everyone like a kindly uncle. One by one the guests stopped by Adam’s table to congratulate him.
And so it went, in a kind of daze—the ceremony, the reception, everything else. Adam felt himself growing limp as the evening wore on. His tuxedo shirt was too stiff and choked him at the throat, and the air had that still, humid warmth that often descended on places like Canelius in mid-September. There were too many people, there was too much to eat, he had allowed himself too much wine because every time a toast was made, a glass was drunk, but for the first time in his life, he acknowledged himself to be truly happy. The loneliness was gone, that persistent malaise of the soul that seemed to haunt him, often for no reason, and every time he looked at Susan, radiant in her white gown, he thought how incredible it was that he, of all people, should be getting someone so pure, so absolutely wonderful.
They traded partners on the dance floor five or six times before the evening was over. Susan danced with Roger, a former high-school suitor, a gawky young man with thatched yellow hair, raw knuckles and a mass of freckles; Adam took a turn with Gwen, who had just completed her third diet of the year and was proudly displaying the figure that would enable her to climb into a size six gown. 
The Lowenthals, who came originally from Charleston, were in the dry goods business, which was what it was called until Woolworth’s and Kreske’s stepped in and spotted a thousand five-and-dimes all over the landscape. The family were originally from Central Europe, which in the Canelius pecking order put them slightly higher than those from the East—Russia, Lithuania, Romania—the belief being that, having crossed the ocean first, they were entitled to top spot, while those with names ending in “sky” or “off” were thought to bring up the rear.
“Well, anyway, you’re one of us now,” Gwen said.
“I guess that’s what being married means,” Adam said.
“But you’re different,” she said, pulling herself closer to him. “You aren’t really like us, are you? You haven’t had time to be condescending or stuck up, the way some people in Canelius are.”
“Who are you talking about?” he wanted to know.
“Oh, come on, Adam,” she said. “You know who I mean. We’re as snobbish and ingrown as the WASP families—and I’m glad you’re not that way. Don’t change, Adam. Now that you’ve come into your own, you should be able to beat everyone else at their own game.”
Adam didn’t know what Gwen was talking about, but it didn’t matter. She was simply, to him, a nice, somewhat soft and puffy young lady who spoke a fair amount of nonsense, batted her eyelids and grabbed him a little too tightly around the waist. She had caught the bouquet after the ceremony and the symbolic act, orchestrated by Susan, wasn’t wasted on anyone in the room. Gwen was not the kind to stay single the rest of her life, everyone said. The dancers changed partners again, and at this point Adam found himself standing alone, watching Susan and the other dancers swirl by. Max came over and stood beside him.
“Well, what do you think?” the older man asked.
“It’s lovely,” Adam said. “Thank you for a really nice wedding.”
“You deserve every bit of it,” Max said. Once more, Adam sensed the stiffening, but Goldman made every effort to put on an affable front.
“I’m certainly lucky,” Adam said.
“We both are,” Max said, intercepting the look at the last moment and pressing an envelope into Adam’s hand, which Adam knew must contain a check for some immodest sum—probably a thousand dollars, maybe more—to help start the newlyweds on their way. He muttered a small thank you and slipped the envelope into the inside pocket of his tuxedo jacket, along with several others that had been thrust on him in the same mock surreptitious way.
“I only wish Susan’s mother was here to see it,” Max went on. Adam thought he spotted a small tear in Goldman’s left eye, which could be honest, although Max also had a reputation for manufacturing emotion when necessary. It was part of the psychological arsenal he kept armed for any occasion, but this time there was no need for subterfuge. “You know what first attracted her to you?”
“What?”
“Your voice.”
“Oh, come on, now!” Adam protested.
“No, it’s true. She fell in love with your voice on the radio.”
“That’s not possible.”
“But it is,” Max insisted. “She told me so herself. She was listening to you one night—I could hear the radio playing upstairs in her room, very softly—and suddenly she decided, ‘That’s the one.’ That’s what she said. ‘He’s the one.’ After that, she was determined to meet you.”
“We met by accident.”
“That’s what she’d like you to believe,” Max said slyly. “But the truth is, she had her eyes on you from the start. She wanted you, and what Susan wants she usually gets.”
“She never said anything like that.”
“Well, women are that way. A little shy, I suppose. Didn’t want to admit that she was the one in pursuit, but that’s how it happened. Take my word for it.”
Susan shy? Not possible, he thought. It would come out during those long talks, those intimate meals and quiet moments on the sofa when they’d opened up to each other. Could it be that Max was taking a long walk around the truth? Damn it! Whenever he felt completely comfortable with his situation, the snake reared up and flicked its tongue at him. He could never trust Max, not completely.
Nevertheless, when the dance set ended and she returned to him, he thought of bringing it up. “Happy?” he asked as he steered her across the floor—on these occasions, it was always the Anniversary Waltz.
“It’ll always be like this,” she promised.
“Don’t say that if you don’t mean it,” he warned her.
She drew him closer, defying the bulk of the gown and the whispered attention of everyone around them. He felt as though he were back in the Bell Tower, floating across the sky, detached, looking down on the landscape, commenting silently on what he saw. He had become an anthropologist of weddings. The whole ritual unfolding before him was wonderfully droll: the raucous band, the cutting of the cake, the toasts, the Anniversary Waltz, fathers bending awkwardly to dance with their pre-pubescent daughters, the atmosphere of gaiety stirred up by the sober and the non-sober alike.
Everything he’d meant to say, everything that might stand in the way of their happiness, was quickly forgotten.
Later, Max sent them to Paris for the honeymoon, paying for the plane tickets, the hotel and everything else. It was the least he could do, he said, the kind of gift a man like Max Goldman was happy to give his daughter, who meant more to him than anything else in life. They were now the twin apples of his eye, Adam and Susan. There might even be grandchildren, although he didn’t say it.
And there would be more gifts to come, he said. On that they could depend.
***
Three weeks after they’d returned from their honeymoon, he and Larry managed to squeeze in a little time together. It was a Tuesday morning, and there was a lot to talk about.
Larry’s final divorce decree had just arrived, ending months of waiting and angry negotiation and oceans of bad feelings. For Larry it was as though a weight had suddenly been lifted from his back, although he wasn’t sure whether the moment called for a celebration or a wake, but hell, celebration or wake, either way a drink was in order, and who better to share it with than one’s best friend? Adam protested that he didn’t drink. “You do now,” Larry said, and dragged him off to the Magpie, his favorite bar, for a round of margaritas.
The long ordeal exhausted all of Larry’s emotional resources, but he put on a good front. Few knew what had been going on behind the scenes with the urbane, genial host of Kellin in Canelius. Smooth, unruffled, his persona was a perfect foil for the bawdy country singers and pickers who appeared regularly to whoop it up on the show. The manufactured Larry Kellin hid inside a carefully crafted fiction, a gem buffed and polished until it sparkled in the sun. The real Larry Kellin had pain scars all over him, but no one knew that.
It was a risky game. Adam thought about the one time the facade had cracked. He wasn’t at the station—this was before his arrival— but people told him about it. A costly error. Larry had been delivering a newscast and dropped a page of the AP teletype script he was reading. For an instant he lost his composure and, under the impression that he’d hit the pause button on his mike, let fly with an angry “Shit!” The forbidden word went out over the airwaves, lighting up telephones and reddening faces. He was suspended without pay for a week, but it wasn’t so much the monetary loss that stung him as the embarrassment of having been caught without his wall to hide behind. Nobody ever mentioned the incident again, and only Adam knew how much it had cost his friend in repressed memory.
For Larry, marriage itself was one long mistake. The sheer effort of having to keep shiny an image of sophistication left his ex-wife Nancy with almost no access to the real man inside. Her Larry might be sweet and considerate. He might seem to be the ideal husband, but there was something remote about him she could not penetrate. Who could blame her for wanting more than just a voice on the radio?
But today Larry was in excellent humor. He could hardly wait until they were shown to a table for the inevitable questions to begin.
“Well, how does it feel, being married?”
“Surprising.”
“In what way?”
“I thought after all the buildup and hungering and wanting it so badly, that the real thing would be something of a letdown.”
“And?”
“It wasn’t. It’s everything I wanted it to be—and more.”
“Thank God for that,” Larry grinned, “because I don’t think I could have taken much more of you, the way you were. You can’t believe what you were like. It’s as though you’d come down with some sort of nameless disease, and nobody had the foggiest idea how to cure it. You were completely obsessed with her—you know that, don’t you?”
Adam nodded contritely.
“Well, marriage seems to be the magic bullet. Too bad it didn’t work that way for both of us.” Larry waved his hand in anticipation. “No, no. I don’t want to hear any words of sympathy for the fallen. We got what we wanted, and that’s all that matters.” 
It occurred to Adam that, in a sense, they were two friends heading in opposite directions, one life coming apart, the other coalescing as it was meant to since the beginning of their acquaintance. A beginning and an end, as it was on New Year’s Eve amid the pouring of champagne and a popping of balloons, while couples kissed and Guy Lombardo played Auld Lang Syne with those syrupy saxophones of his. He glanced around the Magpie bar, at the businessmen in their blue and gray suits, their white shirts and cufflinks, cigarettes fuming, identical striped ties, sensitive to the sheer loudness of all those male voices crowding the air, and wondered how many of them had arrived at the same place.
“I’m glad we have each other,” he said.
“So am I,” said Larry. “And now it’s my turn to initiate you into the world’s largest, most vocal, most non-exclusive fraternity.”
“What’s that?”
“Married people. America is famous for being a land of minorities, but the marrieds will always be in the majority wherever you go. Despite my own failure, I have absorbed enough wisdom to qualify as a marital authority.”
“I thought you already gave me the benefit of your advice.”
“That was pre-nuptial. This is post-nuptial. Now that you’ve tied the knot and had your first faint encounter with the experience, it’s time to add a few more lines of advice to the marriage manual.”
“Oh no!” Adam groaned. “Not more rules.”
“Yes. Listen carefully. Rule Number One—make sure she’s always surprised. The minute she thinks she has you pegged, the minute she knows where you are and what you’re about to do and she can take bets on your next move and probably win, the battle is lost.”
“Larry, for God’s sake! Marriage isn’t a battle.”
“But it is, and you have to take steps to overcome your natural disadvantage. Surprise her, delight her. Bring her flowers, buy her presents—they don’t have to be expensive, a bit of costume jewelry is as good as a diamond. Take her places she’s never been before. Get a new car. That dusty little gas-guzzler of yours will never last the decade. How can you expect your dream princess to ride in a broken-down Chevy?”
“I’ll remember that,” Adam said wryly.
“Rule Number Two: Remember that you’re not just getting a wife. A lot of men make that mistake, and the next thing you know there’s a family crowding around—aunts and uncles and cousins—not to mention a father-in-law who still thinks his daughter is only three years old.”
“I think Max Goldman is beyond that.”
“Don’t fool yourself. He’s had her to himself all these years, and now you come along. Believe me, Adam, he’s not going to give up without a fight. Oh, I know you hate my making marriage sound like a war zone. It’s just that, when it comes to the little girl he loved and raised and treated to candy bars and played tea party with, your classic father-in-law has a tendency to forget that she is now all grown up and ready for the marriage bed.”
“Max knows it.”
“Intellectually, maybe. But there’s a part of him, on an emotional level, that still sees your Susan as she used to be, and you’re going to have to put up with that. Max Goldman may say he’s willing to let you have the field, but deep down he’s not ready, so don’t press it.”
“Isn’t that just a little bit too Freudian?”
“Well, Sigmund wrote the original text, so we can’t pass him by. I gather you’re getting along with your father-in-law?”
“Things were a bit tense for a while,” Adam admitted. “But we’re on better terms now. The only problem is that he’s a little over-generous.”
“How?”
“Well, the honeymoon was his idea, you know. He paid for it. And now he says that once we get settled, he’s going to see that we get a complete set of furniture. He’s started a trust fund for when we have children, and after that there’s the house.”
“A house?” Larry frowned. “Oh, I don’t like the sound of that. I thought you said you were satisfied with the apartment you have.”
“We are, but Max insists. He won’t be satisfied until we move into a house. He’s mentioned a couple of places in the Huntington area that are up for sale, but that neighborhood is just too fancy for me. Frankly, it’s all a little premature. I told him, ‘Max, we’re just married. It’s just a few weeks after the wedding, and we won’t need a house. We’re only the two of us. If things change, we can always go house-hunting then.’ But he won’t hear of it.”
“And you’re afraid you might become obligated to him, is that it?”
“Not exactly.”
“But you’re right. That’s what led to my breakup with Nancy—at least one of the things. Her parents wouldn’t let go, and in the end she was spending as much time with them as with me.”
“That’s your experience?”
“Sorry, it’s the only experience I have to go on.”
“I appreciate it,” Adam said, “and I understand, but I don’t think that’s going to happen with Max Goldman.”
“Why not?”
“Because he knows when to lend a hand and when to stay out of things. He’s smart. If I had to pick a father-in-law out of all the people in Canelius, he’d be the one. I’m probably luckier than most prospective bridegrooms.”
The waiter chose that moment to bring their drinks. Larry paid, insisting that it was his treat. He raised his glass. “Well, here’s to you and Susan—and your father-in-law, if you please. A long and happy life, and may you never want for love.”
They clinked glasses.
“And here’s to your freedom,” Adam said. “Next time around, it’ll be my turn to buy the drinks.” They both almost drained their glasses before Larry waved to Adam to stop, saying that he had one more toast. Adam realized this would require a refill, but it was Larry’s turn to toast, and you couldn’t deny him.
“To radio.”
“Radio.”
“The old lady may be dying, but there’s still a whole bunch of her left.” 
They drained their glasses, and just as Adam feared, Larry called the waiter over and despite his protests, ordered still another round. The bar was getting a little fuzzy around the edges. Adam hated being out of control. This was one of those moments that made him especially uncomfortable. This was why he avoided alcohol whenever he could.
“What makes you think radio is dying?” he asked.
“Oh, come on, Adam. You know as well as I do that radio has no future. Ten years from now people will have to visit a museum if they want to see what a radio even looks like. As for us—sooner or later, we’re both going to have to move on. I hear Baines is thinking of selling the station—I know, it’s just a rumor, but rumors have a way of becoming true. Why do you think he’s put off making repairs to the building? The place is a shoddy mess. The control board looks terrible and the transmitter is always having little breakdowns.”
“I’ve noticed that.”
“What we really need is a new transmitter—maybe boost the power at the same time—but transmitters are expensive and the FCC doesn’t hand out power boosts just like that. So Hunter’s holding off. He’s getting on in life, as you may have noticed. It wouldn’t surprise me if he decides that when the next buyer comes along, he’ll take the money and run.”
Adam shrugged. “I could live with it,” he said.
“You’d work for a different owner?”
“Sure, why not?”
“What if the new owners turned out to be Top-40? That’s the wave of the future in radio, Adam. They move in and the next thing you know the station turns into a bunch of robots. You get a playlist every day, and that’s all you’re allowed to put on the turntable. Your show is tightly scripted—one ad-lib and you’re out the door. That laid-back, easy-going style you and I have gotten used to isn’t part of the mixture. It’s all up-beat, fast-paced, one commercial after another, segue one top tune into the next and if you don’t like what you’re told to play, forget it.”
“I don’t believe WCAN will ever turn into anything like that.”
“Believe it. This thing is on the way, and someday, it’ll be the end of us. But you don’t have to stay where you are. Everybody these days is getting into television. Why don’t you give it a try?”
Adam squirmed. “I like radio,” he said.
“Don’t you think I do, too? But time marches on, as they used to say in the old newsreels. You remember newsreels? They were such a big thing when we were growing up, and now they’re just a memory. Television did that. Television has marked radio for extinction too, and only the brash and the aggressive will save it, but you and I won’t be around to see what happens.”
“Well, I’ll drink to a new and better radio,” Adam said, but he wasn’t convinced that such a creature was sitting anywhere on the horizon.
“OK. Second the motion. And as long as we’re making toasts, how about one more?”
“You’ve already had your toast.”
“I’m entitled.”
“OK.”
“To happiness and guilt and all the other stupidities that besiege our misbegotten little world,” said Larry. “To the genie, may he climb back in his bottle and take a good long snooze. To black people, who will someday be able to sit down at this bar and order a drink and act like visible men, not puffs of smoke. To everything we should have and don’t want, to all the Romeos and Juliets and Heloises and Abelards who make it sound so enticing, and trick us into thinking we want what we can’t have.”
“Which all comes down to one thing.”
“What’s that?”
“To love.”
“A fruitless quest,” Larry said, “but I’ll drink to that.”
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It always enthralled him, this tower he inhabited. This private place where he could sit, night after night, charming the air waves, while out there thousands of souls listened, people you would never know but who knew you, or thought they did, people who dined on the pictures that were prepared in your head, people who thought they knew what you looked like, who thought they knew what you were doing at any moment, who rode the waves with you, basked on the beach in the nighttime sun, followed the master of the Bell Tower wherever he went, let you pilot the flight when the tower took off, let you choose the evening’s menu and send it spinning over the clouds toward a meeting with the moon.
But now there was something more to it. Now it went beyond microphones and turntables and flying towers. Now the reality was ecstasy and warmth and flesh come alive in the consummation of love. The reality was having someone with you for dinner, for a show, for sharing aloud a passage in a book or an item in the newspaper. It was knowing that whenever you rolled over in bed, the most beautiful body in the world was there waiting to be touched and fondled and kissed. No one knew about that. He could hardly believe it was happening himself.
Someday, of course, he would get used to it. Someday, maybe forty or fifty years from now when all this had become second nature, it would be possible to think clearly about what was going on.
But that was a long way off.
Away from the microphone a whole new way of life was waiting, and for that he should be grateful. The loneliness was gone, and so were the grits for breakfast. Meals were a blessing. Susan seemed to have been possessed from birth with a talent in the kitchen that exceeded all others. No more long tirades from Mrs. Warren, either, whose house and room on the first floor he had vacated before the wedding. No more walking down dark streets, his eye straying to the dark houses with their shaded windows, wondering what went on behind him. Now his was the shaded window, the darkened bedroom where at night wonders transpired beyond his wildest dreams.
Days, of course, were circumscribed by his schedule at the station. Mornings, they did their shopping. Despite all the china and silverware and toasters and luggage that had poured in as wedding gifts, there were still essentials that had to be bought if their little apartment was to be made livable. Susan was put in charge of the checkbook and kept watch over the little economies that Adam demanded, monitoring the bargains she happened to see advertised. Her father insisted on footing the bill for big items like a refrigerator, a TV and furniture for the living room.
Afternoons were ideal for making love. They would move from room to room, doing it in a different place each time. Susan had been fitted for a diaphragm, but they both agreed that when the time was right she would leave it off and let a child come as it would. There might even be two, but that was a long way off.
Few things about her escaped his notice. He liked to watch as she put deodorant under her arms. He enjoyed the way she fastened a pair of earrings and daubed her eyes with mascara like a queen waving goodbye to her subjects. He liked to sit on the bed in the morning and watch her get dressed, spying as she hooked her bra into place over those perfectly shaped breasts, seeing the flesh slipped into its holder. Of course, after a while she came to realize that he was spying, but instead of covering up as some girls might do, she would lean back and let him fondle her, squeeze her, touch her, enjoying the sensations his probing fingers created.
Once a week they treated themselves to a movie, or a basketball game at the local college, which was rapidly becoming a sports powerhouse in this part of the state. When a Chinese restaurant opened on the south side of town, they rushed off to try out the chow mein. They did the laundry together in the basement of their apartment building; Adam sorting socks while Susan stuffed the machine’s mouth like a giant suckling pig.
Only the smallest of clouds hovered on the horizon. Susan’s health could sometimes be a cause of concern. There were frequent little illnesses, colds and flu, and a flurry of migraine headaches which descended from nowhere, preceded by a strange aura of lights and whirring noises that could last as long as five or six hours. 
When that happened Susan would take to her bed and Adam made a point of pampering her, bringing breakfast on a tray with a rose beside the orange juice, doing the housecleaning and tiptoeing into the bedroom at night so as not to wake her up. He knew that was the treatment she had received for years from her father, what she had gotten used to. He tried not to let it annoy him, assuming that, as she got older and more accustomed to being a married woman, these little quirks would evaporate.
Others disappeared from the earthly paradise. People like Gwen and Larry and Bernard Silverman, drifted away. In their place stood Max, ready to fill in whenever his largesse was required. 
One day in early December there was a phone call at the station. “Mrs. Conlon called,” said Goldman in a booming, jovial mood.
“Who?”
Max snorted with impatience. “Mrs. Conlon, the real estate lady. Don’t you remember? Big tall woman with a laugh like Man o’ War. Well, she’s found the perfect house for you two, and it’s in the Huntington section, which is just where you said you wanted to live.”
Adam bristled. Who said he wanted to live in the Huntington section? He didn’t like the way Max assumed he had to act on their behalf. There was always this intrusion into their lives, not arrogant but annoying in a subtle way. 
“You might have let me know,” he said
“I am letting you know,” Max replied. “She called me and I’m telling you, and as soon as you and Susan have a free moment, I want you to go over there and take a look. It’s under fifty thousand.”
“Dollars?”
“No, kopeks,” Max said.
“Fifty thousand dollars…for a house?” Adam was shocked. The average middle-class dwelling place ran twelve or thirteen thousand, tops, which made this an outrageous luxury. But Max was unfazed.
“Let’s not talk price, my boy,” Max purred. “It’s the kind of place the two of you will be spending the rest of your lives in. Lots of room for expansion, and perfect for raising children. Three bedrooms, a big yard in back, an attached garage. You know, Adam, that Chevy of yours is beginning to look a little beat up. One of these days…”
“But won’t we have to take a mortgage?” Adam interrupted.
“Is that so terrible?”
“And I’ll have to make a down payment. I don’t have anything like that in the bank.”
“Why don’t you worry about that later?” Max said. “The money will be there when you need it. First, I want you to make sure the house itself will work out.”
To his surprise, Susan reacted with a casual lack of concern, as though Max’s offer was the most natural thing in the world. She said he’d already told her about the house, and she didn’t understand what the fuss was about. Of course, he knew she was lying, but he said nothing. Larry would tell him that the best strategy was to leave small lies lying where they were. This time, though, it irritated him and he said so to Susan.
“You’re just jealous,” she teased.
“Jealous of whom?”
“My father. You know he can do things for us that you can’t, and it sticks in your throat. I have a good mind to tell him.”
“I’m not jealous.”
“You are so. If you weren’t jealous, why would you be so angry?”
“I’m not angry.”
“You’ve got that look.”
“It’s just that we haven’t even seen the house, and you’re all ready to take it. How do you know it’s suitable for us?”
Of course it was suitable. How could it be otherwise? The following morning, bright and early, they drove over to Fairhaven Street, which was located in the southern part of town. Max had parked his Cadillac against the curb and was waiting for them as they pulled up. Even from a distance, without seeing the address, he was able to identify the white clapboard house from others on the block. He shouldn’t have been surprised, and yet despite the familiarity of the scene, he felt a cold chill down his back.
From this perspective everything seemed much bigger, and more expensive than from a flying tower at two thousand feet in the air. But the details were the same. He had pictured a verandah in front, and sure enough there was a verandah, exactly as it had appeared from above. There had been a spreading oak on the lawn, and the oak was part of the package, not to mention the pillars framing the door, the big brass knocker, the vines down the front and the second-floor balcony.
All you needed to complete the scene was someone kneeling in a bed of flowers below the verandah holding a pair of garden shears. But the flower bed and the shears would come later. Hadn’t he seen it from the air? Shouldn’t he know what to expect? Not that there was anything magic about it. They had driven through the Huntington section more than once, gazing longingly at the houses there, although neither of them seriously believed this was where they would settle down.
A house, a garden, vines and a spreading oak in front. What more could anyone want in a mundane world like this?
***
In Max’s world, however, there were even greater wonders. Business was booming, and most miraculous of all there was the new shopping center that rose like Venus from the half shell, vast and radiant, so much larger, so different from the pygmy complexes that competed for customers in scattered locations around town.
Southgate was Max Goldman’s triumph. He had conceived it, fought for it; he had drawn up the first rough plans. He made sure the banks, especially the First Southeastern, kicked in enough money in loans to keep the project going to completion. When money was short, he even took a second mortgage on his own house to pay the bills.
Southgate was a giant. It was the first big suburban shopping center in this part of the state, and it glittered like a new star in the dark firmament. When finished, it promised everything young married couples could want—boutiques, home services, card shops, a pizzeria and a major department store. It had cost Max a dozen years of his life in worry and struggle. 
Some of the more conservative Canelius businessmen had organized an opposition movement and fought the project tooth and nail. Think of the traffic jams, they contended, when all those people came driving down County Road 44, looking for bargains and God knows what else. And when the customers got there, where would they park? Surely there wasn’t a parking lot big enough for that many cars. What about littering and hot rods and juvenile delinquency, which people were so fired up about these days? Not to mention duplication. Did anyone think there was a need for a second drug store, when Johnson’s had done quite nicely for almost fifty years, thank you very much?
Surely it was wrong to even think of putting up something of that size—almost a second city—in a field where nothing but tobacco had grown for more than a century.
Well, the old-timers might sneer, but even as they complained and groused, Max watched the work plow ahead. In mid-January the first shovelful of earth was turned. Allowing for bad weather, labor problems and unexpected delays, the best estimate said the project could be ready for customers in time for the Christmas season a year later. Half a dozen merchants had already signed up for choice spots on the mall. Many were lured there by the presence of a busy, successful department store with headquarters in Atlanta, which would anchor the south end, along with the pharmacy and a discount clothing outlet.
The opposition continued, but by now Max had the upper hand. They could gripe all they wanted, he told his business friends, but Southgate was a fait accompli. He had hired a professional manager from Charlotte named Parker Goodwell to deflect the efforts of his enemies; Goodwell would also run the operation, steer the ingathering of businesses and oversee the selling of houses in the adjoining tract, for which task he was paid the princely sum of $30,000 a year. The new manager knew how to squeeze blood out of a turnip, and he was confident of success.
“Worth every penny,” Max confided “He’ll make this thing go.”
He was right. By April 1, the mall was on its way, although only partially paved. A housing tract opened its first show home across the street, and less than a month later every property had been sold, even the larger split-level models. The next to appear was a restaurant specializing in fried chicken and baby-back ribs, and with the advent of more agreeable weather, workmen arrived to begin widening County Road 44.
More and more, the burgeoning shopping center required Max Goldman to spend time away from the store. As bricks and cement fell into place, the sun that shone brightly on Goldman’s mini-empire rapidly converted doubters into believers. Already a newer version was taking shape at the other end of the state. Located on a 20-acre piece of property just a block from the ocean in the resort community of De Mars, it was even larger than its prototype. Max wanted to call it Southgate East, but wiser heads prevailed and the new center became Washington Square, which had a nice, solid colonial sound to it.
Other properties came under consideration, one in Baltimore, another in a suburb of Indianapolis. A holding company called MG Enterprises was formed, its ostensible purpose being to consider future investments and run the various operations that were springing up. 
In a spirit of generosity, Max even offered Bernard a job with MG Enterprises, but his offer was turned down. The young man’s heart, it appeared, was in furniture. He liked dealing with customers. His life revolved around kitchenettes, living room suites and three-piece sectional sofas. His judgment might be questionable, but Bernard’s loyalty was something money couldn’t buy. As a reward, Max gave Bernard a substantial raise in salary, and before long he was running the store day-to-day.
Adam watched the spectacle unfold with bemused fascination. Almost every day, the Canelius Post-Register ran stories about Southgate and MG Enterprises in its business section. What surprised him, though, was that Max managed to get the whole thing off the ground without telling anyone. Neither he nor Susan had the slightest notion of what was under way until Goldman broke the news. A remarkable accomplishment, Adam thought.
By now, the new shopping center was on everyone’s lips. At WCAN, a large ad campaign had been planned with spots all over the schedule. It had even been arranged for Kellin in Canelius to broadcast an entire week from a tent on the unfinished mall and even Larry, who generally adopted an air of sang-froid, managed to get caught up in the excitement.
“This project is really going to put Canelius on the map,” he said.
***
That same afternoon, Max called him at the station and suggested that they have lunch. There was a diner only a few blocks from the construction site where Southgate was being built, and Max said they could meet there. Plain food, but the service was decent and it was convenient. Next day, shortly before noon, he showed up in his shiny black Cadillac. They ate, and then Max drove him over to the shopping center, parking the car just outside the chain-link fence. A workman checking IDs at the gate nearly fell over himself in awe at his distinguished guest.
For a while, they got along famously. Max took him on a tour of the unfinished shopping center. They sloshed through mud and inspected the stark metal frames of stores that hadn’t yet acquired their skins. It was Adam’s first look at Southgate. Goldman pointed out where the department store was being erected and rattled off figures about sewer lines and electrical connections and the average monthly sum that tenants could expect to pay in rent.
He was like a small boy showing off his toys, both proud and amused at what was happening to him. Only yesterday, it seemed, he’d been nothing more than a small-town merchant, he said, peddling furniture on time to customers who didn’t know how their limited budgets would cover it. Now fortune was about to turn him into a tycoon. He wondered if it might mean losing touch with the basics that had brought him this far. The big black Cadillac they’d ridden in was much too ostentatious for his purposes. The thought of hiring a chauffeur to drive it appalled him, but that’s what successful people were supposed to do.
“You should see my new office in the Mishniak Building.”
“What about it?”
“Big as a throne room,” Max marveled. “Feels as though I were being swallowed up by something I have no control over. Of course, I don’t spend that much time there. We’ve got some smart young men coming in to run things. They’ve got degrees and know-how and the best of references, but I don’t feel entirely comfortable with them. I need someone who’s close to me, someone I can trust.”
“Me?”
“You.”
“Oh, now, wait a minute,” Adam protested. “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree.”
“No, I’m not. I don’t bark up trees if I don’t know where they’re going. Listen, Adam, you’re family now, and that means you’re one step closer to me than those hired guns with their business degrees and their hundred-dollar gray flannel suits. I need someone I can trust, someone who won’t screw me around just for a few extra bucks. Do you get what I mean?”
“You want me in a place where you can keep an eye on me.”
“That’s not what I said.”
They had come to a large open space that Max had set aside for a bowling alley. Taking a cigar from his inside coat pocket, he removed the wrapper. The lighting of a cigar forced Max to slow down. It gave him a chance to weigh the words that needed to be said and make sure they were the right ones. He tried to coax Adam into accepting a cigar, but the young man apparently suffered from none of the conventional vices. It made him ill at ease.
“Adam, tell me something. This radio business, how long do you plan to stay in it?”
“Indefinitely,” Adam said.
“There’s no such thing as indefinitely,” Max informed him. “Sooner or later everything changes. Life moves on, and if you’re not careful it can go shooting past you. Now, I realize that young people these days don’t see any urgency in life, but you have to remember you’re a married man now. You have responsibilities. A wife to look after, a future to think about. You may have a beautiful house, but there are obligations that go along with it. If I’m not mistaken, this is the first house you’ve ever owned, am I right?”
“That was your doing,” Adam said quietly. “We could just as easily have stayed in our apartment.”
“No, I’ve made it clear. I don’t want my daughter living in an apartment.” 
A single bench loomed ahead, one of dozens that would eventually line the mall. Goldman settled down in it and invited Adam to join him. Biting off one end of his cigar, he put it in his mouth and lit the tip. A satisfying cloud of blue smoke wreathed his head. The wind was slack, and the smoke rose straight up and hung there until, little by little, it disintegrated like sand washed away by the tide. “The problem is, you’re annoyed that I made the down payment, aren’t you?”
“I’m not crazy about it.”
“Yes, I know how it is. I was like that myself at your age. Had to be independent, had to be my own man. Told everyone in sight that I wouldn’t be beholden to anyone. Stubborn as a mule, just like you. But don’t forget, there’s another side to this. This woman you married, Adam, just happens to be my daughter. Someday you’ll be a father, and you’ll know how it feels to have someone so dear, so precious that you want to lavish all your worldly goods on her.”
“What do you want from me?”
“I want you to give serious thought to the offer I’ve just made.”
“I have no desire to work for you.”
“Just like that, eh?” He flicked an ash from the cigar onto the cement. “But your answer came too quick. If you have any respect for me at all, I want you to sit down and consider what I’ve told you. Talk it over with Susan. You wouldn’t be working for me, not directly. You’d be an employee of MG Enterprises, the umbrella organization for all the different operations that are sitting on the burner—Southgate, the store, a bunch of investments that are beginning to show reasonable profits.”
“I don’t know anything about investments or making a reasonable profit.”
“You’ll learn. It’s not as complicated as you think. Parker Goodwell is my man at Southgate. He’ll give you a crash course that will have you up to speed in no time. You can be his protégé‚ if you like. There’s no better teacher than Parker, and everyone who’s worked with him has turned out well.”
“I like radio.”
“I’m sure you do. I’m sure it’s a great way to get your kicks and enjoy the life of a celebrity—for a while—but it’s a dead end. You and I both know that. You and I both know that unless you’re an Arthur Godfrey or a Martin Block—oh yes, I’ve heard of these people—unless you’re at the top of your profession, and you’re nowhere close to that, you may never be—if you stay in radio you’ll spend the rest of your life in small towns like Canelius, playing records and reading commercials. Is that what you want?”
“Maybe.”
“Don’t maybe me. I’ve been around. I’ve seen what goes on in the world. You think radio’s a career, but it isn’t. Radio’s a pastime. Show business itself is nothing more than an evasion of responsibility. You’re in a little world all by yourself, spinning your wheels and going nowhere. Climb down from this Bell Tower of yours, Adam. Climb down now before the barbarians come after you with their bulldozers and knock it over while you’re still up there.”
“I don’t scare that easily.”
“You don’t have to be scared. But the most courageous thing you can do is to get out now—pick yourself up and get out while the getting is good.”
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He sat on the bench and listened to the voices.
Across the way and down the path, a pair of elderly Chinese hunched over a table under a bower of trees, playing a game, part checkers, part chess. A small crowd had gathered to watch the game, commenting on each move in Cantonese. They waved their arms, made faces and argued among themselves as to whether each move was right or wrong. Around the corner and up the street beside the park, a line of children holding hands came marching in file, strung out like beads and giggling as they walked. A tour bus paused at the corner to let its passengers photograph the scene. The tourists aimed their cameras briefly, took their pictures, re-boarded the bus and were gone.
Now the voices spoke. They sang, they hummed, they called in tongues, they made up stories that were not true, but who’s to know? Against the northern tier of hills, a wall of fog lay, silent, still. Tendrils of mist making tentative forays into the city. Gulls from the ocean in full squawk, an engine’s horn bellowing as it galloped to a fire. A day of familiar sensations, everything the way it should be, and yet as long as the past intruded, he would never be satisfied with anything the present held.
He had been here many times before. They called it Portsmouth Square, although the area was less than a city block in size. Historically, it once had marked the city’s heart, its focal point. But San Francisco, like so many cities, had grown, had moved south and west. The square fell into disrepair. Finally, the powers-that-be had it torn apart and rebuilt as a small oasis of greenery over an underground garage. 
The Chinese who lived around it filled in the streets with their restaurants and gift shops and replicas of ancient shrines. On the far side of Kearny Street, where once the courts and city jail had stood, there now rose a vast slab of concrete catering to the needs of tourists and businessmen who ate and slept and spilled into the streets, mingling with the locals and ignored by them. The hotel had none of the flavor of its neighbors, but it wasn’t meant to. It was a processor of people. It fulfilled its function with quiet efficiency.
Across the way, the group of onlookers that gathered around the two men at the table beneath the trees had become noisier. Their voices rose and fell as it became evident that one of the contenders was on the verge of victory. A few feet away a pair of younger men were deep in thought over another board, but hardly anyone bothered to watch their game.
Reaching into the attaché case on the bench beside him, he pulled out a paper bag. Sitting here like this made him feel old, although he didn’t know why. Anyone passing by would dismiss him as just another player in a city that already had too many of them. He thought of how he must look to others, a rather unspectacular man with brown eyes, gray hair thinning in back, gray moustache neatly trimmed, significant notches around the eyes and below the mouth. A little heavy around the middle, but a nice, decent face. In dress, almost self-effacing. The expensive gray suit, tailored to his measurements, designed to conceal some of the less desirable inroads of time.
Today was his birthday—the big six-oh, as his doctor friend Genero called it. But he came here even when it wasn’t his birthday. The park was a welcome change from business lunches and conference calls and people who wanted to pick his brain for advice on how to invest their money. He carried no cell phone, so anyone who wanted to get in touch with him would just have to wait. His colleagues, who had no idea where he was, speculated that a vigorous man such as he must be having an affair. Let them speculate, he thought. It amused him to think how disappointed they might be if they knew where he really was, and why. The facts are seldom as tantalizing as the fantasy. 
He thought about the man who had visited him earlier that morning. Grohmeyer. Complicated name for an uncomplicated man. Gray like himself and like the fog. A man of infinite grayness—gray suit, gray tie, gray hands, gray face, like ashes from some long-forgotten fire—strange sorrows beneath layers of pumice and protocol. A man so simple and yet so elusive he seemed on occasion almost to disappear, to withdraw from the world at the snap of a finger, an illusion that could be both unsettling and unpleasant and certainly made conversation difficult.
Good credentials, though. He thought about what it must be like to spend a lifetime opening boxes, turning over stones, peering into dark caves on the odd chance that something slimy and offensive might crawl out. Did it make sense to call in someone like Grohmeyer to search for something that might never be found? Logic argued that too many years had intervened, that he was plowing a barren field. Logic might be right, but still, if there was a truth out there waiting, he had to know.
“I assume you’ll want progress reports,” the man had said.
“Not necessary.”
“Phone calls?”
“Only if you’re close to a breakthrough.” Adam opened the top middle drawer on his desk. “You’ll take a check?”
“I prefer it,” Grohmeyer said, fingering the fringe on top of his head. No more than a dozen strands of hair remained, and he had long since given up the struggle to keep them in order. “A check tells me the person I’m dealing with is honest. I’ve had experience with customers who pay in cash, and nine times out of ten, there was something not quite kosher about the deal.”
“There’s nothing shady about this, Mr. Grohmeyer.” 
The detective took a peek inside the envelope, nodded approval, wrote an identifying number on the envelope, slipped the envelope into his breast pocket, got to his feet and extended a chubby hand. “I’m sure there isn’t,” Grohmeyer reassured, “but in my line of work you can’t be too careful.” He rose. Adam followed him to the door. “Anyway, it’ll be a while before you hear from me. This is not an easy case.”
“You would have been paid much less if it was an ‘easy case.’”
The schoolchildren were gone now, but the bubbles of their laughter lingered in the air. They had frightened the pigeons who, experienced urban guerrillas, knew when to advance and when to keep their distance. He wondered what any of them would think—pigeons and children and the more casual passersby—if they knew the truth about the man sitting on a park bench in downtown San Francisco with an attaché case and a paper bag and a look of deceptive innocence on his face. Would they be shocked, horrified, devastated to know the truth? Would they lay blame where blame was deserved? Or would they forgive him, agreeing that this was something men did when they were young, when they lacked the wisdom and maturity to understand what they’d done?
Well, there was no way people would know. After all these years, only one person had been treated to the truth—himself—and after a while, the years piled up and life stepped in and made the secret a possession for one alone. Now, even the words were beginning to dim, the pages curling around the edges. There was nothing left to read, or so it seemed.
But it wasn’t about to go away, not that easily. He could blot it out of his waking hours, but there were always the dreams, the nights when he awoke choking and weeping and had to invent excuses to explain what was happening. There were the days when he fell suddenly silent, sometimes in his office, to the consternation of visitors and even colleagues who had seen this happen before and had no idea where he’d disappeared to and feared that the man with whom they shared this moment might very well have lost his mind.
How could they know? There were the words and phrases that occasionally fell from his mouth and puzzled them, even the more knowledgeable, because he seemed for some reason to be living backwards. And always there were the reminders, like the beautiful young Chinese woman in a silk dress crossing the plaza now, the way she walked and held her head, the smell of her perfume drifting across the plaza, the look in her eyes. Reminders, dreams
And of course, there was Grohmeyer, with his gray face and wisps of hair. Grohmeyer already knew a sliver of it. After all, when you hire someone to push his way into the past, some of it has to be revealed. But he gets to know only what you want him to know.
The pigeons were starting to close in, sensing the prospect of nourishment. Adam set aside the attaché case and transferred his attention to the brown paper bag on his lap. From the bag he extracted an apple and a cream cheese and jelly sandwich on whole wheat bread. It wasn’t much of a lunch, but it suited his appetite and kept his weight down. At his age, when most men were either taking daily jogs or vegetating in front of the TV, he made obeisance to the gods of hygiene by watching his diet. Crumbling some of the bread in his hand, he flung it at the advancing horde. The pigeons retreated, then closed in, pecking furiously, their red eyes glittering at the unexpected treat. A panhandler came by.
“Any small change?” 
“Change?” Adam murmured absent-mindedly.
He didn’t like having to respond that way, but it was part of him now. Over the years, his own voice had grown deeper and gravely, like an untended path. Once it had been a pleasant, musical tenor and he had earned his living with it. Now, the sound was less pleasing. Once, after a bout of the flu, he had almost become voiceless and it stayed that way for almost two weeks. There was talk of nodes on the larynx or even, God forbid, the possibility of cancer, but suddenly the condition had lifted like a blanket of fog, and he was back to speaking in a normal way. The doctor said it was a not uncommon experience, but from then on, he kept track of every word, every syllable.
“Whatever you can spare.”
The request thrust Adam out of his reverie. “Sorry, no change,” he said, and then on impulse he brought out his wallet and handed the man a five-dollar bill. “Will that do?”
The panhandler seized the bill and fled. Adam smiled, for the first time that day, at the frenzied reaction. He finished off his sandwich, rubbed the apple against his sleeve to polish it, as he had been taught to do as a boy, and took a bite. Then, as was his custom on these occasions, he laid the apple on top of the attaché case and took out his wallet with its miniature gallery of photographs. The little ceremony occupied him for a good ten minutes, and then finally he put away the wallet and took out the key chain. 
Time to complete the inventory, the reason he had come out to the park in the first place, having lunch in the sun, going over the elements of his life, one by one, as he did ever year on this day. The keys were the last to be counted—the key to his house, to his car, to his desk, to the safe deposit box he kept in a Bank of America down the street.
And one more key, which he always saved for last. Unscrewing it from the chain, he held it up to the sun. It was so ordinary, it could go unnoticed. The kind of key most people used to open the front door of their house. But where was the door this one opened? He had tried it a dozen times in a dozen places. In most cases the key slid in easily enough, but it would not turn. For a while, he studied the key’s shape, fingered its ridges, explored each indentation in turn, peering at the words imprinted along the top although, after so many years, he already knew them by heart.
“Yale Key Company.”
And what did that mean? Nothing. Yale must have made millions of keys like this, and placed them in a million hands. People handled keys like this a million times a day, but for him this one was different. It was all that remained. If only he could see past the fog that stood between himself and what lay beyond. It was like trying to see through a sheet of gauze, a kind of theatrical scrim, a curtain that dropped out of the proscenium to cloud the scene and keep the audience from making out its details.
The panhandler was back. He thrust an arm through the invisible scrim. This time he had brought along a friend, a man as ragged as himself, having no doubt convinced him that anyone who passed out five-dollar bills might be good for a little more. 
It was time to leave. There was no chance that he would ever find the door he was looking for. He was wasting his afternoon. He put the key away, took one more bite of the apple, tossed the core and the paper bag into a trashcan and started down the path toward the street. The panhandler and his cohort had already begun their assault. Adam hurried his steps, pressing the attaché case against his side, pursuing a path in the opposite direction from his office.
Something, someone was pursuing him, but from the prickling sensation in the back of his neck he knew it wasn’t the panhandler. Something was after him, and he was afraid to look around. At Grant Avenue, he turned right. A few feet farther he came upon a souvenir store with a jumble of porcelain knick-knacks and fans and chopsticks and silk skirts and feathery watercolors on display in the window. Without hesitation, he crossed the threshold and reached for the doorknob.
Suddenly the door flew open and he was no longer there, no longer in the city, no longer a part of the world he had known for the past thirty years.
He was somewhere else.
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Between darkness and the dawn, a mist walled off the tower. The outside world seemed remote, part of a distant universe. Drops of moisture danced all around him. Transformed into a mirror, the windows reflected in their depths the ghostly image of a man in a chair, his arms in motion, the outline of headphones wrapped to his ears, records spinning, tables turning, tape recorders in motion, the microphone dipping like some enormous praying mantis from the strange metal contraption that held it, waiting to be spoken to, the immaculate listener that never talked back.
He could feel the warmth of the tower settling into his veins, pots in position, the furniture-store spot cued up on the turntable to his left. Not Goldman Brothers this time or Canelius Stationery or Argon Texaco but a new establishment that had moved into town a month ago from Atlanta, bent on advertising with jingles and announcers who relied on resonant voices and a longing to shout. 
Ignoring the shrillness of the commercial, he faded up the previous turntable and sent the first song floating into the night. Beyond the windows and below he could see the city, the fields, the hills, the necklace of roads and lights and shimmering dots that moved in slow confusion from east to west, from north to south, sleeping in the dream that was the fog. Farther south, beyond his reach, he could picture the white clapboard house with the large brass knocker, the classical pillars, the verandah and the vines.
He tried to pour himself into the fantasy, but it was no use. The mood was off, the picture faded, the rainbow no longer shimmered in the dark.
If only she’d told him about it from the start. He’d slept late that morning, and she left him to fix his own breakfast while she went shopping. She loved to shop. It was almost as if her father had decided to put up that shopping center of his—all those stores and restaurants and parking lots, the walkways, the trees and bushes and flowers—simply to gratify her needs. He had no suspicion until then, not even a hint of it until the call came around ten-thirty, from the emergency room at the hospital.
He hadn’t even known she was pregnant.
When he asked her, she said she didn’t want to worry him, that there were possible complications, that this had happened to her mother and she didn’t want him to get his hopes up until she was sure. Again, he sensed she was lying. Having a baby should have been the most glorious event in her life, a time of wonder and promises to be fulfilled. If there were problems, they could have shared it. If there were complications as she suggested, he could have pitched in with moral support, if nothing else.
“I’m always here,” he told her.
She turned her head away. “Well, it’s done.” Tears formed in her eyes. “There’s nothing we can do about it now.”
It was as though a gray cloud had settled over their marriage. He tried to put himself in her shoes, but the depths of her pain would be forever hidden from him. It just wasn’t the same for a husband. Men could walk away from these things, turn off their minds the way you turned the volume down on a Harry James record. For a woman, there was no show, no music, no tower where the door could be closed to hide from the ache.
Trying to anticipate her moods from one wave to the next was like riding a roller coaster in the dark. The nights were the hardest. She would be waiting for him in the living room when he got home, curled up on the sofa in her silk bathrobe, staring into the shadows. Sometimes there would be an empty glass beside her on the end table, although neither of them had ever been much of a drinker. She was dry-eyed now, but he could see that she had been crying. Her voice was flat. He could barely hear what she was saying, and often they had nothing to say to each other. One afternoon, he went out and bought her a large brown stuffed bear with huge white button eyes and arms extended for a hug. He brought it home and set it on the sofa beside her, knowing how fond she had always been of stuffed animals. She never looked at the bear. In the morning it was still on the sofa, and he could tell it had not been touched.
He tried to keep a cool head, to reassure himself that all would pass with time, but there were times when her misery awakened flashes of anger in him. He hardly recognized in this sad, slow-moving creature the goddess who had filled his life with rapture. It was as though a hot, bright sun had collapsed and the light, seen from a distant telescope, kept growing smaller and smaller. If only he could share the grief, if only he wasn’t a man. If only she didn’t have to take it so hard. After all, it wasn’t as though she were the first woman to suffer a miscarriage.
“We can try again,” he said.
“It will just happen again,” she replied. They were sitting at the kitchen table, finishing off a chicken pot pie he had baked for her, in hopes it might cheer her up. It didn’t.
“Why should it happen again?” he wanted to know. “It’s just a fact of nature, that’s all. Some people lose the first one, and then they go on and have three or four healthy children. You believe that, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
She sat there, twisting the diamond ring on her finger, a habit she had developed shortly after they were married. It was an involuntary thing; a tense effort to undo what could never be undone. Her words saddened him. He felt so helpless. He knew she was lying, but what disturbed him more was that she seemed to have simply given up. At times he wondered if she had any desire to conceive. Did she really want children? Rattling around the big house with its extra bedrooms and its yard big enough for an entire playground, he realized how meaningless Max’s generosity had become. There were only the two of them here. That tiny apartment, the one they had left not long after the wedding, would have sufficed.
Maybe it was the house that was at fault. There was too much of it, and she didn’t even have to keep it up. Delia took care of that. She was the black woman who had been Max Goldman’s strong right hand after his wife died and a kind of surrogate mother for Susan when someone like that was most needed. Now Delia came in once a week to do the cleaning and take care of the washing and, although past 70 and somewhat slowed by age, managed with her magic dust rags and her proficient vacuum to leave the house sparkling and free Susan from the drudgery of daily life so she could fill her spare time with the job she’d taken as a volunteer aide at the public library, shelving books, answering phone calls, chatting with friends who came by to see how she was doing.
The library job should have been a godsend. It kept her busy, and involved. It should have been an ideal life.
It wasn’t. The only solution was for her to become pregnant again, once they began talking and loving as they had before, once the miscarriage was forgotten. But the dark cloud continued to hover. Never again would he experience the simple ecstasy of knowing that he was married to the most beautiful, the most wonderful woman in the world. Nothing was simple any more. The jar had been opened, and what remained was no longer satisfied to stay inside.
Tonight, by the time the Star-Spangled Banner was spinning on the turntable, he had already spent the better part of seven hours at the station. A deep weariness had come over him. These late hours tired him. He told the others that he came in early to plan music for upcoming shows, to work out ideas for future theme programs, but the truth was much less complicated. He hated to admit it even to himself, but he didn’t like going home.
Oddly enough, as he took down the final readings from the transmitter meters, he found his thoughts wandering to Simon Denning. Where had he gone? He could still see the men’s room at the Paradise Lounge, the green peeling walls with their overlay of graffiti, the glaring light from a single unshielded bulb, the mildewed brown floor and the smell of urine that would last into the next century. He saw Simon across the table, his face gaunt and pasty, nursing his drink. Even the voice had changed, and what had once been brash and ebullient was now hardly more than a wheeze and a whisper.
“Good people are hard to find,” Simon had said, or whoever this wraith was impersonating him. “Sometimes they have to be tested.”
Is that what was happening now? Had some cosmic force swooped down to throw a challenge at his feet, as it had with Simon, a test that had to be passed before one was allowed to climb to the next plateau? He recalled how disturbed he’d been when this thing first manifested itself, disturbed because he felt himself losing control, but also excited when it seemed that marvelous things were about to happen. Now the excitement had worn off, and he felt singularly ungifted. The blessing that sat in his pocket, unwanted, was nothing more than a key to a door that would never open, to a garden he had no hope of seeing into.
Not that he hadn’t done everything in his power to get to the bottom of it. Everywhere he went, he pulled out the key and tried it for size. One day he went down to the bus station and inserted it in a half dozen lockers, thinking that Simon might have left something valuable there—maybe a suitcase filled with money, or papers that would explain the whole thing—but it was obviously the wrong kind of key. He visited the bank where he deposited his paycheck, hoping the key might open a safe deposit box, but safe deposit keys, he learned, were long and skinny and quite distinctive.
“It’s a house key,” said the banker.
“You’re sure?”
“I have one like it for my house. So does my son-in-law.” Unfortunately, there were millions like it in circulation. “It could be any house in Canelius, or it might not even be here at all,” the banker explained.
“What are the chances of my finding the right house?” 
“Fifty million to one, unless you get lucky.”
***
As it had for almost a week, closing up the station took longer than usual because he was in no hurry to go home. At one point, he was even tempted to lock up, turn off the lights and curl up in the big leather chair Mr. Baines reserved for visitors. What difference did it make where he slept? Who would know? He knew he had to overcome this sense of helplessness, that it was unhealthy for a grown man with a wife and a home and responsibilities to drag on like this, but what choice did he have? He felt as though he were locked inside a wall of stones and mortar as hard and unyielding as the tower he himself had created. He couldn’t go forward or back. He was trapped.
He needed something to distract him, something to take his mind off the miseries. A twist of the radio dial would bring in WLW in Cincinnati or KDKA in Pittsburgh, both late-night 50,000-watt clear-channel stations he enjoyed listening to, with disc jockeys who liked to talk. But he was not in the mood for that. Driving slowly down the hill and through the darkened streets, he became aware once more of the curtained windows and the secrets kept behind them. It was as though time were repeating itself. Not that long ago, he had nurtured a lust for what these people had and he didn’t. He pictured their meals, their children, their conversations, their love-making; he saw them moving through the rooms, and silently wished that these houses were his—or at least the life that went on inside them.
Now he had it, and still he was dissatisfied. He had just passed the intersection before his own house when he saw the car parked in the driveway. It was a bright red sports car, something foreign-looking and low to the ground and gleaming in the light of the street lamp at the curb. The garage accommodated two cars, but the intruder took up the middle of the driveway, blocking both doors and making it necessary for him to park in the street. He wondered what sort of person would drive such a car, and what they had done to deserve such a visit.
He found her in the living room on the sofa, alone. For the first time in almost a week there was no glass on the coffee table, and she was still wearing the outfit he’d seen her put on that morning. She looked up at him, an odd, sly look on her face.
“There’s a strange car blocking me,” he said. “I couldn’t park in the driveway.”
“I know,” she said. “It’s a Ferrari.”
He dropped into a chair opposite her. “That’s an expensive Italian car,” he said. “That’s a very
expensive car. You have to have all kinds of money to own a Ferrari.”
“I know,” she said.
“Who does it belong to?”
“Me.”
“You?”
“Yes.”
“Where—where did it come from?” he stammered.
For the first time in almost a week, he saw her smile. It was perfectly clear that the car had worked its intended magic, and it was also blindingly clear who had bought it. The Goldman touch was unmistakable. A wave of anger welled up inside him, but his wrath was dampened by the look of unabashed joy on her face. That night in the bedroom, they made love for more than an hour with a passion he hadn’t experienced since their wedding night. When, exhausted, they finally rolled over and fell asleep, he felt a sense of release, as though a bad dream had vanished and been replaced with the most wonderful serenity.
It didn’t last, though. In the morning, he was seized again with the realization of what Max Goldman had done to him. His father-in-law knew the magic formula. He had only to push the right button and the screen cleared, the picture became bright and in focus. What kind of husband lets that happen to him? Could a Ferrari in the driveway solve all problems, relieve distress, reawaken joy?
***
There was only one thing he could do about it, and the sooner the better. While Susan was taking her shower, he phoned Goldman in his office at the Mishniak Building and arranged for a meeting a few minutes shortly before noon. He didn’t know exactly what he would say, but he was sure it would come to him. After the delight and relief of seeing Susan restored to her old self, the black anger welling up inside him was even worse than before.
“Like it?” were Max’s first words.
Adam was not quite sure what he was referring to. “Like what?” he asked.
“The office. What do you think?”
“It’s nice,” Adam confessed.
“More than nice,” Goldman gloated. “I supervised the decorating every inch of the way. It pays to know your furniture.”
The office had all the right touches. Brown leather chairs that lent an air of importance to the proceedings, natural wood paneling and bookcases a high-priced lawyer would have been proud of, intricately adorned Persian rugs and a huge desk with just a single telephone, an in-out basket and a gold pen-and-pencil set. It struck Adam that there was not an item in the office that Max would have displayed in his store, but then the goal here was not to save money but to put the visitor in a state of awe.
“My offer still stands, you know.”
Adam glowered. “Your offer?”
Goldman sat down behind the desk. “You know perfectly well what I mean.” He fished a box of cigars from a bottom drawer and offered one to Adam, who refused. “I asked if you wanted to come in with me, and I guess you weren’t ready at the time, but—well, does this mean you’ve changed your mind?”
“That’s not why I’m here.”
“You won’t take my offer?”
“I have a career in radio,” Adam said.
“I know where you work, Adam, but…a career?” Goldman shrugged. “Well,” he said, twirling the unlit cigar between his fingers, “to each his own.”
Adam could see the manipulation at work. “Listen,” he said coldly. “I know you don’t much care for my profession, but it’s what I’ve chosen to do. It’s what I like to do. And I don’t appreciate your making up for it with fancy sports cars you know very well we can’t afford.”
“Ah, the Ferrari.” He stuck the cigar in his mouth and lit it. Smoke swirled around his head. “A beautiful piece of merchandise. Apparently you have some sort of prejudice against foreign sports cars, is that it?”
“You’re missing the point.”
“I know the point. You don’t like me buying a car for Susan to drive—you realize, don’t you, that the car is in her name, not yours? But after what happened, the terrible depression she’s been in these last weeks, something had to be done. You can’t afford to buy her something like that, but I can, and where’s the harm in doing a little something to brighten her life?”
“You call a ten-thousand dollar sports car a little something?”
“Try twenty-thousand.” He flicked an ash into the tray and leaned back in his big chair. “Oh come now, Adam, put yourself in my shoes. Susan’s my only daughter, she’s been the light of my life since Rachel died and the only thing I really care about outside of business. Now that I have the money and we’re doing so well, is there any reason she shouldn’t have a gift or two if it makes her happy?”
“There are too many gifts,” Adam fumed. He recognized the irony of what he was saying, but there was no way Goldman could know that. “First the house, now a car. I told you even before we were married that I had to be my own man. I can’t ‘take’ the way some people do. I’m not going to let myself be on the receiving end all the time. I’m not that sort of person.”
Goldman flicked a growing ash from the cigar. “Well, Adam, you’ll have to learn how to take, that’s all there is to it. I understand how you want things to be, and I respect your feelings in this matter, but a father is also entitled to a few small pleasures.”
“You call this a small pleasure?”
“Look at it from my perspective, Adam. You don’t have that much to give, so for you it’s a big deal. In my bracket, this is just another expenditure, a contribution I can write off when income tax time rolls around.”
“And we’re your little charity. Is that it?”
“Yes, I guess you might say that.”
***
He was still seething a week later, and on Sunday, to take his mind off the interview, he treated the two of them to a baseball game. Susan’s eyes shone, and he knew she was on the road to recovery. The Hawks were fighting for a pennant, something that hadn’t happened in more than twenty years, and tickets were hard to come by, but Sam O’Neill managed to wangle two tickets for them along the first-base line, which, in a park as small as Hawks Stadium, was as close as you could get without being on top of the players.
It was a warm, sensual afternoon. They bought hot dogs and large boxes of popcorn and polished off two bottles of Coke. One of the things Adam liked about going to baseball games was that he could smoke without fouling up a room with odors. The crowd was in an uproarious mood and cheered wildly every time a Hawks player made contact with the ball. The warmth, the noise, the feeling that Susan was finally on the mend, made him sleepy.
During the seventh-inning stretch he got up and went to the men’s room where he ran into, of all people, Larry.
He had never thought of Larry as a baseball fan—not quite refined enough for him. They had drifted apart these last few months, seeing each other only now and then when their shifts at the station intersected. But the haggard look had vanished from Larry’s face. Now that the divorce trauma was behind him—the anger, the guilt, the laying of blame, the despair, the absolute knowledge that life with any prospect of happiness or well-being was finished—now that he had emerged from the dark shadow of that bleak and cheerless time, it was as though a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders. 
As they stepped out of the men’s room, he pointed to a pretty young woman with blonde curls at the hot dog stand.
“My date,” he said, with a wink. “Her name’s Julie.”
“Why don’t you sit with us?” Adam urged. “The people beside us left early. We have great seats up close.”
“No, I like where we are now. How’s married life?”
“Fine. Couldn’t be better.” It was just half a lie, but at least he didn’t have to go into detail. “I’m glad to see you’re finally coming out of your shell.”
“Never was in a shell.” A slightly bigger lie. “Anyway, a person can’t sit home and brood when there’s a whole world out there, waiting to be sampled.” The young woman with blonde curls was starting toward them. “What do you say we make it a foursome one of these days?”
“I’d like that,” Adam said, although he didn’t believe it.
She had the kind of squeaky voice that appeals to some men, especially after a serious divorce. They had met in a supermarket, where Julie enlisted Larry’s aid in reaching a box of breakfast cereal on the top shelf. Adam wondered if, by now, they’d gotten around to sharing the cereal—most likely at Julie’s place—but that wasn’t the sort of question you put to a fellow worker in the presence of his girlfriend. He asked again if they cared to join Susan and himself.
Larry pointed toward the top of the stands. “No, we’ve got a perfect view up there.” A roar went up from the crowd, of an intensity that usually accompanied a home run of major proportions. “Better get back,” Larry said. “Things seem to be happening.” As they parted, Larry remarked: “Oh, by the way, I saw your wife downtown, day before yesterday, getting out of a really fantastic little car. Looks like a foreign make. Jaguar?”
“Ferrari.”
“Bright red convertible with the top down?”
“That’s the one.”
“You can afford a car like that?”
“Max gave it to her.”
“Her father? How about that?” The crowd roared again, as though adding their approval. “You’re lucky to have a father-in-law with that kind of money.”
Adam sighed, and then blurted out something he would later regret saying. “To tell you the truth, I don’t like it.”
Larry cocked an eyebrow. Don’t like getting gifts?”
“I’m not sure about his motives.”
“You think he’s trying to buy you, is that it?”
“He practically admitted it.”
“Well you’re not too well-schooled in the ways of parents, are you?” Larry said. “Particularly parents with daughters. I told you before that when a man has a child, and she’s the light of his life, he’s going to shower her with presents and there isn’t much you can do about it. Maybe he’s afraid of losing her. Did that occur to you?”
“It occurred to me.
“Listen, if I’d had someone like that looking out for my interests, I might not be divorced today.” Adam hesitated, was about to respond but before he could, Larry and the girl with the squeaky voice were already out of sight.
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Damn it! The record was lost, and there was no reason for it. Usually, he had no trouble; they sat there on their shelves, little picket fences of vinyl in green paper sleeves, each with a number meant to go in a specific place. It all looked so simple, but if one got misplaced, you could use up precious minutes trying to track it down. If you were on the air, and had only three minutes to look, it meant three minutes of frantic searching before the record that was playing on the turntable ran out, leaving you with dead air.
And nothing could be worse than that. Dead air meant you’d failed, and everyone tuned to the station was privy to the mistake you’d made. You were dead. There was nothing worse.
Tonight, a listener had called asking for Patti Page’s Doggie in the Window. He’d played it a dozen times in the past couple of weeks, but the disc seemed to have vanished. The Doggie wasn’t even one of his favorites, but people seemed to like it and there was no accounting for taste. He himself preferred big band instrumentals like the one now spinning on the turntable in the control room, the Sauter-Finnegan group doing that Russian thing, bells and sleighs, Prokofiev with a beat.
The music filtered down from the library’s auxiliary speaker. He kept one ear cocked, knowing all too well the horror of getting caught in the library when the record came to an end.
But where the hell had it gone to? The records were supposed to be filed by label, and then in alphabetical order. He knew it was one of those 10-inch discs demos sent out by Capitol, Columbia or RCA Victor. The station got them free, nothing was ever thrown away. On separate shelves stood the large LP albums that were becoming more and more popular, Sinatra and show albums and the lush arrangements of the Jackie Gleason orchestra. Adam wondered about that. He couldn’t quite visualize the fat comedian on a podium, swinging a baton, but there were stranger things in this world.
So where are you, doggie? he kept mumbling to himself. He must have seen the thing dozens of times, but he couldn’t figure out where it had gone to, where it was filed, on what shelf, in what part of the library. A lost dog wandering around the back room at WCAN could mess up everything if you weren’t careful. If only the record had been shaped like its subject, maybe with a tail and a flapping tongue. Why did it have to be a demo with a white label, so much like all the others. Was it RCA or Columbia? They sat there grinning at him in their green paper jackets. Doggie, doggie, where are you little doggie? he called. From the control room, he could hear the Sauter-Finnegan band revving up its trombones and drums for the big finale.
He had to get back. If the record ran out before he reached his chair, people would know he wasn’t at the microphone, wasn’t there to run the program—he couldn’t let that happen. It was a disk jockey’s worst nightmare. The awful sound of the needle tracking into the label of the record would be the signal that the battle was lost. He had to hurry. He was sure he knew where Doggie in the Window was located. Hadn’t he seen it dozens of times? Why couldn’t people file things properly? He began yanking green envelopes off the shelf and throwing them on the floor, thinking maybe the one he wanted was hidden behind the others.
At the last minute he spotted it, high up on a top shelf, but by this time the Sauter-Finnegan band was playing its final chords. No more than five seconds remained. And then it was too late. From the loudspeaker came the sound of the needle caught in the inside groove. I’ve had it, he thought. In desperation, he wheeled about and started for the control room, but his legs were caught in some sort of thick, viscous substance. He couldn’t move. What the hell’s happening to me? He wanted to scream, to call out for help, but what good would that do? He was all alone in the station. They’ll know, they’ll hear what’s going on and everyone who’s listening will see through the deception he’d worked so hard to create.
I’m dead. I’m dead.
***
“Adam?”
He looked up from the bed into Susan’s worried eyes. She was wearing a pajama top that came down to her upper thigh. The top two buttons were undone. For some illogical reason, he seized the blanket and pulled himself up in bed.
“Honey, are you all right?”
“What?”
“You were screaming at the top of your lungs,” she said. “Something about a dog.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was having a nightmare. Did it really sound that bad?”
“Sweetie, you worried me half to death. You’re not sick or anything like that, are you?” For all that had happened these past few weeks, the sadness and alienation, she really did love him and she cared when he was not quite right. Ordinarily, he would forget his dreams moments after they’d disappeared. They were mostly benign, but this one trailed him like an evil pet.
By rights, it should have gone back to the kennel where it belonged. The bad times were over, thanks to Max Goldman and his little red car, and in the house on Fairhaven Street the atmosphere had cleared the way a storm drifts out to sea after strafing the countryside. Didn’t the received wisdom say that dreams are merely the dark manifestation of daylight’s psychic pain? By rights, his night visions should have reflected this turn of the wheel, but if anything it was even worse, even more terrifying than before. In the days to come it returned, again and again, and each time he was convinced it was trying to tell him something about his own death.
A young man in his twenties, he reasoned, shouldn’t be troubled with thoughts of dying unless he’s in some dangerous line of work or suffering from an illness invulnerable to cure. Yet here he was, meditating on final thoughts, nourishing a nightmare that was more like some ancient friend who refused to leave when his time was up. The dog that sat in the window. How much was he worth? Why did he sit there, waiting for passersby to stop and look and finally bring out their wallets?
“It’s all right,” he reassured her. “I’m not sick.”
And, as if to demonstrate, he rolled over in bed and pulled the blanket back over his head, hoping to squeeze out another hour of sleep since it wasn’t even eight o’clock, and most mornings he didn’t get up until nine. But sleep had fled. The dream had won. He was wide awake.
***
“Call me.”
“I will.”
It was Gwen Lowenthal, phoning to ask if she would serve on the committee for the next Midsummer Ball. Susan hung up the phone and returned to Adam, her eyes dancing as she explained what an honor it was to be chosen, and how it really wouldn’t take much of her time, maybe an hour or two a week.
“All my old friends will be there,” she told him. “People I haven’t seen since high school.”
“You don’t have to ask my permission,” he said.
“Of course,” she said. “I just thought you’d like to know.” 
It pleased him to see her back to her old, carefree self. The past eight months had taken him too often on that endless rollercoaster of moods. There were times when the two of them had reached such a low point, he wasn’t sure if they could climb back on the track and start over. He never dreamed that a miscarriage could be such a traumatic occurrence. Hardly a moment passed when she wasn’t in some way obsessed with it. If they went downtown, or for a walk in the neighborhood, and a woman passed by with a baby in a stroller, or a child appeared on television in a situation comedy, or there was mention of an infant on the news, or they drove by a toy store, or there was just a passing reference to pregnancy, her eyes would fill with tears.
He exhausted all the familiar antidotes: the flowers, the cards, dinner at her favorite restaurants. They drove all the way to Atlanta one day because she had developed a taste for Indian cuisine and stayed in a hotel overnight. He took her to shows and escorted her to house parties, whenever he had a night free, but she stayed in the corner most of the evening, talking to no one.
And in the end it was the Ferrari that made the difference. Although he hated the sight of the thing, he gave her driving lessons and went along when she took the test. The car had a V-8 engine and was capable of great speeds, but she navigated cautiously, was particularly diligent about giving hand signals and rarely took it out on the open road. 
The car became her plaything, her hobby. It transformed her, pulled her out of the shadows, restored little by little the woman whose beauty and allure he had fallen in love with. It was her therapist and physician, but it was also his enemy, one more reminder of Max’s mastery over their lives. There was something crude, almost arrogant, about a gift like that. The man’s heart might be in the right place, but it beat with a different rhythm, an unpleasant, clangorous thumping that would have kept others awake all night. It didn’t seem to bother him at all.
And yet, what could he say? Cash or credit, that’s what it amounted to. Max was her father; if he uttered one word of criticism he knew she would resent it. Max’s good will was an important factor in their marriage. Whatever little eccentricities the older man was prone to would have to be suffered in silence. If only there was some explanation why, at important moments, Max insisted on lying to him. It was like peering through a window into another man’s world, but the glass was clouded with streaks and grime and the scene on the other side kept going out of focus. Knowing when something was a falsehood was only half the battle; the reason for it mattered almost as much, and that he would never be told.
***
One afternoon—it stuck in Adam’s memory because of a torrential storm, followed by a spectacular rainbow that had everyone rushing to the windows to marvel—Hunter Baines called him into his office. He had a ruddy face and blue eyes that could sparkle or look straight through you, morosely, depending on his mood. The office was a modest one, as befit the man. A silver statuette of a golfer sat on the desk, commemorating a tournament Baines had won in his younger days. The station license hung from the wall in a simple black frame. Baines shut the door slowly, returned to his desk and gestured for Adam to have a seat in the big leather chair facing him.
“You ever have a dream that really bothered you?” he asked.
Adam started. The question made no sense. It was as if Baines had a secret tape recorder going, taking down the more intimate moments of his life. Adam wondered if Baines simply wanted to make idle conversation.
“Sometimes,” he admitted.
“Well, I had one of those last night,” Baines said. “I had to go to the bathroom—badly, it seems—but I didn’t know it. I dreamt I was in Paris, standing at a urinal, and it seems the French had somehow discovered that dipping a bottle of Evian water or soda or even a bottle of wine in the urine improved its flavor. They’d even installed a door as part of the pissoir with shelves where you could buy bottled drinks by depositing a couple of franc pieces, much like an Automat.”
“Were you thinking of taking a trip abroad, sir?”
“No.”
“Then what do you think it means?”
“I think it means that I had to go to the bathroom.”
“Oh.”
Baffled, Adam stood waiting for some further explanation, but his employer’s mind seemed to be drifting, the way it sometimes did when he was in one of those moods. There were actually two chairs in the office, often occupied by potential advertisers, occasionally by businessmen unhappy with the way their accounts were being handled. If things got too hot, Baines would call in Wally, and they might spend an hour or more thrashing things out. Baines stepped around his desk and moved behind one of the chairs.
“Well, Adam,” he said. “I guess we might as well stop beating around the bush. You’ve heard the stories, I’m sure.” Adam nodded. There was no point in contradicting the man when it was all so obvious. “Well, I think I owe you an explanation—I owe everyone an explanation, but it’s better if I do it one at a time.”
“Is it about the station?”
“I guess it’s pretty obvious, Adam.” He seemed tired, but that was how he’d looked for several weeks. The blue eyes were clouded, and the ruddy face had lost some of its polish. “I’m going to have to sell. It’s just a matter of time. I’m tired, and I’m sick, and—well, Adam, you might as well know it. I have cancer.”
Adam pulled up. He had never had much experience with serious illness, and he was too young to have mastered the necessary phrases. “I’m sorry,” he blurted. “How long?”
“It’s prostate cancer. I’ve had it for years, but now it seems the cancer has metastasized. You know what that means, Adam?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter. The upshot is that the doctor has given me another six months. He says I won’t live to see my fifty-fifth birthday.”
“Does it—?”
“No, there’s very little pain. Later on, maybe, but right now all I feel is worn out and a little numb. There are a lot of things my wife and I planned on, and now we won’t be able to do them. I think we’ll do some traveling, but I can’t keep running this station. I’ve got to unload it as soon as I can find a buyer. Everyone on the staff will be affected, of course. I assume you have plans?”
“Yes—” Adam said hesitantly.
“Well, I’ll give you the best references, Adam. Everyone at WCAN deserves that, if nothing else. Why don’t you bring Susan over to the house one of these days? We’ll have a drink, all right?”
“Sir, I’m really sorry about this. I didn’t know.”
“Why should you?” Baines said, escorting him to the door. “We all tend to our own garden. Sometimes the flowers bloom, and sometimes—well, it doesn’t seem to matter how much you water them. In the end it’s all gone.”
Adam left the office with his spirits inches off the ground. It seemed as though the world was slipping off its track, and no one knew how to get it back. The air was filled with anxiety. For no good reason he found himself staring, in his imagination, at faceless men in the Kremlin with baggy gray suits and atomic missiles aimed at the heart of America. How long before someone pressed the button and Canelius felt their wrath? He recalled hearing the president talk about prosperity, and yet he knew that millions were still inching their way across the landscape below the poverty line. Amy O’Neill was right. Words were one thing, the truth was something else. It only made him feel melancholy.
That afternoon, when he ripped the first news bulletins off the AP teletype machine, the world crowded around him in all its absurdity. Marilyn Monroe had married the Yankee Clipper, Joe DiMaggio, and announced that she was ready to play Grushenka in The Brothers Karamazov. America smiled, but there was a sadness about this most beautiful woman that lurked behind the eyes. You could see it. You could feel it. At night, Ed Murrow with his ubiquitous camera had people riveted to their TV sets as he toured the celebrities’ homes, pretending that it was just a casual, drop-in visit. Pink was the latest fashion statement, but people chewed green chlorophyll tablets to stop bad breath. There was a color for every twist in the road to nothingness.
Ed Murrow and chlorophyll tablets and the monsters in the Kremlin were of a piece with what was happening at WCAN. But here it was real death, not the romantic, extravagant kind you read about and heard on the radio. The imminence of death was a new sensation for him. He had always imagined, in the back of his mind, that life simply went on forever, like an ocean liner on an endless cruise. Old people died, of course, but they were the ones with the blue-veined hands, the shuffling walk, the rheumy eyes and thin white hair. Things like that didn’t happen in the prime of life, to someone like Hunter Baines.
Now, everywhere he looked, old things seemed to be dying and change floated like an angry wasp in the air. One morning, buried in the back pages of the Post-Ledger, he came upon a story about a bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama. A middle-aged Negro woman, it seems, had refused to yield her seat in the bus to a white man, as was customary. In protest the city’s Negro community, led by a young Baptist minister, rose up and refused to patronize the city’s buses.
People there tried to look the other way, but the bottle had been cracked. Demonstrations were held. Letters to the editor poured in. Even people in Canelius felt threatened. The story moved from the back of the paper to page one. What most surprised Adam, though, was the reaction of the Fairmount Country Club members. You’d think Jews would show a little more sympathy toward members of a minority group who, like them, had known oppression. Not so. He couldn’t understand why.
“You’re in the South,” Susan told him.
“I know, but there are such things as common courtesy,” Adam reasoned. “Where does it say a woman has to give up her seat in the bus to a man?”
“She was a Negro,” Susan said, and changed the subject.
He realized there were things about his wife he still did not understand, but he was not about to push the envelope, at least not yet. Larry’s words came back to him, how someday there would be Negroes even in the Palm Room at the Jefferson Davis Hotel—but Susan’s thoughts were elsewhere. She was involved in the preparations for the Midsummer Ball. She could not be bothered with editorials in the paper or strange things going in far-off Montgomery, Alabama.
Although the committee met only once a week, there was something about these get-togethers that meant a great deal to her. She had missed the socializing, he realized. Seeing people she’d grown up with, giggling at midnight gab fests in a girlfriend’s bedroom, meeting around a soda, attending singles parties, these were the things that had gone out of her life. 
“I’m an old married woman now,” she complained.
“Don’t say that,” he warned. “You may be married, but you’re not old.”
“I’ve been out of circulation,” she said.
It was a funny expression. It made him think of a dollar bill that has been folded and soiled and nicked in the corners, and finally, when the poor thing has become too unsightly to use any more, you take it back to the mint, stuff it in an oven with a lot of other old dollar bills and turn up the fire. But his precious beauty hardly fit that category. She was barely twenty. Her skin was as soft and white as the feathers of a swan, her eyes glowed, her smile glistened. She had actually lost a few pounds, and her waistline would be the envy of any professional model. If she weren’t his, he thought, there would be multitudes of young men—all handsome and eligible—lining up at the door for a chance to marry her.
Of course, if she really were an old married woman, that would make him an old married man, and he didn’t think of himself that way. It was all too new, too different from anything he’d known before. For the first time in his life, possibly the only time, he loved another person with every fiber of his being. He had no intention of letting any of it get away. If there were rough spots ahead, he’d smooth them over. If there were problems, he’d turn on his magic filter and drown the clamor in white noise. Here in the tower there was only music, sweet, pure and passionate. On his program schedule, that was the only guest allowed past the door.
Even that disturbing phone call barely ruffled the surface of his existence. He was out on the porch picking up the morning paper when it came. The air was soft and warm. He could hear the ringing, and then Susan answering it. A moment later she appeared at the door.
“It’s for you,” she said, rather surprised that he should be getting calls at home.
“Who is it?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said indifferently. “I don’t recognize the voice. He sounds like a Northerner, someone from New York.”
It was Uncle Harry, a relative he barely knew and rarely came in contact with. Uncle Harry lived in Queens, no more than a ten-minute subway ride from the building where Adam had grown up, but he and his sister, Adam’s mother, were at odds with each other and hadn’t spoken in years. To hear his voice on the phone now was strange, and Adam’s first thought was that maybe he was being hit up for a loan. But it wasn’t money Harry wanted.
Word had come from the hospital early that morning. Congestive heart failure. Lou Bernstein had suffered with the condition for more than a year, but being the sort who does not like confiding in others, even his own son, he kept it to himself. His father had been a faithful correspondent, however, and when no letter arrived that week, Adam knew something must be wrong. Suddenly, it was as if he were surrounded by death—first Hunter Baines’ illness and now his father.
“Where?” he wanted to know.
“Queens General Hospital.” Harry’s tone was unemotional. All he wanted to know was how soon Adam could be on a plane for New York. The funeral, he said, was planned for Thursday, two days hence. Adam was to call back and give the flight number.
He would meet him at the airport, he said, and hung up.
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The immense sprawl that was New York stretched below him, houses and streets collected into neighborhoods and then into boroughs and then into megalopolis and beyond that—who knows? A calendar of nothingness, each month looking like the one that came before. You could wander up and down the parade of days and never find your way out. Venice multiplied a thousand times, its canals hardened into strips of cement that reached for the horizon. The oceans of the moon were no more dead, no more airless.
He thought of the Bell Tower, the view of trees and lakes and mountains in the distance, far to the west. Everything was so green there; here it was all brick and gray stone. He thought of the purple wall hangings, the candles, the Persian carpets and the plate glass window that gazed out and down into people’s homes, into the rooms where they ate and slept and fought and made love, that peered into their souls. He could sit in the captain’s chair and watch it happen, guarding the board with its dials and meters, the microphone before him, the music swelling and looping and rumbling in the engine room below, the passengers looking to him for the magic they knew he was capable of creating. But New York was nothing like that.
Uncle Harry was waiting at the gate. Adam apologized for his wife’s absence. Susan had come down with a bad cold, as often happened these last few months. The cold had crept into her ears, and it was a well-known fact that doctors warned against traveling by plane if your ears were stuffed up, but she would come the next time. 
The elaborate apology was unnecessary. Uncle Harry, who wore a giant hearing aid with a cord that dangled down the side of his jacket, inhabited a world of his own and heard only what he wanted to hear. They drove through the gray and brown streets of Queens in Harry’s enormous black Buick, finned and flecked with city grime. A storm threatened. The air was heavy and humid, and thunder rumbled from the ocean far away.
The service was held the next day at the Mount Sinai Funeral Home on Ocean Parkway. The Bernsteins’ rabbi gave the eulogy. Most of the attendees were relatives, with a smattering of Lou’s friends and long-time clients. Adam rode with his mother in the lead car to the cemetery, after which they all returned to the apartment for the first day of shivah. 
With drapes drawn and blinds closed, the place had taken on a sepulchral cast. Lights were dimmed, shoes doffed, mirrors covered with drop cloths so the mourners would not be tempted into forbidden vanity. A bridge table had been set up near the window to hold the various pastries and delicatessen items and traditional hard-boiled eggs brought in by neighbors and relatives. Some of the men wore hats; Adam, who did not own one, was handed a yarmulke at the funeral service and wore it the entire time he was in New York. By the time he left, the little cap seemed to have grown into the back of his head, like a flower. He had forgotten it was there.
There seemed nothing left of Lou Bernstein in the apartment. His father had been a pack-a-day cigarette smoker but had given up the habit cold turkey, at his wife’s insistence. All the familiar tobacco odors had long since vanished. There were no ashtrays, no remnants of what had once been considered a shabby but innocent diversion. The knick-knacks on the end tables and the coffee table in the living room were all new, although they had that fussy quality that typified his mother’s predilections. 
Once, on one of several excursions to the bathroom, Adam wandered into his parents’ bedroom and falling prey to curiosity, praying that no one would stumble in the door, peeked inside the closet where his father’s suits and ties were still hanging. To his surprise, there were labels in the jackets and on the back of the ties that revealed a remarkably cultivated, expensive taste in clothing. It saddened him to know that in all these years, he had never taken the trouble to notice what his father wore or, for that matter, what he was trying to say.
His own room, the one he had grown up in and fled to in search of a refuge, was no longer recognizable. It had been transformed into a guest bedroom; the bookcase where he kept his favorites, arranged alphabetically by author, had disappeared and the furniture was all new. Where was the trunk in which were stored the model airplanes he’d painstakingly constructed out of balsa wood, rubber bands and glue? Where was the bed he’d slept in all those years, lying with his head propped up on a pile of pillows while listening to episodes of One Man’s Family and Lorenzo Jones on the radio, which also doubled as a phonograph and a place for piling up books that were meant to be read, if and when he got around to them?
Vanished, like flowers on an autumn afternoon. The room, the people, the familiar smells had receded into a past that could never be retrieved. Whatever this apartment represented now, he was sure of one thing, it was a home that would never again be his. He no longer belonged here. Sitting stiffly in a chair in a corner of the living room, feeling gauche and uncomfortable, he realized how out of place he was. There were cousins he hadn’t seen since boyhood. He no longer recognized them. Some were already approaching middle age, and they had little in common. The aunts and uncles were mysterious and strangely remote. The friends, many of them bridge partners of his mother, chattered mindlessly and it was hard to see what anyone looked like in the darkened living room. He felt as if he were in some ancient Persian harem, his head swimming in mist from a thousand invisible hookahs, listening to voices that spoke a language he didn’t understand.
He wished he could have brought Susan. She would have softened the long night after the funeral; he would have had someone to talk to, someone he cared about, someone who lent a touch of familiarity to an alien world.
And yet, this world of aliens was where it had all started. The yearning to be someone of importance. The need for people to recognize a part of him—even if it was only his voice—the urge to create and be re-created by others.
And the shyness. How did that come about? he wondered. There was nothing in his childhood to suggest the sort of person who habitually withdrew from the world, hiding in the basements of imagination or the attics of illusion. In high school he’d befriended boys who spent hours by themselves working with chemistry sets, wiring up electrical circuits and studying drops of algae water with a microscope. They would gather in groups of four and five for a Saturday double feature, or a trip to the park for a pick-up soccer game. Even then, it was Adam who brought along the ball and was picked to be goalie because of a certain clumsiness with his feet. No one ever described him as a bundle of energy, and if the others were unavailable, he could just as easily spend his time curled up with a book.
It was past midnight when the last of the guests finally went home. His mother had made up his old bedroom. She knocked on his door as he was beginning to undress, and he realized that she wanted to talk.
“You’re happy?” she wanted to know.
“Of course,” he said, thinking she was referring to the accommodations. He was sitting on the bed. She stood in the doorway, dressed in a flowing nightgown and a voluminous bathrobe. She had let out her iron gray hair. It came down to her shoulders, and he was glad she didn’t wear it that way all the time. She was not a beautiful woman, heavy in a rather aggressive way with the suggestion of a mustache and legs like tree trunks. For each year past sixty, it seemed, two or three pounds had been added. He did not like to see her with her hair let out. It only made her look like something she could never be.
“Why do you have to live in that place?” she wanted to know.
“Canelius?”
“That’s not a proper name for a city. Canelius. I never heard of such a name. What does it mean?”
“It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just what people call the town. It’s where I live, it’s where I work.”
“A radio station?”
The question did not demand an answer. Adam sighed. The day had been a long one, and he wasn’t up to another of his mother’s typical cat-and-mouse games, which always ended at the same hole. It had rained the night before, the air was sticky and his clothes clung to his skin. Many people he knew with apartments were installing window boxes to defeat the elements, but his parents had never seen a need for such luxury. If God had meant for it to be cool, he would not have created summer for the punishment of those who transgressed. Even now you could feel the armies of late August knocking at the gates.
The funeral, the burial and then the shivah, only made it more unpleasant. At times like this, many mothers and sons would be holding on to each other, sharing gestures of comfort, softening the pain with tears. But these two had never enjoyed such a relationship. She was not the sort of woman who cried easily, if at all. He felt as though he was always being held at arm’s length. It was as though the real Sylvia Bernstein had been stuffed into a closet along with all the musty old clothes and books and wedding presents that no one was ever meant to see. She had been at times a good mother, even a strong mother, but she could not offer what eluded her ability to give.
She came into the room and lowered herself into a chair opposite the bed. He knew she wanted to talk, but the subject eluded him and the initiative had to come from her. She studied her big, sandwich-like hands. A muscle in her cheek twitched. It was the only intimation he had that something was happening below the surface.
“She couldn’t come?
“Susan?” For some reason, he missed the clues that might have warned him what she was leading up to. It meant she had the advantage, and that put him one level down. “No, she had a bad cold. I couldn’t ask her to make a trip like this.”
“She should have been here,” his mother murmured, her lips compressed in stoic suffering. “He didn’t approve, you know,” she went on to say.
“Who?”
“Your father. He didn’t approve of this woman you married.”
“He didn’t approve of Susan?” She nodded. He shook his head. “He never said a word to me. You were both at the wedding, and I never heard a word from either of you.”
“Your father wouldn’t have said anything. He was not that kind of man.”
“He told you he didn’t approve?”
“Of course he didn’t, but I could tell how he felt. You know, Adam, it wasn’t necessary to travel so far from home to find a wife. There are plenty of girls right here in the neighborhood who would have taken you at a moment’s notice. Fine girls from good homes.”
“You’re saying Susan is not from a good home?” he bristled. His mother knew exactly the right buttons to push, but it was his fault. He had opened the door, and she had barreled through it.
Sylvia’s eyes widened. Mock innocence filled them to overflowing. “Did I say anything like that?” She drew herself up. “Why must you twist my words? Why must you always make it look as though I said something I didn’t? I am not that kind of a person. I have only your best interests at heart, Adam, and if you would listen to what I try to tell you instead of playing games, you might spare yourself a great deal of misery.”
“Now what are you trying to say?”
“Nothing, nothing. I don’t think we should continue this discussion.” She got to her feet. “It’s obvious you’re so infatuated you’ve closed your ears to those who are nearest and dearest to you. But I understand how that can happen. It’s not my place to get involved in your private affairs. If I did that, I’d be accused of being an interfering mother.”
“For God’s sake, what are you trying to tell me?” Adam was torn between despair and exasperation.
“Nothing at all.” She shook her head. “Nothing.”
“But you just said…”
“I’m only trying to protect you, Adam.” She started for the bedroom door. “I don’t want you to get hurt, and my instincts tell me that this woman you’ve married is going to be a thorn in your side. She’s not who you think she is. I know you don’t want to hear that, but it has to be said, and I want you to remember that I warned you. I want you to remember I meant it only for your own good. She’ll bring you nothing but grief, Adam.”
“She’s brought me nothing but joy, Mom.”
“Don’t jump to conclusions.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all. All I’m trying to say is that life doesn’t always come out the way we think it will. Your father and I married for love, and there are things we learned later that I’m sorry to say we didn’t know on our wedding day, and we shed a lot of tears after that. But then it was too late. Remember what I said, Adam.” 
She was almost out the door when she turned, and he could see that her eyes were moist.
“Watch your step, Adam.” She seized the knob. “Nothing in life ever comes out the way we think.”
***
The big six-oh. Those were originally Frank Genero’s words. Genero, a friend ever since Adam had come to California thirty years ago, had been a pediatrician before his retirement, but then his wife Edna had died of pancreatic cancer, and some of the wind had gone out of him. He had grown up in a small town west of Kansas City, where getting to know your patients personally was the rule rather than the exception. He was the sort of friend a man needs, and a party like this was one he was unlikely to miss. 
“The big six-oh,” Dr. Genero intoned, “is not something a person takes lightly at any time.”
Why not? he wondered. Why not, in fact, welcome it? The numbers brought him closer to peace, to acceptance, to the final amnesia of death. If nothing else, death meant erasing the past and that was a consequence well worth hoping for. But of course the reality was nothing like that, for he was incapable of picturing what it must be like to be no longer alive. 
Still, if life was pain, surely death must be the opposite. He had no fear, only a terrible sense of fulfillment being denied. Nothing ever satisfied him, not entirely. He even wished he could feel older. Genero sometimes kidded him how good he looked for his age, his vigor, his strength, his unlined face behind the bristling beard. He would have felt more comfortable with a few more lines.
He drove out of San Francisco and down the freeway, thinking how good it was to have familiar sights around him. Everything the way it should be. To his left, the blue-gray of the bay nestled in a crook of freeway, like some immense cat hunkered down beside its master for the night. A brisk wind whipping the water into wildflowers. No illusions here, only the acrid hum of traffic, the swooping of gulls, the rush of jetliners rising in silvery consonance out of the airport to the south. A pale daylight moon floated over the hills to the east. He checked the cruise control again and let his mind wander.
Why shouldn’t he be happy with what he had?
What more did he want? In another half hour, he would be back where he belonged, and another hour or so after that, having showered and changed, he would come downstairs to greet the first of his guests. Before long the house would be overflowing with them, and what could be happier than a party, a celebration to mark the passage of another moment on the endless timeline?
He thought of the man who sat across from him in his office earlier that day. Grohmeyer. It struck him that not once had they referred to each other by their first names. A man of infinite grayness, he remembered thinking—a man who could recede into the scenery and disappear if need be—a talent of many uses. A good person to have on your side, but not easy to trust. At least he’d been discreet during their interview, he’d left the outcome pending; he hadn’t given the detective any more information than necessary.
He pulled off the freeway, drove another two and a half miles and eased the Mercedes up the driveway, pressing the remote button to raise the garage doors. Through the windows of the house, he could make out the figures of the catering people setting up for the evening. It was supposed to have been a surprise party, that’s how it was envisioned at first, but with everyone coming in and preparations and what have you, just the mere logistics made that impossible.
All right, people have birthday parties. He should learn to accept it, and yet it annoyed him that something so ordinary as a turn of the calendar required so much fuss. The toasts, the presents, being congratulated for what he hadn’t done, for being the sort of person he wasn’t…it was all such a bother, and yet he couldn’t disappoint the others. They were all looking forward to it. He slipped the tape of Bach’s Double Concerto out of the deck and into its jewel-box case. What would he have been listening to at this time in his life, thirty-five years ago? Secret Love, of course. Doris Day, Patti Page, Nat Cole, the others. But it was a different world. He himself hadn’t changed, but the road had taken more twists and turns than he was prepared for. More than he was willing to admit to.
Sliding out of the car, he donned his jacket and walked to the front door, half expecting it to take him somewhere else, but it was his own house, his own time. No surprises.
And Genero was there, waiting. Untypically early, in fact, which meant they had time to retire to the library for a quick cocktail, which for Genero was a margarita. Adam stuck with his usual fruit punch. Genero remarked on the guests who would soon arrive.
“Everyone who is everyone,” he observed.
“I didn’t know I had so many friends,” Adam admitted. He closed the door behind them. The two best chairs in the room were large and leather, and they faced each other beside a fireplace. After all these years, Adam still counted reading as his greatest pleasure and he had filled the shelves with enough books to give the place an academic look. An end table had been misplaced. Genero stepped around it to get at a chair, and Adam, leaning over to move the chair away, winced.
“You all right?” Genero wanted to know.
“Yes, fine. No problem,” Adam insisted. “Just an old injury with the wrist. I broke it once.”
“Your wrist?” Genero shook his head. The family physician was speaking now. “You mean to say after all this time—and all I know about you—hell, man, when did you break it?”
“A long time ago.”
“When?”
Adam stiffened and Genero quickly changed the subject. Their friendship, he realized, depended on knowing just how far to go. Move in, step away. Don’t press. Genero was an expert at that sort of thing, and as long as they were honest with each other, as long as they could express what was on their minds, even when difficult matters were involved, sooner or later the invisible wall that sprang up whenever the past was mentioned would melt. At least that’s how Genero saw it. Adam wasn’t so sure.
“Well, in show business,” said Genero, “they have an expression: Break a leg. That’s what you wish an actor so he’ll give a good performance, good luck.”
“Luck.” Adam winced. 
“You must believe in luck.”
“I’m not sure what I believe in. I know it seems like luck, but whenever I turn around to look, the thing isn’t there.”
“Oh, everyone has a little luck,” Genero reminded him. “It’s part of the drama of life.”
Adam grinned at the theatrical tint to Genero’s remark. “Well,” he mused, “I’ve gotten to an age where luck seems to be nothing but a bit player. So if I hit the jackpot tomorrow, it’s not likely to make much of a difference.”
“Sounds as if you’re getting mellow, my friend.”
“I’m not so sure that’s a good thing.”
“It’s not good and it’s not bad,” Genero said. “It’s just a fact of life. Welcome to the big six-oh.”
“And the future,” Adam said, aware that they had left their champagne glasses in the other room. But his mind was fixed on a singular point. On a smile, a smile so dazzling it would have blotted out the sun had this been daytime. A smile he remembered as though it were yesterday, that lasted from the moment he slipped the ring out of its box and onto her finger and asked her to be his wife until what seemed, at that moment, to be the end of time.
“The big six-oh,” he repeated.
The number resounded in his mind. He could hear it echoing through the years, an articulation of what once was and would be no longer, the decline of man’s hope and the end of illusion.
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Little by little, the road began to climb. As it ascended, he found himself clutching the wheel, his palms sweaty, his heart thudding inside his chest. For a moment he was disoriented. As he rounded a curve and approached the top of the hill, he could see his destination looming before him.
There was no way you could miss it. From one end of the county to the other it could be seen, 162 feet high, twelve feet in circumference at the base and inside a staircase rising like a corkscrew to the top. Gray stone for walls, taken from a nearby quarry. On rainy afternoons they seemed to weep, and rivulets formed in a ditch near the front door. Two arched windows, crisscrossed with metal bars that let in enough light during the day so anyone climbing the stairs could see where he was going. At night, a series of bare bulbs on a cord lit the stairs. Below, a narrow, unpaved road that led to the tower; drivers were warned to sound their horns and watch out for cars coming down the steep incline the other way.
Tonight, rain came down so hard it seemed to be falling sideways. The tiny parking lot beside the building had turned to mud, lightning flashed and thunder rattled the slippery stones as he fumbled with the key that let him in. It was a big oak door with hinges that had grown rusty with time and screeched as he pushed inside. There had been a power surge earlier, and several of the bulbs were blown out. Adam thrust the door closed behind him, fighting the wind that threatened to blow it open again.
He leaned against the door. The weather was worsening. There was a terrible howling outside, like an animal clawing the tower in a desperate effort to get in. The sound would have frightened him if he let it, but he knew it had to be just the wind. 
From time to time the staircase seemed to be ablaze with a white electric fire. The walls dripped with water that had somehow seeped through from outside. Slowly, gripping the flimsy iron banister that was always threatening to collapse, he began his climb. He had been sleeping poorly the past few nights, and his body felt drained, enervated. It was as though he were enveloped in a vast spider web, palpated by fingers struggling to push through the skin, to gain access to places where they didn’t belong.
He began counting steps as he climbed, something he had done so often he knew exactly how many there were and what they felt like, a little slippery perhaps but manageable. The banister rattled, and if you didn’t know better you’d think it was about to come loose, but it was bolted firmly to the wall. He tried to hurry his steps, aware that once he made it to the room at the top, he could sink into the soft leather armchair that faced the curved, plate-glass window and watch the storm come and go, listen to the rattle of thunder, enjoy the circus of lightning that played around the tower, sit in the pilot’s chair and conduct his listeners through the mysteries of love while playing the music they wanted to hear and be, himself, a spectator in the dance of night.
He was halfway up when he saw it.
It could be a human figure, he wasn’t sure. More like a shadow, a kind of presence on the landing at the top of the tower, vibrating angrily. From this distance, it was hard to gauge its size or what it looked like, or if it was even human, but he could tell it must be enormous, something dark and terrifying, and it would soon be coming down as he made his way up. His heart beat wildly, his lungs pumped as he fought to catch his breath. A knot of pain gripped his stomach. Sweat dripped down his arms. He knew there was no way he could make it around the thing at the top of the stairs, and the last thing he wanted to do was force a confrontation.
He had to get out of here. Turning, staggering, stumbling, he skidded down the stairs and threw himself at the front door.
It was locked.
How could that have happened? He had the key in his pocket and no one else could have come along and locked him in. And yet the key wouldn’t turn. He pulled on the handle as hard as he could. Nothing. Looking back, he could see the shadow at the top of the tower starting to descend. Fear bubbled up inside him. He wanted to scream, but when he opened his mouth nothing came. If this was a dream, it had to be worse than anything he’d ever known.
He could see what was coming. In a few more seconds his legs would become paralyzed, then the rest of him would freeze like a statue and he would be helpless.
He couldn’t allow that. The thing was on the stairs now, slowly descending, and if he didn’t move quickly it would all be over. Gathering every ounce of courage, he took a deep breath and raced up the stairs.
The next thing he knew he was standing at the top of the stairs, alive, untouched.
He stepped into the control room and let the heavy door swing closed behind him. The voices were gone. The shadow was gone. The fear was gone. All that remained was a gray sauce on the bottom of the dish where the fire had burned, and a thin line of sweat just above his nose.
***
Ten minutes later, it was as though nothing had happened, as though he had passed through a gate and into a garden where nothing could ever pursue him again, the only reminder a kind of rawness in his throat that had welled up when he tried to scream.
There was a hot plate and a kettle on a stand beside one of the turntables. He went into the men’s room, filled the kettle with water, set it on the hot plate and ladled a spoonful of instant coffee into a cup. Then he moved on to the library in back and began pulling records off the shelves. The nightly routine calmed him, and before long he was able to put the incident on the stairs out of his mind. He noticed that some of the green paper jackets, which encased the records, were ripped from constant use, the label in the upper left-hand corner peeling. He would have to ask Mr. Baines to order some replacements. 
Record by record, the plastic wire rack began filling up—music he knew almost by heart. Clooney and Como, Percy Faith and Dean Martin, Sinatra, Doris Day, Montavani and Patti Page, vocals separated by instrumentals, ballads alternating with up-tempos, a nice balance was what he always looked for.
This was the best part of the job. If the top-40 people ever bought WCAN and moved in with their prefabricated play lists, their slogans and recorded spots, their contests and shouted announcements, their formats and blueprints—if that happened, all this would vanish. The Bell Tower would no longer be a place conducive to dreaming and reveries, to lovemaking and sweet sounds. The lights would go up. The tower would shut down.
But slipping behind the microphone, his stack of records behind him, coffee bubbling in the pot, the theme song cued up on Turntable No. 1, he could ignore the ominous noises chattering just outside the door. Vaguely, he wondered if the thing on the staircase was still there. He had never really gotten a good look at it, but he was sure this was one apparition he wanted no part of again.
The network feed was coming to an end, a half-hour big band remote from some ballroom in Pittsburgh that he could only imagine, filled with laughing, happy people, all of whom seemed to have drunk too much and were having too good a time, especially since this was a Thursday night. Who partied on a Thursday night? he asked himself. He would remember that later. It meant nothing to him now, though. The network announcer with the orotund voice—the kind that always went with large, fat men who had oversized chest cavities, people like Simon Denning—bade his listeners around the country a fond farewell, aloha, buenos noches, and to all a good night.
Adam was always a little jealous of men like that, but there was no point in letting it prey on his mind. Fading the pot, he eased into a commercial. While it played, he sifted through the loose-leaf binder filled with spots he would have to read that night. He came across a promo for the morning show and sighed. The station was always searching for another morning DJ, constantly on the lookout for the perfect replacement for Simon Denning. Adam wondered why they hadn’t asked him. Susan wouldn’t mind if he switched. The morning shift was more conducive to a young marriage. Working nights was hard on both of them. It meant they could rarely go out to parties, or take in a movie during the week, or just enjoy a quiet dinner without having to rush.
The commercial ended. He segued into his theme, taking great pride in the way things moved on the show, the smoothness, the seamless connection between one element and another. It meant he was not only the engineer and the star, but also the producer of Evening Shadows, the master of the Bell Tower. The musical mood shifted from major to minor, from strings to woodwinds. He faded the pot and pulled the microphone closer.
“And I guess you’re feeling pretty good about now.”
He liked to start in the middle of a sentence, as though he and the invisible listener were already part way through a conversation when the microphone just happened to be turned on. It was part of the illusion, the pretending. And always it was “a listener,” a single person who was out there being spoken to. Announcers like the one with the Brahma bull voice who “hosted” the big band remote, who were always addressing listeners in the plural. That was not how he saw himself.
“Settle back. We’re scheduled for a little ride in the Bell Tower, a soft, gentle ride with lots of love. Of course, there’s no telling where we’ll end up.”
The first instrumental slipped in, almost unnoticed, as he released the record. He lifted off the theme disk and replaced it with a vocal by Patti Page. Once the turntables were set, he had a few minutes to do what he pleased. Tonight, he was overcome with an urge to phone Susan, to hear her voice and tell her for the thousandth time how much he loved her, but he knew that wouldn’t be wise. She often fell asleep listening to the show—sometimes before it started—and if he rang now it might wake her up, and that was the last thing he wanted.
Despite the many months since the miscarriage, even now he felt compelled to tread carefully. Their doctor said that this wasn’t an unusual phenomenon. For women, a pregnancy gone awry could be almost as traumatic as one that had to be terminated, more painful than any man could imagine. His wife was grieving, he said when Adam phoned him one afternoon in desperation. It couldn’t be helped. He recommended rest, but doctors always advise rest when they don’t know what else to say.
He segued into the Patti Page and slid the promo for the morning show out of the folder, transferring it into the copy holder above the control board. As he did so, his eye was caught by the VU meters—there were two of them—and that was when he saw the needle wasn’t moving.
He pulled back, startled. Was the tower about to take off again, and if so, why had he received no warning? No, this was different. Music could still be heard on the large speaker that hung from the ceiling, but he knew immediately that the sound wasn’t leaving the building. The transmitter had gone dead, probably because of the storm, the dampness and the lightning. Something had happened and the “carrier,” as the engineers liked to say, was no longer being “modulated.”
The phone rang. He recognized the low, throaty voice that belonged to Beverly, one of his regular listeners.
“Hi, Adam. Something wrong with your station? All I’m getting is static.”
“Yes, it seems we’ve had an outage.”
“What’s an outage?”
“We’re out. The transmitter’s dead. It happens sometimes, especially on stormy nights.”
“How long before you come back on?” Beverly wanted to know. “I like your music.”
“I don’t know. It could be a while.”
He hung up and dialed the number taped to the board. An engineer named Dominic was on call for situations like this. Adam had never met him, but everyone said you could count on Dominic if anything went wrong. The transmitter was as old as Methuselah, having been installed some time before the War, and it was generally agreed that sooner or later the whole thing would go down—permanently. Adam hoped this wasn’t the night. To his dismay, the woman who answered the phone told him that Dominic was out having a drink with some friends.
“But I know how to get hold of him.”
“Please,” Adam said. “It’s an emergency.”
Dominic turned up at the station half an hour later, a skinny young man with a long, needle-like nose and blond hair that rippled to his shoulders. Adam had never seen anyone who looked quite so scruffy. He couldn’t have been more than twenty-four or twenty-five. He had a nervous twitch and he spoke with an accent redolent of some Eastern European country, which Adam had trouble understanding. Dominic was in a bad mood and wasted no time on frivolities, vanishing into the back room where most of the meters and dials were kept.
When he reappeared, there was a frown on his face. “Tube’s blown out.”
Adam had no trouble understanding that. “Don’t you have a replacement?” he wanted to know.
“We’ve used up our last one,” the skinny young man said. “Your boss should keep track of these things. I’ll have to get another one.”
“What do you think caused it?” Adam asked.
“Storm,” the young man shrugged. No doubt the technical reason for what had happened was beyond the comprehension of anyone with only a Third-Class license, which was what Adam possessed. Dominic did not think much of people like Adam, who were referred to in the business as “combo men.” Most small-town announcers were expected to combine running the board with taking readings, but you couldn’t expect them to know what to do if the equipment broke down, which might happen at any time.
“How long do you think it’ll be before we can get back on the air?” Adam asked.
Dominic shrugged. “Could be an hour, maybe more.” The expression on his face conveyed only a kind of weary disdain.
“What about my show?” Adam wanted to know.
“I got to go get another tube,” Dominic mumbled. “Don’t carry them around in the car. And then I got to get it installed, and I got to test the transmitter and make sure there’s nothing else wrong.”
“It’ll be sign-off by then.”
“Sorry. I don’t make the transmitter, I just repair it. If Mr. Baines would shell out a little money for new equipment, you wouldn’t have problems like this.”
“Mr. Baines has other things on his mind.”
“Well, there’s your answer.” He pronounced the “W” as a “V” and had some trouble with the “th” sound, for which he substituted a “d.” “Anyway, you might as well go home. You ain’t going to get in a show tonight. I got a couple of other things to do here.”
“Will you lock up when you’re finished?”
“I’ll lock up.”
This was the first time he’d experienced a full-scale breakdown. Usually, the outage lasted only a few minutes; often the station, after a bit of huffing and puffing, would come back on the air by itself. In an emergency, he’d been instructed to open the panel of circuit breakers beside the reel-to-reel tape machine and flip the switch that happened to end up in the wrong direction. He had tried it before and it worked, but this time first aid was of no use.
He had no choice but to go home.
He thought of calling Susan first, but reminded himself that if she had indeed turned in early, she’d probably be asleep by now. No point waking her. He filled out his log and returned the records to the library, where they could be replaced on the shelves in the morning. Dominic was still taking readings when he left. Adam felt as though he’d rubbed up against a porcupine, but as long as the guy knew his stuff and didn’t charge the station more than he was worth, it really didn’t matter.
Outside, the rain had stopped, but there were puddles in the asphalt parking area and a damp heaviness about the air, warm and thick, almost as though it were midsummer. It was a night like this, the same wet stillness floating in the air, that had brought Susan into his arms at the country club, the Mellow Tones serving up a medley of ballads. He remembered how she looked moments before, standing at the drinks table in her pleated skirt, the glow of her hair, and later the darkness of the car where they had their first kiss.
He drove slowly, aware of how the road could sometimes flood after a sudden storm like this. There were big old oaks and doddering elms lining the road, and some of them were known to weaken and come crashing down, so it was wise to keep an eye peeled. 
WCAN was on the north edge of town, home was south. The state had promised that a fast road would bypass the business district of Canelius someday, but that prospect was several years off and the only direct route home now was through downtown—south on Heffernan to Graham Avenue, turn left two blocks to First Street, then right past the Jefferson Davis Hotel. Most of the streets were one-way and there wasn’t much in the way of nightlife. So quiet was downtown that, at this hour, red traffic lights were replaced with flashing amber. Usually, it was a fast trip. Door to door, no more than twenty-five minutes at most.
The hotel was on his right now. When it was built, back in the nineteen-thirties, critics insisted such an establishment was more hotel than a town the size of Canelius needed. Now, when a convention moved into town or the county fair was in session, the Jefferson Davis bulged to capacity. Even without some event on the schedule, the curb was lined with cars belonging to guests who had arrived late and could no longer find room in the parking lot across the street. Businesses and restaurants were beginning to fill in the spaces near the hotel. Around the corner and a couple of blocks farther down was the B&B Cafe where, during his single days, Adam would often linger until two or three in the morning over coffee and a piece of cherry pie.
It was intensely dark tonight, no moon, no stars. The streetlights twinkled with little halos around each one, the lingering effects of the rain that still coated the pavement with a glossy slick. A drunk was making his way down the street, tacking uncertainly into an invisible wind. He lurched against the line of cars, bounced off the side of the hotel, righted himself and continued down the middle of the sidewalk. The presence of a single man on a deserted street at this time of night startled Adam. He slowed down to a crawl, fearful of hitting the man should he suddenly careen into the street. Sure enough, the drunk veered sharply off course and ended up doubled over between two cars, one of them a large black Lincoln.
It wasn’t until the last moment that he realized the other car was a red Ferrari.
Slamming on the brakes, certain that his imagination must be playing tricks on him, he edged forward slowly, careful not to attract the drunk’s attention, his lights on dim. But as he came closer, he could see the license number plainly enough. The car was empty, but there was no doubt to whom it belonged.
Only it didn’t make sense. Why would the Ferrari be parked downtown when she was at the house, probably asleep? Could it have been stolen? No, Canelius was known for its dearth of crime. People just didn’t steal cars out of other people’s garages. Was it possible he’d misread the license plate? Rather than back up and take another look—there could be a fracas if the drunk thought he was being followed—he decided to speed up, drive around the corner and come back again. That took him past the hotel’s front entrance, which was all glass with a revolving door so you could see the lobby and, against the back wall, the desk.
He was about to accelerate when he saw them through the plate glass, standing at the desk. The man was signing the register; she stood beside him, her hand in his. She had on a dark blue blouse and matching skirt, one he had bought her only a few weeks before. Just as he passed the entrance, the clerk turned to the row of cubbyholes against the wall and took a key from one of the slots. The young man signing the register also turned at that instant to say something, and Adam saw his face.
His foot hit the accelerator and he shot forward as though flung from a cannon, his back jammed against the seat, his head in a whirl. Barely aware of the hotel, the street, the streetlights, the silent army of cars, he flew toward the intersection. All he wanted was to get away, and yet as soon as he had put a hundred feet between himself and the hotel entrance, a strange calm came over him. He knew he would have to go back and take another look. 
He rounded the corner and parked on Main Street. He sat in the car for a good ten minutes, gathering up the courage to do what needed doing.
Where had they met? Probably in the store, which Bernard Silverman practically ran by himself now that Max was involved in so many other projects. Or it might have been the country club. Adam recalled an ordinary looking guy, dark and brown-eyed, straight black hair and a prominent nose. A good salesman. Knew how to hold back and ingratiate himself with a customer. People appreciated the respectful treatment, and he sold a lot of furniture that way.
Adam gritted his teeth. The simple solution was to start up the car, drive home, have a cup of hot cocoa and wait for her to come home. But he couldn’t do that. That was the coward’s way. Besides, he had to have some confirmation of what he had seen.
Moments later, after sighting a space, he parked the car and pushed his way through the revolving door into the lobby. The desk clerk had temporarily abandoned his post—no doubt few guests circulated through the lobby at this hour. The register lay open. There was a silver bell beside it, which could be rung should someone require assistance. Adam saw his opportunity. Trying to make as little noise as possible, he sidled up to the desk, turned the register around and ran his eye down to the most recent entry. His hand was still on the book when he heard a sound, and looked up to see the desk clerk approaching from the office in back.
“Can I help you?” The expression on the desk clerk’s face was a mixture of insouciance and suspicion. Adam knew the last thing he could afford was to let the man think he was rummaging around in places where he didn’t belong.
“I’m sorry,” he said, indicating the register. There was no point pretending he hadn’t already looked at it. The book was still turned around the wrong way. Inside, he was trembling, but he couldn’t let the man see it. “My friend Saperstein said he was checking in this evening,” he said, improvising as best he could with a name that somewhat but not too closely resembled Silverstein. “I thought he said the Jefferson Davis, but it might have been some other hotel.”
“Sir, there’s only one other hotel in Canelius. That’s the Leverton, and it’s on the other side of town.” The desk clerk’s tone seemed to suggest that for a person of quality, the Jefferson Davis was the only hotel worth staying in. He turned the ledger around to face him. “No, I don’t see anyone by the name of Saperstein on the guest list.”
“Smith?”
The desk clerk nodded. “Yes, we have a Mr. and Mrs. Smith. Checked in less than ten minutes ago.”
“Dark-haired fellow?” Adam said. “His wife’s a redhead.”
“Yes, the gentleman has dark hair, but Mrs. Smith is a—” His mouth dropped open. “Oh, I beg your pardon. I didn’t realize.” The ploy had put the desk clerk instantly on the defensive. “Oh, sir, this is most embarrassing. I naturally assumed that, since they were together—well, most of our guests—after all, the last time they came in they seemed like an old married couple.”
“The last time?”
“And the time before.”
“Just tell me what room they’re in.”
The desk clerk glanced down at the register, which gave him a chance to compose himself. When he looked up, his face had regained its usual hauteur. “Room 824,” he said, and stopped. “You’re sure it’s the same person?”
“Yes.”
“Jewish fellow?” the clerk inquired, a nasty tone to his voice.
Adam nodded. He started toward the elevator, then pretended he had changed his mind. “Better not,” he said, with a wink at the desk clerk, who smiled back as if to say that he too was a man of the world and understood what was going on upstairs. At that moment, the elevator door opened and Albert, the black bellboy, emerged. Albert stepped back in the elevator, ready to take him up, if that was his desire. In a panic, Adam grabbed a fistful of air, backed away, turned and flung himself out the revolving door.
The next thing he knew he was on the rain-slick pavement outside, stumbling, lurching as fast as his legs would carry him back to the car.
He slid into the front seat, his head reeling. He felt as though he had to throw up, and at one point he opened the door and leaned over, retching violently, but nothing came. He had no idea what to do next. He couldn’t go home. This was no time for coffee and a piece of pie at the B&B. As a last desperate measure, he drove around the corner and headed back in the direction of WCAN. Halfway there, he remembered that Dominic would probably still be working on the transmitter. 
At the next intersection he turned right. The narrow two-lane road was a shortcut through a heavy stand of scrub pine to Larry’s house. Five minutes later, he was outside the house with its neatly trimmed lawn, which had always aroused his admiration although there was no reason why, after his divorce, Larry would have kept the place. He walked up the flagstone path and rang the doorbell. Everything was dark inside, but after leaning on the bell for a while, he was rewarded with lights going on and Larry’s sleepy figure in the doorway, yawning. He was wearing striped pajamas and a bathrobe. A smell of perfume hovered in the air.
Adam was covered with confusion. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I didn’t know…I mean…”
“It’s all right,” Larry assured him. “Believe me.”
“No, I shouldn’t have come at this hour.” He could see through the living room to the bedroom door, which was shut. It was obvious that Larry had company, probably that girl named Julie he’d been introduced to at the ball game. “I have no right to break in on you like this.”
“It’s all right, believe me.”
“No, I can’t…”
“As long as you’re here, you might as well come in.”
“No, this was a mistake,” Adam insisted, backing down the flagstone path. “I’ll see you at the station tomorrow. There’ll be plenty of time in the morning. It’s not that important.”
He left a baffled Larry standing in the doorway, climbed back in the car, started up the engine and barreled down the road. Larry would probably think he’d lost his marbles, but it didn’t matter. The next thing he knew he was in Canelius again. He drove west this time, ending up on the outskirts of Forest Glen. It was too late to take in a movie, or even drive over to the ballpark to keep Sam O’Neill company. Anyway, Sam wouldn’t be there. As soon as the rain had started, they’d called the game—there was no one, really, to spend the night with except himself.
And Susan.
He drove to a secluded spot, parked, turned on the radio and listened to the late show from Cincinnati. The 50,000-watter there could be heard all through the region, a bright candle in the unending night. It didn’t matter what music they were playing, or what the announcer had to say, only that the sound shattered the wall of loneliness that rimmed a thousand listening lives. 
After a while he gave up, knowing that the worst thing he could do was avoid the truth. It was midnight when he got home. The house was dark and Susan, he realized, would be upstairs in bed, asleep. Undressing as quietly as possible, he slipped between the sheets, fully expecting not to sleep a wink. Instead, he was dead to the world the minute his eyes closed.
Daylight greeted him when he came downstairs. Susan was pouring water for the coffee. The sky was cloudless. No trace remained of the rain from the night before.
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Adam thought he heard her humming The Battle Hymn of the Republic to herself as she brought the coffee to the table. What an odd choice of melody on a morning like this. He looked up, hoping to make eye contact, but she seemed to have turned off the face she usually confronted the world with.
“The coffee’s cold,” he murmured.
“I’ll warm it up,” she said, whisking away the cup before he had a chance to stop her. She had on pink slippers and a matching pajama top, over which was wrapped a blue terry-cloth robe. She was strangely bright-eyed for that hour of the morning. Sooner or later he knew he would have to bring up the subject, but how to begin? 
“Did you have a good sleep?”
“Good enough,” she said, her back to him as she waited for the water to come to a boil. When instant coffee had been introduced, she quickly switched to powder, which was simpler than going to the trouble of setting up the percolator and brewing a fresh cup every day.
“No more nightmares?
“What makes you think I have nightmares?” she wanted to know.
“I thought—”
“What did you think?”
She filled a bowl with cornflakes, sliced a banana into the bowl and set it before him. Usually, he was ravenous in the morning, but today he picked at his cereal. He remembered the days of eggs and grits at the B&B, his head buried in the morning Post-Ledger, waiting to get the cobwebs untangled and the day’s agenda in order. There were no cobwebs this morning. He was fiercely awake, as though shot from a rifle, and yet all he wanted was to slide into bed, go back to sleep and try to forget what had happened the night before.
“I thought maybe you’d have something to tell me.”
“About what?” She had poured coffee for two and brought the cups to the table, steaming hot, along with the powdered jelly doughnut that he had taken to eating in the morning. She seemed remarkably eager to fall into whatever mood he was in at the moment. A little too eager, maybe. If there was going to be a confrontation, this was the moment for it.
“Why don’t you tell me?” he said, aware that this sort of back-and-forth, up-and-down maneuvering was bound to lead nowhere.
But the ball was in his court, and somehow or other he had to serve it, but he didn’t know how. He couldn’t just come right out and accuse her. She’d deny it, of course. What if she pinned him down and asked for details? What if she asked how he could be so sure about the couple standing at the registration desk at the Jefferson Davis Hotel…after all, it was dark and he was looking through a window at two people with their backs to him…he was in a moving car, which allowed him only a quick glimpse as he passed…it was illogical to think he had seen her at the hotel when she was, as she said, at home at the time…in bed…asleep.
“Did you know I passed my driving test last week?”
“You told me.” She’d had a learner’s permit until now; this meant she could take off any time she liked, without worrying about having another driver in the seat beside her.
But there it was, the opening he needed. One thing leading to another. If he was sitting in the Bell Tower, this would be the perfect opportunity for a segue, and he’d know how to do it. 
“They gave you a license?” he asked.
“It came in the mail yesterday.”
“That was fast.”
“Well, it depends on how many applications they have. The test wasn’t hard, and I only missed one item—they marked me down for parallel parking, which I’ve never been very good at.”
“What about the written test?”
Damn it! What the hell was he babbling about? Who cares about tests, written or otherwise? Why couldn’t he just grab her around the waist and shake the truth out of her, the way someone like Wally would have done? Wally wouldn’t have given a damn about her sensibilities. Wally was self-centered to a degree where discussions about driving tests, and even the location of the red Ferrari on a dark, downtown street, meant absolutely nothing. A husband’s needs were all that counted. The rest was redundant.
“Ninety-six percent.”
“What?”
“The test,” she reminded him. “Just two questions missed, and they were the sort of thing you couldn’t memorize.”
“You should have gotten a hundred percent.”
“Why?” she asked with a touch of annoyance. “I passed, didn’t I?”
“But you shouldn’t have missed any of the questions. I thought you were prepared.”
“I was.”
“Well, you’re smart enough to get a perfect score.”
“You’re in a bad mood this morning, aren’t you?”
“No, I’m not…damn it!
“Maybe you should go easy on the coffee. You’ve been drinking an awful lot of it these days.”
Now they were talking about coffee. If only he wasn’t so damned frightened of what would happen if he came right out and said what was on his mind, of what would happen if the whole thing exploded in his face, if the rockets went off. What would happen if, instead of trying to invent an alibi or dodge his questions or change the subject or encourage fantasies, she simply admitted what she’d done and was prepared to take the consequences? What then? Is that what he wanted to hear? Could he deal with that?
Because now he was backed into a corner. If she lied, he would know it. And if she didn’t lie, that could be even more painful.
***
He arrived at the station to find a heavy-set stranger with gray hair and pale blue eyes being shown around, Hunter Baines giving him the deluxe guided tour. “Ted Sauer is from St. Louis,” Baines explained. “KVMO.”
They shook hands. Sauer gripped him with a heavy, vigorous paw that seemed capable of breaking bones, if that was the requirement. Adam knew instantly who he was. The name had been mentioned innumerable times in Broadcasting magazine, and when he came to your town, it was quite clear what he was doing there. Later that morning, Wally stopped by for a chat.
“Looks like he’s interested in us,” Wally said.
“Sauer?”
“Who else?” Wally perused his fingernails, a habit that was meant to express indifference and, to the acute observer, conveyed the exact opposite. “Don’t tell me you never heard of him.”
“Of course I know who he is,” Adam snapped. “He owns radio stations.”
“Lots of them, baby. The inside scoop is that he’s planning a radio empire that could span the continent. That’s one hell of an ambitious man. Mr. Top 40, they call him. I’ll tell you this, if Ted Sauer takes over WCAN, chances are we’ll be number one in the market in less than a year. I hear he has plans to boost the transmitter power. Think what that could mean if we went to 10,000 watts, or even fifty.”
“I couldn’t care less.”
“Well, I care,” Wally exuded. “Sauer is my kind of guy. Of course, things won’t be the same around here with him running things. That show of yours will have to go.” Wally sounded almost gleeful. “Your kind of corn doesn’t go with the format that’s his specialty.”
“Corn?”
“Well, you know what I mean. The Bell Tower and all that. Same goes for our friend Larry. We’re all fond of Kellin in Canelius, but you have to admit it doesn’t belong in a Top 40 format.”
“Why not?”
“It just doesn’t,” Wally snorted. “Top 40 is Top 40 and let’s face it, that’s where the future is.”
The bastard! In all the years they’d worked together, Wally Bascom had always kept his opinions of the others to himself; now he glowed in the sunshine that would eventually burn everyone else to a crisp. But it didn’t seem to matter. The man lived, ate and breathed sales. He chewed on dollar signs, he swallowed bottom lines. It occurred to Adam that there was one other person at the station who felt the same way about Wally, and would certainly have something important at stake should Sauer move in.
He arranged to meet Larry at the B&B for lunch.
***
It had been quite a while since they’d sat together in the booth at the back of the cafe. Since Adam was married and Larry divorced, it seemed as though they were drawing farther and farther apart. They ordered coffee and sandwiches and Larry talked aimlessly about the future of the station and the direction radio in general was heading. After that, they talked about the weather and all the ugliness in Washington involving people accused of being communists, the accusations, the protests, the admissions of guilt. Larry was a diehard liberal, and his views were already well known. He mentioned Edward R. Murrow in passing, but that wasn’t what weighed on his mind.
“Adam, there’s something wrong,” he said. “You just don’t seem like the same person I stood up for at the wedding ceremony. The other night you came to my house, and I could see it on your face that something really bad was happening, and if I’d any sense I would have insisted you come inside.”
“It was late,” Adam reminded him.
“I know it was late. But if I hadn’t been half asleep and not thinking straight, I wouldn’t have let you walk away like that. Now, let’s put aside all this nonsense and cut to the chase, as they say in the motion picture industry. What’s going on in your life?”
“I’d just as soon not talk about it,” Adam murmured.
“And I’m supposed to accept that as your final word on the subject?” Larry could sound remarkably like a third-grade teacher Adam had once had, the kind who scolds even before the reason for scolding was made clear.
“I had no right to just barge in on you the other night. You had company.”
“I did. And what difference, may I ask, does that make? Haven’t I always been there for you, and vice versa? When Nancy and I were fighting with that divorce, you held my hand, you understood what I was going through, although you’d never been married. You gave me the strength to continue when everything looked bleak. All right, that may sound trite—Wally has used that word in referring to me, more often than I would like—but you and I are not like Wally. You and I are on the same wavelength, and if that’s trite, if that’s cornball, well, so be it.”
“But this isn’t your problem, Larry.”
“Then make it my problem. If we’re going to continue to be friends, you have to open the door a crack and let me in. I gather the cause of your concern is not our recent visitor.”
“Ted Sauer?”
He knew it wasn’t that, and Adam was grateful that he’d concocted such an obviously askew reason. The waitress came over to take their dessert order. Larry asked for a chocolate sundae. Adam said at first that he didn’t want anything, but finally settled for a piece of cherry pie. The interruption broke Larry’s train of thought, but only for a moment. He noticed Adam, fork in hand, tracing lines and swirls on his napkin. In that instant, he could feel the answer he sought bubbling just below the surface.
Finally, Adam looked up. “She’s having an affair,” he said.
“Who?”
“Susan.”
Larry’s right eyebrow rose a quarter of an inch, a habit that signified he was both surprised and at the same time skeptical. As usual, he gave the matter a moment of earnest thought before replying. “You don’t mean that,” he said in an even voice.
“I do.”
Larry shook his head. “I don’t believe that, not for one moment. The two of you were the ideal couple. You’re telling me that after being married for such a short time, you’ve already had a major falling out, which led to—no, it couldn’t possibly have happened. Not this soon.” He waited for Adam to step in and argue the point, but was met only with silence. “Is it someone we know?”
“Yes.”
“You want to tell me his name?”
“No.”
“All right,” Larry nodded. “There’s no point in my trying to pry it out of you. That’s not my style, and it’s none of my business, besides.” He frowned at his hands. “Is it someone you know?”
“I saw them—”
“Where?”
“At the Jefferson Davis Hotel, at the registration desk, signing the registration book and then going upstairs.”
“When was this?”
“The other night, around ten o’clock. I was driving by the hotel. I have to go that way when I leave the station for home.”
“What about your show?”
“That’s the point. It was the night the transmitter broke down, remember? I thought it was like the breakdowns we’d had before, but then the station wouldn’t come back on line and I finally had to call Dominic Bardini. It turned out to be more serious than I thought.”
“One of these days Mr. Baines is going to have to spring for a new transmitter,” Larry predicted.
“I don’t think he plans to invest any more money.”
“Probably not.”
“Anyway, Dominic said it would take an hour or two to fix,” Adam continued. “There was nothing I could do about it, so I closed up the station and left early.” 
He described the route he’d taken that evening, the same one he took every night, downtown on Graham Avenue past the hotel.
“And you’re absolutely sure it was her car?” Larry asked.
“How many red Ferraris are there in a city the size of Canelius?” Adam wanted to know. “I guess I should have checked the license number more carefully, but it happened too fast, and by that time I’d passed it. I was already turning the corner.”
“And?”
“I saw them.”
Yes, he agreed, there was always the possibility that his eyes might be playing tricks on him. It was a very dark night and he was moving when he passed the main entrance of the hotel. He’d had only a fleeting glimpse, he was tired, his mind was focused on the mishap at the station and having to cancel the rest of the show and what he planned to schedule for the next one. He’d had only a moment to make the identification.
“So you could have imagined it.”
“No. There was no doubt about the Ferrari.”
Larry stared at him apprehensively. “What did you do then?”
“I went into the hotel and made up some story about being a friend of the people who’d just registered, and how I wanted to surprise them—yes, believe it or not, that’s what I planned to do. I was going to go upstairs, wait a while out in the corridor and then bang on the door. I suppose if I had a weapon of some sort—”
“You wouldn’t have done anything and you know it.”
Adam bowed his head
“You’re not the violent type, and don’t try to tell me that in the heat of the moment, you might have turned into a killer. I can’t see you with a gun in your hand, or brandishing a six-inch kitchen knife. You’re like me. For better or for worse, we’re the sort who has to wait things out. What happened then? Did you see her name in the registration book?”
“They used an alias. John Smith and wife.”
“The usual.”
“I guess so.”
“Did you go upstairs?”
“No, I wandered around for a while, and by the time I got home she was in bed and asleep.”
Larry rubbed his chin and dabbed at his sundae, which was already beginning to melt. Had he been a smoker, he would have spent the next few minutes puffing on an invisible meerschaum pipe, musing, contemplating, conjecturing, trying to make everything come together the way the classic detectives of literature did. He would have pointed out Adam’s mistakes. He would have offered alternatives, organized the situation into a comprehensible whole, tried to make some sense out of what appeared at first to be a series of random events.
Adam was grateful for the absence of a pipe. The last thing he wanted now was another of Larry’s set of sage rules for marital behavior. There was a long pause, during which his friend went through the ritual of weighing all possibilities, putting the situation on a scale in case there was something they might have missed.
Finally, he said, “So you haven’t confronted her, have you?”
“No.”
“I didn’t think so. The hardest thing a man has to do is tell his wife he knows she’s been cheating.”
The word “cheating” hit Adam in the spine, and he stiffened against the pain of it. He knew Larry was only trying to be helpful, but there are times honesty can be the most excruciating policy. Of course, it would have been even worse if Larry had offered false hope and a Pollyanna smile, if he’d tried to cover the truth with a mask of deceit. That would have been no sign of friendship at all. Meanwhile, Larry appeared to have developed another line of attack.
“When you leave the station,” he said, “and you’re driving home, do you normally pass by the Jefferson Davis Hotel?”
“Sometimes. What are you getting at?”
“Well, you need a second look. Why don’t you go by there at around the same time—say nine or nine-thirty, maybe a little earlier—and see if they show up again. That way you’ll have some corroboration, something you can use to bolster your case.”
“My case? I’m not taking this to court.”
“Of course not, but the principle’s the same. You can’t use one quick, unscientific sighting as proof that something is going on. You have to repeat the experiment, if you’ll pardon the metaphor. I know it sounds cold and calculating, but it’s the only way to get to the bottom of this.”
“What about the show?”
“Call in sick. I’ll find a replacement.”
“That’s not the point. If I stay home, she won’t go out. The only reason she leaves the house is because she knows I’m at the station. Don’t you see? She listens to the show and when she hears my voice, that’s her signal that she can leave the house and go downtown.”
“Pretend the transmitter had another breakdown.”
“I’d never get away with it.”
Larry weighed the consequences. “No, the law’s the law,” he concluded. “Faking a breakdown could get us in a lot of trouble.” His sundae was now a watery mess, and the only alternative he had now was to dip in his spoon and pretend it was a bowl of soup. “You know, you could tape the show.”
“And pretend I was there when I was really at the hotel?”
“It would work in the movies.”
“It won’t work in real life,” Adam said.
***
That night was the worst. Ted Sauer’s visit had soured everyone at the station. Everyone knew what he was there for. Rumor had it that profits were down, the station was struggling to gain listeners and fewer sponsors were buying despite Wally Bascom’s best efforts. A new owner was a foregone conclusion, and that meant top-40. The writing was on the wall. Baines had gotten an offer that was too good to turn down. The new format was knocking on the door, and once across the threshold, the Bell Tower and everything it stood for would be on the way out.
Adam could barely work himself into the necessary mood. He pulled the microphone as close to his mouth as he could, having long since discovered that the big metal bulb pressed against your mouth was like sleeping with a lover, breathing in her ear, kissing her cheek and the back of her neck even when she wasn’t awake. Normally, he enjoyed this moment. It was all anticipation, with a soupcon of suspense, but tonight he felt as though he were being beaten down, crushed into small pieces by the united forces of gloom.
He was so consumed by the rhetoric of everything around him that he failed to notice, until it was too late, the commercial that sat clutched in his hand. The mike was open and, if he closed it, everyone within the sound of his voice would know he’d screwed up. Easing up the volume, he resigned himself to giving the best he had to Big Boy Peanut Butter.
It was one of Wally’s favorites, but for Adam, just getting the words out was an effort. How much easier for Wally to plow his way through a piece of junk like this. But with Wally, all that false friendliness came as naturally as opening your eyes in the morning.
“Hi there gang,” the commercial began. “Say, how’d you like to be the energy champ of your neighborhood, and really show your heels to the rest of the guys? Well, it’s possible, you know. But first of all, of course, you’ve got to build up your energy, and one way to do that is to eat the kind of foods that supply energy, things like good old Big Boy Peanut Butter.”
He shuddered. Who dreamed up this garbage? he asked himself. The clichés were so ripe, they had taken to throwing off a noticeable stench. His wrist had begun to throb, too, as it sometimes did when things were not going right. It occurred to him that, if and when Hunter Baines decided to sell the station, commercials like this would likely become less the exception than the rule. The only thing he could do was grit his teeth and pretend he believed what he was saying. He leaned toward the microphone.
“Just think,” he said, “you get enough energy for three quarters of an hour of hard running from just one sandwich.”
Coming to work had been difficult enough, sitting down at the microphone, pretending he was alone in the Bell Tower without a care in the world. And now—this. Peanut butter. Somehow, he had to chase the demons that had followed him through the door and into the tower, that had climbed into the room with the purple drapes and the soft, cushioned sofas, that had hopped up on his shoulder and peered into the microphone, the demons that were already waiting to chatter in his ear when the commercial was over.
“So it’s a fact,” he swore. “Eating plenty of Big Boy Peanut Butter sandwiches is a really swell way to load up on energy, the kind you need to be a hot shot at sports and games, and a whiz at your schoolwork, too. And the wonderful thing is this: Every bite of delicious Big Boy Peanut Butter really hits the spot. It’s packed full of that rich, full peanut butter flavor. Super smooth, too, and Big Boy never gets stale; it’s always fresh and smooth right down to the last dab, way down there at the bottom of the jar.”
Oh, Lord! He was beginning to feel a little giddy, as though the whole thing were a plot to make him suffer.
“So don’t you forget, gang. Keep up your energy by eating lots of Big Boy Peanut Butter. Ask your mom to bring you home some the next time she goes shopping. Remember, when you get Big Boy, you’re getting America’s favorite peanut butter.”
He released the record just as the word “butter” slipped from his mouth, fading up the volume and closing the mike in one deft maneuver. The rich, warm sound of Rosemary Clooney’s voice came pouring through the speaker, diluting the bad taste of the commercial, although not enough to make it go away. When Rosey had finished, he segued into a Nat “King” Cole record.
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Strange, how something so small, so seemingly insignificant could make such a difference, and yet without it he couldn’t have worked in radio, at least not at a station like WCAN.
A piece of cardboard, not much larger than a business card, now tattered from being carried around and put on display whenever an employer asked to see it, was all he needed. A trifling thing, this FCC Third-Class radio engineer’s license, but it made you a “combo man,” which meant you were qualified to do announcing chores and run a control board at the same time. In those days, almost anyone could get one. You wrote away, you took a simple test and presto, they sent you a license by return mail.
Which didn’t make you an engineer, of course. For that, you needed to study books and take the engineer’s test and earn the right to be called first-class rather than third-class. But suppose he’d done that. Suppose, when the station went off the air that night, and he’d had to close up and leave because lightning knocked out the transmitter—suppose he’d been a real engineer. What then?
There would have been no reason to phone Dominic to come out and fix the transmitter. He, the engineer, would have stayed and fixed it. After the transmitter was on its way to recovery, he would have stayed at the station until well past midnight, at which time, driving down Graham Avenue past the hotel, he would have never have seen the red Ferrari as he turned up First Street, because it wouldn’t have been there, and he wouldn’t have slowed down and seen, through the glass doors of the hotel’s main entrance, what he wasn’t supposed to see.
None of this would have happened.
That was the tape he kept playing over and over in his head, listening to the soundless music, searching for something. He tried to recreate that moment in his mind’s eye. The Ferrari, parked at the curb with the drunk weaving through the gap behind it, and after that, the two of them standing at the registration desk, waiting for the clerk to hand them the keys that would admit them to their room. 
Could the car have belonged to someone else? Suppose there were two red Ferraris in Canelius, driven by two different people, and suppose the man and woman he saw standing at the registration desk were a couple of strangers—Mr. Saperstein and his date, signing in under the name of Smith.
It had to be a mistake. Earlier, at the breakfast table, toying with the waffles she had prepared especially for him, the steam from a cup of coffee tingling his nose, he knew this was the time to have things out. But he couldn’t do it. It was as if his will had been paralyzed, frozen by the possibility that what he feared might be true. What if she denied being there, and he knew she was lying and he told her so? Where did that take him. And what if she actually told the truth? Could he bear that? It would be like shoving your hand into a fire, knowing you were about to be burned, badly, knowing what would happen to your hand when you pulled it away and saw the charred flesh and waited for the terrible pain that was bound to follow.
No matter what decision he made, it would be the wrong one. At first, he was sure she must have been coerced, that she couldn’t possibly have gone down there on her own, at least not deliberately, but the facts said otherwise. The timing was too precise. She must have left the house a few minutes after she heard the theme song of his show and the first intro, just as he described it to Larry. She obviously had no way of knowing that the transmitter would be hit by lightning, assuming that’s what happened—or that the station would go off the air for the night. She could have listened on the car radio, but if her thoughts were distracted and if… 
He would not have made a good lawyer. Even with all the facts in hand, he couldn’t make the scenario come together.
***
On the surface, nothing changed. He went to the station every day. He checked into the Bell Tower, pulled the news, read over his commercials, assembled the records he would need from the shelves and transferred them to the rack. He was back-announcing a Sinatra ballad when the light flashed on the board, a call coming in.
For a misbegotten instant, he thought it might be Susan with a simple explanation for where she’d been the night before. “Hi, babe!” the voice rumbled. It was Beverly again. “How’re things with you?” Beverly boomed.
“Not bad,” he lied.
“Marriage treating you right?”
“I’m getting used to it.”
“Oh, don’t ever say that, babe. Did I ever tell you about my first husband?”
What a strange creature radio was. People knew all about you, or thought they did, and the more you told them, the closer they came. But it didn’t work that way. All those ears pinned to his voice, belonged to people who were mysteries. Every word he uttered traveled one way only. They could visualize what he looked like, although the pictures might be wildly wrong, but he had no idea who they were, what they were doing, what they might be thinking when his music was playing or his words were coming out of the speaker.
In fact, there might be a thousand people out there, beyond the ether, or just one. Or none. One night, alone in the tower when it was particularly dark and quiet, he began musing aloud, wondering if anyone actually heard the show. He invited his listener into whose ear he poured everything that had been bottled up inside him—to call if she was listening. He wanted to believe it was a woman, but anything was possible. Moments later, the light began to flash. He took one call, then another and another, and finally he had to confess that he could take no more, although the light continued to pulse for more than a half hour after that.
It was frightening that all those people were out there, listening. Once the genie had emerged from the bottle, life in the tower could never be the same.
Two hours later he played his sign-off theme song. He filled out the log, signed it and attached it to the clipboard. He put away the records. He took down a few in preparation for the day to come. Doing familiar things in familiar ways helped him forget what was going on beyond the tower. It was as though a wall had been thrown up to keep out the natives who were encircling the compound. It dulled the thud of drums, the shaking of amulets, the cries of the angry trying to get in.
Once more, driving home through the darkened city with its flashing red lights, past the hotel and then south toward home, he felt that odd reluctance to complete the night’s routine. Could it be he was afraid of what he might see when he pulled up at the house? 
Approaching the familiar intersection at which the Jefferson Davis Hotel was located, he was tempted to turn right on Main Street and stop off at the B&B for coffee and a piece of pie. It would put a little time between this moment and the end of the journey, which only made him more uneasy. In the entire year they’d been married, he had always looked forward to coming home and seeing her face, kissing her on the mouth, feeling her body as she pressed it against his, sitting at the kitchen table with her as they shared the adventures of the night, and then climbing the stairs to the bedroom for the passion to come.
But not tonight. Tonight, pulling up the driveway, he realized the house was strangely quiet. The drapes were drawn and there was no light on over the porch. The living room had been vacuumed and the breakfast dishes put away, but nothing had been touched since then. Upstairs, it was the same thing. The bed was made and covered, but there was no indication of it having been used. He felt like a visitor invited over to inspect the house, a prospective buyer.
Downstairs, he went into the kitchen, got a glass from the cupboard over the sink, a bottle of milk from the refrigerator and a piece of leftover carrot cake, carried them into the living room, flipped on the TV and eased into the sofa.
He had never watched television at this hour, and he was startled to discover that there was nothing on any of the stations but snow. Everyone went off the air at the same time. He could turn on the radio—WLW in Cincinnati had enough wattage to blanket half the country with music—but he didn’t feel like music. All he wanted was to curl up on the sofa with his milk and his carrot cake and think. Try to make some sense of what was happening. Try to figure out where things were going, what he planned to do next because it was obvious the situation couldn’t be permitted to fester like an infected finger, oozing pus and pain in equal amounts.
At times like this, he found he could sometimes clear his head with a little poetry. He took a volume of verses from the shelf and turned to Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner. In school, he had been moved by the plight of the sailor surrounded by water, dying of thirst and unable to drink. It seemed such a terrible fate. To have what you want and not be able to take it. Things like that happened in poems, in stories, in fantasies—yes, but life was different. In life if you reached out, you could eat the apple or drink the water.
He laid the open book on his lap and closed his eyes, drifting into a state of dreamless sleep. For how long he didn’t know. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, but when the chiming clock on the mantel sounded, he knew it had to be longer than that. As the chiming came to an end, he became aware of a door softly closing. Looking up, he saw her materialize in the entrance to the living room. It was two o’clock. She had on an eggshell blue blouse he had bought her shortly after they were married and a pleated navy skirt that descended below the knee. The top two buttons of the blouse were open. He wasn’t sure if she was wearing a bra.
“Are you awake?” she asked.
“I am now.” His eyes were still heavy with sleep, and he could hear the clock ticking loudly on the mantel, as angry as a metronome with the same relentless beat. 
“I’m sorry I’m so late.” Her voice seemed to come from a long distance. “I should have called, but I didn’t want to interrupt you at the station. It was Daddy. He was having these chest pains, and the minute I saw him I knew I had to drive him to the hospital emergency room—they thought—” Her eyes filled with tears.
“A heart attack?”
“That’s what it looked like.” He tried to picture Max Goldman in an emergency room, but it just seemed too improbable. “They took him right in and gave him some sort of tests, and it turned out there was nothing wrong. I guess it must have been indigestion, or maybe nervous tension—he’s been working awfully hard the last few months.” She came over to the sofa and knelt beside him. “But it was just like a heart attack.”
“Are you all right?”
She walked over to where he was sitting, sank onto her knees before him and slipped her hands between his. “I am now. But it was so frightening when it happened. At that age, you never know what can happen to a man. I drove him straight to the hospital.” Her hands were cold and he could feel them trembling. “You’re not angry, are you?”
“Of course not,” he said. “I can’t be angry with you.”
He knew she must be lying, but there was nothing he could do. From now on, if she stayed out late and didn’t get home until after he did, she had an alibi. And naturally, Max would back her up. Any time she felt like it, she could phone him and he’d say he had an attack of angina, or a bout of dizziness, or something that felt like a stroke. He wasn’t that old—no more than sixty—but he was a smooth talker and a great pretender, and any time Susan wanted something from him, she got it.
It had always been that way. A good father doesn’t refuse his daughter when she needs his help. Love, money, alibis—they were all the same. It was insane, it was diabolical. Everything and anything was an excuse for deceit. He wanted desperately to make passionate love to her. They hadn’t done it in weeks, but he couldn’t bring himself to sex. He could feel his grip on reality oozing away, and as he slipped into a baffled sleep, words came to him from some unbidden place whose meaning eluded him but stayed in his head all night. 
Water, water, everywhere and not a drop to drink.
***
“Mr. Bay-ul?”
“Yes, Mattie. Who’s it going to be tonight? Vernon, Dexter?”
A faint titter. “Oh, Mr. Bay-ul, you are so funny. I haven’t seen those two ol’ boys in ages.”
“So who’s the dedication for?”
“Nobody. Just play it for me, Mr. Bay-ul. You don’t even have to say anything. I’ll know.”
“The usual?”
“The usual.”
He got up, went into the back room and checked the meters to make sure they were kicking, pulled down a spare copy of Secret Love from the shelf—the original had worn out from overuse—returned to the control room and slipped the record in the rack. The irony of the song wasn’t lost on him. He played the furniture spot. He ran an ad for Clearskin, read the tag naming the half dozen local stores that carried it, segued into a Percy Faith instrumental and leaned into the microphone.
“Yes, it’s that kind of night.” With the headphones on, his voice quickly changed into the deep comfort zone. “Here in the Bell Tower, with the lights turned low, wine on the table, a bunch of flowers on the mantel and wherever you are right now, it’s time to relax, lean back and join us for an evening of romance.”
How many times had he said that, or something like it? One thing he knew and that was how to set the mood, how to float the listener into his world—or at least the world he had created—to light the candles, to pour the wine. It was a kind of impersonal seduction that he would never try outside the Bell Tower, even if he knew how. The real listener might be either frightened or amused, laughing at the obviousness of it, which was even worse—but in fantasy anything is possible. 
The pounding of the engines had started up again. Now was the time, if ever, to begin the sequence that would launch the tower that would send it on its final journey. But he needed a password, a symbol. He needed to know which dials to turn, which buttons to press.
“Mr. Bay-ul?”
The pounding stopped and then started up again, so loud he was afraid it could be heard through the microphone. Suddenly it dawned on him that the sound came, not from far below, but from just outside. Someone was beating on the door, which he was required to keep locked after hours, someone standing outside in the mist and darkness, demanding to be let in. Strange. Hardly anyone ever came by the station at this hour—in all the time he had worked here, Hunter Baines had visited only once, Larry Kellin a couple of times. Wally Bascom knew enough not to poke his nose in when Adam was on the air.
He reached into the rack and retrieved a Jackie Gleason LP album, which he kept poised for moments like this, cued up the record by touch and segued into the first cut, planning to back-announce later. When the familiar song began, he made his way to the door.
“Hello, Adam.”
It was the last person in the world he expected to see. “Sorry to bother you at this time of night, but I was working late at the store and I figured this would be a good time to talk.” Adam stood blocking the doorway, staring stupidly. “Well, aren’t you going to let me in?”
Adam moved to one side. “Yes, yes, of course,” he said. “Come in.” 
“You have time to talk?”
“No, I’m sorry. I’m in the middle of the show right now.”
His father-in-law strolled through the door into the control room. It was obvious he knew his way around the station. “I’ll wait,” he said. Max pointed to the darkened studio. “Can I sit in there?”
“Certainly,” Adam said, startled at the thought that he and Max Goldman were alone in the station at this time of night. It didn’t please him to be watched from the other side of the glass, to know that someone would be looking at him as he performed, but he couldn’t very well throw his father-in-law out the door. They walked into the studio. Adam flipped the light switch, let Goldman into the studio and made it back into the control room just as the Jackie Gleason cut was coming to an end.
“This one’s for Mattie,” he said, releasing his well-worn copy of Secret Love.
He went through his paces, following the play list, trying to sound enthusiastic and failing, although no one could possibly know what was going on beyond the microphone. From time to time, he glanced through the window at Goldman sitting on the piano bench, his back to the keyboard, a copy of Broadcasting magazine in his lap. Nothing about his expression betrayed his reason for being here. Why tonight? Why couldn’t he have stayed home with his study full of books and his 17-inch TV set and all that soft leather furniture arranged to satisfy the creature comforts of a man his age? If necessary, they could have talked on the phone in the morning. 
Adam glanced at the big clock overhead, wishing desperately that he could make the sweep hand slow down and stop and then move inexorably backward.
But in the end the clock won. The program wound down, as he knew it would have to. He made a long chore of putting records away, giving the back room a touch of the broom, checking the meters. Usually, the exercise was a routine one. Tonight, Adam not only penciled in the readings meticulously but double-checked each one. Finally, unable to put it off any further, he concluded his obligations, closed the station log and left the control room for the studio.
Goldman, laying aside the magazine, got right to the point. “Does the name Ted Sauer ring a bell with you?”
“Yes,” Adam said, trying not to sound surprised.
“They say Sauer is in the process of putting together a radio empire,” Max continued. “Not a network, like NBC or CBS, but a chain of stations around the country embodying the principles of broadcasting he believes in.” He gestured at the studio and the control room. “And now he’s bought this station.”
“Who told you that?”
“A man named Parker Goodwell. I’ve mentioned his name to you. He’s my right-hand man, runs MG Enterprises. Parker’s from St. Louis. His family’s in the banking business, they keep him informed of what’s happening in that part of the country.
“And Parker Goodwell keeps you informed.”
“That’s right.”
“I don’t see the connection.”
“Well, this man, Sauer, also happens to be from St. Louis, and he’s been attracting a lot of attention up and down the Midwest, it seems, adding stations to his holdings, selling large blocks of radio advertising. Now he wants to move into the Southeast, and WCAN is his first stop.”
“But this is all just speculation.”
“No, the deal went through today. The papers were signed this morning, although the announcement probably won’t be made for another day or two. I’m told that when Sauer decides to do something, he moves fast. You’re going to have to make some decisions in a hurry, Adam.”
“Such as?”
“Such as what you’re going to do with the rest of your life. Ted Sauer runs something called Top 40 radio which, as I understand it, calls for a certain type of music and a certain style of announcing.”
“So?”
Well, you don’t fit that style, Adam. Believe me, I’m not trying to be brutal or unkind. I’m just stating the facts. When a man like Ted Sauer moves into a market, he sets up his operation, he brings in an entirely new staff and he disposes of the old one—it’s as simple as that.”
“I can fit in if I have to.”
“You can’t!” Goldman said, his eyes briefly blazing with anger. “It’s not up to you. The Ted Sauers of this world are revolutionizing the business you’re in. There are no more Jack Bennys, no more Fred Allens. The very nature of the medium is undergoing a sea change. Radio—the radio you know and seem to love—is a ship with a hole in its bottom, and if you stay on you’ll end up paddling around in a pool of dirty water.”
“I’ll stick around a little longer,” Adam said.
Goldman opened the lid of the piano keyboard and struck a note. He made a face, for the sound was sour and it hung in the air like an evil cloud. Closing the lid, he turned to face Adam, looking him straight in the eye for the first time. “Why do you have to be so obtuse?” he wanted to know. “Don’t you see what’s happening? You’re not going to be asked to stick around, not even for a little while. The future has arrived, and you’re not part of it.”
“You don’t pull any punches, do you?”
“I have a reputation for honesty,” Max said, unaware that the line was being subjected to a gamma ray of scrutiny.
“All right,” Adam said slowly, “what do you suggest I do?”
Goldman replied without hesitation. “Come to work for me. A while back, I made you an offer. The offer’s still good—join us at MG Enterprises. Say the word and you can start in the morning. I won’t beat about the bush, Adam. I have selfish reasons for making this offer. My daughter’s happiness and well-being are on the line. You want to make sure she’s happy, don’t you?”
“I don’t know a thing about business.”
“You can learn.”
“How?”
“It’s not as hard as you think. All Americans are born with an extra gene, a natural affinity for business. I can spot it in an instant. You’ve got a good head on your shoulders, Adam. You speak well, you’ve got a kind of—well, for want of a better word, let’s call it an instinct—a feeling for what works and what doesn’t. You’ll pick up what you need to know in no time at all. The one thing you can’t do is stay aboard a sinking ship while it’s on its way to the bottom.”
“Aren’t you overstating the case just a little?”
“Well, it’s a big ocean out there. You can swim around in circles until the sharks get at you, or you can throw in your fortunes with me. I’d rather see you in my corner, and I won’t make any bones about it. have a personal interest in this.”
“How soon do you need an answer?”
“Tomorrow. Forty-eight hours at the most. If I’d known what was going on, I would have come to you sooner. Listen, I know you’ll want to speak to Susan and get her input. Why don’t we drive over to your house and tell her what’s going on? I’m not kidding. Let’s do it right now, before it’s too late. If she’s sleeping, we’ll wake her up.”
“If she’s there.”
“What are you talking about?”
“We can only talk to her if she’s home.”
“Why wouldn’t she be home? At this time of night? Where would she be?”
Adam looked for some sign that his question had caught Goldman off guard, but it was clear the older man, who had already started for the door, had no idea what he was talking about. Moments later, he had locked up the station and they headed for their cars. He knew he ought to bring up the matter of the hospital and how Max had been carted off to the emergency room, where his chest pains would be diagnosed as indigestion. He knew that the minute he heard the story from Max’s end, it would reveal itself as a lie. But what good would that do? Max would undoubtedly back up his daughter, regardless of how implausible her lies might be. If she lied, so did he. The difference was that Max told his tales in good faith. He probably hadn’t the slightest clue about what was going on.
They drove south into town, Adam glancing now and then in the rear-view mirror to make sure Max in his big black Cadillac with the fins was behind him. When they rounded the corner into First Street, Adam felt a prickling sensation down his back. The front entrance of the hotel seemed to be lit up like a fireball and, seeing the revolving door, he almost imagined two people walking through it. Thank God he hadn’t said anything to Max, who would instantly deny that anything could possibly have happened. It’s bad enough, he thought, when a husband has to confront his wife’s infidelity. For a father—an old-fashioned father like Max Goldman—it would be inconceivable.
The house looked suspiciously dark when they pulled up, but that was to be expected. He parked in the street and let Max pull his Cadillac into the driveway. Out of habit, he slipped the key into the lock as quietly as possible and pushed open the door, flipping the light switch on the other side. Goldman followed him through the foyer into the living room. They nodded to each other, and Adam climbed the stairs to the bedroom. It was a chilly night, and the cold penetrated his thin windbreaker, which he had neglected to take off.
He rejoined Goldman in the living room and slumped into the large easy chair near the fireplace. He felt like saying, “I told you so,” but he held his tongue. Goldman stared at him, his thick, black eyebrows twitching. “Well?”
“She’s not home.”
“Where is she?”
“Out.”
Max stared at him as if he’d just been told that the black, star-strewn sky outside was about to collapse. Suddenly, he leaped to his feet, tore out of the room and up the stairs with a spryness that belied his years. Adam was astonished at how fast he could move. Footsteps thudded overhead, for the master bedroom was directly above him and Max walked with a heavy tread. The footsteps halted for a moment, and then the light upstairs flew on, and then he was back in the living room, standing across from Adam with his hands on his hips.
“What the hell’s going on?” he demanded.
“Sit down,” Adam commanded, pleased that the initiative had finally been turned over to him.
Max stood where he had planted himself, glaring angrily. “Where’s Susan?” he said.
“Sit down and I’ll tell you,” Adam replied.
For a while, neither of them spoke. Max, slumped in a chair to the left of the fireplace, had picked up a copy of Look magazine from the coffee table and spent some time flipping through its pages, although it was clear his eyes kept sliding past what was on the page. At one point he stopped and pointed. “These things they call ‘toreador’ pants. I don’t see how any woman can allow herself to wear something like that. I’m glad Susan doesn’t—” He closed the magazine and laid it down on the table with a snap. His look was shadowed.
“All right, what’s going on?”
Adam knew he couldn’t keep it from him, not indefinitely. It was the first time he’d said the words aloud, and it was like mouthing something in a foreign language. “Susan is having an affair.”
“Nonsense.”
“That’s where she is now.”
“With some man?”
“Yes.”
“Who?”
Time had dropped out, and even the sweep hand on the glass-covered clock on the mantel seemed to have come to a halt. The two men sat facing each other like triceratops on an ancient plain. It was so still Adam could hear the muscle on the side of Goldman’s jaw twitch.
“Who?” Goldman repeated.
“I don’t think you want to know.”
“But you know this for certain, or are you just guessing?”
“I’ve seen them together. They use the Jefferson Davis Hotel while I’m busy at the station with my show.”
“That damn show!” Max muttered. His voice was low and sooty. His eyes were like coals that had not yet caught fire.
Adam got to his feet, wandered over to the fireplace and stared down into the grate, trying to conjure up a fire that would never be lit. Why did Max keep harping on the show? The show had nothing to do with it. Why did Max insist on turning everything on its head—trying to make it seem as though…He grabbed a poker from the fireplace and, hardly aware that he was holding it, returned to the easy chair and sat down.
It was a mistake, because unconsciously he was holding the poker as though it were a weapon. He knew he would never use it. In the back of his mind was something he once said to Larry, how Max was such a sweet guy and all he wanted was the best for Susan. But there was nothing sweet about Max Goldman now. The father lion defending his cub was all fangs and claws, snatching at the enemy with a swoop that could kill if you didn’t get out of the way.
He remembered how she looked that morning in Johnson’s Drug Store, the brown plaid skirt and flowered yellow blouse, her golden hair done up in a pony tail, her wrist slightly bent as though she was drying her nails. Even now, he had no idea what she’d been doing at the greeting card rack, who the card was for, what occasion was being honored. He had never even looked at the card. All he saw was the smile, all he was aware of was the fact that she had spoken to him, nothing before or since had ever seemed so marvelous, so full of pure, sensuous delight.
How long ago that seemed. In just a year they had gone through a half dozen lifetimes, riding one wave to its peak and back down, then another and another. In his imaginings he had possessed the most beautiful woman in the world, a perfection men often dream of without ever holding in their hands. But the dream wasn’t real. It never existed. She’d never been his; he should have known it was a lie, but how could he have penetrated the falsehood when it hadn’t crossed his mind to ask?
And now it was closing in on him. The room seemed to be losing air, little by little, as though some huge vacuum machine—silent but deadly—was sucking the life around them. The clock on the mantel chimed. It did that on the half hour, all day and all night. The clock, a gift from Susan’s cousin Tamara, who had since moved to Israel, would ring forever on this mantel in Canelius if they let it, in the house Max Goldman had found for them. But the clock was in another world. Its sound rose like second-hand smoke, almost as an afterthought. The room itself was silent. The house lay on its side. The only refuge from this emptiness, the tower of his evenings, was too far away to offer the protection he needed now.
They waited. In the living room, staring at the empty, silent fireplace, they waited. He and Max Goldman. Young man and father-in-law, facing each other without seeing what was there. The cold wrapping itself around his skin, sinking into his bones. It occurred to him that he might turn up the thermostat, or light a fire—only there was no wood to lay on the hearth, nor newspapers to give sufficient warmth. Tomorrow, recognizing the season, the sun would come up and toast the countryside in its image. That was how it should be, but tonight he found himself shivering, trapped on a planet whose light was on the verge of going out.
It was Max who first stirred, shattering the silence as if a glass of wine had dropped from his hand. His eyes seemed to have climbed deep inside him, looking out from a distance that was barely discernible.
“So it happened again,” he said.
“What happened?”
The room seemed to have taken on a life of its own. Adam became aware of all of its elements, one by one: the flowered blue and orange upholstery, the sofa, the fireplace with its hearth made of rough stone, the poker on the floor where he had dropped it, the 12-inch television set across from the fireplace which, when turned on, brought them the world in black-and-white, the crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling with bulbs shaped like candles, 60 watts on each, a lamp beside the easy chair, a teak table in the dining room with matching chairs that had been a wedding gift from another of the aunts and beyond that, through the swinging door, the kitchen where they ate most of their meals.
“What happened?” Adam asked.
Goldman’s mouth was pulled tight. “I’d hoped, when you and Susan were married, that would be the end of it,” he said. “I hoped it would just get shoved back in the box and stay there and none of it would have to be looked at again, but I was wrong.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I can’t…”
“Tell me! I’ve got to know.”
Goldman picked up the copy of Look magazine, flipped a couple of pages without actually seeing them and replaced it on the coffee table. He sat in the big flowered easy chair, almost motionless except for his hands weaving invisible threads across an unimaginable loom. Adam was reminded of a cardboard cutout, the kind movie studios used to put in theater lobbies to advertise coming attractions. The glass clock on the mantel was ticking louder than he had ever heard before; the bulbs in the chandelier overhead glowed almost preternaturally. It was not a night for good feelings.
“You were with her when she had the miscarriage?” Goldman said. At first, Adam thought he was changing the subject, and he resented what appeared to be a devious tactic. But then curiosity got the better of him. Obviously there was a connection.
“I got to the hospital just after it was over,” he said.
“She took it hard, didn’t she?”
“You know she did. It was like the end of the world. I didn’t think she’d ever come out of it.”
“Why do you think she took it so hard?”
Adam thought that should be obvious. “She’d just lost her baby, that’s why. You know as well as I do how devastating that must be for a woman. I tried to convince her there was nothing she could have done, that it was an act of God, but she blamed herself. I told her she was being unreasonable. She wouldn’t listen to me.”
“I know,” Goldman said.
“Do you?”
He shrugged. “Sometimes people do what may not seem reasonable in the eyes of those who love them. The head says one thing, the heart another.”
He stroked his pencil-thin moustache absent-mindedly, closed his eyes a second, reopened them and got to his feet. “I need a drink,” he said. There was a small wet bar on the other side of the room. Bottles of gin and vodka and bourbon and rye lined the back wall against a mirror that reflected the bottles, making it appear as though the stock was twice as large. Walking over, he untwisted the cap from a bottle of gin. “You want some?” Adam shook his head. Max poured a shot of gin into a glass, neat, replaced the cap and brought the glass back to his chair. He swallowed it in one gulp. His hand was shaking.
“I think it’s time you know the truth,” Goldman said.
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“The truth?” he said, almost in a whisper.
Goldman nodded. “It happened before you two met,” he said. “She was barely eighteen. She had just graduated from high school and there was this long, warm summer that we spent at home before she was to go away—you know about the girls’ school in France, don’t you?”
“She told me, yes.”
“It was the summer before she went away. Ecole Biarritz, it was called, about fifty miles south of Paris. Highest recommendation. Very swanky, very expensive. I would have preferred that she stay here and go to college. There is no lack of schools in this area, but when Susan has her heart set on something, it’s impossible to deny her. You know how she is. You’ve seen it.”
“The Ferrari.”
“What I didn’t know—what I didn’t see because it never occurred to me to look—was how bored she’d become. These long summers we have here in Canelius can be hard on a girl. She was aching to go to France. I was busy at the store. We were expanding our stock into a new line, and I had to spend a lot of time downtown in the showroom. I should have kept track of what she was doing, but I didn’t. It would have been best if I’d sent her to France in June, but the school term didn’t start until September.”
“She fell in love?”
“Love is an understatement. It came like a wind, and it darkened the skies and it shook the trees. She fell in love, yes, but completely, totally in love, or at least so she told me afterwards. She became obsessed beyond belief with this man. For one terrible summer, that’s all she could think of. That’s all that mattered to her. But she hid it, she sealed it in a box and tied the box with rope and buried it in the ground—and that was my fault.”
“How could it be your fault if you didn’t know?”
“Because it wouldn’t have happened—at least, not like that—if I’d been there to help her. I share the guilt. It wouldn’t have happened if I’d been there to advise her, to listen to her confidences the way Rachel would have if she were alive.”
“You can’t be a father and a mother at the same time.”
“You have to. It was my job to read the signs.” Goldman licked his lips. “It was my fault that I missed what was going on under my nose. She must have seen him a dozen times, maybe more, and I never knew. Of course, she would never have told me or let me see what was happening.”
“How far did they go?”
“She slept with him.”
“She admitted it to you?”
“Not in so many words—good God, there are some things a daughter simply can’t confide to her father. But I know it was her first time.”
“How often did they—?”
“Often enough.” Goldman was visibly nervous. Adam thought of his own obsession with Susan, and it was as though they were playing back a scene he instantly recognized. “Please don’t ask any more. The point is, by the time I learned the truth, it was too late. The deed was done, and I was too busy to see what had been happening right under my nose. All that summer they met, they were lovers and I let it go on.”
“But it couldn’t be your fault if you didn’t know.”
“Yes it was. Don’t you see? I should have known. You can call it a sin of omission, but people have been punished for a lot less. Maybe you don’t see. Maybe you don’t realize that when a daughter is involved, your responsibility as a father goes up—way up. You can’t pat yourself on the back and let it pass. Daughters are a blessing, but they’re also a curse. For all the joy they bring, for all the fascinating ways they have to entertain and charm and dazzle and beguile, they can break your heart in a second. I hope to God, Adam, that when you have children they’re sons, not daughters.”
“And this man was her first?”
“Yes.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“She would never give herself to someone she knew just casually—she wasn’t promiscuous, or anything like that. She was always a good girl; she always respected herself and believed in her own virtue. Unfortunately, they took no precautions—they were both too young to understand the danger—and the inevitable happened.”
“When did you find out?”
“Not until it was too late.”
“Then it wasn’t your fault.”
“Damn it! You keep saying that, but you don’t understand. She didn’t trust me. She went away to France at the end of the summer—I put her on the plane, with her carry-on bag and her teddy bear—without saying a word, although I saw on her face this look, this look of melancholy that she was trying so hard to hide, but I thought she was just uneasy. She’d always been frightened of flying. I thought that must be what was wrong. After that we wrote—regularly, every other day. We talked on the phone Sunday mornings, every week. I assumed everything was going well.”
“And all this time she was pregnant?”
“Yes.”
“Did she tell you his name?”
“Who?”
“The fellow she had the affair with.”
“It doesn’t matter. George something. It’s not anyone you would know. We aren’t in the same universe; we don’t move in the same circles. One summer, that’s how long it lasted, and then she never saw him again.”
“What about the baby?”
Goldman stiffened. His eyes went rigid and Adam could see his hands knotting into a ball. “Well, she couldn’t very well have it, could she?”
“What—?”
“There was no other way.”
Goldman’s hands, which during all this kept weaving in and out, suddenly became deathly still. Adam realized how difficult it must be for him to talk about something so intimate, so painful. “It cost her a lot of grief, keeping a thing like that from me,” Max said. “I know she wanted to tell me, and she would have, believe me, but she was afraid I’d be hurt. Or maybe she was afraid it might drive us apart. She was wrong, if that’s what she thought.”
“Where was it done?”
“In France.”
“Without your knowing?”
“You don’t tell a father something like that, not about something that everyone in the world looks upon as shameful. If I’d only had a chance, I would have reassured her, I would have been there for her.”
“But an abortion. I mean, women have been known to have children out of wedlock.”
“Not in respectable families they don’t. Not in a town like Canelius. She knew what people would say, how they would treat her if she came back with a baby in her arms. She’d be shunned, ostracized. Her life would be ruined. Unfortunately, she waited until almost the last minute, until she went abroad.”
“Why?”
“Have you ever tried to find a doctor in the United States to do a procedure like that? In France it’s legal, you see. Here it’s against the law, so if you can’t persuade a doctor to—” He bit his lip. “I’m sure you must have heard the stories about girls sneaking around back alleys or using coat hangars to make it happen. There’s none of that over there. They’re much more civilized about such things. Of course, someone at the school must have arranged it. I never found out who.”
“You must have been shocked.”
“What do you think?”
“When did she tell you?”
“Not until months later, when she came home for spring break. We were in her bedroom. She was getting ready for sleep. I’d forgotten how soft and almost childish she looks at that time of night. She was holding her teddy bear in her arms. It was as if the years had rolled back, and she’d become a little girl again. I talked, and she talked, and suddenly it all came out—the affair, the young man, the clinic…We cried, both of us. She knew how hard it was for me. She knew I couldn’t possibly accept this young man into our lives.”
Adam stared at him fixedly. “They could have gotten married.”
“Not a chance,” Goldman said quietly. “You have to understand…”
He should have realized it from the start. “This guy, you said he didn’t move in the same circles. He wasn’t Jewish. Am I right?”
“No, no—“
“Of course I’m right. Damn it, don’t you see how that makes you look.” 
“Adam, it had nothing to do with religion.”
“What? He was crippled, he was mentally retarded?”
“No.”
“He was a murderer?”
“No.”
Max stared straight ahead, his eyes in a place where no one could join him. Adam waited and waited, positive that an answer had to be forthcoming. And it was, but when Max spoke again, his head was sunk into his chest, his hands were folded on the table, his voice was barely audible.
“He was black.”
***
He suggested they have a cup of coffee. Max agreed, and they went into the kitchen and stood at the counter, side by side, Max only a few feet away from him but miles away in thought. The pot was kept on a shelf, always neatly scrubbed after it had been used. Adam took it down, filled it with water, set it on the burner, turned on the gas. Usually, he and Susan had their coffee from a percolator, but when he was alone it was simpler to heat water and dump a spoonful of Nescafe in the cup. Max watched, his hands held behind him in rabbinical fashion.
“One cup,” he said.
“You’re sure?” Adam asked tonelessly.
“Can’t drink anything with caffeine this late. Keeps me up. Can’t sleep worth a damn if I have coffee at this hour.”
The water was bubbling now. Adam poured two cups. Max took cream and two lumps of sugar with his coffee. Adam drank his black. The bitterness of the drink matched his mood. It stung going down, but at the moment that was the only sensation he could tolerate. They carried the cups back into the living room. Adam set his cup on the floor, Max cradled his as though that might keep the heat in. For a while, they just sat looking at each other. It was Adam who broke the silence.
“This boy she—” He couldn’t say the words, but Goldman understood what he meant. “Did he come from that place—?”
“Jigtown?”
“It’s a terrible word.”
Max shook his head. “No, as a matter of fact, the family was quite well off. Mother was a schoolteacher, father a Baptist minister. I don’t know how he and Susan happened to meet, but of course, being colored—I mean, there was no chance that—”
Max reached into his pocket, took out a wallet, extracted a small black-and-white photograph from the wallet and handed it to Adam. “I don’t think you’ve ever seen this one before,” he said. The picture was of a child, maybe seven years old, not much more, in a frilly white dress with a skirt held firm with a stiff petticoat. The blond hair was shorter and a little lighter in tone, but there was no question who it was.
“She was beautiful even then,” Adam murmured.
“You see now why I wanted to protect her?” Goldman said.
“You didn’t do a very good job, did you?” Adam said.
“No.” Goldman took back the photograph and replaced it in his wallet. “I did a rotten job, but at least learned my lesson.”
“What did you learn?”
“That you can never afford to let down your vigilance. After what happened to her that summer, I knew I couldn’t let it happen again. I can tell you here and now—there are dangers everywhere, and if you’re not careful, the one person you love most in the world can be hurt, or taken away from you, or her reputation can be destroyed for all time.”
Adam stared at Max, and it suddenly dawned on him the role his father-in-law must have played in this. “You set me up, didn’t you?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“She needed a husband. She needed to be married, to gain some respectability, and I was the first one in your sights.”
“No, no. You don’t understand.”
“But I do. I understand perfectly.” Adam could feel the heat rising to his face. “She was damaged goods. She needed a man to make her respectable again, preferably someone who was a good catch. That’s what people here would expect, but by the time she got back from France all the best prospects in town were probably taken. There aren’t that many single Jewish men in Canelius, are there?”
“A few old bachelors, yes.”
Yes, and Bernard Silverman, who was more or less married to the store, as it turned out. And then the perfect prospect appeared, an outsider, someone outside the community, tucked up in that tower of his, so if there was any gossip—and in a town like this, there was always gossip—he wouldn’t hear it. It was Max who arranged the meetings, Max who saw to it that their paths crossed, who put his daughter up for sale, and when a customer came into the store, that was the perfect time for him to take a good look at the merchandise.
“So then it’s true, isn’t it?”
Goldman said nothing. He didn’t even have to open his mouth. The look on his face was all the response he needed to make.
“You’re not a bad sort,” Goldman admitted. “In any other circumstances, you might have been an excellent choice, but we were out of options at this point. I told her it was for her own good. I told her I had to be certain her future wasn’t in danger, and you were the only threat. She knew what had to be done.”
“Do you have any idea how much you hurt her?”
“I don’t think I hurt her. I was protecting my daughter. I was only doing what I thought best, and she understood.”
“What about me?”
Adam looked back on the past six months and tried to see the pattern emerging. He could understand how one step led to another, how in this strange, deceptive puzzle one piece fitted with all the rest. He’d been so proud of himself, to think that Susan would fall for him—just like that, out of a clear blue sky. A guy like him—no hero, no football star, no ladies’ man, just a klutz who made a practice of falling over his own feet—and then suddenly this fantastic person—so beautiful she took your breath away—comes along and seems on the verge of throwing herself at your feet. “I’m sorry if you got hurt in the process,” Max said. “But if you’d known, would it have changed anything?”
“I should have been told.”
“Would it have changed anything?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe.”
There was a stirring just outside the room, like leaves blown by the wind on an autumn day. The house had been built with an extra six feet of inside wall. The wall was there to block the living room from the foyer, so cold air wouldn’t infiltrate the house when the front door was opened.
So intense was their conversation, so deep were they in what was being said that neither realized she was there until it was too late.
She stood in the foyer, just under the archway. She had on a dark blue silk dress with a top that came down low. One shoulder, he noticed, was higher than the other and seemed to have been torn. Her hair was in disarray; a strand crossed her right eye and descended to her chin. Her lipstick was smudged. She held her purse across her stomach with both hands, as though fighting against some invisible force that threatened to rip it away. Adam, whose chair faced in the direction of the foyer, was the first to notice her. Max, seeing the direction of his gaze, turned his head.
“How much did you hear?” he said.
“Enough,” she said.
“Is what he said true?” Adam blurted, prepared at that moment to accept whatever explanation she might give, no matter how bizarre, but all she did was glare at him.
“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m tired.”
“Susan…” 
“I’ve had a long night. All I want to do is go to bed.”
Tucking the purse under her arm, she swept past the living room and up the stairs. Moments later, the door slammed. Footsteps sounded over their heads. Adam, stirring to life as though he’d been caught in a long, debilitating dream, whirled at Max.
“You bastard!” he hissed.
Max looked toward the foyer and then back. “Don’t worry,” he said. “She’ll be all right in the morning.” He picked up the copy of Look magazine and began riffling slowly through the pages once more.
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They slept in separate beds that night, she upstairs, he in an unmade bed in the guest room on the first floor. They nodded to each other in the kitchen that morning, two hostile freight trains on separate tracks. He made breakfast for himself, waffles and a glass of Ovaltine, and consumed it alone. She went back upstairs to the bedroom and turned on the radio. There were no shouts or snarls, no slamming of doors. It was all very quiet, almost eerie. They spoke no more than a dozen words the whole time. He had already decided that if anyone was to bring up the subject of the night before, and Susan’s strange but predictable behavior, it would have to be her.
He felt as though he were trapped in a bubble from which all the air had been removed. Even the blackbirds had ceased their chattering.
By midmorning, he was at the station, trying to make it appear as if nothing happened, working in the back room without a break for lunch, writing down the titles of songs for future programs, setting down on paper some ideas for themes and filing them in a drawer where they could be easily found. It was almost like writing a will. The important thing now was to make sure the show would go on.
He had an early dinner that day at the Canelius Steak House, then settled in for the evening shift. After what had happened, you’d think this particular show would be a disaster, but for some reason the Bell Tower was filled with pleasant vibrations and a soothing hum, as though preparing itself for another flight into the unpredictable. People called with requests, some so unusual he had to search the library shelves to fulfill them. Drawing the microphone as close to his mouth as he could, he stroked it, he wooed it, he made love to it, feeling its sensuousness like a conduit to a world of touch and smell and heat and electricity.
When the show was over he headed home and slept again in the guest room, rose in the morning, slipped out before she’d gotten out of bed, had a quick breakfast at the diner—eggs and grits, exactly the way he hated them—and returned to the station with every intention of spending the hours before air time in the back room once more, organizing, arranging, planning for a future that would never come. 
Around eleven-thirty, though, something happened that shattered his routine and flipped Humpty Dumpty back on top of the wall.
Wendy Seeley, Hunter Baines secretary, popped her head in and asked if he could stop what he was doing for a few minutes. “What’s up?” he asked.
“Mr. Baines would like you in his office,” she said.
The others were already there when he arrived. He found himself a chair in the corner and surveyed the assembled staff, people he’d come to know as a kind of oblique family, intimate and yet remote. Hunter Baines sat at the other end of the room, and the first thing Adam noticed was that the familiar silver golfer statuette was missing. The framed copy of the station license had also been removed, leaving a brown stain where the frame had once clung. The license lay on its face on a bookcase, awaiting the moment it would be carted off to an unnamed home. Many of the books were missing, including often used copies of the Broadcasting yearbook.
Baines spoke for less than ten minutes in a low, flat voice meant to hide the emotion that surely must be bubbling below the surface. When he had finished, there was a long silence, as though someone had opened the window, letting in a burst of lethal gas.
“I’m sorry it had to be this way,” Baines apologized.
Only Wally actually seemed pleased with the turn of events. He kept stroking the tips of his bow tie, as though polishing them for the benefit of the new, as yet invisible owner. Larry, in contrast, maintained a stony calm, but the twitching of a muscle in his neck gave him away. Seeley, scrunched up in a steno chair in the back of the room, fought vainly to control the tears. “Couldn’t you have tried the bank for a loan?” she wanted to know in the question-and-answer period that followed.
Hunter Baines tried to explain. “It wasn’t a matter of a loan,” he told her. “I’m just not in a position to keep running the station. There are reasons you don’t know about, and Ted Sauer’s offer was too good to turn down.”
“Ted Sauer is a pig,” Seeley mumbled.
“That may be,” Baines admitted. “But he has the money, and as of this day next week, he will be the new owner of WCAN.”
Adam fought back a sickening desire to scream out his anger. He knew what Ted Sauer and his Top-40 radio would mean: a world that didn’t belong to any of them, a place where none of them would ever feel comfortable. It would mean starting all over, and for him weeks of sending out resumes and demo tapes, pouring through the Broadcasting magazine classifieds for openings, looking for a new job. The timing couldn’t be worse.
Of course it was inevitable. Announcers were known to be
gypsies, and if one job didn’t pan out, another was bound to be waiting. But for him the status quo had changed. He was a married man now. He had a house, a few dollars in the bank, he had been touched by the sweet aroma of transient fame and he liked the way it felt, the realization that, at the foot of the Bell Tower, out there beyond the purple drapes and flickering lights, on the other side of the plate-glass windows, people were listening, friendly people who knew his name, who made a point to set their dial at the point of his origin, for whom he was a familiar voice in the spreading night.
But what good was it now? He wanted his success to mean something to her, even planning for two or three if that day ever came. He wanted her to be proud of him. He wanted to show her that he could be more than just a hobo hitching rides on the air waves, a night voice, a chimera. He wanted to show her how much better it could be, if only she’d be patient and follow him in his dream. And then, in less than three days, it had all come crashing down around his ears.
He left the office with a desperate need for air. A gray layer of clouds hung like the tops of tents in a windless sky. A dozen or so yards down the road, behind the studio building, the antenna thrust itself at the clouds. As antennas went it was a modest affair, but today there was a kind of magnificence about it, like a chord in a Bach chorale. Climbing into the car, he turned the key in the ignition, stopped, turned it on again. The engine cranked petulantly, and he pulled back just in time to keep it from flooding. Finally, he managed to coast the car down the hill while coaxing the motor into life. He had gone several hundred yards down the driveway when he realized with annoyance that he had nowhere to go.
Home was out of the question. What if she were still there? What would they say to each other? He couldn’t bear to look at her face or listen to any more of her lies. He might waste a few minutes at the B&B Cafe, but in a town the size of Canelius, what were the chances that he might bump into someone he knew? Certainly, that was the last thing he wanted now. Instead, at the main highway, he turned right and headed north. As if on autopilot, the car began traversing a familiar route and, a mile or two farther, he ended up at a familiar door.
It was as if he were being pushed from behind, by a wind just strong enough to keep him from turning around. Surely, he hadn’t come for some sort of salvation that had eluded him the past two years. Well, with any luck, there would be no one home. Late mornings were often given over to Bible class, addenda to the regular nightly bouts of worship, but that was only a couple of days a week. Repeated pressings of the bell were met with silence, and he was about to turn away when an odd shuffling sound came from inside the house. The door opened reluctantly and Mrs. Warren stood there, dressed in a flowered wrapper with a book in her hand. Her face brightened when she saw him.
“Adam, dear boy! Come in, come in.”
“How are you, Mrs. Warren?”
“Fine, just fine,” she said, moving to one side to let him in.
He should have felt reassured, back in his old haunts. But something wasn’t quite right. The house felt cold and silent. All the loud bustling about, the playing of radios, the moving from room to room—it was as though all this had been wrapped in a blanket and carried upstairs for storage. Mrs. Warren led him into the living room and waited for him to sit before she settled into her customary easy chair with the yellow polka dot slipcover. Instantly, he caught sight of the flowers. They were everywhere—roses on the sideboard, irises on the big old bookcase in the corner filled with knick-knacks instead of books, carnations beside the easy chair where many a homemade sermon had had its inception.
Now he knew what was wrong. “Mr. Warren?”
“In the hands of the Lord, Adam.”
“When?”
“It’ll be three weeks this Wednesday.”
“I don’t understand. How could I have missed it?”
“The announcement was in the paper,” she said.
“But he always looked so strong.”
“He never wanted anyone to know,” Mrs. Warren said softly. “J.D. was like that. We thought it would pass. We thought it was just imagination, but two or three years ago he started having these chest pains, and the doctor said it was just a matter of time.”
“His heart.”
“Like the heart of Jesus. So full of love for his fellow man that it came close to bursting.”
Mrs. Warren, ensconced in her easy chair, reached for the black leather-bound book beside her. But instead of turning to a favorite passage, she left the Bible unopened in her lap. Not that she ever had to refresh her memory, since chapter and verse were all fixed like photographs in the emulsion of her mind. Adam marveled at the serenity that had come over her. Only three weeks after losing a husband, she had become like a rock—the Rock of Ages she often quoted from the book before her.
“How do you do it?” he asked.
She fingered the leather-bound Bible. “It’s all in here,” she said. “If you have faith, nothing is too difficult.”
“I wish I could handle it the way you do,” he said gloomily.
“Marriage not treating you too well?”
He drew back. “I don’t know why you think—”
“Don’t think nothing, Adam, but it’s clear to see there’s a soul in hurt. Anybody can see that. It’s all over you like spores on a pumpkin. My goodness, Adam, if you and your lovely bride have had a little—” she paused to find the right word—“falling out, shall we say—well, would it be too much to suppose—?”
“You’re right, Mrs. Warren.”
“And you want to know what to do?”
“No, I couldn’t ask that of you. I just came—”
“Have you tried talking it out? Have you tried sitting down, the two of you, and putting things to rights?”
“It’s not the sort of thing you can talk out.”
“Most things are. Mr. Warren and I had our problems too, but we managed to solve them.”
“How?”
“By facing them. You just grit your teeth and face what has to be faced. It’s as simple as that. We do it all the time. And of course you put yourself in the hands of the Lord and pray.”
“I don’t know how to pray.”
“Just do what comes naturally, Adam.”
“I don’t have your strength, Mrs. Warren.”
He remembered being driven to the emergency room in J.D. Warren’s Dodge pickup, the day he’d fallen downstairs and broken his wrist. All the way there, Warren had regaled him with slightly off-color jokes. There was an air of casual solidity about him, the way he had lifted Adam off the stairs after the accident and, one arm draped over his shoulder, guided him to the pickup. The cheerfulness of a man who has endured oceans of evangelists and daily assaults from the good book and emerged at the other end, unscathed, somehow whole.
“I’m not sure it’s strength,” Mrs. Warren said. “I think maybe it’s more common sense than anything else. Is there any way I can help? Would you like to talk about it?”
“I don’t think so.”
“What about some coffee?” Mrs. Warren suggested. “A nice cup of coffee might do you good. There’s still some left in the pot from breakfast.”
“I still have a show to do, although not for long.”
“You’re leaving?”
“Probably.”
“Something wrong at the station?”
“The station’s been sold,” Adam explained. He started for the door. Mrs. Warren rose and followed him, holding the Bible in her right hand. “Mr. Baines couldn’t hold on to it any longer.” He decided not to bother her with news of Hunter Baines’ illness. “That’s one of the problems I’m going to have to deal with. The new owner will be bringing in his own team of announcers, and I only have a few days left.”
“Dear me! They are going to keep the preachers, aren’t they?”
“Nobody would dare touch them,” Adam reassured.
“But you’ll be looking for a new job, is that it?”
“So it would seem.”
“Here in Canelius?”
“I don’t think so. There’s only one other station in town, and as far as I know they have a full house.”
“That’s too bad.” Mrs. Warren shook her head. “You know, I’ve only listened to your program a couple of times. I liked the music and I think you sounded just wonderful and you certainly don’t give offense to no one, but it’s on too late at night. We go to bed early in this house, and—well, I imagine the young people probably enjoy what you’re doing more than people our age.”
It struck him how she had used the word “we” in the present tense, as though Mr. Warren were still upstairs and would come downstairs and into the living room at any moment. Is that how it would be with him someday? Would the needle be stuck on some record playing over and over, with him trapped in the next room? He made a silent oath that, rather than live in the past, rather than spend his “golden years” wallowing in memories that did no good, that brought no comfort, he would put a knife through his heart or a bullet in his brain.
He was sorry now he’d stopped off at Mrs. Warren’s. What had he hoped to get from her? Advice, solace, understanding—maybe a bit of all three?
How much simpler it was for her, he thought. He marveled at the power of it. Not a tear shed, not a word of complaint spoken the entire time they’d been together. Faith—blind, unyielding faith—was the analgesic that dulled the pain, that kept her going. He was left with a feeling of enormous admiration, but convinced that it wouldn’t work for him. He had never believed in anything that strongly. Mrs. Warren’s way was beyond his reach. He could read the Bible from morning till night, but its words were straw, its message was meaningless to him.
Back in the car. Driving back to the highway and home. Still thinking of Mrs. Warren. Where now? Home, yes. Try to confront the demons that had wriggled up through the trapdoor of his mind. If she was there, he’d talk to her, but gently. They had to talk. Couldn’t avoid it forever, after all. He’d say what had to be said, ask her the questions, tell her that…
“Adam?”
Instead of home, he’d driven to the station, the last place he wanted to be. He was standing in the outer office, wondering what evil spirit had brought him here. Aware of his mistake, he turned and started for the door, but Seeley had caught sight of him. Her eyes were no longer moist from the meeting earlier that morning, but she was still in a shaky state.
“Adam, what do you think?”
Evidently she was polling everyone at the station, hoping that a consensus might ease her troubled mind. Adam stared at her blankly. He had no idea what he could say that would put her fears to rest. We’re in this together, he realized, but the ship is taking water and before long they would be in different lifeboats drifting in opposite directions.
“What can I say?”
There was an oddly manic look in her eyes. “Maybe we could all get together and buy the station ourselves.”
“I don’t think so,” he said, not unsympathetically. “Where would we get the money?”
“Out of our savings.”
“I don’t have anything in the bank,” Adam said. “Well, at least not enough to make an investment like that. Do you?”
She made a face.
“Enough to buy the station?”
“Well, if we all pooled our resources…”
“No, I don’t think so. And even if I could come up with the money, I have a feeling most of the people here would just as soon be somewhere else.”
“I guess so.”
“We’re not a family any more, Seeley.”
She lowered her eyes. “Well, it was just an idea,” she said as he slipped into the control room and made his way from there to the back room, which had been his home, virtually, for the past couple of days, a place he could pull up around him, like a sleeping bag. Maybe he should stay here for good, he thought. People would know where he was if they needed him, but they wouldn’t have to disturb him. It was the next best thing to taking a seat at the controls in the Bell Tower and lifting off in a burst of fire and smoke.
He had just pulled Blue Tango off the shelf when Seeley opened the door and leaned in. “Oh, I forgot—you had a phone call from Max Goldman.”
Adam could feel the back of his neck tingle. “What did he want?”
“I don’t know. He just said for you to phone him at his office.”
“Typical.”
“What did you say?”
“Nothing. I’ll call him.”
“Do you need the number, Adam?”
“I know the number,” he said grimly.
How clever, how considerate. What a good, kind man Max Goldman was, always looking out for his son-in-law’s best interests, always there to fill a need, to solve a problem. The stacks of records on the table were beginning to mount up, each representing a different day, each with a different theme behind it and before long he found himself counting, not records, but sticks of furniture—a sofa here, a bedroom suite there, a clock for the living room mantel—each a gift from Max Goldman, a token of love from the old man’s storehouse of wedding donations.
He wanted to scream with anger, but instead he grabbed for the phone that sat on the table, knocking one of the record stacks to the floor in his haste. The receptionist at MG Enterprises answered his call and passed him on to Goldman’s secretary, who informed him that Max was out of the office but would be back in about an hour and had left word that if Adam called, there was some free time available on the calendar for later in the morning, and they could get together then, if it suited his convenience.
They arranged to meet shortly before noon.
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Three days later, he moved out.
So that he could walk to his new job, he took a furnished apartment downtown, two blocks from the Mishniak Building, where MG Enterprises was headquarters. The apartment was spartan but sufficed for his needs. It had a bed, a dresser, a desk and chair and an end table beside the bed. A framed lithograph of a wheat field hung over the bed, the only attempt at decoration. There was an adjoining bathroom and a shower but no bath; a lamp and a radio that worked sporadically. The single window was streaked with dirt and looked out on a courtyard in back. A battered air-conditioner sat in the open frame. He flipped the switch the day he moved in, but it made so much noise, clanking and whirring and giving off such hideous wheezes that he had to turn it off.
The nights were the most difficult. Once the tower was closed, the only voices available were those filtering through the tissue-thin walls of his room. He started going for long walks, but soon gave that up when his route took him past the Jefferson Davis Hotel, and he found himself looking to see if the red Ferrari was parked out front, which was the last thing he wanted to know. If she was with Bernard—or anyone, for that matter—there wasn’t much he could do about it. If she wanted to be her own woman, that was her prerogative now. She could even stay home and entertain if she liked, although he tried not to dwell on it. The thought of some man in his bed in his bedroom in his house, making love to his wife, was almost more than he could bear.
One morning he awoke to a pounding rainstorm, sheets of water battering his window, rattling the air conditioner. He had slept poorly the night before and got out of bed with the makings of an insidious cold. To make matters worse, he had left his raincoat back at the house. Most of the downtown buildings hung canvas canopies for the benefit of customers who could dash in and out of the raindrops, but it was too early for them to be opened. He ran all the way and arrived at work drenched to the skin.
Despite the hour and the weather, there was a guest waiting. Adam escorted him into the inner office and spent the next several minutes drying off with a fistful of paper towels brought to him by his secretary, a shapely, curly-haired young woman named Francine, while Larry gave the office a meticulous inspection and Francine went off to put the water on for coffee.
“I hear you’ve signed up with a station in Texas,” Adam said.
“I got lucky,” Larry said without conviction. “They’re giving me more money, and I get to put on a country music show every morning, just as I did at WCAN.”
“Sounds all right to me,” Adam said.
Larry stared at him with mock scorn. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” Francine brought in the coffee on a tray and Adam inquired if he wanted cream or sugar. “No, black is fine,” he replied, leaning back in his chair. He gestured at the small but comfortably furnished office that Adam now called home. There was a long silence while each waited for the other to respond. 
“All right,” Larry finally said, waving his hand at the office. “Explain this.”
Adam shrugged. “Max made me an offer. I needed a job. That’s all there is to it.”
Larry stared at him incredulously. “You really think you can go to work for your father-in-law?”
Adam smiled to himself. Larry couldn’t possibly know what was going on, and yet he’d found the truth without realizing it. Best, though, not to reveal too much. 
“Why not?” Adam shrugged again.
Larry shook his head. “I don’t know, Adam. I think you’re out of your mind, but it’s your life and your decision to make. I suppose you spend your time in meetings and reading financial reports, which you don’t understand, and dictating letters you could probably write yourself.”
“There are worse things in life.”
“I’m sure there are. They pay you well?”
“Better than what I was getting at WCAN.”
“Well, you’re probably doing the right thing. There’s certainly no future in radio, not with people like Ted Sauer taking over.” A hint of exasperation crept into his voice. “Anyway, before long everyone will be watching television and that will be the end of radio. You have to move with the times.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“Does Susan go along with this?”
Adam turned away. “We haven’t discussed it.” He took a deep breath. “Susan and I are…well, we’re not living together.”
Larry’s face fell. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to…I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, should I? I remember you told me once that getting a divorce is like sitting shivah for a marriage—that’s the ritual for someone who’s passed away, isn’t it?” Adam nodded. “Well, now it’s your turn. Now I’m holding your hand, and you’re the one who’s listening.”
“You don’t have to hold my hand,” Adam said quietly. “It hasn’t come to that yet.”
“I hope not. Anyway, keep in mind that if you need a shoulder to cry on, I’ll always be there.” He stopped abruptly with the realization of what he had just said. “Well, I’ll be here for a little while. After that, you can get me on the phone.”
“When are you leaving?”
“Middle of the month.” He pulled out a pocket spiral notebook and a pencil and wrote something on a page. “My number in Texas.” He handed the sheet to Adam. “I don’t have a place to stay yet, but that’s the number for the station, and I’ll let you know as soon as I’m settled.” 
Adam walked him to the elevator. “Oh, by the way,” Larry said. “Seeley is organizing a little going-away party for the people at the station. Eight o’clock Saturday night at her place, since she seems to have more room than anyone else. Potluck, but you don’t have to bring anything if you don’t want to. You’ll come?”
“I’ll try.”
“Everyone will be there. Try to make it. Chances are none of us will ever see each other again.”
“I’ll come,” Adam murmured.
They embraced, in that gingerly fashion men affect. Adam escorted Larry to the elevator and pushed the button. A door opened and closed. He could hear the sound it made as the latch clicked shut, far away. Not the slippery, sliding sound of an elevator door but something much more ominous, more final. He went back to his office, walked over to the window and looked down, feeling more alone than ever before. 
Below, the pavement glistened wetly as a feeble sun emerged. People passed by, the tops of their heads like little mushrooms, umbrellas now unfurled. It occurred to him that if he opened the window and leaned over, he could see the ornate, arched entrance to the building through which he had passed that first day, not so long ago, trying, if reluctantly, to believe that he was doing the right thing.
He knew what Larry must think of him. This job, and all that went with it, had come about because of Susan. Well, maybe he was right. He had sold out, exchanged what few ideals remained to him for a weekly paycheck and a life devoid of scrounging; he’d made his bed in the boudoir of the enemy. He could never again look at himself in the mirror without thinking of how he’d lost the respect of those who meant the most to him. If only they knew the price he had paid—his marriage mortgaged, his happiness, everything he held dear put up for bids because he had to protect the woman he loved from the anger, the scorn, the retribution of a society blind to everything but its own self-importance.
And it wasn’t his doing. He’d stumbled into this web Max Goldman had woven for him, and as long as he loved her, as long as there was the slightest shred of affection left in him, there was no way he could release himself from its sticky threads.
He walked back to his desk and sat down, feeling tired and defeated, aware that he was only trying to justify his own actions, and not doing a very good job of it. Dropping Larry’s half empty Styrofoam coffee cup in the wastepaper basket, he sat down at the desk, chose a folder from the in-basket and leafed through its contents. It all seemed so pointless, just another prospectus for an investment he was being asked to assess, as though he had any idea what it all meant. It shocked him to think that millions of dollars could be riding on the advice he gave.
***
They all came. Larry arrived with Julie on his arm, her hair a mass of ringlets sinuously hung. Wally brought his wife Narisse, a short, mousy woman with a tendency to ramble on at the wrong moments. The O’Neills, Sam and Amy, had managed to find a sitter for the kids but were due home before midnight. Brian Hathaway, the young announcer who worked with an alter ego named Squeaky—he had barely settled into his job as morning man when the rug was pulled out from under him—popped in a little later. Even Dominic Bardini had been invited, the standby engineer who took over when the antenna blew, that night darkness descended in a rush and all the imps of hell came out to feast.
Adam thought of the conversation he’d had with Larry that day in the Palm Room at the Jefferson Davis Hotel. Larry had laughed at his rather naive observation that there were no Negroes present in the dining area, given the lingering presence of Jim Crow in the South in those days. But then his expression changed and he made a startling prediction—that things were changing, that nothing ever stayed the same, that someday even in this part of the world, blacks would be standing elbow to elbow with whites at bars and parties and not just as servants.
Well, things do change. Look at all of us, dug in, firmly entrenched in our little world, Adam thought. And now we’re being scattered like pollen on a summer wind. Separated by force over which none of us have any control. Who would have thought it could happen? And so quickly.
It was impossible not to notice how subdued the general mood was, how hushed the voices. People wandered aimlessly through the big old house on Magnolia Street, bumping up against the china cats and crystal goblets and replicas of English country scenes on the walls, filling the silver ashtrays with the remains of cigarettes, leaving their drinks on the polished top of the big old Brunswick console radio, where the glasses would form water rings that found a permanent home in the wood.
The absence of strong drink didn’t help, either, for Seeley kept her house stringently non-alcohol. “Fruit punch,” she would announce, emerging hopefully from the kitchen with a tray of glasses. “Please, folks, try the fruit punch,” she would urge, and managed the second time around to win a few converts to the cause.
Adam drank about half his before the tartness of it got the better of him. It felt strange, being the only one to have come alone, although the subject was never mentioned. He hadn’t planned to stay long, but seeing the others with their lost expressions and knowing this was the last time they’d all be together, in one room, he sensed a kind of historical finality to the moment. For almost a week now his spirits had hovered on the bottom rung. He needed something to prick him out of his lethargy, a quick shock, a dash of cold water in the face.
The main topic of conversation, of course, was the question of what would happen to the station as soon as it officially changed hands and the new order took over. Everyone tried to talk around it, but the question was impossible to ignore. Young Hathaway was the first to bring it up. “I hear they’re planning to play rock and roll,” he said.
“Oh, my! I hope not,” Seeley said in mild alarm.
“If it’s on the play list, they’ll have to program it,” Larry said.
“What’s rock and roll?” asked Sam, whose booth at the ballpark isolated him from all but the most obvious musical trends.
“You know, rhythm and blues, that sort of thing.”
Sam wrinkled his nose. “Don’t like it,” he said.
“You don’t have to like it,” Hathaway retorted. “As Larry said, whatever’s on the play list, that’s what they’ll program. They have to. That’s the way format stations work.”
Standing against the wall, her hands clenching and unclenching, Seeley listened to the random conversations with a heavy heart. She was beginning to have second thoughts about having called this party. Originally, she had intended to stretch a large, white crepe-paper banner from wall to wall overhead, celebrating the occasion. But what would it say? “WELCOME HOME”? Hardly. “FAREWELL, WCAN”? Not exactly accurate. The station wasn’t going anywhere. It was the staff that was blowing in the wind, and yet they were really just gypsies, weren’t they, moths that migrated from tree to tree and ocean to ocean as the seasons waxed and waned.
Mr. Baines liked to characterize them as a family, but they weren’t that, either. Just a group of strangers brought temporarily together by circumstance. Seeley, who inherited this house from her mother, had lived in Canelius all her life. She would be staying on—the new owners saw no reason why she couldn’t perform the same duties regardless of the sounds that came out of her radio. But for the others, who had never enjoyed anything even vaguely permanent, it was little more than rainbows and smoke.
“You’re not leaving town?” Seeley asked as they stood in the doorway, watching the crowd bubble and disintegrate and reform.
“Not yet,” Adam said.
“Everything’s all right at home?”
“Everything’s fine.”
His answer failed to convince her, but before she could probe deeper he had strolled into the kitchen. Meanwhile, in the next room, Wally was sounding off about the new owners. To no one’s surprise, he seemed to think the new ownership was the best thing that could happen to WCAN. “I hear they’re selling off the equipment and buying all new stuff,” he said, straightening his bow tie, which always seemed to tilt crookedly at the most unpropitious moment. “Can you imagine, all these years with that crummy control board and God knows what else, and now…”
“The station sounded just as good,” Larry pointed out. “No one knew the control board was that dirty.”
“It made my skin crawl,” said Wally.
“I didn’t know you were so fastidious.”
“Did you ever see the finger marks on that board?”
“Well, you did your share,” Larry said. “We all did our share. Anyway, I don’t think any of this is going to matter five years from now—or a hundred, do you?”
“I don’t plan to live that long,” Wally said.
“How many of us, do you think, will be around five years from now?” Brian Hathaway chimed in.
Sam turned away. He was the only one besides Seeley who could actually count on a job at the new WCAN. The new owners wanted him to continue doing the Hawks’ play-by-play, mixed in with a little basketball and whatever high-school football might come up. Most everyone had long since given up trying to explain Sam O’Neill’s popularity. The flat voice, the humorless delivery were apparently all part of his charm, or so Adam thought, since he too enjoyed Sam’s company despite his obvious limitations as a sportscaster.
“I hear you landed a nice job,” Sam said to Adam, who had visited the kitchen briefly and emerged with an apple in his hand. “Working for your father-in-law? What’s that like?”
“Takes getting used to,” Adam said.
“Good salary?”
“It pays the mortgage,” Adam said, and winced. Almost every answer to every question these days reminded him of Susan but, then, he still hadn’t had enough time to resign himself to her absence. You put iodine on a cut, he thought, and it’s going to burn for a while and the wound will throb no matter what distractions you search for. He took a bite out of the apple and waited to swallow before adding: “Better than what I was getting at the station.”
“If you’re ever in the mood for a baseball game, stop by the announce booth. There’s always plenty of room.”
“Thanks. I’ll do that.”
“And be sure to bring—” He stopped, aware that there was no way he could adequately complete the sentence. It was like playing fill-in-the-blank, with no name available to finish the form. Caught in an awkward moment, he glanced toward the center of the room, where Wally was unraveling a long story about how he had landed a job as an account executive at a Chicago advertising agency, which was just one step from the big time in New York, and how the path to power was only a heartbeat removed. He had reached into his pocket to show everyone the check he’d been sent to cover his first month’s expenses, and instead pulled out a pair of keys on a chain.
“Well, how about that!” he whooped. Wally was in a giddy mood. He glanced quickly at the keychain. “Back door and front door. Now I can sneak into the station some night and help myself to a bundle of records. Or maybe a spare tape recorder, if there’s one lying around.”
“Wally Bascom, you are incorrigible!” Seeley chided.
“Don’t tell me you never had a bit of larceny in your heart,” Wally grinned.
“You’re going to have to give that back,” Larry warned.
“What for?”
“It doesn’t belong to you.”
“It doesn’t belong to anyone except maybe Hunter Baines,” Wally said, “and he’s practically bought the farm, hasn’t he?” He caught himself just in time. “Sorry, that was uncalled for. Me and my big mouth.” He looked around and a thought registered. “Didn’t anyone invite him?”
“I think we all figured he wouldn’t want to come,” Larry admitted.
“Why not?”
“Well, you know…” 
“Hell, just because Baines was our boss doesn’t mean we have to exclude him from our little rituals.” He swept the room. “He’s a nice guy, you know? Does anyone here believe he didn’t have our best interests at heart? Does anyone actually blame him for selling the station? Listen, he could do whatever he wanted. That was his prerogative. Money is money, and we all know that’s what counts in this day and age.”
“Wally, I think you’ve had a little too much to drink,” Larry chided.
“There’s no alcohol here, or hadn’t you noticed? Listen, why don’t we call him up and get him to come down here. Anyone know his home number?”
“I’ll call,” said Seeley, and went into the kitchen where the phone was located.
“What do you say we have a reunion?” Brian Hathaway said.
“A what?”
“A reunion. Next year—right here—same time, same station.”
“Hell, we’ll all be long gone by then,” Wally scoffed, and set down the glass of orange juice he’d been nursing.
“So what?” Brian argued. “Isn’t that the point? I don’t see why we can’t take a little time out from what we’re doing, come down to Canelius and catch up on what everyone else is up to. I’ll even put together a newsletter if you like.”
“I thought you were studying to be a chiropractor,” Wally said.
“That was long ago,” Brian said, and with a glow of pride added, “I’m a radio announcer now.”
From the skeptical expression on their faces, Adam could see that Brian’s idea of a reunion had landed with a dull thud. Maybe it would have worked out if they’d all been a little closer, a bit less self-centered. Now it was too late. The moment called for goodbyes, not second looks. He was about to add a few words of his own when he noticed Seeley standing in the doorway, her back to the kitchen.
She seemed to have undergone some sort of strange permutation. Her eyes were misty, her face was pale, as though all the blood had drained away, and she seemed to be trying to say something, but when her mouth opened nothing came out but air. The effort to speak contorted her lips. Her hands shook. Suddenly, the others became aware of her presence, and the room fell silent. Seeley’s voice, when it came, was like a small child’s. 
“He was going to come tonight. I did invite him, I swear I did. He was just getting dressed when it happened—chest pains—right in the middle of dressing he had these terrible chest pains. They called an ambulance right away and rushed him to the hospital, but by then it was too late. They did all they could…it was just that…Oh, my God, I never had a chance to speak to him, to tell him how much he meant to me.”
“I thought he had cancer,” Adam said.
“Yes, he did, but he had a heart condition, too. He just didn’t want anyone to know,” Seeley said, the lump in her throat unmistakable. “He was that kind of person. He didn’t want anyone to feel sorry for him. You know, I did invite him. I’m sure he would have come…He liked everyone in this room. He was a good man. He…”
“So it goes,” said Wally and, picking up the glass of orange juice, he raised it to his lips.
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The days crawled by on tractor treads, clanking, groaning, while he pretended that every star on the horizon would glow brighter than the one that came before. It felt as though he were slogging across an expanse of black sand on an endless beach. He wanted to leave but he couldn’t. A hot mist hovered on his shoulders, and the wind beat against his face, making it more and more difficult to break clear of the forces that were tying him to this landscape, wrapping his feet with sticky tape and gelatin, slowing him until he could hardly move.
Hunter Baines’ death came as a shock. It was as though a line had been drawn in the sandy waste, and from here on, burden was piled on burden until it became almost unbearable.
The funeral was one of those neat, antiseptic affairs, very Anglo-Saxon Protestant, filled with flowers and organ music and little speeches by acquaintances who barely knew the man, in a chapel whose ceiling was too high and whose altar barely accommodated the notion of God and those who had gone ahead. Adam recalled the messy remembrance for his father, the shivah with people eating and talking and milling about; the ceremony at the grave that almost hadn’t happened because the hearse blew a tire and had to be hauled by a tow truck to the cemetery.
Messy, and yet there was something alive and cleansing about the way they’d shipped Lou Bernstein off to another world. If only Hunter Baines could have received the same farewell. He deserved better than what he got. The whitewashed chapel, the perfunctory hymns, the words of hypocrisy still echoing in his ears, all of it led Adam to make a silent promise to himself that when he died—of course, that was beyond comprehension—but if it ever happened, he would have it known that he wanted everyone sent away. He was not to be honored or praised or spoken of by people who hardly knew of him, and his ashes were to be scattered to the wind.
The thought of funerals had been added to the baggage of his life, weighing him down and coloring the way he made his way from day to day. He thought of the small apartment with its lumpy bed and lithograph of a wheat field. He couldn’t wait to leave in the morning, but once outside, he realized he had no place to go. The files they heaped on his desk at the office, the literature of the business world, could just as easily have been written in the language of a scholar from Mars. After a few pages, his eyes blurred and his mind glazed over. The library, once his favorite refuge in off hours, now had to be avoided because he knew that sooner or later he’d run into her. She spent at least two or three hours every day there as a volunteer. Meals were just as bad. He had long since given up cooking for himself, and the minute he stepped inside a restaurant he felt as if everyone was watching him. His single table in the corner reproached him for not having brought along an invisible guest.
He was being punished for his sins, and the sin that counted most was pride. All that time, basking in the glow of endless good fortune, a beautiful wife, a lovely home, a place of sensuous furnishings and romantic music where he could retire at night and speak whatever marvelous words came into his head, dazzling those people who would listen and make love to his voice and think of him as some sort of wizard creating spells out of smoke and thin air, all that he had loved and reveled in had come crashing down around his ears. In his vanity, he had forgotten who he was. He deserved everything that he got.
He awoke one morning, convinced that there was no way he could wrench himself out of bed. His body ached as though a fire had gone through it, and he barely succeeded in struggling into his clothes and out the door. He was reminded of Mrs. Warren’s diatribe long ago about Armageddon and the Antichrist—“that’s the man who will come among us and perform miracles, and we’ll be deceived,” she had said.
The skies were pregnant with dark clouds, although this time he managed to reach the office before they opened up. He buried his nose in work, took a couple of phone calls from would-be investment targets and managed to convince himself that he was being “productive.” People in the office liked to use that word; he still wasn’t quite sure what it meant. By noon, the rain was beginning to let up, but it would probably return off and on for the rest of the day. He could order Chinese takeout from a restaurant down the street, but the thought of chow mein or greasy pot stickers at this hour seemed singularly unappealing. Best to make a run for the B&B, which would be crowded but warm and dry and only a couple of blocks away. With any luck, he could make it without getting too wet.
He paused to let Francine know where he was off to. She glanced out the window to the left of her desk, aware that he had arrived that morning without a raincoat. “You can borrow my umbrella, sir,” she offered.
“No, you’re going to need it,” he said, and then an idea came to him. “I could probably do it.”
“Sir?”
“She wouldn’t be home. She works at the library this time of day.”
“Who does?
“And this is Tuesday, isn’t it?” He nodded and for a brief moment the gray fog that had surrounded him for more than a week lifted, allowing him to see things with greater clarity. “Of course. Delia has Tuesdays off, so I can drive over, pick up my raincoat and be gone before anyone knows I was there.”
Francine’s face reflected her perplexity.
“Delia?”
“I never told you about her?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Delia’s our maid.”
She smiled, but it was clear that she still hadn’t a clue as to what he was talking about. He decided there was no point in going into a long, elaborate explanation. This would suffice for now. Leaning over her desk, he put his signature and the time in the sign-out book—one of Max Goldman’s little quirks, keeping track of his employees’ whereabouts, even at lunchtime. He wrote the single word “lunch” at the end of the line, returned the pen to Francine and took the next available elevator to the street.
The rain had stopped as he slid into the car, but he drove swiftly, knowing how temperamental the weather could be at this time of year. The truth was, he wanted one last look at the house. Although they had bickered about decorating, about rugs and drapes and living room furniture, in the end he had come to like its cool elegance, the way one room flowed into another, the sound of the furnace as it roared to life on a cold evening, the play of light and shadow against the walls made by the branches of trees outside. It was their place, this elegant white house on Fairhaven Street, and there were still all those happy memories from the time of perpetual delight.
He pulled up just as the clouds were starting to unburden themselves again. For a moment, he thought he saw a curtain flutter at an upstairs window, but it happened so quickly he put it down to imagination. He parked in the driveway, pulled his coat collar around his neck and made a dash for it. There was a circular overhang above the front door and he stood there, protected but already dripping, shaking himself like a drowned rat and thinking how lucky he was to have come away that morning with his house keys.
The door opened just as he was inserting his key in the slot, and he felt a bolt of electricity go through him, pinning him to the emerald welcome mat.
She stood there, her eyes wide, her mouth parted faintly, dressed in pale blue slacks and a pink flowered blouse. It was the sort of outfit she wore on days when the agenda did not include shopping or visiting or spending time at the library, since such a choice might be considered immodest by some of the more censorious around town. She hadn’t put on any makeup, and there was a kind of freshness to her face that he preferred to all the lipstick and powder and mascara that usually accompanied her out the door. She had laced her arms across her chest at the sight of him, as though to protect herself against this unexpected intrusion. They stood there, the two of them, speechless, staring in amazement. Finally, he broke the silence.
“I thought you’d be at the library,” he said.
She let her arms fall slightly. “The rain—” she murmured. “I wasn’t sure I want—I mean—”
“I forgot to take my raincoat.”
“I’ll get it for you.”
They were both stuttering. It was something he thought he had conquered in the fifth grade, when kids in the playground made fun of his impediment. He remembered the pain and embarrassment, the nights spent in the bathroom with the door shut tight, practicing tongue twisters like “she sells seashells” and “the sinking steamer” in front of the mirror. He had resolved then and there that he would never be caught with his vowels and consonants down, had willed himself to be a speaker and thought he had succeeded. But the past was not that easily eluded.
“Come in. Please, please,” she said, turned and led him into the living room.
In later years, he would explain what happened next as an accident, but he knew that things weren’t arranged that easily. He stood near the fireplace, thinking he might receive some sort of sign, marveling that nothing had changed since the three of them—he and Max and for one brief, frightening moment, Susan—met at this exact spot and the world imploded like a giant balloon. It shouldn’t have surprised him, and yet…he had heard stories about wives who, when their husbands left the family nest, moved the furniture around, disposed of treasured heirlooms and generally made a mess of things.
Of course, it had only been a week. Not enough time to purge the house of his presence, to exorcise all the things he’d used and touched and laid a hand on, even if she’d cared. For Susan, the house was only peripheral to the rest of her life. Possessions came and went like bubbles on a pond. A minute or so later she was back with the raincoat on her arm.
“Have you eaten?” she asked.
“Not yet.”
“I’ve made a salad. You can stay if you want and have some lunch. There’s too much for one.”
He hadn’t meant to say yes, but the words just came out. Draping the raincoat over the back of the sofa, he followed her into the kitchen. The table in the adjoining breakfast nook was laid, almost as if company were expected. They sat facing each other with the window on one side holding a frozen image of the patio, rainwater streaming down the glass, a gray squirrel hopping from bush to bush in search of liquefied nourishment. It was all so peaceful, so bland, and yet so dreadfully necessary.
“It’s been rough,” he said.
“Yes.”
He broke off a swatch from a loaf of French bread. “I’m sorry it had to come to this,” he said.
“I am too,” she agreed.
“I still have the feeling I didn’t do enough,” he said.
“There’s nothing you could have done,” she said. “It was the way things were meant to be. It was the way you looked at me, the way we started out, right from the beginning. If only you’d been a little less adoring, a little more critical. You always treated me as though I were a mystery, as though I were some kind of goddess.”
“But that’s how you wanted to be treated. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
“No.”
“I always thought you did.”
“You never asked. You never once said you wanted to see me any other way.” She pressed the palms of her hands together, almost as though she were trying to squeeze the truth out of them. “Well, you were wrong. I’m not a mystery, Adam, and I’m not a goddess. I’m ordinary and plain and I’m not even a very nice person.”
“People don’t always have to be nice.”
“It helps.”
“And you’re certainly not plain. How can you say that? You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”
“Maybe that’s the problem.”
Adam and the woman he adored faced each other, trying to close the emptiness, trying to touch and failing. It broke his heart, to be so close and yet so far away.
“If only you didn’t know so many things you’re not supposed to know,” she said. “My father…he was afraid—for himself and for me. He knew I was weak, and if things fell apart and people got to hear the truth, I’d never survive. But I’m not like you, Adam. He knew that. I can’t hold it together, and I don’t have a place to hide, the way you do. So we made a bargain, my father and I. I’m sure he told you how it happened, and why we couldn’t go back and make it better. I let him take my most precious possession, the one thing a person should never have to lose—I let him take my freedom, and in return he agreed to protect me—for the rest of my life, I guess. But I had no choice.”
“Everyone has a choice. You just have to say yes or no.”
She stabbed a fork at the salad before her. “That simple? Yes or no, that’s all there is to it?”
“I don’t see why not.”
“But you’re a man, don’t you see? You don’t have to worry about the consequences. If you make a baby, you can walk away and no one will blame you. If you ruin someone’s reputation, they let you clear out before anyone knows what you’ve done. You can come down here to a town like this, have a good time, screw the local girls and move on to the next. No one holds you responsible.”
Adam bristled. “You think that’s what I did?”
“Yes, damn it! You’re like all the rest, like every one of them.” Suddenly, her eyes widened and he could see tears forming. “Oh, God! I’m sorry, Adam. I didn’t mean it like that. I’ve been so angry and so scared for so long, I’ve come to think that everyone is guilty of the same crime. Of course it isn’t your fault. I know if we had it to do over, you’d come through for me.”
“I’m ready to do it over,” he said.
“No, you’re not.”
“Yes, I am,” Adam insisted. 
“Why? Why would you want to?”
“Because I’m still in love with you.”
“Please don’t condescend to me, Adam. You know what I’ve done. You know what I’m liable to do, and you know I’m not capable of being honest with you. Don’t say you’re in love with me if you’re not.”
“Let’s put it another way. Do you think you could ever love me?”
“I do. I already do. I fell in love with you long before we were married, Adam. I’m not making this up. I do love you, with all my heart, but I can’t change the past. If you want me to change—” She gazed out at the water-soaked patio, and at the squirrel who was now hanging halfway up a distant tree. “Well, you’re just going to have to give me a rain check.”
“The other night—” he said suddenly.
She looked at him, wide-eyed. “Yes?”
“Why—I mean, what was the reason—?”
“I don’t know.”
“Of course you do. You must have had a reason.”
Her hands were clenched tightly, and he could see the knuckles whitening. “I know what you’re thinking. You think I deliberately set out to hurt you, that I must be some kind of monster to do what I did. But I’m not like that. I know you’ve been punished enough. I know how much you’ve suffered for something you never meant to do. I didn’t want to hurt you. I tried to stop. I fought it every inch of the way.”
“We could have talked.”
“It wouldn’t have done any good. It was like being in a car without brakes, rolling down the side of a mountain. Talking would only have postponed the inevitable.”
“You didn’t trust me?”
“I didn’t trust myself. I knew I was in the wrong, but I tried to put the blame on you. You were there, and you were handy, and you were willing to accept me for all my sins, so I took advantage of you and that was the worst of it. Oh, God, Adam! I’m so sorry about this. I’m so terribly, terribly sorry.”
He reached across the table and touched her hand. “It’s all right,” he said. “Now that I know, we can change all that.”
“No, we can’t.”
“Nothing’s inevitable.”
Her eyes were filled with tears. “Adam, you’re such a good person. You don’t deserve someone like me. What you need is a wife whose hands are pure, someone who will meet you at the same place without any lies or deception. What you don’t need is a woman with a past.”
“I don’t care about the past.”
“You have to. The past is what makes us who we are, that decides the kind of people we’ll be.”
“I have a past, too.”
“Not like this.”
“All right. What do you want to do now?” She pulled back her hand, and he let it go. “We can’t continue like this.” He had been brought up to solve problems, not to let them simmer on a back part of the stove where they couldn’t be touched. He hadn’t realized until now how little he understood about her. “Do you want a divorce?”
“No.”
“Do you want to give it another try? We could experiment for a while and see how it turns out.”
She shook her head.
“I’m afraid of what we’ll find.”
“Maybe nothing.” He pushed the chair back from the table. “Well, I think I’d better get back to the office. I’m already overdue.”
“You haven’t finished your lunch.”
“I’m not that hungry,” he said, getting to his feet. He put his napkin down on the table, resisting an urge to fold it neatly in place. She walked him to the door. They stood there for a few minutes, murmuring banalities, standing on opposite sides of the chasm and waiting to see if somehow a bridge would appear to connect the two. It was Adam who reached for the door and opened it. She started back toward the kitchen, and then turned, took a detour into the living room and came back.
“You forgot your raincoat,” she said, holding it out to him.
He took the coat by its collar, and as he did, he could feel her pulling on it like a tow rope, taking hold to keep him from drifting away. The next thing he knew his body was against hers, their mouths were joined and he was being enveloped the way a butterfly, beating its wings in ecstasy, is drawn into a net.
And then just as suddenly, she pulled away. She tore the raincoat from his hands and bolted across the room, turned, and began climbing backwards up the stairs, holding the raincoat in front of her like a matador’s red cape.
He knew what she wanted. They’d done this before, but it was all happening too fast and he couldn’t stop it. The moment had caught him up. He knew that if he refused to follow, if he hesitated for just one minute, she might change her mind and that would be unbearable. The blood was pumping, throbbing, racing through his veins. Halfway up the stairs she leaned over, holding the raincoat in front of her and exposing her breasts so that he was seized with a stab of naked lust, so powerful it nearly disabled him.
At the top of the stairs she dropped the raincoat and disappeared into the bedroom. The next thing he knew they were naked, tumbling on the bed and he was burying himself in her body, absorbing the scent she offered in place of perfume, running his hands down her back, being caressed in return, hungering for more, wanting, aching. 
“I guess you’re not going to need your raincoat,” she whispered in his ear when it was over.
He leaned back against the pillow. Usually, there was a pack of cigarettes on the night table beside him, but since she had been sleeping alone…it didn’t matter. He leaned his head against her and smelled the sweet talisman of love made manifest. Then a heavy drowsiness came over him. He had never made a habit of sleeping in the afternoon, but the temptation now was irresistible. Dreams flitted just beyond consciousness, tender filigrees he could taste and fondle and wrap his mind around.
He didn’t come back to the office until the next day. No one said a word. He wondered if they had any idea, even a suspicion, of what he’d been doing all that afternoon.
He didn’t care.
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It was a moment to be tasted, a double stop in the long winter that had marched over and under the paragraphs of life. It was the sweetest time to be young and in love and married to the most wonderful woman on God’s green earth. 
Even the city obliged. A soft, warm fleece had settled around its neck, slowing the streets, spilling across the fields, soaking up the juice of a thousand memories. Children opened their arms. Old people smiled, welcoming the blanket that soothed their pains and raised their spirits, that laid their ills to rest.
For Adam and Susan, it meant a weekend drive into the mountains, to a lodge beside a lake that was, in fact, a reservoir kept in pristine state by the state department of recreation where fishing and boating were taboo and the nearest town, little more than a general store and a gas station, was ten miles away. Here beneath the firs, an intimate community, half a dozen couples, were put up in rough log cabins in an area smelling of pine needles and spruce. By day, there were shouts from the lake and the volleyball court. At night, the smoke from half a dozen barbecues, sizzling with hamburgers and steaks, filled the air and afterwards the muffled sound of half a dozen lovers consummating their passion. A steady buzz of joy sifting through the cabins under the gaze of a cloudless, star-filled sky.
They stayed a week, and when they returned to Canelius, to their house with the verandah in front and the big tree on the lawn, it was as if everything had changed. From basement to attic the place glowed, and Adam ascribed it to Susan. How could it be otherwise? She seemed to be engaged in a constant search for ways to please him, to bring a smile to his face, and this in turn inspired little acts of adoration from him—snippets of poetry, for which he had almost no talent; a rose on her breakfast tray each morning until there were enough to fill a vase beside the fireplace; kisses that made her gasp with pleasure; words to excite the arcane caverns of her soul.
He hadn’t forgotten the pain she had caused him. He couldn’t go that far. He knew the wound would never heal, not completely, but he managed to push it into the back of his mind. It was like being in a theater, watching the episodes of his life parade before him. The past was a scrim, a thin, darkly lit curtain hanging over the stage. Little by little the backlights would rise and multiply and illuminate the stage behind it until, at last, the present emerged and took over. But it was always there. In the end, there were two stages existing one in front of the other, two tenses, one on top of the other, two ways of looking at things, depending on how you squinted and what you saw when you thought you were seeing.
A kind of euphoria took over. They went places they had never been before. A new Chinese restaurant opened in Canelius. Adam, who never knew anything but chow mein and fried rice, found himself fascinated with the banquet of Cantonese dishes, some featuring pork, which his father would have frowned upon. Friends started inviting them over, people they had been only marginally familiar with. There were cocktail parties to attend, functions where Adam felt as though he were wearing a suit of neon bulbs and everyone was staring at them, but he didn’t mind. He wanted people to see how they looked because this was the moment they would always remember, even after time silvered the air about them and age brought the carnival to an end.
Weekends, they would rent bikes as they had before they were married and take short trips into the countryside. A blue one for him, a red for her. He would have preferred a tandem, but when she pointed out that two bikes meant more freedom, he went along, although he still thought tandems more fun. Invariably, they ended up at the same state park they’d been to before, opening a picnic basket on the same grassy knoll with its spectacular view of the valley and Canelius in the distance. They stretched out on a blanket, sharing kisses and confidences and lingering almost until the sun went down, when it became necessary to make it back to town in a hurry because they both agreed it wasn’t safe to ride around after dark.
Everyday life became endurable. Adam went back to work, pretending he understood how investments were made; Susan immersed herself at the library. Max came to visit from time to time, usually for dinner. They made polite noises and laughed at each other’s jokes, but Adam knew that, although the man was his employer and Susan’s father, there would always be an invisible barrier between them. Some things can’t be forgotten, and the most one can hope for—under the best of circumstances—is a kind of silent truce.
Winter turned into spring and collided with the approach of summer. Toward the end of June, the weather turned hot. For two weeks, it seemed all anyone ever talked about was the humidity and how sultry the air felt. Nothing moved. Flags hung limp on their masts, and even the birds found it an effort to swoop down for a much-needed drink. Drenched in sweat from their weekend bicycle trip, Adam and Susan, immediately dove into a cool shower and reveled in standing under the water, belly to naked belly, caressing each other. 
Meanwhile, Gwen and her friends on the Midsummer Ball committee—which included Susan—made frequent visits to the house. The windows were thrown open wide to catch what faint hints of coolness might arise. The house was filled with the hum of their voices, notes of frequent high-pitched laughter and whispered mysteries that Adam could only assume were aimed in his direction. He didn’t care. In a world whose very sameness and bland consistency could dull the soul and fatigue the palate, people needed to wonder and plot.
Well, let them wonder. It was of no importance. There would always be rumors going around about this marriage, about the reasons why a seemingly perfect relationship had so soon teetered on the brink. But no one knew the truth. No one had any right to know. Only he and Susan and of course Max Goldman had any idea of the forces that were fingering them from the void, threatening them with deadly claws that could never be entirely contained.
He made a deliberate attempt to stop thinking about it, and the moment he did that the clouds seemed to lift, the darkness scattered and the world brightened as if a storm had passed them by. Now that the Bell Tower was closed and his evenings were free, they could enjoy long, leisurely dinners at home or send out for pizza from the new pizzeria in Southgate. They even went to a couple of Hawks games and on one occasion sat in the announcer’s booth with Sam O’Neill, who the new WCAN owners had agreed to keep on because, after all, a contract’s a contract—and besides, the games’ sponsor, the big Ford dealer west of town, would have pulled all his business from the station if the games hadn’t continued.
“You actually like the new owners?” Adam marveled.
“Well, they’re not bad people,” Sam said lazily. “They just don’t know much about baseball.”
He opened up the mike just as the Hawks’ big left-fielder hit a gigantic triple, and for a while was engaged in describing the action and the ramifications of this act until, to everyone’s consternation, the slugger was left stranded on third base to end the inning, at which point he closed the microphone, let the engineer in the control room play a couple of commercials and turned back to Adam with all the nonchalance of a casual bystander, muttering “Damned fool!”
“We don’t have much of a team this year,” Adam observed.
“We never do,” Sam shrugged. “The day the Hawks really make a run for the playoffs, I’ll treat everyone in town to a round of beers.” 
It was interesting to watch Sam work. Although he seemed inattentive, one eye remained focused on the action below, listening through earphones for his cue to resume talking. “What about you? Getting used to the team you signed on to?”
Adam nodded.
“Not having any trouble with your new employer?” Sam asked.
“He’s a decent sort,” Adam said with a sidelong glance at Susan, who had remained silent through all this man talk.
The truth was, he missed the others, especially Larry. He missed their long frank talks about things that mattered, the fact that they shared a placemat on the planet, however small. But he knew it couldn’t last. Radio would never be anything more than a way of earning a living, not a way of life. Radio changed too much, too often, to be counted on. From time to time he would turn the dial to WCAN in hopes of hearing a familiar voice, but except for Sam they were all gone. Now, loud, raucous music came blaring from his speakers, and the people who announced the records and delivered the commercials were, he knew, not the sort you would want for friends. 
But there were good things to be accounted for. He remembered the long nights, before he and Susan were joined, the loneliness, the wooden houses with their shuttered windows shaking their fists at him. He remembered shouting his defiance back one night—was it aloud or in his head?—he couldn’t tell. Swearing at that darkened world, and yet at the same time promising that he would do anything within reason if the door were opened, the torture ended. Thank God, the angry nights were behind him. Thank God, the emptiness was now filled with wonders.
Never again would he have to shout his fury at the wind.
***
With baseball came the first intimations that the seasons were changing. Canelius, awakened from its long, stiff hibernation and began the slow process of renewal. New shoots in the tobacco fields made themselves known. People yawned and stretched and paid tribute to the long-hidden sun. Vacations were planned, garden chairs and chaise lounges repatriated from dark basements. Men doffed their coats and women got out their cottons. The sound of the Good Humor man was once again heard in the land.
Plans for the Midsummer Ball accelerated, although the actual date was still a long way off. There was a lot of happy talk about decorations and music and the contents of the punch, which by tradition was allowed to be mildly spiked, although in keeping with the times certain elements on the committee were quietly lobbying for a bit more alcoholic content. Nor was it just a matter of alcohol and punch. The Mellow Tones had expanded to a seven-piece band, and some argued that they’d priced themselves too high. But the Mellow Tones were tradition, and in the end the committee decided to hire the group that had made such pleasant sounds in years past.
Adam enjoyed hearing about the preparations for the Ball. He observed with pleasure the way Susan’s eyes lit up when she came home from meetings. She was not the kind to bubble, but he sensed a kind of quiet, happy hum about her. Small, private smiles were exchanged. The periods of depression he had once borne with silent stolidity became more and more infrequent.
He still remembered of course that moment when she walked into the living room, angry and disheveled from her night at the Jefferson Davis Hotel, materializing before her father and her husband as if floating through a daydream, one arm of her dress torn, not a word said, not a sliver of explanation given, marching past them and up the stairs as they listened to the door of the bedroom slam.
But that was yesterday, the misfortune of another time. Let the past stay buried in the past, he decided. Let memories like that stay hidden under blankets of tissue paper in the bottom of the big trunk up in the attic.
One particularly warm day, she managed to wrestle him away from his desk for lunch at the country club. He picked her up at the house in the Chevy, and they drove down County Road 24 through groves of pines and oaks, the foliage spreading above them like the beams of an ancient church, the sun beating in a steady torrent on the car’s rooftop. Adam rolled down the window on his side and let the smell of honeysuckles and daisies wrap itself around them. About a mile from the club they passed a huge old oak, its bark peeling and flaccid, its branches sagging over the road. Adam slowed the car, as though the tree were a danger that had to be avoided.
“They should cut that down,” he said.
“Why?” Susan wanted to know.
“Because it could fall over the road,” he said.
“Oh, no,” she assured him. “It’ll never fall. That tree’s been leaning like that since I was a little girl.” Her voice seemed far away. “I once tried to climb it.”
“Did you?”
“It’s a strong old tree. It’ll be there forever.”
Yes, that’s how it was, he thought. Those trees that lasted were the ones that knew best how to withstand the blasts of the elements and the decay of time. They knew how to bend, how to give when it was needed and yield to a superior force, if that’s what was required. They outlasted the forest. Because, in their wisdom, they had discovered which paths lead to peace, which end in ecstasy. They were old and strong and they could not be defeated by fleeting challenges to their dominance.
“You’re right,” he said.
“You know I am,” she said, leaning her head against the upholstery and turning toward him with a contented smile.
He had been feeling a pang of unease just at that moment, but the look she gave reassured him. It was a long time since he’d seen her so comfortable with herself. He was glad now that they hadn’t opened the wound and let the poison come boiling to the surface. Forgive and forget, that’s how it should be with people in love. Oh, some of the old adages might have worn a bit thin, but their wisdom was inexorable. The gray winter had blown itself out to sea, and in the warm air he could feel a second life stirring, a renewal of the vows they had taken under the canopy not that long ago.
They arrived at the country club just as Gwen and her date were pulling up at the door. The next thing he knew the four of them were sharing a table near the window, and Susan and Gwen were chattering cheerfully about the Ball, which still hadn’t acquired a theme, although some members of the planning committee were tossing around the idea of Paris and the Left Bank, little Eiffel Towers on the tables and maybe the Mellow Tones could wear berets and striped T-shirts and the leader could play La Vie en Rose on an accordion.
He marveled at how peaceful, how ordinary it all seemed.
Surely, there was no reason why it shouldn’t go on and on like that, through stands of fir and fields of poppies, to the Emerald City itself and beyond. There was no reason why it shouldn’t go on forever.
***
It started so softly, in such a beguiling way that he couldn’t imagine how anything could possibly spoil the evening. All the planning, all the anticipation—nothing beyond the destruction of the universe was likely to get in the way. The only disconcerting element was the weather.
Of course, what everyone wanted was a soft, warm summer evening ripe for savoring and forgetting, a night for losing yourself in the pleasures of music and games, a night for people arriving in their fluffiest, sleekest, showiest warm-weather clothes, driving up to the doors of the Fairmount Country Club in their Fords and Chevys, a few in elegant Cadillacs with fins and eight cylinders of power, husbands escorting wives, boyfriends showing off their latest choice of girlfriends, which might be someone else entirely six months from now, or a year, for who could say what sort of electricity might emerge from a night fashioned from equal parts of sociability and sex?
But it was not to be. Adam knew that the moment he opened the front door, wrapped only in a cotton bathrobe after an evening of naked miracles, and looked up at the sky. Clouds were forming in the west, tall, thick chunks of crenulated cotton stacked like a high rise as far as the eye could see. But it started so softly, in such a beguiling way that he never suspected anything. The day of the Midsummer Ball arrived like any other, except that the weather everyone had hoped for evidently was not to be.
She joined him at the door. He looked at her in apprehension and was more than a little surprised when she looked past him at the sky and said: “That’s good.”
“Good?” He stared at her. “How can you say that?”
“Because if it rains, there’ll probably be lightning and thunder, and wouldn’t that be a wonderful way to celebrate? Better than fireworks.”
“But people will stay away,” he objected.
“Oh, no they won’t. We’ve been holding the Midsummer Ball for almost ten years, and no one’s ever stayed away because it looked like rain. They’ll come.”
“What are you wearing?” he asked, changing the subject.
“I won’t tell you. I bought something last week, but I’m not putting it on until tonight.”
“More surprises?”
“A surprise, yes. It should be a surprise.”
To no one’s surprise, the first drops of rain started forming shortly before noon and within the hour gleaming sheets of water swept through Canelius, peppering the streets with drops like machine gun bullets, blowing men’s hats off their heads and women’s skirts up around their knees. Most took refuge in stores, or inside their homes, aware that a gusty onslaught like this wasn’t likely to last very long, and they were right. 
No more than an hour later, the clouds parted and the sun dipped a toe into the pool of awakening commerce. Mist rose from the remains of the storm to fill the humid air. The flow of humanity, which had frozen in mid-motion to make room for the wind and rain, resumed its mindless path. Now the sun grew more brazen. By three in the afternoon it was beginning to heat up again, although the air was still heavy, suggesting more rain to come.
At seven, after a supper of cold cuts and beer, Susan went upstairs and came down dressed for the ball. Adam stared at her as she paused on the stairs, not sure whether he should cheer her audacity or deplore the unconventionality of her choice. For instead of the expected crinoline dress with petticoats to make it flair and an off-the-shoulder top that emphasized her creamy skin, which was very much the fashion statement of the day, she had decided to wear silver pants and a high-necked coral blouse, set off by a purple cotton shawl.
Not that pantsuits weren’t elegant and fashionable. The slacks were crisp, accented by a broad golden belt, but it was not what you would expect for an evening like this. “Are you sure that’s what you want to wear?” he asked, half joking. 
She explained that it was important that people notice what she had on.
“They will,” he assured her, wondering why she was so eager to be the center of attention. She also insisted that they drive to the country club in the red Ferrari, and he let her take the wheel, although they hadn’t done so since that terrible night, hadn’t wanted to be reminded of what the car meant and how it had been used.
The weather still concerned him. By the time they pulled into the parking lot at the club, the air was heavy with moisture. From time to time there came a distant roll of thunder, and the breeze, silent until then, picked up. Leaves on the trees began to rustle, a sure omen of what was imminent. Inside, the band had arrived, and the tootling of a clarinet warming up could be heard.
They were about to step through the door when a strange feeling came over him. He couldn’t explain it, but he felt an overwhelming need to ask Susan if she really wanted to stay. There was, however, a crush of people around them, and she was busy greeting some old schoolmates. He reached out to touch her arm, but she had already slipped away into the crowd. 
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They were early as usual. Adam liked to arrive at places ahead of time and, since Susan was on the planning committee, she had to give everything her last-minute approval, make sure the decorations were in order, check that the refreshments were ready to be served.
The theme this year, selected with tongue firmly in cheek after discarding that short dalliance with Paris, was the atomic bomb. A large cardboard cutout of an explosion, idealized like a huge pink rose, dominated the wall behind the drinks table. There were miniature mushrooms on the tables as centerpieces, orange crepe-paper streamers daubed with repeating rows of missiles, and a cut-glass punch bowl filled with a mixture of tropical fruit juices that someone waggishly dubbed a Bikini Bombshell. A few old-timers, pointing to the festiveness of the occasion, complained feebly that the theme was in poor taste, but their younger colleagues prevailed. It was a joke. Why not laugh at the cleverness of the thing?
Susan, unfazed by the decor, waved at Gwen, who was standing at the drinks table with her new boyfriend, Mark. He was a pudgy little accountant from Richmond with a pink face and tiny eyes focused on his adoring date. Standing with their backs to the wall were a couple of young men in bow ties and starched collars who had come in hopes of finding similarly unattached young women, although the likelihood was slim, since females rarely attended the Midsummer Ball without dates, which meant that if the men hoped for any success they would have to cut in while others were on the dance floor.
To his surprise, Adam caught sight of Bernard Silverman in a corner of the room. They hadn’t seen each other, or talked, since the events at the Jefferson Davis Hotel. He had naturally assumed that Bernard would stay away from the ball. Surely, he wouldn’t be eager for even a chance public encounter with Susan, but that didn’t seem to matter, and so here he was, neatly dressed in a blue striped business suit, a dotted gray tie, a red carnation in his lapel and a look of vague anticipation on his face.
Even stag, Bernard represented a kind of threat.
The last thing Adam wanted now, however, was a confrontation. He steered Susan in the direction of the cloakroom leading through a doorway on the other side of the room, where he had her check her purse and shawl. He was sure she’d spotted Bernard, but as long as they both pretended not to have seen him, he would remain invisible for most of the night. Meanwhile, Adam diverted her attention by commenting on the decorations.
“Whose idea was this?” he wondered aloud.
“What idea?” she asked.
“You know what I mean,” he grimaced. “The decorations. Don’t you think it’s all a little—well, bizarre?”
“Of course it is,” she chided, slipping her arm in his. “It’s a joke, don’t you see?” She looked up at him and shook her head. “Adam, you’re not one of those people—”
“I don’t think the atom bomb is a joke.”
“Of course it isn’t a joke, but everyone takes the thing so seriously. This way we get to have a little laugh. I think it’s kind of inspired. If you were on the committee, what would you have voted for?”
Adam scrunched up his face. “There are a lot of other things you could have picked—flowers, butterflies, rainbows. I can see a room filled with blue skies and clouds. You could have built a theme around the idea of cats.”
“What do cats have to do with summer?”
So how appropriate were atom bombs to the season? Adam started to say. But at that moment Max Goldman descended on them with a buxom blonde widow on his arm, a woman of indeterminate age swathed in a low-cut blue silk gown trailing acres of jewelry and generous helpings of makeup, more than was necessary to disguise her years. Cordial words were spoken. 
Goldman’s “date,” her dyed blonde hair glittering in the artificial light, was introduced. Her name was Michelle. She seemed to have no last name. Adam noticed that his father-in-law was strangely embarrassed by the encounter, almost as if he were afraid others would disapprove of a man his age bringing a “date” to the dance.
Adam was still distracted by the conversation he’d had with Susan. For some reason, it was as if he were deliberately trying to provoke an argument with her. But why should he do that? The decorations meant nothing to him; he would accept anything rather than stir up all that anguish again. In the meantime, he had to deal with Max Goldman who, while the ladies went off to “powder their noses,” as the expression had it, leaned toward Adam and in an earnest but secretive voice said, “She’s not Jewish, you know.”
“Oh?”
“Can’t you see that?”
“I suppose so,” Adam conceded.
“You don’t approve of men my age dating?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But that’s what you were thinking.” Goldman never retreated from expressing what was on his mind. Adam shrugged.
“It’s your life,” he said.
People were beginning to drift in now, two by two and sometimes in bunches. The Mellow Tones, sensing the moment had come, raised their instruments and launched into a medley of slower Glenn Miller numbers. The plan was to start more sedately and gradually pick up the tempo. Susan returned from the powder room and they took to the floor while the music was still danceable, making a leisurely turn around the room, enjoying the paradox of being intimate in a public place. Adam could feel the pressure of her body as she settled into his arms, the soft touch of her cheek against his, her arms wrapped around him, fingers stroking the back of his neck. She liked to hum along to the music, and at times her song and the band’s became separated in time, setting up a counterpoint that was oddly detached and pleasurable.
Now and then, a faint rumble of thunder could be heard from outside, but on the dance floor only the reality of the music and the whisperings of love had any significance. Resisting those tiny flashes of apprehension, he let the warmth of the moment overcome him. He wondered if anyone had ever been as happy as he was now. It was as though the universe had suddenly blossomed into a mass of arrows, all zeroing in on this single precious moment between one paragraph and the next. It was like being touched with all the good things of life, with walks and picnics and long nights of making love, with talks about the future, about having a family, about food and music and buying beauty for the house. It was as though every eye in the room had homed in on them, searching for answers.
Of course, it could also be the outfit she was wearing that attracted all the attention, but so what? She was here, she was in his arms, and that was all he cared about.
When the set ended, they drifted over to the drinks table. Gwen and Mark were pouring glasses of something pale and vaguely alcoholic, which no one would ever admit, for teenagers were among the guests, the Midsummer Ball being very much a family affair. The music soon started up again, and at Gwen’s suggestion, they traded partners. To Adam’s annoyance, Gwen proved to be an awkward dancer, moving stiffly and without grace. She had a tendency to want to lead. After a while, he found himself craning his neck, trying to get a glimpse of Susan and Mark, but the room was already filled with dancers and they were quickly lost in a sea of bobbing heads.
Gwen, typically, was incapable of keeping still for even a moment. “Adam,” she babbled while they danced, “do you have any idea how wonderful you are?”
“Me?”
“No, not you, you goof. You and Susan. I was afraid for a while we might have lost you, but now you’re back together again.”
“Back together?”
“Oh, don’t play innocent with me,” she chided. “Everyone knows you moved out of the house and took an apartment. You never told anyone what was happening, but we knew. There’s nothing worse than a lover’s quarrel, is there?”
“I guess not,” he agreed.
“Well, I’m just so happy to see you back together.”
“So are we.”
She kept shaking the subject, like a cat with a bird in its mouth. “You know, you and Susan are our favorite married couple. I mean, if there are two people who deserve to be happy, who deserve everything good in life, it’s you and that adorable wife of yours. I don’t suppose you’ve thought of trying again to—I mean—no, I shouldn’t say anything, should I? Oh my God, that’s terrible of me.”
“It’s all right,” Adam assured her. “We’ve tried,” he added without elaborating.
The orchestra had unexpectedly segued into a Latin number, and Adam found himself trying to bluff steps he was unfamiliar with. He let Gwen do most of the work. Some dances were designed to let women show off their talents, which worked to Adam’s advantage because the more active the dance, the less likely it was that Gwen would keep brandishing her favorite subject. By the time the band had brought the set to a rousing conclusion, punctuated by a reinforcing shot of thunder from outside, Gwen was panting heavily and Adam gratefully escorted her back to the drinks table.
If only he could overcome the feeling that this was not just an ordinary dance on an ordinary evening. The thunder volleys were growing louder by the minute. The band, as if instructed to compete with all that noise from outside, had turned up its volume a couple of notches. The voices, the laughter, the clapping of hands and the thud of feet on the dance floor were just a little louder than they had to be. He was tempted to hunt up Susan and drag her out on the terrace, where at least it was a little quieter. 
Most of the tables were unoccupied while the band was playing and, in between, the drinks table was the focus of attention. Adam noticed that Mark had left for the men’s room and Susan was standing alone, sipping a glass of punch. Adam wondered how much she had consumed, since the drink was spiked with more alcohol than she was accustomed to. He was pleased with how her slacks caught the eye. It was certainly a cut above the flouncy, frilly gowns the other young women had on.
“I like it,” he said, strolling over to where she stood.
“What?”
“The outfit.”
“That’s why I wore it,” she smiled. “You see, sometimes I know what’s best for an evening like this. And someday, everyone will come to a dance dressed in pants.” Adam breathed a sigh of relief. If there had been any tension between them, it seemed to have vanished. “You like the color?”
“Yes, I like the color,” he said. And yet something wasn’t quite right. For the first time he noticed that she had let her hair down, allowing it to flow around her shoulders almost to her waist. A single black strap with a gold Star of David attached shone on her neck. The wedding band that he had slipped on her finger one memorable day beneath a blue and white canopy caught the light and glowed like fire. And then he realized what it was.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“The ring.” He should have kept quiet, but the warmth of her perfume had tampered with his brain.
“I’m wearing it,” she said.
“No, your engagement ring?” he said.
She flushed almost imperceptibly. He might not even have caught it, except that she touched her face at the same time, as though afraid someone might be staring at her, reading her thoughts. The color vanished almost instantly, and she spoke without a pause. 
“Yes, you’re right,” she said. “I put on some weight. I was hoping you wouldn’t notice. I had to take it to a jeweler because it was getting tight. He said he could make it bigger, but it would take some time and I was in a hurry, so he let me have a cheap imitation in the meantime.”
Without thinking, he said, “Why?”
“Honestly,” she said, her smile fading. “It’s not important. I’ll have it back on by this time next week.”
He could feel his throat tightening as he spoke. The lie was totally transparent and in an instant he saw what must have happened. She’d lost the ring at the Jefferson Davis Hotel that night, or maybe some other night. She must be going to the hotel in the daytime. In the morning, or even in the afternoon when he was at work. She’d probably removed it before taking a shower—she always did that because she didn’t want to get soap on the diamond, it wasn’t good for the stone, she always said—and then she forgot the ring in the bathroom, and the hotel couldn’t return it because she and Bernard hadn’t registered under their own names. All this came to him in the time it took her to explain what she wanted him to believe. 
He shook his head. “What are you talking about?” he sputtered. “You lost it, didn’t you?”
“Of course I didn’t.”
“You lost it,” he repeated.
She could see in his eyes as well as his heart that he had somehow grasped the truth, in that infuriating way he had. All the old torment came rushing back. He could read her mind, he could see inside her soul and pick out what was hiding there, every speck of dust that didn’t belong. Her face flushed even more violently.
“It’s not true,” she repeated.
“We’ll talk about it later,” he said.
Someone nudged his elbow. Jack Shapiro, the undertaker with the large gray moustache, was standing beside him. Probably wanted to suggest, for the hundredth time, that he become a member of the country club. Adam mumbled something about being engaged and they’d talk about it another time. The interruption only took a second or two, but when he turned back to speak to Susan, she was gone.
The orchestra, which had resumed its place, struck up a popular Duke Ellington number that brought most of the young people to their feet. In no time at all, Adam found himself surrounded by crowds pushing their way toward the dance floor. A wave of panic washed over him. He had no idea which way Susan had gone, but suddenly all the bad things of the past few weeks came flooding back, and he knew now that they had been living all this time in a state of fragile balance, the pendulum poised to return to its starting point—and that was the worst thing that could happen. The monster was just outside the gates of the city, waiting for permission to enter.
For a moment he was paralyzed, not knowing what to do. And then, muttering to himself, he broke away, pushed his way through the crowd, stumbled to the front door and peered outside.
It was like staring at a flood. A wall of rain separated him from the parking lot only a few feet away. From time to time lightning would flash, thunder rattle. The wind had picked up and was blowing the rain diagonally, like steel rods across a blackened curtain. The first thing that caught his eye was the red Ferrari nuzzled up against the building, its lights off, unoccupied. Thank God she hadn’t taken off for home, and in a storm like this it was unlikely she would walk.
He pulled the door closed just as a gust of wind slammed water in his face. Across the room, he could see Gwen emerging from the ladies room. Plowing through the crowd again, he managed to catch up with her and before she could open her mouth, he asked if she knew where Susan was.
“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her,” Gwen said, making it clear that she didn’t appreciate being addressed like that.
“She was here just a minute ago.”
“I told you, I haven’t seen her,” Gwen said, alarmed at the tone of Adam’s question. “Shall we put out an APB?”
“A what?”
“An all points bulletin.”
The bit of whimsy was lost on him. His fear was turning to anger. He was incapable of containing it. His gaze swept the room and finally landed on the back door. One of the two glass French doors was ajar, evidence that someone had come through only moments before. Moments later, he was out on the balcony, the rain turning his clothes into a soggy mess. Halfway across the lawn that sloped gently to the lake, he could see a small figure in silver pants and a coral blouse. She was sitting on the ground, her knees pulled up to her chin, motionless, looking up at the sky and the grove of pines in the distance, seemingly unaware of him as he ran to join her.
“Susan?” he called.
The thought occurred to him that she might be sick, or in pain, or lost in a kind of drunken stupor.
“Susan, come inside,” he pleaded. “You’re getting soaked.”
She must have heard because she got to her feet, but even then she avoided looking at him, her eyes fixed on the grove of trees on the far side of the lake. He could see that her eyes were filled with tears.
“Why did you have to do this to me?” she moaned.
“I didn’t say anything. I didn’t—,” he protested.
“You didn’t have to.”
“I’m sorry if I upset you,” he said. “I promise, I won’t say another word.”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said, clutching her chest with both arms. “You can’t help yourself, and I’m not the one who can help you.”
He wanted to fold her in his arms and kiss her face and her lips and as much of her wet body as he could touch, and tell her that it would never happen again, and then with one arm around her waist, whisk her back to the ball—that was how it should have been, but when he stepped forward with his hands outstretched, sensing his approach, she turned and darted around him so quickly he hadn’t time to catch her, and the next thing he knew she was racing back up the hill toward the country club building.
The suddenness of it caught him off guard and he lunged, lost his balance and found himself sprawling on the grass. The fall confused him. The rain had turned into a flood. Every inch of his body seemed to have become a vast fungus. By the time he managed to get to his feet, she was already at the top of the hill. He followed, around the building to the parking lot, just in time to see her climb into the red Ferrari.
“Susan!”
He stumbled forward.
“Susan, come back!” But she had the jump on him.
He could hear the engine being started. He wondered for a second how that was possible. Weren’t the car keys in her purse, and hadn’t she left the purse back at the club? Then he remembered that she had slipped the keys into her pants pocket. Was that why she had worn a pants suit? Could she have planned all along to drive away by herself, to leave him stranded at the club while she went in pursuit of a mission neither of them was prepared to explain?
Damn it, this was insane. In his scramble up the hill, he had tripped twice, the second time cutting his hands on a rock. Each time he fell, he was slowed down, giving her time to pull the Ferrari out of its stall. The rain seemed to be easing up, but there were still flashes of lightning followed by a decrescendo of thunderclaps. 
Without thinking, he pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck, as though that action would keep him dry. His hair was plastered to the top of his head. His shoes were soggy, and his hands throbbed where he had scraped them.
“Susan!”
Frantically, he shouted and waved at the car to stop, but it was bigger than he was and more powerful and if the windows were rolled up, as they would have to be, she couldn’t possibly hear him—or see him, because the wipers weren’t on and the windshield was covered with a sheet of water.
The car backed up, whipped around and darted forward in the direction of the county road. Adam stood watching in dismay. Where was she going? If she turned right, she would be headed home and that would make it easy to find her. If only there were someone around to help. He couldn’t very well keep up with a moving car, at least not on foot.
But fortune smiled on him. Just in time he spotted the second car, a dark blue two-door Pontiac. He didn’t think twice. The rear lights were aglow, the dome light was on and he could see a man slumped down, the back of his head leaning against the seat. Moving as fast as his rain-heavy shoes would carry him, he slogged up to the car, whipped open the door and, still dripping, slid into the passenger seat and slammed it shut.
Its occupant was clearly shaken by his sudden appearance. “Hi,” he stammered. “Hello. Listen, I’m sorry if my coming to the dance—”
“Did you see the Ferrari?” Adam interrupted. He didn’t give a damn about Bernard’s explanations.
“Yes, of course. But listen, I didn’t think anyone would mind my coming—I thought there might be some singles here…”
“Never mind. Just tell me where it went.”
“What?”
“The car, the Ferrari. When she got to the county road, which way did she go?”
“To the right, I think.” He stared at Adam with dawning recognition. “You want me to—?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t think we can catch her, Adam. She’s too far ahead.”
“We have to try.”
In an instant the dome light went off and the car was roaring into reverse. Hit the brakes, stop the car, lurch forward, and then they were off in the direction of the county road, seats shaking, wiper pumping furiously. In the faint glow of the dashboard light, Bernard Silverman’s face could be seen, caught up in the contagion of the moment, his head swiveling as he glanced back and forth at Adam and then the road, both of them straining to catch a glimpse of the red Ferrari up ahead.
But it was already too late. Susan’s car was ahead of them, by several minutes, and as one mile became a second mile and then a third, the chances of catching her dwindled. What if she turned off on a side road? How would they know? At least another car hadn’t turned in from a side road and gotten between them.
The rain had eased, but there was still a heavy mist that made it difficult to see what was ahead. The pavement glistened with rain and there were any number of slippery spots that forced Bernard to drive more cautiously than he ordinarily would. He could still hear the Duke Ellington tune spinning dizzily in his brain, feel the crowds of dancers as they pushed and pulled, keeping him from making his way to the door.
Why, why? Why had he said it? What difference did it make that she wasn’t wearing the ring? It was such a small lie compared to those that had come before. He didn’t have to punish her, knowing that one falsehood would only lead to another. Couldn’t he have waited until later, when they were alone, at home or having breakfast? What sort of meanness led him to confront her right out there on the dance floor? Yes, it was his fault that they were driving through the darkness and the mist, searching out a spot of red on a highway that seemed headed for oblivion.
His heart sank. Somehow, he knew the game was not theirs to win, but he had to try. Silently, he pleaded with Bernard to drive faster, forgetting the bitter secret encounter that had made them enemies, aware that if the car hit a slippery patch and skidded, the pursuit would be over and Susan lost. 
But why keep fighting? Why not just let go before it was too late? What right did he have to hold her, after all the black days and nights that hung from both of them, after all the soundless tears, after all the rages and streaks of remorse? Why be a hero? He’d never had the strength, the authority to bend her to his will. He could only stand and watch, clench his fists, close his eyes and cling to the roll bar as they rounded steep turns while the loop-the-loop carried them inexorably into space.
Now the mist was closing in on them like a plague. Leaning against the seat, he expected Bernard at any moment to suggest they turn back. Having dipped one too many times into the punchbowl, he felt thick and giddy. He felt as though he was suffering from a fever. Nausea played games with his throat and chest. Nerve endings tingled, prodded by a thousand tiny wires filled to the edges with electricity. Had he been sitting behind the wheel, he might have lost control by now and ended up in a ditch.
They had just rounded a turn and were heading into a straightaway when it materialized, suddenly. The big old oak that stood, leaning, on the side of the road, its branches dripping leaves like a canopy over a sidewalk café. That ancient tree, felled by the storm, had crashed headlong across the road and was lying like a monstrous barricade a hundred yards or so ahead of them. A tangle of roots, ripped from the earth, wriggled like snakes at one end; on the other side of the road, the branches spread out in a labyrinth of leaves, and headed right for it was the Ferrari, a bright red smear in the black night.
Years later, when it came time to remember, every dot, every detail, every pixel would be painted with a giant hair brush on the canvas of memory, every movement would be slowed down so he could see it, frame by frame, feature by feature, unfolding like a malevolent flower. But it was different then. There was no way to stop the tape, no way to punch a button for rewind, to make time stand still and then start it up again, and again and again…
“Adam—” Bernard started to say.
“Oh God, no!” Adam screamed, but the words caught in his throat.
The mist was gone, and in its place stood the Bell Tower, rising like a monstrous dinosaur that had wandered out onto the road. Where had it come from? And why now? Fifty feet high it stood, its gray sandstone blocks dripping moisture, the tiny windows glaring acidly. It was a living, flourishing thing that seemed to hover above the tree like one of those cutout mushrooms decorating the dance floor back at the ball. He could sense the room inside with its sofa and chairs and purple wall hangings, the room that made the tower live, where from its height on a clear evening the entire valley spread its carpet of winking lights and throbbing lines, where roads and houses met.
But now, the light through the windows of the room at the top pulsed, reaching out to him with an evil succulence, boiling up in an effort to suck him in, the car in front of them, the red Ferrari, its brake lights flashing, beginning to wobble as though looking for some way around the brute that blocked its path, a side road, an escape hatch, a door that would open if only it could be found. 
A symphony of voices surrounded them. They seemed to come from different directions, like some hideous stereo apparatus filling the interior of the car and shooting beyond into the night. It was impossible that Bernard should not hear, but his ears seemed stuffed with cotton. The sounds were for him alone—Peggy Lee and Nat “King” Cole with their own private hits from the Top Ten. The Sauter-Finnegan Orchestra and Doris Day and Duke Ellington and people who would ring the phone because there was nothing else to do.
“Hi, babe, I hear you broke your wrist.” Wally’s voice rising out of the mist: “Don’t try to pull the wool over my eyes, old buddy.” Mrs. Warren, standing at the foot of the stairs. “There’s good news, Adam, if you have faith in Jesus…in Jesus…in Jesus…”
And Mattie, on a cool, dark night: “Mr. Bay-ul—would you—?”
It had all been so simple, so inviting, and now the world he once knew had turned the color of evil. The tower swarmed over every inch of the canvas, filling it like a hungry animal. The voices shouted in his ear, warning him not to come any closer, spinning a theme and variations that spanned the audible spectrum from growling bass note to vanishing shriek, and on into the stratosphere, for now the tower was indeed growing, its top lost in the mists of the jet stream, its base spreading, its front door bloating, dilating, opening like the mouth of a humpback whale—and the Ferrari ahead, seemingly without fear of what loomed in front of it, skidding wildly.
Even with the windows closed, Adam could hear the sequence—brakes taking hold—tires gripping the pavement—the car fighting to stop and unable to control itself, lurching, sliding, tumbling into a skid. And then disappearing momentarily into a dip in the road. And then a terrible ripping sound, metal being torn to shreds in one terrible tiger-like snap, and a crash as the car hit the tree, and a light erupting from beyond the dip in the road, blossoming into a fireball whose heat could be felt from behind closed windows, yards and yards away.
Inside their car, Bernard managed to hit the brakes and skid off onto the shoulder at the last minute. The tower vanished instantly, replaced by darkness and mist. The voices went silent, a transformation more horrendous than anything that had gone before. As they topped the rise, Bernard slowed to a halt and pulled onto the shoulder. The remains of the Ferrari, curved around the base of the tree, had found a home in death more welcome than anything known in life. The hood, twisted like the head of a giant puma, was pointing toward the rear, the body had ended up in intimate contact with the bark of the tree, flames shooting out of the engines and the windows, both front and back, a cloud of smoke thicker and more terrible than the mist, white, gray, reflecting the orange of the smoke. A silence as vast as the vacuum of space, as distant as the next galaxy, as hungry as a black hole from which no light could emerge.
Silent except for a single sound—a sound without a name, savage, inhuman—a sound made of horror and brass and the rasp of flesh being burned—a sound without parallel that only later did he recognize as coming, inexplicably, from himself. A scream that had no beginning or end, an uncontrollable scream, a scream to call the whole universe down from its corners, a scream that filled his ears, his lungs, the blood that pumped in his veins. A scream that would not stop, a scream that wrapped itself around him, the way the Ferrari was wrapped, its body around the oak tree, the way pain and horror and agony were wrapped in a necklace of death.
“Relax, relax.”
Enticing, curling a finger, the scream—really a voice now - tried to persuade him to enter, exploding beyond its boundaries, taking on colors and accents and underlining and boldface and, finally, seeping back into the mist, losing all semblance of order, disassembling into its component parts.
“Lean back. Relax, lean back and join us for an evening of romance.”
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On a cool day in August, two men stood on the upper deck of a ferry that set sail for Tiburon from Fisherman’s Wharf.
Salt spray splashed their faces and tangled their hair. Screeching gulls wheeled overhead, hoping to spy an untended piece of sandwich or a potato chip separated from its bag from those who took the ferry and lunch with them. The gulls, firm believers in the necessity of sharing the wealth, sought to put theory into practice, bringing with them an avarice that many aboard the boat secretly recognized, although few were willing to admit.
Frank Genero pulled the collar of his jacket up around his neck and led his friend Adam up and around the corner of the deck to a spot where they could be alone, pressing his back against the bulkhead. The ferry set off a bit late, but soon made up time and bulldozed its way across the bay, skirting the edge of Alcatraz, “The Rock,” the former Federal prison. 
“They never made it,” he recalled.
Adam frowned. Despite the roar of the wind and the screaming of the gulls, he seemed to have heard what was being said. “Who didn’t?”
“The men who were imprisoned in that place, the convicts who tried to escape, they never made it to freedom. There they were, only a mile away with liberty and the world staring them in the face, and they couldn’t make it. I think that must be the worst torture a man can be asked to endure. It’s hard to believe Americans could ever have been that cruel.”
“What are you trying to say?”
“Nothing.”
“Are you saying that I’m a prisoner, too?” Adam said.
“Well, everyone is, I guess,” Genero said. “We all live in cells of one sort or another, although I’m not sure what you’re in for.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” Adam said.
The ferry pulled into the Tiburon dock behind Guayma’s Restaurant, disgorging onto the sun-drenched shore the throng of tourists with cameras around their necks and Bermuda shorts revealing their goose-pimpled knees. Adam and Genero, the latter wearing a wool cardigan in deference to the unreasonable weather, made their way to Sam’s. They were given a table beside the rail, looking out over the Bay with Angel Island in the foreground, the Golden Gate Bridge just visible beyond the freeway and San Francisco, far off, shimmering like a dream.
To Genero, born and raised in the great, dry, ocean-less heartland, it always seemed something of a miracle. Behind the bridge, fog boiled up, waiting for its cue from the invisible doorman whose job it was to decide at what hour, and under what circumstances, the massive white guest would be allowed in. Battalions of sailboats flitted across the Bay, giving way only to a ponderous tanker whose size dictated the order of obedience. In the distance, the spired city shimmered in the early afternoon sunshine. It seemed to be standing on an island, since all around could be seen nothing but water.
The illusion merited awe. Genero stared at it until the waiter showed up to take their drink orders. A martini extra dry for him, a club soda for Adam.
“Beautiful spot,” he observed.
“Peaceful,” Adam said. “All that water—the fog and the bridge—takes your mind off other things.”
“You come here often?”
“Not in many years.”
“Then why today?”
“Because I need to tell you some things about myself, and this seemed like the most private place available.”
The tanker gave a loud, grumpy toot and its signature echoed across the Bay. Adam rearranged the silverware on the table, placing the fork on the left where it belonged. The waiter brought their drinks and hung around to take their lunch orders. After a long study of the menu, Genero settled on a Crab Louis. Adam ordered the club sandwich. There was a long pause while the two men took another look at their drinks, the waiter having mistakenly switched them. They made a small ceremony of exchanging glasses, which lightened the atmosphere just a bit.
Genero focused on the man sitting opposite him. In all the years they’d known each other, it was never clear how you went about approaching such a person. You got the impression that there were layers hiding the inner self from the outside world, and it could take forever simply to peel it back. There was an odd opaque quality about him. No matter how well you knew him, no matter how close your relationship, you always sensed another Adam sitting in the corner, away from the party, trying to avoid having to introduce himself.
Genero looked around, scanning the terrace for familiar faces, which he could not find. “All right,” he said. “I don’t think our privacy is likely to be disturbed at any time this afternoon. And I doubt if anyone has this table bugged, so you say what you want.”
“As soon as our food gets here…”
“No, you’ve stretched this out long enough,” Genero interrupted. “I’m entitled to an explanation. It’s time you told me why I had to be ferried out to Tiburon, and set down in a chair under the midday sun, where I’m liable to incur a dreadful sunburn, simply so you could have a pleasant little chat.”
“It’s more than just a chat.”
“Of course. What else?”
“It’s about the past,” Adam said.
“The past, my dear Adam, is always the key—and sometimes the obstacle—to whatever’s lurking out there on the horizon of our lives.” 
“I don’t like the ominous sound of that.”
“It wasn’t meant to sound ominous,” Genero said. “I just thought that if you wanted my advice—”
“No,” Adam said. “It’s too late for advice. The best I can hope for is that you’ll listen to my story, maybe nod your head a couple of times and tell me you understand. But to do that we have to go back into the past.”
“Where to?”
“Canelius.”
Genero’s brow wrinkled majestically. “Hmm. Sounds like some place in the isles of Greece.”
“Actually, it’s a small town down South where I worked as a radio announcer when I was in my twenties.”
“You worked at a radio station?” Genero’s surprise was unmistakable.
“It wasn’t anything that impressive. Five thousand watts, and you swept out the station when you finished your shift. It’s a part of my life I should have forgotten by now. It’s something I should have purged from my system long ago, but I can’t seem to do that.”
“Maybe we can do it together.”
“I was hoping you’d say that.”
“All right, what happened in Canelius?”
“It’s where I fell in love for the first time,” Adam said, stirring his drink absent-mindedly with a stick.
“First love,” Genero mused. “Ah, yes! The most beautiful and the most inexplicable sort of love there is. What was her name?”
“Susan.”
“How old?”
“She would have been twenty-one that October.”
Genero listened quietly as Adam took them back to the beginning; to the first day he had laid eyes on Susan. Adam’s mind seemed to float almost effortlessly into the past. He was astonished how many details of Susan’s appearance he still remembered: the waterfall of golden blonde hair cascading down her back, the yellow and black outfit she had on and the gold star of David that hung around her neck.
He told what it was like with her in his arms, dancing to the music of the Mellow Tones. He told about the picnics, when they lay on the blanket in the grass and she let him kiss her and spoke words in his ear that no woman had ever said before. He told about the wedding, the noise, the music, the aunts and uncles and cousins and friends from the station, his parents looking pale and worried, Max Goldman glowing as his daughter walked down the aisle, the band that specialized in horas and Benny Goodman.
He told how lovely it was to be married that way. But the story darkened when he reached the long, depressing stretch that followed her miscarriage, the fights, the making up, the affair with Bernard, the things he learned from Max Goldman about her past and, finally, the terrible night of the Midsummer Ball when all his hopes and dreams met at the side of a tree and perished in a holocaust of fire.
When it was over, Genero sat in his chair on the terrace looking west at the ocean and south into the past, and tried to make some sense of what he had just heard. For years now he had considered himself Adam’s best friend, yet all this was new to him; it was as though he’d been handed a packet of love letters and, out of a clear blue sky, asked to assess their contents.
“I never knew you’d been married before,” he said.
“It’s not something I broadcast from the rooftops,” Adam said.
“You’ve told your wife about this?”
“Diane knows most of it. I didn’t go into all the details because I didn’t know how she’d react.”
“Tell her,” Genero urged. She’s a good woman. She’ll understand.”
He was convinced of that. Diane was a quietly elegant woman in her mid-fifties, dark-haired, slim-waisted, soft brown eyes with a figure that seemed to have clung to the same size in defiance of the years. There was hardly a wrinkle on her cheeks or, where it counted, around the throat. On special occasions, such as the night they attended the opening of the Opera in San Francisco, she wore the diamond earrings Adam had given her on their thirtieth wedding anniversary. And she was good for him. If a man had to remarry, he could ask for a no more appealing wife than Diane.
They certainly lived well. No complaint there. MG Enterprises proved to be a benevolent employer although Max Goldman was no longer around to enjoy it. Adam sat on the boards of six major corporations. Diane worked for a prestigious real estate firm and belonged to Junior League. They went to concerts, bought season tickets for most of the major shows that came to town, drove twin BMWs—he a sports car, she a sedan. They had been around the world twice, skied in winter, swam in summer. Home was that rambling two-story house in the hillier environs of Hillsborough, custom-built, the mortgage paid up, insurance plentiful. His investments had turned out well—and how could it be otherwise? Had he chosen to retire, there was enough in his portfolio to keep them comfortable for the rest of their lives.
And the kids had turned out well. They were grown now, of course. David, the brains of the clan, had passed the bar exam in May and signed on with a prestigious law firm in Chicago. Allan was making a career for himself in real estate. There was a married daughter in Washington by the name of Allison, whose husband was high up in the State Department. Genero had pleasant thoughts about all three, but he wondered how they would react if the truth about their old dad were to be suddenly revealed. What would they think if the door opened a crack and they were allowed a quick look beyond?
And then it struck him there was good reason why Adam would never tell them. “You blame yourself, don’t you?” he said.
“Yes,” Adam said quietly.
“But why? It’s not necessary to take on this burden. From what you’ve told me—Adam, I don’t mean to make this any more painful than it is—but the truth is, she was a disturbed young woman. It wouldn’t have worked out. You know that as well as I do.”
“But it was my fault.”
“What was?”
“What happened,” Adam said. “Don’t you see?”
“No, I’m sorry. I don’t. Are you saying you’re to blame for the way she died?”
“I pushed her into it.”
“That’s not true.”
“But it is. I did exactly the wrong thing at the wrong time. That night at the country club, and afterwards, was as much my doing as hers. There’s an old song Pearl Bailey used to sing called ‘It Takes Two to Tango.’ We were both part of that dance, and I let her get away from me.”
“You don’t really believe that, do you?”
“I’ve never stopped believing it,” Adam said.
“Guilt is a wicked taskmaster. It’ll kill you if you’re not careful.”
“I can’t help the way I feel.”
“But you can’t keep torturing yourself over this indefinitely,” Genero protested. “This business will eat you alive. Isn’t there something you can do to get at the truth?”
“I’ve tried.”
“What have you done?” Genero asked skeptically.
“Hired a detective,” Adam said.
“A detective?”
“To get at the truth, as you just said. His name is Grohmeyer.”
Genero thought for a moment and shook his head. “No, never heard of him. But then, detectives are a little out of my line of work. May I ask, what did this detective of yours turn up after all these years?”
“Nothing.”
“I thought so. Then why hire him?”
“I had to try. All I have left is a key and a promissory note, and the only other person who can tell me about that is Simon Denning.”
“You won’t find him.”
Adam made a sound that could have been a chuckle, but was more like an eruption of breath. “As a matter of fact, he did turn up someone in New York who—well, we both thought we’d found him, but apparently it was someone else.” He glanced out at the foaming water and the diving birds, stubbornly seeking a free meal.
“And he’s still looking?”
Adam sighed. “We agreed that there wasn’t much point in digging in the desert. Mr. Grohmeyer is still on retainer, but I no longer send him out on fishing expeditions.”
“You’re crazy, you know.”
“Yes,” Adam agreed.
“You and a million other people,” Genero said. “We’re a planet of crazies. There’s no other way to explain all the things that we do.”
The breeze off the Bay had picked up, sauntering across the table where they sat, ruffling its fringes. The breeze, signaling the arrival of the fog, which would be upon them long before the sun went down, was a cold one. Genero reached for the bill. Adam waved him off and paid it himself.
“Adam…”
“I hope you’re not disappointed in my little story,” Adam said.
“Should I be?” Genero said.
“Most people like a happy ending. I wish I could give you one, but it doesn’t come out like that.”
They walked down the narrow main street, arriving at the ferry slip just as a line was starting to form. On the ride back to San Francisco, Adam stared at the gulls that hovered over the ferry, adjusting their flight to the speed of the boat.
“At least they’re free,” he murmured. “You never see a gull worrying about what happened the day before yesterday.”
“You could free yourself if you wanted to,” Genero suggested.
“No, I don’t think so.”
“You could if you were a bird.”
“I suppose so,” Adam said, “but people don’t have that luxury.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a peanut, one of several table snacks that had come with their meal, and tossed it overboard. An eager gull left the pack, swooped down and caught the nut in its beak without breaking the trajectory of its flight. “Weddings and funerals,” he murmured. “Those are the milestones we measure our lives by.”
“You’re still mourning, aren’t you?”
“Not mourning,” Adam murmured. “Anyone can mourn. It’s the grieving that takes an eternity.”
Behind them, off to the west just beyond the bridge, the fog massed for an assault that would begin as soon as the sun sank to just the right height above the water, as soon as the wind picked up enough to heave the mist into the Bay.
Genero marveled at the confluence of natural forces and man-made artifacts, the ferry skimming through the whitecaps, the booming of foghorns that seemed to come from all sides. He realized this might be the last chance he had to ask the question that was most troubling him.
“Adam,” he said gently. “I don’t mean to keep at this. I know it still hurts, and if you want me to stop, just say the word, but I have to ask.”
“Go ahead.”
“After all she did to you, after all the misery and suffering and uncertainty, you took her back, didn’t you?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I had to.”
“No, that’s not a proper answer. That doesn’t sound like the Adam Bernstein I’ve known all these years. Being the injured party in this, you could have done anything you wanted. You could have ordered her out of the house, or at least seen to it that she consented to be the wife you expected.”
“No, I couldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“Because I didn’t deserve her.”
Genero stared at him. He thought he had a pretty good notion of what Adam was like. Strong, self-reliant, a man with all kinds of things to admire—a graceful manner, an easy sense of humor, a kind of charm that women seemed to find attractive. But was this the man he knew? How much of it was real? What chance was there that any of these wounds, so deeply embedded in time, could be healed? Most people, Genero told himself, make peace with their demons in the end. Adam’s were still waking him up in the middle of the night, leaping about, sitting on his chest and thumping.
He wanted to help, but there were no drugs in his pharmacopoeia for that kind of pain.
“You didn’t—?”
“I didn’t deserve her,” Adam repeated.
The ferry eased into its San Francisco berth, making dull thudding noises as it bounced against the poles, a sound that reminded Genero of his youth when he had just arrived in San Francisco and ferries were the only way of crossing the Bay. Strange how everything jogged your memory, bringing sounds and pictures into focus when you got to a certain age. Genero fully expected to walk back to Adam’s office building, since he had parked his car in the garage beneath it. Adam was always urging him to get more exercise, although men who are naturally small and heavy-set like Genero rarely turn into svelte, muscled he-men with just an occasional heavy-duty walk. As luck would have it, though, a taxi had just pulled up at the curb to disgorge passengers and Adam insisted that they take it.
They emerged from the cab in a swirl of late-afternoon traffic.
“How about coming upstairs for a few minutes,” he said. “I’ve got a bottle of thirty-year-old Scotch one of our clients gave me as a gift, and I’d like you to give it a taste.”
“I thought you didn’t drink,” Genero said.
“I don’t, but that’s all the more reason why I need you to give your opinion.”
Genero knew he couldn’t refuse the invitation. Besides, since his wife died, there was no reason for hurrying home to fix dinner all by himself. Shove a frozen veal Parmesan in the microwave and wait, that was about the size of it.
They made their way into the building, pressing like spawn-bent salmon against the outgoing tide. Waiting at the bank of elevator doors, Genero found himself studying the building directory, his eye caught by the listing that read, “MG Enterprises, a division of Unicom, Inc.” He knew this was where Adam worked, but it wasn’t until that moment that the significance of the initials hit home. Max Goldman. The name sprang from his lips before he could halt them.
“MG. Max Goldman?” His eyes widened. “You went to work for your father-in-law?”
“That was part of the deal.”
“Why, why?” Genero shook his head. “How could you do such a thing? For God’s sake, man, forgiveness may be all well and good, but there are times when it can be carried too far.”
“There was nothing to forgive,” Adam said.
“How can you say that?”
“Max did what he had to do. We all do in the end.”
A wave of passengers came pouring out of the next elevator—secretaries, business executives, men and women with furrowed brows and briefcases fat with after-hours work. Adam seemed unaware of the confusion. Genero could tell from the way his jaw twitched under one ear, pulling the beard tight, the way his eye wandered, picking a spot in the middle distance to focus on, that for Adam the universe they inhabited now had been replaced by another. And then just as suddenly, he was back. They stood side by side in the rear of the elevator as it dueled with gravity.
The office they were destined for was located on the twenty-first floor. They walked through the company reception area, which was already deserted. Once inside his own office, Adam sat down behind the desk and reached inside a drawer for a glass and the promised bottle of whiskey. Strange, Genero thought—and yet typical. The first thing a man acquires when he reaches executive status is a bar, but there was none here, so even bottles of expensive whiskey had to be kept in a desk drawer.
Genero watched as Adam unscrewed the bottle top and poured a thimble full of brown liquid into a glass. His eye was now caught by the computer. “Going somewhere?” he asked.
“I like to have it with me, just in case,” Adam explained.
Genero had already discerned the reason for the laptop computer on Adam’s desk. Could it be that Adam might have had another motive for luring him out on a ferry ride across the Bay, something beyond the memories and stories, the revival of ancient pain with which they had spent the better part of an afternoon? Was it possible he’d been set up? He didn’t like the sensation, but experience taught him that some people take a long tour around the barn to reach a place they’ve already determined they want to go.
“So that’s it,” he said irritably.
“What?”
“You’re going back.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Don’t be angry with me.”
“I’m not angry,” Genero exclaimed. “I just don’t understand. Why are you doing this? What do you hope to accomplish? They’re all gone, you told me so yourself. You gave up on the detective; you stopped searching for clues that don’t exist. And now this.”
“I have to go back.”
“Oh hell, Adam. What are you trying to do? Thirty-five years—my God, the place has probably changed beyond recognition.”
“I have to go back.”
“Well, you shouldn’t have waited thirty-five years. It’s too long a time. I can understand if you’d decided to make the trip back twenty-five years ago, that might have made some sense, but the Canelius you’re looking for isn’t there any more.”
“I know.”
“This is foolishness, Adam.”
“I’m aware of that.”
“Isn’t there any way I can persuade you to change your mind?”
“No, it’s too late,” Adam said. “I already have a ticket on the ten o’clock flight tomorrow morning.”
Picking up the phone, he punched in a number and waited. Apparently there was no answer, for after a while he set the receiver back on its cradle. He looked at Genero with patient eyes, and his voice was almost inaudible. It was as though, in a garden filled with red and white roses, one stood out because it was blue. A soft wind blew in from the west, ruffling the flowers and bringing with it the coolness of great depths and the smell of the sea. Genero understood that when a mind is made up, not much can be done to change it.
But he had to try once more to discourage his friend. “Adam, the past’s the past. All you’re going to do is bring grief down on your head.”
“You’re right.”
“And still you’re determined to go through with it?”
“I’m sorry,” Adam said, rubbing his wrist, a reminder of what should have been a more innocent time. “It’s not smart, it makes no sense, and it’ll probably make me miserable, but I have to try.”
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Once again he was airborne, heading east and then south and then backwards in time. But that too was an illusion.
The plane, descending through a membrane of clouds, looked down on a town that seemed to have evolved out of adolescence into middle age without a pause. Everything sprawled. Fields that once were home to tobacco by the acre had disappeared. Housing developments stood in their places. Streets in the new sections were laid out in fashionable curves and loops. Boulevards stretched like spokes on a wheel to the horizon, almost as far as the foothills that were barely discernible under the gray, looming, rain-heavy clouds.
Canelius was now a city in the style of Dallas and Los Angeles, although nowhere near as big. At its nub was a bundle of high-rise buildings, some of steel and glass built in the last ten years, but the outskirts were what defined it. There were shopping centers now far more copious than Southgate, recognizable by their shape and rectangularity; schools and gas stations and firehouses and, as they approached a landing, an eruption of swimming pools that would have been a genuine rarity forty years ago. The airport had grown as well. It could now accommodate twin-engine commercial planes as well as the usual assortment of private craft tied down on the edges of the field.
“Not what it used to be, I gather,” said Genero, peering from his window seat as the ground came up to meet them.
“All new,” Adam said.
It was Genero’s idea that he join Adam on the trip. Fortunately, there were seats still left on the plane. It didn’t sit too well with Adam; there was no reason, he thought, why anyone would want to join him for what should have been a solo journey, but Genero was adamant. His presence was required; a patient needed his expertise. He was not about to let him go into surgery without someone there as a guide.
The rental car stood waiting for them outside the airport, a sleek blue Toyota. They drove from the airport on a new six-lane road that might have been faster were it not for heavy traffic and too many stoplights. Downtown was more crowded now. Boutiques and fast-food franchises had sprung up. There were flowered planters on the light poles, and bus shelters replaced the hard wooden benches on Main Street. Adam preferred the old benches.
“Thirty-five years can make quite a difference,” Genero said.
“It’s all new,” Adam said again, wonderingly.
By the time they found a parking space at the hotel, the skies had opened up. Genero unfurled an umbrella and they made a dash through the rain, arriving at the familiar glass doors to the accompaniment of a loud clap of thunder, water dripping on the parquet floor. To Adam’s surprise, the doors hadn’t changed in all these years. Through here, on that night, had come a man and a woman who, as he watched them from the car across the street, signed the register at the front desk and then moved on to the elevator, his arm around her waist, her hand brushing lightly against his buttocks. It was her gesture that most disturbed him, the familiarity of it, strolling through a countryside they had no doubt explored many times before.
In the face of the weather, and the lateness of the hour, he persuaded Genero to settle for dinner in the hotel. The Palm Room was exactly as he remembered it, the tables still properly covered in white cloth with a single pink rose in a vase. They were handed menus by a maitre d’ in a gray suit. Dinner music hummed in the background, the sort with lots of strings he might have played on WCAN when the night was particularly romantic. Across the way a middle-aged black couple, waiting for their entrees, sipped champagne from fluted glasses. So much had changed.
They set off the next morning after a quick breakfast. Clouds were already piling up in the western sky. The air, which had seemed so clear and uncomplicated from the hotel room, once more hung heavy with moisture and portent. Genero decided that Adam would be navigator, and he climbed behind the wheel.
“Where to?” he asked as they pulled out of the hotel garage.
“The station,” Adam ordered.
It seemed simple enough, but the once familiar route was now almost unrecognizable. Fortunately, they managed to find their way by following street names. A host of tract homes covered the hill that was once little more than scrub brush and stunted pines, and as they climbed the curving road, Adam thought how incongruous the little station would appear, its seedy, cinder-block walls and coat of bilious green paint intruding on the pervasive suburban monotony.
Only one more turn remained. Adam hoped that, if nothing else, someone had had the sense and perhaps the money to replace WCAN’s scruffy old transmitter with a tower worthy of its name. And perhaps a new coat of paint. The road ended in a cul-de-sac, and as they entered it, a brown wooden sign came into view. The sign hadn’t been there before, and as Adam stared past it, past the houses that now flanked the road, staring straight ahead at the building that now occupied most of the site, his mouth fell open and for a moment he couldn’t speak.
It was as if the world he once knew had swallowed itself. Nothing remained of what he remembered, not even a snip of tail protruding from the monster’s mouth. The transmitter was gone. The Bell Tower was gone. The station in all its hideous green glory was gone, and in its place rose a building and a spire and a cross that explained the significance of the sign they had just passed, the one beside the road reading “First Congregational Church.”
“This is it?” Genero asked.
“This is where it used to be.” Adam’s voice caught in his throat.
“A church?”
They got out of the car, and Adam stood looking up at the building in front of him. By all rights, he should be fighting back the tears, and yet all he could feel was a kind of sad emptiness. It’s one thing when people die, or move away and can’t be found—after all, even those you love don’t live forever. But when they yank the past out of the ground, when they bulldoze your memories, when they spit on the spot where all the beautiful things happened and stop the music forever before it can reach the ozone, when they turn the voices to dust, when they make a mockery of passion and sweetness and order and sympathy—that wasn’t fair.
“Well, I guess Mrs. Warren would have been pleased,” he murmured.
“I beg your pardon?”
“A church,” Adam said, and climbed back into the car. “Mrs. Warren would have said the preachers were right. They stayed and we left. I guess there’s a kind of justice in that.”
***
They went back down the hill, Adam driving now, fighting to get a grip on his emotions as he clutched the wheel. It was like being pursued by ghosts, voices and faces from the past that filled the air, beating soundlessly on the windows, scratching at the door locks in a vain effort to get in. For a while, too, he even had the odd sensation that they were being followed. He could see it in his rear-view mirror a gray Pontiac Trans-Am that lingered a discreet distance back, keeping them in sight, vanishing from time to time and then, just as suddenly, materializing. The car had no markings, so it couldn’t be the police, and no one from San Francisco knew they were here.
So who the hell was keeping track of him?
No, it had to be imagination. If there were ghosts out there, they were no longer interested in him. He tried to think of all the people he’d once known in Canelius. He remembered hearing about Larry and Julie, married now with two children, by this time probably grown. Wally had gone to work for a large advertising firm, moved to New York and made a small fortune selling TV time. More power to the Wally’s of this world, he thought. Sam O’Neill retired to Florida, married off his daughters and spent his golden years playing golf and coaching little league baseball teams. His wife Amy had had breast cancer, but overcame it with surgery and radiation treatments.
It was all there in the little newsletters Brian Hathaway had put out for a while. They would arrive every year around Easter, a one-page typed sheet bubbling with chatter. Adam would read them, tie them up with a rubber band and toss them in a shoe box where they nestled with newspaper ads for Evening Shadows and the FCC Third-Class radio engineer’s license that made him a “combo man.”
“Do you miss it?” Genero asked.
“No,” Adam admitted.
“So if you had to do it over again…”
“I’d probably do everything the same way.”
He led Genero on a quick tour of the city that had once been his home. They went by the B&B Cafe, still in its old location and still attracting crowds at lunchtime. They passed Johnson’s Drug Store, where so much of such importance happened on a sunny morning. He could still see her in that brown plaid skirt and the flowered yellow blouse, her hair done up in a pony tail, those lovely tresses the color of cafe au lait, bound in back the way Sandra Dee did in the movies.
Johnson’s, renamed Delany’s, was having a going-out-of-business sale. The small jewelry store next door had vanished and was replaced by a pizza place. Only Goldman Brothers was prospering. It had since moved across the street and occupied an entire city block.
It occurred to him that they might make a stop at the public library, and another at the Canelius Post-Ledger, but what was the point? After all these years, it hardly seemed likely new revelations would surface. Grohmeyer had already dug up a pile of microfilm and old newspapers dating back to that time. The file, which he had read and reread, was almost more than he could bear, and it told him nothing he needed to know.
At Mrs. Warren’s house on the outskirts of town, they paused only long enough to read the name on the mailbox. “I’m surprised they haven’t torn it down, like everything else,” Adam said.
He had Genero drive again, this time down Fairhaven Street; they parked across the way and he spent more than ten minutes studying the big two-story white clapboard house where he and Susan had lived. At least the present owners left it pretty much the way it had been. The verandah, the elegant old-South style pillars, the large brass knocker and the large oak on the front lawn were untouched. Only the vines had been cut down, and in deference to the sensibilities of the time, the small ceramic statue of a black jockey with a ring in his hand was replaced by a small flowering apple tree.
They stopped to break bread at the Fairmount Country Club, which was now open to the public for lunch. Adam fully expected the dining room to bring back a flood of disturbing memories, but it was not like that at all. The room was just a room. The past no longer lived here; only a faint sensation of deja vu remained. Oddly enough, it was an image of Max that flashed through his mind, his face as clear in memory as though it were yesterday—the thin, inquisitive nose, the pencil moustache and eyes forever darting from side to side, the blue suit and stiff white collar, the voice with its inflections redolent of New York.
They walked slowly back to the car. Genero continued to claim the role of captain of the ship, and once out of the country club they headed south along the county road. About a mile or so, farther, Adam ordered Genero to stop. Once more he got out of the car. The threat of rain had momentarily dissipated, bright sunshine poured over the oaks and scrub pines. The dividing line on the blacktop shimmered. He walked up the road a few yards and stood staring at the horizon, so enveloped in thought that it came as a shock when Genero stepped up behind and laid a hand on his shoulder.
“This is where it happened?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t seem that sure.”
“It’s hard to tell. They’ve widened the road and the trees look different. I thought I would know the spot right away when I saw it, but now it’s…” His voice trailed off.
“Adam, what is it you’re looking for?”
“The day before yesterday.”
“You won’t find it.”
“Maybe not. But I have to look.”
A faint humming could be heard in the distance and, little by little, there appeared, heading north, a dirty blue Chevy pickup loaded with some sort of unidentifiable yellow farm equipment. Proceeding at a stately pace, the truck gave off a complementary clanking sound from under the hood, followed by a toot of the horn, a sort of casual salutation as the driver passed them. In days gone by, when the countryside was dotted with tobacco and the sprawl of suburbia was only vaguely hinted at, roads crawled with trucks like this. Adam watched as the truck waddled duck-like toward the horizon, topped the rise, dipped and slid over the edge.
“I miss Max,” he murmured, half aloud.
Genero looked at him in surprise. “After what he did to you?”
“Max only did what he thought he had to,” Adam said, and they walked slowly back to the car.
“He lied to you,” Genero pointed out.
“Of course he did. They both did,” Adam said, sliding into the passenger seat. “But they couldn’t help themselves. If I’d had any sense, I would have kept my mouth shut. But I didn’t know. Nothing is worse than thinking you’re smart when you’re not. What I didn’t discover until later is that love is a series of lies—small but essential lies—and if we destroy the lies in search of the truth, we lose the essence of love itself.”
“I refuse to believe that.”
“Of course, that’s understandable. In your eyes, it’s the truth that sets you free. Am I right?”
Genero nodded.
“You wouldn’t have enjoyed the Bell Tower.”
“Probably not.”
It was getting late, and there was still another place to visit. Adam had Genero hurry, which only made things more difficult because the place was not easy to find. Buildings had grown up on all sides; a large Super Save supermarket sat catty-corner at the intersection, a feed store occupied most of the block and parking space was at a premium. And yet, the moment they stepped through the door, it was as though one world disappeared and another took its place.
The Paradise Lounge was that prehistoric fly preserved in amber Adam had been looking for, time frozen, every detail unaltered. The ancient leather upholstery, the Formica bar top even dirtier now with its accumulation of grime, the booths along the side and back walls—he could picture himself with Simon as he leaned forward with that strange, pasty face of his, the eyes boring into him, talking about money and being a good person.
“I’m being given a test,” Simon had said.
What kind of a test? He never did explain.
A pretty young woman with brown hair cut extremely short came over from the bar and took their orders—coffee for Adam, beer for Genero. While they waited, Adam excused himself and went into the men’s room. In his mind had been fixed a vision of peeling green walls, of mildewed floors, a single light bulb hanging overhead and an ugly smell. But the smell was gone. The men’s room had been modernized. The light was fluorescent now, and there was even a hot-air blower where once the paper towel dispenser had hung.
There was no hint that Simon Denning had ever been here.
His name brought only a blank stare from the bartender. The young woman grinned and apologized, although it was hardly her fault that the past remained invisible to all but those who had gone through it.
She did manage to dig up a fat, pot-bellied man from the kitchen who filled them in on what had happened to WCAN. After Ted Sauer bought the station, it had changed hands and formats several times. Then, a housing developer purchased the hilltop property for an attractive sum. Both building and antenna were torn down and the station moved to its present storefront location in Southgate, which had blossomed like some huge marine creature to cover acres and acres more land in burgeoning Canelius.
“You oughta see it,” the pot-bellied man said, puffing a king-sized menthol cigarette that reminded Adam of the tower that, on some evenings, seemed to float skyward on a blanket of smoke. “Biggest in the county. That shopping center is awesome.”
“We’ll see it,” Adam said softly, but Genero sensed a lack of conviction in his voice.
When they left the Paradise Lounge, Adam asked Genero to continue with the driving duties. There was a tired, distracted look on Adam’s face, a grimness that hadn’t been there before. The Canelius they were riding through wasn’t the Canelius that had gotten wedged in Adam’s memory. There was nothing here that could possibly restore the world of thirty-five years ago to the way it had been. It was just a matter of time before they had to turn the car around and head back to the airport.
“I’m sorry it has to end like this,” Genero said.
Adam shook his head. “It’s all right.” He leaned back against the leather upholstery. “I’m glad we had a look at the station, and I’m glad we stopped in at the Paradise Lounge. I don’t think we wasted our time, but I still think it’s out there.”
“What is?”
“The answer,” Adam said.
“You don’t even know what answer you’re looking for.”
“I’ll know when it gets here.”
They set course for the airport. Their bags were packed and sitting in the trunk, and it was just a matter of catching the next plane to Atlanta, which would connect with the last flight of the day to San Francisco. They were almost within sight of the terminal when Adam stretched out his hand and brought him to a stop.
“What?” Genero said, puzzled.
“One more place.”
“We’ll miss our plane,” he objected.
“I’m sorry, Frank. I can’t go home yet, not until I see it for myself. Please indulge me.”
With a sigh, Genero turned the car around. The clouds seemed to be piling up into a tower of gray and white as they headed south.
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It came into view slowly, a swatch of green space after a long, gradual curve in the road. The pines and oaks pulled back gently, as though bowing their heads in deference to the sanctity of the site. A tall wooden archway, painted green to blend with the scenery, bore the words “Mt. Nebo Memorial Park.” They drove up a short lane that ended at a stone wall and a parking area large enough for a dozen cars. From there, visitors needed to proceed on foot through a spiked iron gate and up a path. The gate stood half open, and Adam noticed with a start that the gray Pontiac Trans-Am, the same one that had been following them for most of the day, was parked at one end.
Thunder was rumbling in the distance as Adam got out of the car. A sullen breeze played about his head. To the east, you could hear the faint roar of a jetliner taking off from the airport where he and Genero had landed, twenty-four hours earlier, their day spent rolling around in the past. Adam felt tired and depressed.
“Would you mind staying with the car?” he asked Genero.
“You’re sure you don’t want—”
“I’d like to go in by myself.”
He pushed aside the gate and stepped into the cemetery. The section he wanted was in the southwest corner, sheltered by a tall, thick-trunked oak tree whose branches and leaves, at this time in the afternoon, covered the area in shade. He walked slowly up the path, reluctant to look and yet afraid not to. Last time there were two gravestones side-by-side, one for Susan Goldman Bernstein, the other for her mother Rachel. Now there were three, Max’s stone completing the ensemble. The family had insisted on simple, unadorned slabs—no statues or fancy monuments—each inscribed with a date of birth and death and a Star of David. 
Along with the standard inscription, Adam noticed the words “We miss you” carved in solemn letters on Goldman’s stone, and on Susan’s grave marker the words, “I miss you.”
Such a small difference, but how significant.
And now? Was there any point to this exercise? Had he come three thousand miles to end up looking at a grave? He stood listening to the breeze, waiting for the voices that used to come to him at times like this, but there was nothing. Only silence. It was as though someone had walked into a room where a radio was playing and turned it off, as though the dial that once brought him a thousand sounds from every corner of the universe had suddenly disappeared.
Only the silence registered, the emptiness.
He stared at the stone and wondered. What would she look like today if they’d grown old together, their faces lined, their cadence slowed, their voices thinned by the emery wheel of time? Would there be children filling the house? Would her hair have gone gray, as his did, or would she have colored it to keep up the illusion of youth?
The odd thing was that he could only see her face in snatches. Most of the time what came to him was an outline, a transparent shape that faded in and out of reality, blending with the trunk of the big oak tree. But he heard her voice clear as a bell. It was the way she spoke that fascinated him then, and still did, with almost no Southern accent, which made her stand out from the other girls. It was a soft voice, low and throaty; a voice that hummed, never harsh, never strident. Now and then you could hear the accent emerging like a woodchuck from its tunnel. It would glance around at the world in wonderment, very shyly, and then vanish to where it had come from.
Why did it have to be that way? Why could it only come to him in small bits, the nights of ecstasy, of glorious intimacy, the mornings filled with birdsongs and the warm smell of eggs frying on the stove. But the dark times, they were different. These he remembered in detail, the weary sadness that followed her miscarriage, the feeling of cold despair once it was clear she wasn’t going to become a mother. He knew now why she had grieved so terribly over the loss. Bad enough that she had lost the child, but this was the second one to be taken from her. She was mourning for two, for the first as much as the second. In her mind, it must have seemed that fate had inscribed her to be childless forever in the book of life.
He glanced back at Max Goldman’s headstone. What a waste. To give his daughter to a man she didn’t love, for the sake of a reputation and because of secrets that were never in danger of being told. What a useless exercise. And yet, some good had come out of it. Hadn’t he gotten a year of happiness from Max Goldman’s deception, a year he could live with until he himself was lowered into the ground? Of course, it would never have happened without the envelope and the key. He never deserved her, not for one moment. If he seemed desirable in her eyes, it was only because of what the genie had bestowed one dark and fitful night.
He remembered that night as clearly as if it were yesterday. He was driving home from the station on a particularly dark and faceless street. Canelius had buttoned itself up, showing its angry, cruel side. He remembered pulling over to the curb and sitting, hunched up behind the wheel, staring at the unseeing houses with their drawn window shades and carefully bolted doors. He remembered trying to shake his fist at them in anger, but he couldn’t shake it because his arm throbbed where it had been broken. He sat and stared and swore an oath.
The words still echoed over the years. He remembered shouting in his head, with the arrogance only youth can muster, that he was tired of being forever on the outside, that he needed to be let in. He demanded to be let in, they had no right to keep him from being a part of that secret world. Why it should be so important he never asked himself, but something in that dark, silent place was listening and nodding its invisible head and in that instant a bargain was struck, a deal made, a promissory note handed over with the words: “Payment in Kind.”
He thought he knew what that meant at the time. Now he wasn’t so sure. After all, he hardly knew the man. They hadn’t exactly shared a social life, or gone out for dinner—their schedules would have made that impossible. Scarcely more than a handful of words had passed between them, so what did he expect? Having made a contribution of five dollars, he had in return received a key to a door that could exist anywhere in the world, with no clue to what was behind it, or where it could be found.
And that was it. No transaction, no agreement, not even the verbal kind. You can’t take a key to the bank and expect to receive cash in return, unless of course the key opens a safe deposit box. But keys that open boxes in banks are long and thin, they have a distinctive shape—and damn it, this might not even have been Simon Denning he’d talked to, how could he be sure? The man who sat across from him in the booth at the Paradise Lounge, his back to the door, could very well have been a stranger who just looked like Simon, who had taken on the guise of that big bluff man with the voice like a bass drum, that half-jolly, half imperious jokester who had disappeared into the morning mist and turned up in the smoke of a back-street bar, commuted and transformed.
Why? Was he wasting his time trying to make sense of what had happened? If Simon really wanted to do him a favor, couldn’t he have brought along the one person who meant more to him than anything else in the world?
But that might have been part of the joke. If Simon had run off with a batch of Nat “King” Cole records in his suitcase, he wasn’t likely to come back and play Good Samaritan with someone he hardly knew. The real Simon Denning, assuming this one was an impostor, would probably have put hundreds of miles between himself and Canelius. He had been tricked into spending half an hour in a sleazy bar with a morbid comedian who liked to talk nonsense and whose principal objective, if he had any at all, was the extraction of money for his next drink.
And still, he wasn’t sure.
Someone had laid a small sprig of marigolds at the foot of her stone. The blossoms looked fresh, their petals eager for the approaching rain. He wondered who could have made such a tribute, possibly a relative, an old friend who cared. Was Gwen still in Canelius? There had been so many in those days; now he couldn’t think of anyone who was left. Everything was in the past.
He glanced up at the sky. The clouds were darkening, growing heavier, but the breeze had died, which meant it would be a while before rain arrived. The voices were fading now. If nothing else, he had managed to turn down the volume in the monster radio that seemed to play, interminably, in his head. Straightening himself, he turned away from the gravestones and started to leave. It was then that he became aware of the tall, heavy-set black man coming toward him from the next burial plot.
He was a good-looking man in his mid-thirties, dressed in a conservative brown suit and a black tie. An expensive gold watch encircled his wrist, and he wore black loafers polished to a high shine. There were stress lines, though, down the side of his face, even a touch of gray in his short, curly hair. A small black moustache, a wart to one side of his oddly narrow nose and deep brown eyes partially hidden by fashionable aviator-style glasses completed the picture.
They stood side by side, not speaking for a while, the black man looking down at Susan’s grave with his hands crossed in front of him. At one point he took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped it across his mouth. Finally, he looked up and turned toward Adam.
“She was a beautiful woman, I’m told,” he said.
His voice was soft and cultivated, with just a touch of Southern grace. Adam wondered what could have attracted a man of his age here, since he was obviously too young to have known personally the woman who slept beneath this soil. In fact, after all these years, it surprised him that anyone would be interested in a story so old, so rooted in the past as to be almost part of a legend.
All he knew with any certainty was that the man standing beside him was the one who had parked his gray Pontiac Trans-Am out in the parking lot.
“You’ve been following me, haven’t you?” 
The man nodded.
“Why?”
The man introduced himself. “My name’s Neil Hammond,” he said. “I’m with the county district attorney’s office.”
“You’re not—?” Adam started to ask.
The man smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It’s not official business. I’ve been waiting to speak to you.”
Adam could not resist a stare. “You could have done that any time.”
“I was hoping to get you alone,” Hammond said. “And this is an appropriate spot for it.”
A gust of wind suddenly sprang up, gathering a swatch of dead leaves and swirling them around his feet. Strange, Adam thought, because winter with its mists and glooms, its leaves that shriveled and turned dark and dropped to earth forming a carpet of brown, was a long throw away. Had the seasons been inverted? A pigeon settled down beside a nearby gravestone, pecking placidly for seeds and hidden spoils. A roar in the distance to the east reminded him that their stay in the castle of the past would soon be over.
“We know each other?”
“In a way.”
The breeze died. Off in the distance, Adam caught sight of a small family making its way toward another gravesite. He could make out an adult, two children and a squat figure that could be a grandmother. He wondered if they’d come to pay homage, as he had, and if so who was their loved one buried beneath this solemn ground.
He glanced back at Susan’s grave, and his eye was attracted to the sprig of marigolds at the foot of the stone. “Well, I like your taste in flowers,” he said. “You put them there?”
“Yes.”
“How often do you come?”
Hammond shrugged. “Once a month, more or less, sometimes twice. I try to make time whenever I can.”
Off in the distance, the family group at the other gravesite was beginning to disband. The two children, their hands gripped tightly by a man in a dark leather jacket, stirred for the first time as though released from a malignant spell. Together, they moved down the knoll, unaware that the grandmother had remained behind, bowed before the grave, perhaps for a few more moments of contemplation. It was left to the mother to go back and gently ease her away from her post.
The truth came to him without any touch of surprise, as though it had been waiting there all the time.
“You’re her son, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he took in the silent tableau on the knoll. He didn’t want to stare, but it was hard not to see himself in the scene. He wondered if he too had been left behind. All these years, chasing rainbows, climbing towers that did not exist, surely there must have been someone to come back and fetch him, someone to take his arm and say, “All right, old man. Time to give up this foolishness, once and for all.”
He took a deep breath. “I should have known.”
“There was no way you could have.”
“It’s what she told Max.”
“That’s what she wanted him to believe, but at the last minute she couldn’t go through with it.”
“She lied.”
“In those days, it was the only thing she could do.”
The lie was to her father, who then relayed it, compounded it, turned falsehood into truth, and so it had been perpetuated down the years. Now as he stood staring at the gravestone, hearing for the first time a part of her life that he had never known, he knew it was something he’d never been meant to know.
“How did it happen?” he asked.
Hammond told his story quietly, without any of the flourish one would expect from a trial lawyer. He had never known Susan, his real mother, of course. That would have been impossible. After the baby was born, he said, she ended up giving him to a black couple who were living in Paris at the time. The couple were people she had known from Canelius, and young Neil was raised along with two children of their own. They saw to it that he had an education—a good education—and when he was old enough, they told him who his real mother was.
“I was pretty angry at first.”
“I’m not surprised,” Adam said.
“But gradually I came to understand,” Hammond said. “That was the way it had to be.”
“But it didn’t have to be that way.”
“You don’t live around here, do you?”
“No, of course not.” Hammond’s expression said that, because he was an outsider, someone who had only dropped in for a fleeting moment, he would never understand. And he was right. Adam realized that he was probing waters beyond his comprehension. “And your father?”
Hammond glanced back at the gravestone. “My real father?” He smiled sadly. “I never met him. He died in Vietnam.”
“What was his name?”
“Peabody. George Peabody. He could have been a pillar of the community.”
“Peabody?” Adam frowned. “I knew an old lady by the name of Peabody, back in those days. She used to come into Max Goldman’s furniture store and give him a hard time.”
“Yes, she would have done that.” Hammond smiled.
“You know her?”
“I should.” He smiled again. “She was my great aunt.” 
Adam wanted to laugh out loud. He thought of how Max had treated the grumpy Miss Peabody, with such respect and deference. And all this time, without knowing it, Max and the old lady were tied at the hip. There was something almost comical about it.
Flashes of electricity off to the west lit up the sky. The breeze that would have marched ahead of a coming storm lay limp and dormant for the moment, but it was only a temporary respite. Rain would be coming soon. 
Hammond smiled and took Adam’s arm and together they walked to the end of the path and out the gate, where Genero was waiting beside the car.
Adam made the introductions, explaining only that the man beside them was a local district attorney, although he had a feeling that Genero, with his sometimes uncanny ability to look beyond the obvious, had already half guessed the truth.
“Tell me,” Adam said, “If you were following me all day, you must have known I’d come back.”
“I did.”
“How did you know?”
Hammond reached into his pocket and took out a business card, which he handed to Adam. “About six months ago, this man showed up in Canelius asking questions. Said he was a private detective named Grohmeyer. Nice man, but completely misguided. I was one of the people he spoke to, and when I realized what he was talking about, I figured it was just a matter of time before you showed up too.”
“But how did you know I was here?”
“This is still a small town. People talk. Let’s just say your presence did not go unnoticed.” He held the car door open for Adam, who climbed in the passenger side and rolled down the window.
“Well, it’s been an interesting visit,” Adam said. “I don’t suppose we’ll be seeing each other again.”
“Oh, I’m not sure about that,” Hammond said with a faint smile. “After all, we’re family, aren’t we?”
Adam nodded. “With any luck, I guess there will be a next time.”
“For your sake, I hope so,” Hammond said.
“For my sake?”
“Of course. It’s still a novelty. You have to get used to it.”
“Get used to what?” Adam said, momentarily puzzled, even as the measure of his time in Canelius – at the helm of the Bell Tower, those luxurious early days with Susan before it all went wrong, the impenetrable meeting with Simon Denning at the Paradise Lounge – was slowly turning round on itself, twisting and unraveling, gingerly revealing once indecipherable truths, presenting fleeting glimpses of tentative meaning. For a moment, it seemed, the skies brightened every so softly.
“Having a stepson,” Hammond said simply. “That’s the real key.”
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