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“Nothing has happened but that which has been recorded.”

Virginia Woolf

Prelude
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It was the morning Sue Haranfot opened her eyes in the sleeping bag on the floor of the old homestead. Wisps of fog rolling in from the distant marsh somehow managed to permeate the doors and windows, veiling her surroundings under a vague mist. Sue wiped her face with back of one hand and sat up, squinting, trying to determine this unexpectedness as real or a residue of some dream. Yes...ok...it’s tangerine tangible. She fell back and onto her side, switching on the Realtone transistor radio and running a thumb over the tuning dial until locating a favorite Oldies station. Sue gazed at the wall in front of her, the part of the house a little crooked, altered by bits and pieces of numerous eras: First Period wattle and daub to Georgian weatherboard holding a scent of horse-hair plaster above a raised Federalist foundation. The blended mishmash left it too head-scratching for any historical society designation, more just an ancient lived-in something-or-other to them, its significance corrupted by its utility, even with the original white pine floors and overhead summer beam. Soon Sue was on her feet, glancing around: I still can’t believe this—the result of so much time and effort spent in the year since Mabel Haranfot’s death fixing it up as the place for her to now live. A lot of interior stuff was moved to storage during the old woman’s illness from this place filled with the dusty ephemera of family and community, all odds and ends from centuries past. Collected mainly because the Haranfot family is a wayback name in the county and a place to donate things to because of the nearly three hundred years old Comfort Haranfot Memorial Library run out of the barn next door. Open weekends half of the year and supported by a modest family endowment created nine generations ago, the amassed clutter sprawling thru both the house and barn was now nearly all tidied by Sue, leaving a sleek, inviting setting for a resurgence of the library and the first real place for her to call her own.

Sue stood at the kitchen counter, hand-rinding some grapefruit and then leaning over to smooth out the tapestry, a Dutch woven shawl, draped over a chair as she drank the juice from a Victorian era air-twist glass. The twinge in her lower back as she reached down reminded her it was past time to get a mattress as she slowly straightened up and strolled thru the house while the morning light did some job on the fog. Sue decided she liked the new arrangement; the more significant period furniture along with textiles and china sorted and kept in the house, themed by century, while the less significant items went to a “traditional” museum. It was a good tax write-off during Mabel Haranfot’s last years when she really needed financial help. Sue could have sold the stuff for fast cash, but since getting that certificate in Colonial Style from the community college she developed an appreciation for history as something best shared.

Sue made some toast, spreading unsweetened blackberry preserves she rendered herself on two slices of oat bread before she sat turning the pages on one of the scrapbooks on top of the table—pictures and details of everything about the property, written in her learned fine style penmanship on homemade gilded paper stock bound by silk string. Eventually, Sue stood up and gazed out through a window as the last of the dewy haze curled over a field called Odd Meadows that tracked off into woods of the sprawling 504 acre Haranfot woodlot, ending at a boggy merge of two lazy rivers boarded by marsh flowing into the distantly visible Atlantic. In time Sue’s eyes drifted back inside, her gaze drifting along walls of the newly painted interior: the mustard yellow kitchen, the raspberry wash in the hall, the blue-based pink of the sitting room. Her mind was on what next to do inside the house when news on the radio after Big Girls Don’t Cry reported that bacteria found in cat feces was now turning up inside Arctic beluga whales.

It was the morning when not far to the west a man named Glen Sutter stood for a long time in front of Memorial Hall by a town green staring at the sign welcoming the North American Archaeological Society and the Mussel Creek Conference. He ambled across the street and sat on a bench, briefly rubbing a sore knee. He tightened the frayed laces on one of his tattered Chippewa steel-toed boots and ran his hands thru a head of hair too long and greasy before glancing back over his shoulder at the sign. Glen turned away and pulled the top of his gray hoodie up around his head and pulled a metal flask from the torn pocket of his red flannel shirt, taking a quick hit before quickly putting it away and leaning forward with his head down. A moment later he set his hands on his thighs, straightened up, nodded and smirked. So here they come. Then Glen reached for the flask again, raising it in a toast towards the sign.

It was the morning in a city not far from these other two that George Moore decided on the beigey sports coat because it matched the only pants that fit him. He frowned, as much at the idea of shelling out for another round of custom-made clothing as much as at the sight of having to tighten his belt; he didn’t like his recent weight gain and he always regretted going for that blah tone of the jacket; it drew attention to his baldness, and he didn’t like what some others might think of wearing that color in this season. George already was a big man and filled his space even bigger in movement and gesture but knew he risked getting too wide and blowing his big-man advantage by getting obese. He’ll take care of that, he was sure, by embracing patience. It’s a virtue, he repeated to himself in a way that made it seem like he coined the term. George slid a Trinity de Cartier ring—pink, white and yellow gold—on his right hand and a Bulgari Diagono watch on his left, exited the bedroom and went downstairs. His wife Stella sat in the living room, the pedicurist already there for the twice-a-month appointment. The maid was already there too, running a vacuum in another part of the house. Stella glanced over at George and the pedicurist looked up, noticing Stella move her eyes past the kitchen and outside beyond the patio. It was the time of year when the autumn sun in the northeast made things look different...denser and richer and multi-hued and Stella was silently reminding George she wanted new fence around the stable and rock wall along the driveway before winter.

An approach up the long driveway sent the maid switching off the vacuum and rushing to the coffee maker in the kitchen to have fresh coffee ready when Brenna entered. The maid knew it wouldn’t matter; ready or not, nothing altered that sour puss. It always made her nervous, that good night or bad, Brenna’s mood couldn’t be read. At least the mother learned to tamp down her scowl to an expression of seeming vaguely bothered, probably because the cosmetic surgeon warned her about what inflated muscle movements might do to her face. The maid glanced over at the pedicurist and slightly grinned...hammertoes in heels is here for her turn, the maid remembering the reference Elena made when they ran into each other at another country club member’s house. They quickly smiled at each other as George walked over and put an arm around his daughter when she came in ready to add her two cents about the new look promised before the winter, but Stella gave her a warning stare. Not that George ever needed to hear about it from them. He knew. He always knew. Always felt the pressure. Their pressure. Wherever they were materially was never where they wanted to be. They were stuck in the doldrums of upper-middle class life like steam in a bottle, and they were looking to him to pry off the lid. But it was taking George a lot of time and a lot of effort to loosen it, which was why, like now, the three of them would sometimes retreat to silent corners, the maid always aware of their odd hush, one that this morning felt like some grand holding of breath as Brenna turned on the television in the kitchen, dumping heaps of sugar into her coffee. She glanced at the screen and shook her head when somebody said that future generations will be burdened with the prospect of reduced prosperity, that things appeared bleak for everyone...Not for us, pal...as George went to his study and examined business reports that, at first blush, might make him disagree. Patience.

It was the morning Emily Nunan stepped onto the northbound commuter rail, set down her backpack and spent a part of the forty minute trip eating a hard-boiled egg and listening to two teenaged girls in the row behind her discuss angels between the texts they sent back and forth and to others and each other. Do they exist?—one wanted to know. Did her friend believe? They both voiced their skepticism in conspiratorial tones, exiting the train before Emily but not without her noticing they were Catholic school students. Emily was far too earnest to find the humor, but her beliefs about the subject weren’t so straightforward; she believed in angels, but not in God. Emily got off the train before the end of the line, at one of those stations you had to tell the conductor you wanted off at, and walked along the side of the road, the old Route 1, now called 1A, where some morning fog continued drifting this way and that. She squinted at patterns and shapes in the mist ... a bobbing dolphin; floating images that oddly stirred her; a big hand that resembled that man’s who for so long made family life unbearable. Emily wiped her runny nose and adjusted her backpack. A long walk, but a good one; they got nearly everything done this summer and there was still enough of autumn to open it for all to see. That’s what had Emily smiling when a car veered at her out of the haze, grumbling along the gravel and racing towards her. Emily, a tall if lean target with a curved spine and crooked feet, sometimes of movements neither fluid nor sensible, wobbled and spun aside onto her knees, rolling into the trash-strewn ditch by the side of the road, the car coming so close she could feel the hot wind off its engine. Open-mouthed, she sat up and reached for the backpack on the ground a few feet away while staring as the car vanished into the distance. Emily saw the driver briefly glance back but keep on without so much as a pat on the brakes. Still on her knees, Emily quickly rummaged through her backpack, displaying big relief after checking all its contents. She stood up, brushed herself off and reset the bag on her shoulder. In the minute she spent deciding how to walk on, the sun burst through, obliterating the last of the fog. Emily sneezed, smiled, and then headed on along the side, way off to the side, of 1A. 

It was the morning that Constable Arthur Wilmer scanned the day’s work—three sets of writs resting side 

by side on his desk. A light day, he frowned, unless something more comes in, but no people chasing, so an easy one. He removed the cup of Cumby’s coffee from on top of the oversized street atlas, put on his bifocals and thumbed through the book. Arthur reached behind him and opened the blinds for better light, writing down his route on a pocket-sized pad. Lingering, he tore the cellophane wrapper off a Frosty’s sticky bun, picked up the tabloid newspaper on his desk and leaned back in his chair, examining the headline insisting that global warming is being caused by Daylight Savings Time.

It was the morning Sue Haranfot tied a scarf around her neck, put on one of her hats—the black and white braided floppy one, and set a pair of absurdly large sunglasses over her eyes before wandering into Odd Meadows once the sun came out. She crouched by a lone live-forever, cupping the pink flowers still shiny with dew before looking back at the homestead after and a deep breath. She smiled...Finally, it’s all coming together. She adjusted her hat to better shield the sun, calculating all the risks to a long life, one she was determined to have, especially now with a legacy to maintain.

It was the morning Ernie Tsakos sat in a car near the shuttered, pruny saltbox on Linebrook Rd. watching Glen Sutter lurch into the yard past the ’69 teal blue Mercury Comet sitting up on cinder blocks. He smirked at the sight of Glen barely dodging the tall pile of rocks strewn about the driveway, getting on the phone as Glen reached for the rusty latch on the rotted, wobbly little chicken coop out back, pausing before pulling the door open until a long-legged spider ambled out of the way.

It was the morning Stella caught a part of her lip as she bit down hard on a cinnamon breath mint while driving into The Glendale Country Club in her Escalade. It’s not just a place...it’s a ghetto, she thought to herself, passing the entrance sign, It’s Not Just A Place, It’s A Way Of Life.  Goodbye to all of you...word’s coming any day now. At the same time her daughter Brenna chased down an Adderall with a Red Bull (like she had every morning since graduating from college that summer) while on the way to be with the married man she was seeing. Before she got there she called her boyfriend Kevin and asked if he knew how to poison the blue jay that was littering their yard with stolen cat food.

It was the morning that George, arriving at Moore Motors, was met again by a customer unhappy with the service done on his Chevy. George grimaced, knowing it had to have been done by his nephew Aaron.

It was the morning that Aaron’s father Dean pulled off the road into a Rite-Aid parking lot, all shaky over almost hitting somebody walking along the side of 1A. His eyes quickly darted away from the mirror that caught his face.

It was the morning Emily walked into a specialty market and bought pomegranate syrup, rummaging through her backpack for the tip money from the pancake house that she put aside. She counted out the cash and felt the clerk staring at her jumbo eyes.

It was the morning Arthur served paper at a nursing home regarding an elderly resident’s estate. He sighed over the sad smell these places all had, leaving the home and wondering how much longer he wanted to do this for seventy-five dollars per writ.

It was the morning Sue strolled along the long road curling from the homestead to the street, picking at and tossing aside the larger stones in the grade—two tons plus of newly set gravel. She stood at the end of the lane next to 1A, hands on hips, looking back at the homestead barely peeking through the trees and nodding... The Comfort Haranfot Memorial Library is about to be reborn! Doubly satisfying, she now decided, having vastly underestimated the work necessary to fulfill her promise. It was as complete as she could ever make it, the decisions what to leave in and leave out of the display a matter still on her mind, even with the compromises – rotating items, clumping them together under themes, etc., while trying to respect its evolution as something of a de facto historical society for the local community. Little did Sue realize that the advent of Mabel’s illness over three years ago would lead to something she found herself so good at—the world of little histories, the index cards with their short notes and the search for more, and having become, now at 28, everything she wanted to do with her life. Sue ambled back up the road, still leaning over occasionally to single out oversized stones with one hand while holding her hat and glasses in place with the other. From the corner of an eye, Sue spotted a hair straying over her shoulder into her face. She pulled at it, holding it in her palm and noticing how tough her hands had become until−oh, my−she discovered she was holding a gray hair. She pulled at it and flicked it into the breeze, adjusting her hat’s angle and bringing the sunglasses closer to her face. Continuing on, Sue wondered when the family would come by for a look now that it was about done. Most of them hadn’t been by since she began the work, really only Aaron and her stepfather George who seemed pleased, even impressed by the undertaking and much more interested than her mother and half-sister seemed whenever Sue showed up at home to do laundry or take a shower. Sue stood between the house and the barn, swelling with pride, apparently more than symbolically because she looked down feeling how tight her Danskin’s felt: Ok, some downside, I’ll admit...a summer of pizza, sweets, and, uh, some drinking too. But it’s better living now, she resolved, marking the day when notice of the library’s reopening appears in the paper as the date it will begin.

It was that afternoon Ernie Tsakos picked up Anthony Coburn at the airport and told him about the scene he witnessed Linebrook Rd. At the same time, George Moore was surprised by a visit from a vice president from General Motors who told him Detroit was continuing contraction-mode and was consolidating more sales districts. Immediately! It also was when his wife Stella returned home and opened the waiting mail − a notice that the Albedo Hunt Club had for the tenth year rejected their application. We were sure this was going to be the year! She hit a table with a fist...now after ten years of waiting they had to reapply just to get back on the list. The bottom of the list. Stella sent a text with the news to Brenna, who read it in the El Porto Motel while riding the dick of the married man named Eric Wronos. She rolled her eyes when she grabbed her phone and read the text, ruining her climax but not his. It was during that afternoon Emily smiled at the sound of gravel underfoot as she walked up Haranfot Lane. Granola feet! How often that sound echoed in her mind this past summer working on the project with her best friend. Emily rounded the bend, stepped onto the porch and opened the door of the homestead. The old crazy-quilt, she said to herself, using her pet name for the Haranfot home. She set her backpack on the table, briefly noting the bruises forming on one arm. Emily took out the pomegranate syrup as well as some cheese and crackers and opened a cupboard above the sink, setting them near the only other things inside − one half-bottle of gin and two nearly filled with vermouth. Before closing the cupboard, she noticed something else in its deep recess. She pulled it forward...an old paperback with frayed pages and a moldy odor - The House Without Windows by Barbara Newhall Follett. A bit startled, Emily’s eyes lingered over the book before she gently put it back, closing the cupboard and pausing in thought. Emily then went and removed a small scrapbook from her backpack: Winter Squash (the 12 Delicious Varieties) the title in magazine cut-out pasted-on letters. She briefly thumbed through the pages, images of butternuts, sugar pumpkins, acorns and the like, her celebration of fall, before setting it on the table next to Sue’s albums. It’s more than a hobby, this scrapbooking they’ve done since they met before they were teenagers, the activity being the only trace of a place they never talked about. It became more like a chronicle of their everyday world, in a way making them authors and artists, if leaving them uninterested and somewhat naïve about cell phones, computers and social media. Emily checked her backpack for the art board, paint and cutting kit she brought along with the guide called Early American Wall Stencils in Color. She slung the pack over her shoulder and headed outside, crossing the grounds and opening half the barn door. Inside, Sue was still at it arranging things, considering, rearranging, moving things back and forth from storage in the loft. To Emily, the place, with the light streaming in, looked so...fresh. Apple-cider donuts, hot out of the oven. That’s what it reminded her of, the aromas of autumn baking inside the pancake house she worked at. Sue turned around as the door creaked open and smiled at Emily. Now minus hat and glasses, Sue slipped a tangerine slice into her mouth and made a Well, here it is! gesture. Emily’s mouth dropped as she slowly 360-ed in place, taking it all in. The plain and neat read oak Federal-era desk they didn’t know what to do with was now sitting by the door, a brand new book sign-out registry open on top of it. Then she walked by walls where new shelves were filled with books, now ordered into more well-defined sections; the largest one now and always having to do with midwifery, the original basis of the legacy in Comfort Haranfot’s honor. There were also rows of publications about prenatal care, men’s and women’s health, marriage, sex education, family issues, diabetes, elder care, grief and more, some books over a century old. Emily moved to the center of the barn, her eyes scanning other new details: a display of barrels from its cooperage era, a section called A History of Axes, other areas were Canoes & Bowls, Wedges & Froes, and The Blacksmith and The Things You’ll Find in a Barn and It’s All in the Way You Hit It, and Essex County Centuries and The Great Salt Marsh and more and more. “And you’re still cur-ating?” is all a wowed Emily could say, seeing Sue still at work. Sue nodded, “Just finishing up with the provenance,” she said, placing on the cooper’s sledge a laminated sign describing Nolan Haranfot’s (1821-1870) thirty years of supplying shipping barrels to The American Linen and Hosiery Company of Ipswich.

Emily was struck giddy, “Why, you are the Curator of Provenance!” she stated, her voice rising with each 

word. They shared a laugh and then Emily moved closer to Sue, setting her backpack on a carpenter’s bench and taking out items one-by-one until revealing the guide and opening to a page. “You found it! Sue exclaimed, blinking a lot like she did when excited. “Where? How?”

“At a white elephant in Amesbury,” Emily said, holding a jar of paint. “Even matched the color.” They rushed to the barn door, Sue grabbing a ladder along the way and scrambling to the top rung above the door where a faded pattern of words – God Bless This Barn And All Who Enter- along with trace images of some cows and chickens remained barely visible. Emily handed Sue the book and she opened it to the page. “It’s the one! The exact one!”

“1815...attributed to colorist Barone Cartier, who worked these parts,” Emily grinned.

Sue quickly got off the ladder and hugged Emily, “Thank you!” Then Emily went to the bench and began tracing the stencil on the art board while Sue got the brushes ready. A short time later Emily was on the ladder, carefully overlaying the pattern and slowly filling it in with paint.

At the same time Arthur Wilmer was driving up and down 1A. He pulled over, scratching his head and inspecting his old street atlas; rural areas can deceive, with roads and passageways appearing, disappearing and existing forever unofficially. He asked for directions at Tri-Town liquors and the only gas station in town, but couldn’t get the information he needed, even when a clerk used the GPS from his phone to try and find the place. The people inside the police headquarters gave conflicting directions and the firehouse was closed, staffed only intermittently by volunteers. Frustrated and disoriented, Arthur wasn’t aware that he drove the around the town common twice in half an hour. He stopped at the only other place around displaying a semblance of activity, an old antiques store with shades drawn but with a car parked out front. Arthur tried the door and then knocked. His server’s sense of presence behind a door led him to knock again. He saw the shades move and then a bell jangle before the door opened just a sliver. A fragment of a face appeared and asked what he wanted. Did he know where Haranfot Lane was? The man replied yes, told him the gravel road looking like it led to nowhere about two miles north on the left was the place. Arthur could see inside behind the man, lots of dusty bric-a-brac along the walls and in the middle of the room were six suitcases, of various eras they seemed, all nestled together, each one with teacup sets on top of them. Old lady lived there, he told Arthur. Think she’s dead now. “Hope so,” he added. Now Arthur remembered...sort of recalled going by it but could he find it again? He did, at last creeping in his vehicle up the winding gravel lane. Always best to watch the noise when situations didn’t require human confrontation: Be as quiet as a church mouse he liked to repeat to himself, leading Arthur to pause for a moment when he saw a car parked at the end of the lane between a house and a barn. He stopped well before being in full view, took his gun, a hammer and a folder out of his car, leaving it running as he approached the house. His feet softly touched the porch and his hammer lightly tapped on the door as he nailed a notice in big red letters – THIS PROPERTY HAS BEEN SEIZED. COUNTY DEPARTMENT OF REVENUE. NO TRESPASSING. He did the same on the side of the barn, fulfilling the instructions – post three each on the two buildings. Arthur slinked back to his Infiniti and drove away, now not so quietly. Inside the barn, Sue and Emily were working on finishing touches. “Viola!” Sue said after setting a straw doll on a table of the section, Children’s Playthings 1644-1944. “It’s past noon, let’s have a drink,” she said to Emily before they heard Arthur driving away. “Is somebody coming?” Emily asked as they opened the barn door. “Maybe somebody wants a sneak peek,” Sue thought. Before either realized the sound was fading instead of approaching, they stepped outside and spotted the notice on the door. Sue tilted her head and read the words, her face tumbling into shock, confusion and then anger as Emily stood by her side.  A brief silence ensued.  Sue shook her head, “This has to be a mistake,” she said, beginning to reach for the notice until seeing DO NOT REMOVE. “Who?...why?” Emily stuttered. “This is a mistake,” Sue muttered, starting to walk across the grounds towards the house, moving faster until breaking into a trot with Emily close behind. Sue stopped before the door, staring at the other notice as she flung her arms onto her hips. “I’ll straighten this out,” Sue declared, fluttering her eyelids, her face growing red as Emily stood behind her. “It’s just a mistake,” her voice wavered. “Unreal,” she trailed off...How can this be happening now?  “It’s just some kind of weird foul-up.”

––––––––
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Part One

––––––––

“Darling,” George paused and let out a concerned sigh, “I’m afraid it’s no mistake.” He gently shook his head, closing a folder messy with papers and setting it on the coffee table. He placed an arm around Sue, who was next to him on the sofa.

“But-” Sue stuttered, “how could this happen?”

George pulled her closer, “You’ve had a lot to deal with recently, things you’ve never had to deal with before. It just fell through the cracks. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

“Almost fifty thousand dollars!” Sue shook her head. “The property taxes not paid in almost seven years?” Sue’s gaze went through the patio doors to the stable and the three Arabian mares grazing behind the fence, looking for anything to focus on besides the interior of this place she lived in for years. She felt increasingly a guest there, and now smelled what guests smell, in this case that dimly curdled scent behind the insidey things that say prosperity in the modern home. Sue’s nostrils throbbed like an infected tooth as Stella set a bowl of tangerines on the coffee table and paced the room in front of them in her Argentine jodhpurs and French riding boots. “Your grandmother was moving around, hospital, nursing home, back home, so on, and even before that she was failing. Plus, she wasn’t one to open up about personal or financial matters.  She was a real Yankee, remember.”

“I know, Ma” Sue sadly smiled, turning away from the tangerines and well aware of its message. Though this was her mother’s kind of life for over twenty years, it still felt a little odd to see her in this kind of setting. And the clothes seemed like a costume to her, even though Sue didn’t remember a lot about those days before she married George when she was with her mother at least half the time. It was just endlessly clumsy, their dealings with each other, the mother becoming a human of and the daughter one from.

Sue glanced at Brenna, curled in a chair diagonally across from her, fingers going fast at it on the keyboard in one hand, the Garrard blue diamond and rose gold tennis bracelet she received as a graduation gift that summer shimmering on her wrist. At least she’s stayed around to find out what’s going on with me.

George took his arm from around Sue and faced her, “I know it’s only been one day, but are you beginning to consider your options here?”

Sue was sure she had the answer, “The widow Prudence Haranfot once had a situation like this: her deceased husband was in debt to the town so she gave them some of the chicken’s eggs for five years to pay it off.”

George nodded and scratched his chin, “Well...uh,” George began, “that was a couple of centuries ago, wasn’t it?  I don’t think the town needs provisions for a poor house anymore.”

“Well, what if I took donations after I opened the library and pledged it to pay the tax bill?”

“Doesn’t work that way today, Sue,” Brenna informed her without looking up from her phone.

George and Stella both frowned at Brenna, who didn’t even notice. You go gentle with Sue, not blunt. Especially now. “A good proposal,” George told Sue. “Unfortunately, the world has moved on from those ways.”

“Then I’ll get a loan and pay the bill,” Sue proposed.

“Yes, that is a more modern idea,” Stella said, sitting on the other side of the sofa next to Sue. Stella glanced at Sue’s hat and glasses on the coffee table. Why she’d taken up wearing those recently Stella didn’t know, and for a number of reasons she didn’t ask. Sue watched her mother look at them and could feel particles of that English perfume she always wore waft onto her skin.

Brenna briefly looked up at Sue, “You’ll have to show them you have a way to pay it back. 

“I’ll use the donations for that,” Sue quickly replied.

“How many people visited when the library was last open?” George asked.

“We had almost two hundred people that year.”

Stella took Sue’s hand, “Honey, that’ll never be enough.”

“I’ve made changes.” Sue nodded with confidence, “Many more will come now.”

“On old 1A?” George shrugged. “It’s hardly traveled anymore. If a bank gives you money, they’ll attach the property. Can’t pay the bill then they’ll take it. Can you handle that? And don’t forget: it’s of limited value to anybody but you. There’s a conservation restriction but for Haranfot blood being grandfathered in. You can do something with it, but nobody else will ever be able to. If it went to auction, a likely bidder would be a conservation group at pretty short money for all those acres.

Sue stomped a foot, “Nobody is going to do anything to the Haranfot property!”

“Well, somebody plans to now,” Brenna said, as sharp as the cut of her hair.

“Not for long,” Sue shot back, staring hard at Brenna. Sue looked at George, “Then I’ll come back to work for you at the dealership. Doing reception, filing ... I’ll even sell on the floor to get the money.”

That stopped the conversation momentum. Sue gazed around at them all, a little puzzled. Ok, so we’re all adulting now. She glanced down at the tangerines and then closed her eyes, keeping them shut tight, yet that couldn’t ward off that odor of carrion serious things seem to have. What she was now left hoping for was for George to offer financial help. He’d always been generous, really like a father all these years. She’d never asked for any money, never hit them with college bills or need for a fancy graduation gift. Room, board, medical insurance, that’s the only burden she’s been. But she needed some help now. When Sue opened her eyes they were all looking at her.

“I didn’t want to bring this up now,” George shrugged, “you have enough problems.” He pressed his lips together and then went on, “The dealership is closing.”

“What?” Sue went big-eyed.  “Why?”

“The car business isn’t what it used to be...not for American cars anyway.” George went on, “In a way, I’m relieved...we’ve been losing money for a while.  The service department kept us going, but our reviews from customers haven’t been very good lately.”

“What will you do?  The employees, and Aaron?” Sue asked, suddenly distressed she was bringing her problems to them when they had their own.

“We’re all in the same boat here. We’ll all have to find a way to survive. I have the rent from Dean on the building the laundry is on, but we can’t get by on that. I may have to sell it.”

Sue glanced around at them and then put her head on George’s shoulders, “I’m so sorry.  You’re so kind to be listening to me with so much on your mind.”

George held her close, “I would have already offered to help you out. Sorry Peaches.”

So here they all were, Sue thought. Hardships are free; they bring future success to thee. That’s what Annabel Haranfot once wrote in her diary, reminding Sue that all could end up fine.

“Five Guys!” Brenna shrieked they all jerked and stared. Brenna looked up from her phone and rolled her eyes. “Kevin’s going to work at Five Guys!” Brenna scowled, “I’ve just started my MBA and he’s taking a job at Five Guys! He has to do better than that.”

“He still can’t find anything?” Stella inquired with a vinegary face.

“His mother gave him the summer to find a job, which became any job. Said she didn’t want him living in the basement. Getting a degree in media, what was he thinking?”

“Not ending up at Five Guys, I’m sure,” George said.

“Why are you still with him?” Stella at last asked what she had wanted to for the entire summer. “College boyfriend, I get it, but it’s clear you’re going places that he’s not.”

She did have her reasons for being with Kevin, but it was now to the point where relationship appearances were taking a toll. “He thought a communications conglomerate would recruit him.”

Sue sensed a strange outside pressure bearing down on her. My head is a clogged drain. That’s how it sometimes was, this world often not assembling into an order she understood. My teeth are moving. They feel like doors. She glanced around at everyone. And they are the knobs. Sue struggled to appear neutral, blank of anything that might be perilous to have noticed. Falling into herself, she wasn’t aware of the quick glances passing between the others. She closed her eyes and took some deep breaths before opening them and looking around the room, for a moment summoning images, those curious inklings of being able to define all the eyes ever set upon someone, an invisible wardrobe sometimes draped on everyone she saw. Sue saw a pair of eyes coming up a flight of stairs toward the child George. Weary eyes...loving ones. On Stella, a twirling funnel of dizzy stares and on her half-sister Brenna, a surprised Sue felt the heat of hostile glares.

George stood up from the sofa, “Not the best day for any of us,” he quietly said.

Stella leaned in to Sue, “So, what are you going to do? Don’t let the place go to auction.”

“I won’t,” Sue declared.  But she didn’t know for certain what to do.

“Clock’s ticking...you have thirty days,” her mother pointed out.

“I know.”

Brenna set down her phone, “Any other ideas?”

“I was thinking that the community might pitch in. The Haranfot’s did a lot for the locals. It was the community woodlot for a century. Maybe the townsfolk will help us now.”

Stella was next to rise from the sofa. George and Brenna saw her take a moment to calm her exasperation. “That was centuries ago, Sue. Almost all the people around today don’t have any clue about it all.” Stella glanced down at the bowl of tangerines. “It’s not...realistic.”

“Just an idea, that’s all,” Sue admitted. With that, Stella walked toward the patio and exited through the doors, grabbing the riding crop on a marble table outside and disappearing from view.

George picked a tangerine from the bowl and took a seat in a chair by the fireplace. “It’s a tough spot we’re all in right now,” he began, peeling the tangerine and pulling slices from the core. “I have an idea to offer,” George got up, walked to Sue and handed her a slice of tangerine, “Should you care to hear it.”

“I do care to,” an interested Sue took the wedge and straightened up.

“Needless to say, I have a lot of connections in business,” George needlessly reminded her.

“Very, very good ones,” Brenna added.

“Maybe they’d be interested in some of the land; if so, it may take care of your problem. I’d be sure they do the right thing with it.”

Sue was aghast, “Alter the Haranfot land? I told you no!”

George started to further clarify, “Perhaps just a portion-”

“I wouldn’t want to do that,” Sue interrupted.

“Until a year ago you didn’t want to drive a car, either,” Brenna said.

“I can’t sell the Haranfot property!”

“Listen to him, Brenna urged. “He didn’t say that.”

“Blood can ‘partner’ and do what they want,” George reminded her. “It would still be yours, in a way.”

Sue nodded No. “It wouldn’t be the same property,” she shot back. “Mabel Haranfot wouldn’t want me to do that.”

“Isn’t it better the land stay with you, most of it, and you have a say in who gets a portion of it, than have the government take it all?” George proposed. “You can even have enough money left to live well and sustain the library.” George was in full state-your-case mode now, “Worse comes to worst you could move the whole thing to a space on Main St. Think how many would have access to the library then.  Or move the whole thing online and have more people learn about the Haranfot’s in one year than in a lifetime at a walk-in place.”

Brenna got up from the chair and approached Sue, “Your nana isn’t around any longer. And neither are any other Haranfot’s. Isn’t that what you told me? They were the last of their name in England when Rest-easy Haranfot or whatever her name was and her sons left there in 1623 and now you’re the last of the name here now.”

“It’s Comfort Haranfot, the courageous midwife. But-” Sue stuttered, “that’s all the more reason to keep the tradition. All who die do not perish, you know.”

Brenna threw out her arms, “Keep it for who? Unless you have kids, who’ll care after you?”

“Well, I may someday have children,” Sue said.

“And if you don’t get it together now there will be no estate by then,” Brenna pointed out.

George moved into the space between them, “Cool down, will you please? It’s just an option to consider. Think about it. But you need to make a decision soon.”

“My decision is I will not sell or let a hand touch one inch of the Haranfot homestead!” Sue said in full blinky fury as she got up, put on her hat and sunglasses and advanced towards the front door. “I’ll get the money. You’ll see.  I promised Mabel Haranfot that I wouldn’t sell the land and I won’t.” Sue put her hand on the door and turned to them, “This is the time for courage, the kind of courage Waitstill Haranfot had. In August of 1695 he was the only elder available when they brought in a thief who stole a shoelace. He refused to give him the twenty lashed lashes called for, saying the sentence was an abomination even though he knew what would then happen – that they would whip him instead. And they did, taking his stand and showing the punishment was far too light. I will call upon his nerve now,” Sue announced, opening the door, “Excuse me, I have family business to tend to.”

“Susan,” George shook a finger, “stay away from the property. It’s been seized. Come back home.” Sue didn’t reply as she gently closed the door behind her.

Brenna turned to her father, “Well, that went well, wouldn’t you say?”

“Let’s she what she does.” Inside George sighed, over the possibility of having to abandon his favorite virtue, patience.

“I’m sorry I blew our soft-approach strategy there at the end,” Brenna said.

“We all really need this to happen now.” George shrugged, “Or all options are going to have to be considered.”

Brenna shook her head, “Better be. I don’t want to get out of business school with no family business to come back to. She put hands on her hips, “Aren’t we her family too?”

***
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––––––––

Ernie Tsakos and Anthony Coburn finished breakfast at the Village Pancake House and got into Ernie’s Sonata. Ernie took a Listerine breath strip from a pack and rolled it around in his mouth, “I hate coffee breath,” he told Anthony while leaning over the wheel and offering him the pack. Anthony waved him off and Ernie tossed it on the dashboard before starting the car, “He wasn’t hard to find or track until yesterday. We’ll catch up with him today.”

Anthony stared down at his phone, “Explain to me again how you found him.”

Ernie glanced over at Anthony, knowing he’d pay as much attention to the third time explaining it as he did the other two, so he just said, “He chases rocks: I remembered things from the last time you wanted him tracked down.”

Anthony looked out the car window, “We better find him today. I can’t wait around.”

“We will. He has his wanderings, but when you see him you’ll know he’s not going anywhere.”

“Not what we really want to hear,” Anthony announced, his eyes for a time peeled on the sidewalks of the streets they passed. Anthony took a ten second call and then glanced over at Ernie, “We burned a lot of time waiting on you to locate him.”

“Are you saying I was milking it for the per diem?” Ernie kidded. Anthony set his attention out the window, not noticing Ernie’s lingering stare. He was only hired by Anthony’s people once a year or so, infrequently enough so that whenever he saw Anthony there was something new to take in of his appearance. This time it was his stubble. Ernie thought Anthony had shaved at the hotel that morning based on the scent of a citrus splash, but it didn’t look that way. Maybe he just likes the sting of it. His eyes took in more of Anthony, the dark hair that faintly curled as it grew in, the Zenga suit, always in colors just slightly standing out from the norm and usually having the smell of medicated powder. Ernie was wondering if the people Anthony worked for expected their attorney to look this way outside of court or the office when Anthony suddenly pointed, “Pull in there.”

Ernie was confused, “In there?”

“In there,” Anthony again indicated the parking lot of an old gas station looking a long time closed sitting on a forlorn corner: “Is this near where he is?” Anthony wanted to know.

Ernie shrugged, “Half a mile or so, I guess.” Anthony got out of the car and walked over to a pay phone sitting under a streetlight on the sidewalk in front of the place. Ernie sat in the car and watched Anthony examine the waist-high box of scratched metal and etched graffiti. He picked up the receiver and looked at it from a distance, then moved it near his ear. Then Anthony took a handkerchief and wiped the body of the phone where the number was printed moving his head closer and squinting. A moment later he stood back, took his own phone from a pocket and made a quick call. The payphone range twice and stopped. Anthony put his phone away and got back into the car. “Works and takes calls,” he said to Ernie.

Ernie smiled, “Might be the last one that does.” Anthony gave him a let’s-move-on gesture and Ernie turned out of the lot onto the street. Anthony glanced at Ernie, knowing he was curious but not inclined to ask what that was all about. For the first time in a while Anthony took real notice of Ernie—his stained brown microfiber windbreaker and hairline thinner every time he saw him, making his face rounder, but looking like a nobody was good for his job. A for-hire grinder, granted a pretty decent one, Anthony thought, realizing their in-a-way kinship. That’s both of us.

The saltbox came into view on Linebrook Rd. Anthony shook his head, “He’s squatting in this shithole?”  Shortly after they spotted a Ford pickup in the driveway: “This mean he’s here now?” Anthony asked as they pulled over in front.

“He wasn’t driving anything that I saw,” Ernie replied as they stepped out the car and headed into the yard. Anthony aimed for the back door but Ernie gestured and pointed. The door of the chicken coop in the back was open with rustling and banging going on inside. They hustled over and once close enough to see inside they noticed a burly gray-haired man kicking and punching at someone covering up on the ground.

“Hey! Hey!” Ernie shouted, throwing his arms around the man and dragging him away. Behind them Anthony glanced down and saw a scruffy looking man on his stomach with a gash on the back of his head. Anthony frowned, disappointed that the one he hoped to find wasn’t there until he heard “Anthony?” in a whispery growl. Anthony stared and realized it was Glen on the ground struggling to sit up. Starting to lean down, Ernie’s struggle with the other man burst in between them—“What you doing!” the man yelled, trying to pry Ernie off him. “Come on! Come on, just relax,” Ernie ordered, waiting for the energy to drain out of the man.

“He’s your friend? You want trouble?” the man insisted on knowing.

“We know him,” Ernie calmly said, waiting for the man’s heart rate to level. “You ok? I want to let you go so we can talk. We’re going to talk, all right?”

The man’s answer was to end resistance. Ernie let him go and stood between him and Glen. “How you know him?” the man asked.

“He’s−what’s your name?”

“Constantine.”

“I thought so...a Greek like me. Constantine, I’m Ernie Tsakos, visiting here on some business. I was 

meaning to stop by the Hellenic Center while I’m here ...” Ernie put and arm around Constantine and pulled him off to one side for a conversation. Anthony crouched down to help Glen to his feet, and taking a good look at him Anthony realized he had a problem. Trying to get a grip on what was going on with Glen, he glanced around spotting some tall tin milk cans, a number of pans, two boilers with sets of tubing leading from them to a number of lab beakers sitting next to glass jars and other items and tools he couldn’t immediately identify. Anthony helped Glen sit down on a bench against a wall. He reached into his pocket for the handkerchief he used to wipe off the pay phone and was about to hand it to Glen: “Wait-” he pulled it back and put it away, instead taking the one in the breast pocket of his suit and handing it to him. Anthony was about to brush off a bundle of weeds set out on the bench to have a seat next to him when Glen put up a hand for him to stop, “Don’t touch that, it’s my wormwood,” Glen said.

Anthony had enough of the mystery. “What the hell have you got going on here?”

“It’s an experiment; I’m seeing if I can drink myself to death.”

“Oh,” Anthony shook his head in recognition and laughed, “a still?”

“Can’t get real absinthe anywhere,” Glen told him.

Anthony found another place to sit. After a pause he smiled, “And they say the passenger pigeon is extinct.”

Glen wiped smeared blood off his face, “If I knew you were coming I’d have put on a suit.”

“I never knew you to drink much...at all really,” Anthony said.

“It’s a new hobby.”

“I’d ask you how things are going but-” Anthony shrugged. This is as bad as it can be for us.

Glen pondered for a moment, “Still have that awesome wife of yours?”

“Divorced over three years ago.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. She re-marry?”

“Not that I-” Anthony stopped and grinned. Glen still had some edge there. Maybe we can get him right. “I’ll put you two in touch, all right?”

Glen felt around his black eye, “Were you in the neighborhood or something? Thought you’d stop by and take me out to dinner?”

Anthony wondered how loaded Glen was at that moment. “You know what it’s about if I’m here.”

They sat in silence for a while. Finally Glen sighed and shook his head, “No, Anthony.”

Glen and Anthony stared at each other until the muffled murmur of Ernie and Constantine outside grew closer. Ernie stuck his head in the door, “It appears my new friend here, Constantine, has a dispute with Glen.”

“I figured that,” Anthony said.

Constantine pushed his way inside past Ernie, “I bought this house to fix-and-flip.” He nodded at Glen, “Hired this man to build rock wall for driveway. Let him stay here, even have the car left here. Almost two months now, no work!”

“I was going to get to it,” Glen muttered. “Now that the days are cooler.”

“It’s a mess ... the boulders in the driveway. I need it finished to get other work done. I come and find him passed out here – in the old chicken coop! And he’s built this!  For drug making! What if the cops found out? Or the fire department – he could burn the place down.”

“It’s a still,” Anthony informed him. “For alcohol...liquor.” Constantine looked even more flabbergasted. “I know...I know,” Anthony acknowledged. “Hillbilly retro.”

Constantine didn’t seem to understand what Anthony meant. “I want him gone. Take him with you!”

Anthony scratched his chin, gazed at them all and evaluated the situation. He stood up and approached Constantine, “I’m sorry about all this, Sir. It really isn’t like Glen, he does great work. Matter of fact, I tracked him down from New York because I need him to do some work for me.”

“I don’t care. I need the wall done.”

“Why don’t we do this: he’ll finish your job and then I’ll take him for mine. Really, you won’t be disappointed.”

“He’s had enough time.”

“How about a few more days?” Anthony proposed. “We’ll clear out this still now, too...and see to it he gets to work.” Constantine looked down and shook his head. “Tell you what,” Anthony tired again, “I will guarantee it gets finished.  If it isn’t done, I’ll pay to have it done for you.” Constantine raised an interested 

brow. “Here’s my card,” Anthony offered.

Constantine glanced at it and then looked Anthony over. Ernie said something to him in Greek, leading to a short conversation between them. Watching it all, Glen felt like a little boy with his parents in the principle’s office. Anthony set out his arms, “What’s a little more time at this point?” Finally Constantine nodded, putting the card in his pocket. Ernie put an arm around him and led him back to the driveway. Anthony had a seat, folded his arms and stared at Glen until they heard Constantine drive away. 

“Can we go in the house and talk?” Anthony asked. Glen slowly managed to get on his feet and lead the way. “Have any coffee in there?

Glen shook his head, “Nope...nothing.” Anthony went for his wallet and gave some bills to a returning 

Ernie. “Get some coffee, and food for him, will you?”

“What do you want?” Ernie asked.

Glen thought it over, “Sardines, the Portuguese ones in hot sauce. Boneless, of course.” He thought some more, “And some of that mayo with the bacon in it.”

“If I see it,” Anthony smirked.

“Baconnaise, it’s called.” Glen went on, “Get Arnold oat bread and donuts, an assortment...not all the same kind.  I hate that. And Moxie ...a twelve pack.”

“Get him enough food for while,” Anthony told Ernie. “And coffee, lots of it.”

***

“So, just what happened to you, man?” Anthony asked Glen an hour later as he struggled to sit up on a cot after a sobering nap. Glen wiped his eyes and rubbed his temples, “Just the what-nots of life” his deep voice answered before a shrug.

“The Baron of the Barrens,” Anthony smiled and shook his head. He rose from a chair that had a wobbly leg as Glen went to the bathroom. “I looked around for some ice for that shiner of yours, but the refrigerator here doesn’t work.”

“That’s all right,” Glen said thru the closed door.

Anthony went into the kitchen and glanced at the grocery bags on the counter, “What do you want to eat?” Anthony yelled, getting some instant coffee ready.

“I’ll make a sandwich,” Glen said, suddenly in the kitchen with Anthony. He waved off the coffee Anthony was boiling on the hot plate and poked around inside the bags on the counter, first ripping a can of Moxie from a pack, then pulling out the sardines, mayonnaise and bread. “Thanks for this, but the oven doesn’t work either,” Glen said looking at some frozen dinners. “No microwave, either.”

Anthony watched Glen open the Moxie and down most of it in one gulp. “Sure you don’t want some coffee? Anthony asked. Glen waved him off, finishing the Moxie. Then he began making a sandwich.

Ernie entered the house, “Took the whole thing apart, cut the tubing and smashed the boilers to pieces,” he announced. Glen glowered at him while spreading mayonnaise on some bread with a plastic knife. He stood there, eating the sandwich while Anthony took a look at him. He has to want a ticket out of this place. We’ll see if he can build the wall, that’ll be a good test. Anthony tried to find a place to stand that didn’t smell so much like rodent urine, glancing around at the cracked walls, tilting floor and rotting beams, surprised there was even that one electrical outlet still working. He looked into the living room where Glen had refuge in one corner. By the cot on the floor sat some green garbage bags with clothes and Anthony didn’t know what else. There was also an open sailor’s chest made of a blonde wood that had little in it but a backpack, some spelunking tools, a few cloth pouches and some books. While Glen slept it off Anthony noticed the book on top, something written by a Rainer Maria Rilke, leaving Anthony to wonder if the writer was a man or a woman. Glen opened the box of donuts and complained, “They’re all plain,” before consuming one in two bites. “Why not an assortment?” he complained to no reply. Then Glen opened another can of Moxie and went for one more donut. Anthony gazed at Glen, taking him in top to bottom. Can we use him? Anthony glanced over at Ernie and gave him a get lost nod of the head.

“I’ll be outside,” Ernie said as he left.

Anthony watched Glen eat a third donut. They linked eyes and Anthony grinned. Glen knew what was on his mind, “I can’t Anthony.” He shook his head, “Just can’t.”

“There’s a good payday in it. Thought I’d come and personally offer it to you.” Anthony lowered his voice and sat back down, “We kind of owe you.”

Glen suddenly kicked aside the table between them and marched over to Anthony, glaring at him from an inch away, “Oh, you’re so smooth.” Anthony tilted his head back and gazed at Glen. “Don’t play me,” Glen went on, “you’re only here because you don’t have anybody else.” Glen looked at Anthony’s suit, “So put-together. Guess if you deal with so-called important people you need to look like one.” Glen fingered one of the lapels of Anthony’s jacket, “Thought it might be a real fancy fabric,” Glen said, removing his hand. Anthony glanced down at his coat and noticed a smudge. “Oh, pardon me,” Glen said, wiping off Anthony’s coat, but only spreading the grime around. “Sorry,” Glen shrugged, pulling his hand away as Anthony glared at him. “Just have a thing about such a well put together man.” Glen explained. “Intrigues me.”

Anthony stood up and adjusted his coat as Glen kept looking at him. Anthony cornered his emotions and chose to smile, “All right, our options are thin at the moment and time is tight. None were ever as good as you at this anyway and you know I mean that. It’s worth twenty-five grand. That’s more than you’ve ever seen.” Anthony circled Glen and for the first time took a good look into a small room off the other side of the kitchen where a glass terrarium sat on a windowsill. “It’ll get you out of this scum hole,” Anthony added, wandering into the room.

“Those days are over for me,” Glen said from the kitchen.

Anthony strolled into the small room, leaning over and gazing into a terrarium filled with small branches, twigs, dirt, some leaf matter and a tray holding some water and rocks. He didn’t see anything inside so he tapped the glass and turned to the kitchen, “Anything in here?”

Glen entered the room and stood next to Anthony. “Look closely,” he urged.

A puzzled Anthony stared, “I am.”

“You’re staring...trying too hard...don’t focus your attention, splatter it.”

Anthony raised an eyebrow, “Splatter?”

“Don’t look at any one thing, look at everything.”

“Not much to look at but dirt,” Anthony said, turning his head back and forth.

“Inspect the edges, scrutinize the empty spaces.”

Anthony briefly tried, “I see nothing,” he said, shaking his head and backing away. “It’s a very small item we need to move” he said, facing Glen.

“Another pinch and I’ll be a three time loser. And based on what happened seven years ago you know I’m really not that good.”

“We were betrayed. Somebody talked. We took care of that.”

Glen waved him off, “I don’t want to know anything about that.”

“That’s why we need to stick with those we can trust. We trust you, Glen ... you took the bullet. So, what’s in the tank?”

Glen leaned over the terrarium. Anthony stepped closer. Glen pointed and moved his hand inside, down to a branch sitting along a corner. He ran his hand along its edge, “See where it meets the oak leaf, see the-”

“Oh, yeah, looks like a little leg,” Glen moved the wood, revealing a creature underneath. He cupped it with two hands and set it on the windowsill. “Spotted salamander.”

“Never saw one before.” Anthony stared at its deep bluish hue and quirky yellow specks, “looks like some paint dripped on it. My kid would love it.”

“You rarely see them,” Glen explained. “They stay underground ... only feel secure all covered up. They like to feel the earth over them.”

“The leg-” Anthony began ...

“Found him in the cellar couple months ago after a big rain, leg all mangled, had to take it off.”

“Something hurt that bad, I’d put it out of its misery,” Anthony said, bending over the salamander. “How do you think a creature like that found itself in that situation?”

“I don’t know ... got swept up by something it couldn’t stay clear of maybe?” was all Glen could offer.

“Looks to me like it has all its legs,” Anthony said.

“That one,” Glen pointed, “is a new one. They can regenerate them.”

This was about as impressed as Anthony could be by the natural world, “Well, who knew? Aren’t too many animals that can do that.”

“Amazing, isn’t it? Takes a lot of energy to grow it back ... Just trying to offer it some piece and quiet,” Glen said, picking it up and placing it back in the terrarium. “Doesn’t always work out, but with solitude chances get better.” 

“You like this life, Glen...running an insect infirmary and drinking yourself into the gutter.”

“They’re amphibians; I learn a lot more from animals than from people. And I only drink to make my current situation less interesting.”

“Yes, it is interesting, isn’t it?” Anthony commented, putting hands in his pockets and stepping back into the kitchen. “Maybe even a little more so now that I put myself on the hook for you getting this job done here.”

“Never asked you to,” Glen quickly fired back.

Anthony walked up to Glen and grabbed him by the shirt, bunching it up tight with his fists and kicking up some nasty body odor buried under his clothes. “But I did you a favor now, didn’t I?”

“I always planned to get it done for the guy,” Glen muttered.

“And you will − in the next week, right? That’s what I promised, so no boozing, got it?” Glen nodded and Anthony let him go. “I’ll be back. It’ll give you time to consider my offer.” Anthony moved to the door and turned around, “Almost forgot to tell you, somebody wants to talk to you...called my office and said she was hoping to get in touch. I think it was the one from years ago who looked for you.” Anthony reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper, “Wasn’t sure if you had a phone, so I found a pay phone at the corner of Choate and Wallace that takes incoming. Here’s the number.” Anthony offered it, but Glen only turned away. Anthony shrugged and tossed it onto the kitchen counter. “Said she’d call at a time you would know. It’s the phone in front of that old gas station.” Anthony opened the door to leave and turned once more to Glen, “You really can’t turn down the proposal,” he said with a hint of sadness. “We will be doing business,” Anthony told him, almost regretfully before leaving and closing the door behind him. Glen fell into a chair and ran his fingers thru his hair. He glanced at the piece of paper on the counter, grimaced, turned his head away and began coughing until he got up and opened another Moxie. He took a long gulp, turned around and once more looked at the scrap of paper.  

***
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––––––––

George’s warning ignored, Sue went straight back to the Haranfot property. She needed things there, like the transistor radio that belonged to her father, and some clothes, and scrapbooks, the minimum of stuff essential to make that upstairs corner room in that part of the family’s numbing place in that hyphenated town feel even slightly comfortable. I have the right to get my stuff, Sue thought, always too slow on the gas in that ‘82 lime green Olds that belonged to Mabel Haranfot as she took the long way there to avoid that spot near where the vernal pond formed every March, the place where life became different, where it all became different, forever.

Sue stopped the car for a moment, hand-signaling for a left and waiting to turn onto Haranfot Lane, looking ahead at it and the crushed stone disappearing around that bend and remembering: steering clear of something didn’t wipe it away, only left it to seep-thru or burst-out she’d been told, and it threatened to do it then, those feelings of instant change, from way back then to not long ago when Mabel died. Sue refused the sentiments, the pressure behind her face wanting to spew but being held at bay, but not very easily: it’s like having a clothespin on my nose. She tried to reason there was a good life instant different and a bad life instant different, but gave that up, her mind racing in that jumbled way it sometimes did—there was really only bad different because good different only came later from a bad different with her. But that’s good, because the bad different now is the seed of the new different waiting when she comes up with the money to get the situation resolved. Yes, there’s a good different in this bad different, or at least a return to what it was before, a no different.

A truck raced by, honking at a too-close to that side of the road Sue. Her startled reaction was to gas it up Haranfot Lane as soon as it went by, even with a short space between oncoming traffic, kicking up a cloud of dust and screeching around the curve until she braked hard between the house and the barn. Sue sat in the car and quickly glanced around, half expecting armed guards or busy workers fencing in things. There was no one there, leaving Sue to renew hope it still might be some kind of mistake. But once calm she sighed, accepting it as an example of what they used to tell her was magical thinking. Sue gazed out over Odd Meadows and the trails that twisted away from it, watching a breeze scatter leaves fallen from the maples sitting among the pines. Sue decided to take a walk, reaching into the back seat for a sweater. She got out of the car, put on her hat and sun glasses and then she wrapped a paisley kerchief around her neck and hiked through Odd Meadows and onto the trail she called the Humble Ground for the white birch trees that always seemed toppled and bent along the path. Birches get no respect was one of the things Sue recalled Mark Haranfot telling her once when they both walked the trail, people notice so many of them on the ground...their roots are shallow, a little wind and they can’t right themselves so they stay stooped or go down. “Then why aren’t they all gone?” Sue asked him. The catkins are jammed with seeds. When they fall they scatter them all over the place. They’re both fragile and enduring.

Sue wondered if the seeds of the trees she saw fallen that day with him were growing around her now. Haranfot’s used to be like birches, for every one that went down so many were around to take their place, she thought, going left at the first fork on the trail. Even though the wooded acres of the property were a maze of footpaths branching off, going in circles, disappearing, appearing among traces of animal salt licks and outlines from human interlopers, at about five hundred acres one couldn’t really get lost, only inconvenienced. Not that it could ever happen to Sue, these trails were her veins, passageways to and from the heart and that was the Haranfot homestead. That’s why her attention could wander as she moved along...How did the property tax bill fall thru the cracks for so long? How do I get fifty thousand dollars? She did have some cash in a safe deposit box of Mabel’s, though it wasn’t nearly enough; couldn’t she should just sit down with the town and see what could be done? George did inquire with them when she showed him the notice, but he said they insisted it as way past that kind of fix. Even for the Haranfot’s? Maybe if it was a Haranfot in front of them, reminding them all of all their history in the community, then it would be different.

The trail widened and emptied into a little clearing called Dreadful Hollow, vacant expect for some short grass and the large boulder erratic in the middle, the place where Charles Haranfot died wrestling an escaped bull in 1844, found gorged and sitting against the rock with the bull grazing only yards away. Sue adjusted her hat to avoid the sun and stopped in the field, gazing at a single monarch butterfly fluttering over the bittersweet bramble framing one tiny sassafras. Some Indian pipe remained in bloom, and on the right that old quaking aspen still managed to hold on to nearly all its leaves this late in October, just as it always did. Sue thought about all the time she’s spent in these woods, on all this land, among all that’s happened here, and what would the past Haranfot’s think about her situation now? Sue wondered, rearranging the kerchief to block more sun, knowing how important it was for her to live a very long time. Very long. Sue kicked at the ground, glanced up and thought about which of the paths intersecting here she wanted to take. She decided on the Porcupine Dash, which led over to the hemlocks, the trail of less of intruding memories at this time of trouble.

Not far along it became hardly a trail at all, just mere depressions in the browning vegetation. Sue followed its camber towards a small stream, the feel of nearby water patting her face in the soft breeze. Turning the corner, the scent of something burning filled her nostrils. Juniper? Sue pulled off her sunglasses and peered ahead, spotting a figure perched on some rounded granite near the trickling stream; a man, fanning the smoldering waves at his feet towards her. Sue took a step back, “Joe?” she whispered. “Joe!” she said louder, beginning to trot forward, her hat falling off. Sue never went back for it. “Joe!” she cried out as the man glanced up and smiled.

He stood up and Sue suddenly halted in front of him as if considering an invisible warning. A moment later Sue threw her arms out and ran to him, “Oh, my God! It’s been so, so long!” she exclaimed, wrapping her arms around his olive green barn jacket. Sue looked up into his dark eyes and took in his face as the sun shone onto his copper skin. He still looked as he always did, not young or old, with his shoulder length black hair parted down the middle. “I thought you had left,” Sue said, releasing him and wiping her tears.

Joe flashed a wide grin as the juniper embers rose between them, “I’m glad to see you, Sue.”

“I have missed you,” Sue softly told him.

Joe nodded, “We haven’t seen each other in awhile, have we?”

“Years,” Sue said, noticing his familiar reserve of words and gestures. He seemed just like he always was, 

deliberate in all things, with that incredible black deerskin medicine bag on the ground by his side. He even wore that same jacket. “How have you been?” Sue asked, moving next to him and taking a seat on the granite.

“I remain,” Joe said, sitting next to her and poking the juniper ashes with a stick.

Sue felt his pensive tone. “Thought for sure you made it home,” she replied, offering him a slight smile. “Maybe soon?”

“I think so,” Joe said, watching Sue stare at his bag, its embedded yellow and red beads, the moose hair and pheasant quills fashioned into a turquoise-dyed dragonfly of bearskin suede, the long fringed strips of white deerskin coiled by eagle feathers and wampum. It’s a scrapbook!  Sue realized before looking up and noticing Joe’s eyes upon her, “Yes, I still have it,” he said and they both smiled. “How is your life, Sue?”

“All the Haranfot’s are gone now,” she told him. “I’ve been trying to fix-up the homestead. But there’s a financial problem I’m dealing with.”

“Alone?”

“Yes...rest of my family can’t help out. I am alone to be the Haranfot’s Curator of Provenance.” Sue thought for a moment, “Why did you ask me that?”

“You can’t lift even a pebble with one finger.”

Sue stood up, “I don’t want to think about that now.” She turned away, “Please, no more about it.” Joe was scattering the last juniper ashes when Sue turned around, “Smells like gin. A cocktail might be just what I need right now.”  Joe didn’t reply. Sue leaned over his medicine bag and ran her fingers over the tassels. “Did you ever see this black deer?”

“That was Achachak... long before I came along.”

“And the white one?”

“Kanti; animals approached when he sang. Sachem said the Great Spirit would reward a special talent with a unique gift.” Joe pointed north, “They told me it appeared not far away from here, before the dying time.”

“Reminds me of legends about the Haranfot’s,” Sue mused. Joe stood in the middle of the burn pile and held his palms out, gently swirling them around in front of him and above his head while he circled outward, bending and straightening his legs and slowly chanting, his rich tone vibrating thru Sue as he looped around the razed spot. Then Joe faced east and alternated moving left and right hand up and down several times before crouching and reaching into the ashes. He grabbed a handful and blew them at Sue. She closed her eyes and felt a soft smear tinge her cheek. Opening her yes, Sue watched Joe pickup one charred juniper berry from the ground, take it to his medicine bag and place it inside. His hand lingered there, she watched in anticipation:

“Your eyes yearn,” Joe said.

“Just remembering...the bone game. What if I had been afraid and didn’t stay? You saved me.”

“You resolved to live, Sue.”

“I made that decision at that age? No, if you weren’t there I wouldn’t be here now.”

“Are you happy to be here now?”

“Seeing you-yes.”

“But?-“ Joe paused...

Sue struggled with a wave of emotion, “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Joe approached, took Sue’s right hand and set it on her chest, “What does here say?”

“It-...I want to play the bone game.”

Joe stared at Sue, “As a child, it may have seemed a pastime, but you’re not a child anymore; You must 

realize you have to play for something.”

Sue turned things over it in her mind, “Were we playing for something then?”

“You must play for something with meaning,” Joe repeated. “Those are the rules, or else it’s not the bone game.”

Sue shrugged, “I was too young to realize, I guess.” Inside, she felt a need to ward off a descent into a weird, fretful place. She wanted to clutch something familiar. “I need to play.”

Joe kept his eyes fixed on hers: “It will call upon you to deal with the past and believe in the future.”

“Do not treat me like a child,” a suddenly irked Sue replied. “I know what I’m doing.” She was about to say more when Joe raised his hand: “Do not be so quick with words!” Spoken with a tone of a command, it arrested the tempo of their exchange. Sue felt her breath slow and chest expand until she crossed her arms and glared at Joe. The brittle leaves on surrounding trees crinkled in a gentle wind that came their way as Sue‘s arms slid down onto her hips. A crow flew in and perched on a white oak above the stream. Sue felt a little bad, confused over the quick abruptness in from both of them. “Well,” she smiled, “sorry to seem testy.”  Sue took a deep breath and sat on the ground across from Joe.

Joe opened his medicine bag. As he looked inside Sue caught his profile, finally noting with remorse the weary lines on his face. All sucked-up into my problems, she thought, dipping her head into her palm. So glad to see him, she looked back up at Joe, but sad he’s still here. Joe glanced up and placed a square shaving of dried white birch bark between them. “Think what you want should you win the game,” he said. “One thing you really want.” Sue nodded. “Now let’s dig a hole,” Joe said.

Sue watched Joe take a hand hoe from his medicine bag and then reach into the ashes of the seared ground between them, beginning to toss the soil underneath aside. Sue leaned in and joined him, widening the hole with her fingers until they stopped about one foot down into the earth. Joe took a sharp-edged fist-sized stone from his bag and gave it to Sue. Then he picked up the bark, tore it into two pieces and handed one to Sue. “Write down the thing you want,” he instructed her. Sue looked at the bark and then at the stone and then at Joe. “We didn’t do it this way before,” Sue protested.

“In a different way, yes, but we did go by these rules,” Joe declared. Sue gazed at the bark in one hand and the stone in the other. “Go ahead,” Joe urged. Sue took a long look at Joe before scratching briefly into the bark. “The energy of two seeking their goals gets rewarded to the one,” Joe said. “The winner.”

“I don’t under-...” Sue stuttered, “somebody won something before?” Joe nodded before turning away and taking a leather pouch from his medicine bag. “Put it in here,” he told Sue, handing the pouch to her. Sue paused, appearing frustrated at Joe’s lack of an explanation. “Put it in here,” he urged.

She did. Then Sue handed the stone back to Joe, who scraped something into his piece of the bark. He placed it into the pouch with Sue’s and dropped it into the hole. Joe then reached into his bag and pulled out a rock about the size of his hand that looked to be one half of a stone that had been split into two pieces. Joe tossed it into the hole on top of the pouch and with Sue helping they covered it up with dirt. Done, Sue wiped dirt from her hands and gazed at Joe, watching him reach for his bag and take out something that forced a double-take: a small bone, whitewashed in ochre with symbols; black-circles inside circles; squiggly lines; random looking dots and angled etchings and borders with sharpened edges. He rolled it around in his hands and held it out to Sue. She hesitated, briefly lost in what it evoked. “The same one,” she whispered, a little bowled over. Joe indicated for Sue to put out her hand. She did and he gently set the bone into her palm. Sue stared at it for a long time, turning it over once before closing her fist around it and holding it to her heart. “Do I go first?” she asked.

Joe made a gesture that told her to go ahead. “I will close my eyes until you tell me to open them,” he said. “We play until someone’s even turn is a wrong choice.” With that Joe set a hand over his head and slowly let it go down the front of his face, closing his eyes as it passed.

Sue held the bone up in front of her. Then she moved it from one hand to the other, back and forth, again and again, finally settling on it in her right hand. She made both hands into fists and held them out, “Open your eyes.”

Joe gradually raised his eyelids and gazed not at Sue’s hands but into her eyes, holding her gaze. Eventually he tilted his head back, seeming to look up at the sky and trees. He sniffed at the wind and watched the crow move to the other side of the oak branch. Then Joe stared at Sue’s fists.

“We used to talk as we did this, didn’t we?” a smiling Sue inquired.

“We still can,” Joe said, keeping his eyes on her hands.

“Who invented the game?” Sue wanted to know. “It seems very simple to me.”

“The old Nation, as a way to decide conflict without war. It’s not how easy or hard a contest is, it’s the stakes involved. That makes the game a hard one,” Joe informed her, never taking his eyes off her hands.

“Thinking I might tip you off with a twitch or something? I could fake it to deceive you,” Sue teased.

Joe shook his head, “Maybe you can...deceit bleeds from an offended heart.” Sue was stunned at his words and the look he gave her when he said them. She was about to reply when Joe mumbled, “Right hand.”

Sue frowned and opened her fist. “Well, that’s one for you,” she said, knowing the pressure was now on her. She handed the bone to Joe. Sue closed her eyes and almost as quickly as she did she heard Joe say, “Ready.” Sue opened her eyes, not even having a chance to consider strategies. She wet her lips, stared at his outstretched hands and felt her heart beating fast. Panicky, she blocked out everything but those two closed fists. Her eyes darted back and forth, again and again while Joe remained perfectly still, not looking at her, but over her, past her. The rejection of any engagement on his part left her feeling alone, like she did about the homestead, and about the things they always told her weren’t real when she knew they were and that there was a difference between the world out there and the one inside her. Insecure, she reached out for some hinting, or at least grounding, discourse. “What part of the deer is the bone from?” she asked, really only because she couldn’t think of anything else.

“Not deer,” Joe said, briefly lowering her eyes to meet hers. “Elk.”

“Then where’s it from?... can’t be from around here.”

“Wouldn’t be from anyplace else; it’s just way old.”

Sue brought her hands to the side of her head and then rubbed her eyes. Will he mirror what I did? Or go exact? How tricky will he be? Far too much danced around in her brain. There are only two choices. There’s always half a chance of being right. Right! That’s it! “Right hand!” she cried out, dropping her hands and pointing.

Joe opened his right hand. It was empty.

Sue jumped up. “Arrgghh!” she growled, pacing. “Guess you win,” she said with a sour puss. Joe remained quiet, yielding the moment. Sue glanced over at him, “You didn’t guess, did you?”

“No,” Joe shook his head, “never guess.” He pointed up at the oak tree behind Sue, “The crow moved to the right of you on the branch.” The answer left Sue puzzled. “The world is always speaking to you. Look around; you went inside when you were short of clarity there.

Sue shrugged, “It’s that obvious, huh?”

“Take the clear, the simple, the direct approach” he told her. “And remember, things around us can only communicate in their own language.”

“I have been doing that,” Sue claimed, “but sometimes it’s a puddle of muddle.”

Joe laughed. So did Sue. Joe tossed his thumb back towards the homestead, “What you’re doing back there, you’re very clear about that, aren’t you?”

“I hope it’s the right thing,” Sue said.

“You don’t know?”

“I guess I do know,” Sue admitted.

“You don’t sound clear.”

“I am,” Sue answered, more firm in tone. But she seemed a little more hesitant when she added, “I’m just not sure I have what it takes to do it.”

“Good to realize,” Joe told her.

“Yes,” Sue nodded, not wanting to think more about it: “Well, you’re the winner.”

“It’s only first round. Let’s play two out of three.”

Sue liked the idea, “Can we do that?”

“Remember those nights?” Joe reminded her. “We kept playing until they found you. If the players agree, they can make the rules they want.”

Sue exhaled in relief, “Let’s do it! It’s your turn to go first.” Before Sue could set herself down across from Joe a probing voice resonated thru the woods:

“Sue!...Where are you? Can you hear me?”

“It’s Aaron,” Sue told him.

Joe waved a hand, “Go.” Sue hesitated. “You need to go right now,” he urged. “Right now.”

“We’ll meet again, OK? Right here,” Sue said. Joe nodded as the call closed in −“Sue, are you around?” 

Sue turned away from Joe, taking one look behind her before breaking into a trot. “I’m ok!” she yelled, reaching the bend and seeing Aaron approaching. He was some distance ahead, holding her hat, “There you are! I was getting scared.”

“I’m fine,” Sue said, meeting him on the trail. “Just wanted to take a walk.”

Aaron handed her the hat. Sue put it on and Aaron placed his arms around her, holding her close. “Uncle George told me he warned you to stay away. But I knew you’d be here.”

“I needed to get some things,” Sue explained, drawing away from him. She gazed at Aaron, his tall, thin face and eternal hang-dog expression framing those endearing lop-sided features: tilting nose, brows that never seemed equal lengths and clumsy lips. Somehow it made his every expression amiable, even his displays of concern. Aaron edged closer again, briefly massaging Sue’s shoulders and then moving in for a kiss. She put a hand between her and his face that breathed of diet soda, a face a bit too pimply for his age and combined with his teenaged-skinny frame made him seem younger than his years. “Not now,” Sue told him, drawing back and heading towards the homestead.

“Really sorry to find out about what happened,” Aaron said, catching up to her.

“It was me. I blew it...thought I was doing all the right things.”

“You were. Like repairing cars, even the computer doesn’t catch everything.”

Sue glanced over at Aaron and smiled at his attempt at empathy. She always liked about him: never stand-offish or cruel, always willing to emotionally go right to you. “Thanks for that,” she said.

“So, what are you going to do?”

“Get the money.”

Aaron lit up, “I have a few hundred dollars in the money sock under my bed.”

Sue gave him an affectionate rub on the arm. “You’re very sweet, you know that?” she told him, trying not to do it in a tone of a pet owner showing gratitude to a cat that brought a dead mouse home.

“You know the family can’t help you out?”

“Yes, and I’m sorry; more for you and the rest of the crew at the dealership.”

“He was going to can me anyway; just before he got the news we had plans to meet.”

“He probably knew business was getting tight.”

Aaron shrugged and kicked a stone forward on the path, “The service business was hanging in there, but started going downhill...don’t think I helped it any.”

“Now, now-” Sue began ...

“No, I was muffing it; we lost too many labor hours to repairs of my repairs, not to mention the decline in customer service ratings.”

Sue long-ago noticed Aaron had some weird fondness for sometimes wallowing in his shortcomings. Sort of like his father, Dean. She wondered if they both believed it made them somehow appealing. It didn’t, but Sue couldn’t figure out any other reason for the peculiarity, or anything more to offer for its display than a cliché: “Well, when one door closes another one opens, right?”

“I hope I can work with Uncle George...whatever he gets into, if he’ll have me,” Aaron said.

Sue wished Aaron would stop calling him Uncle George. At twenty-eight it seemed a little awkward even 

if he was, and the fact that he called his father Dean was even a little more mystifying. But Aaron was younger than his years in psyche as well as looks and like with everything there was good and bad to that. He was her step-cousin, she made sure others knew, related not by blood but by marriage, something she wanted clear in case people suspected they had a relationship different than the usual between actual relatives, which they sort of did, or had, maybe. When Stella married George, his brother Dean’s son was the only other kid in the family and they were the same age so they spent a lot of time together while growing up. Aaron was always a devoted companion even in the most difficult times, something Sue was a bit in awe of him for, but she wasn’t in love with him like he was with her. She wasn’t sure he knew that, perhaps he did, she hoped he did, but really knew he probably didn’t based on how he behaved around her. It was one of those situations people get themselves into but don’t know how to get out of because they created it and changing it likely meant a lot of pain for someone else. Sue’s never been with a man and Aaron was the only one who has been anything even close to a boyfriend: making out quite a bit as teenagers and almost consummating things a couple of times, even trying the boyfriend-girlfriend thing officially with the year of “real” dating they did five years ago. But Sue eventually did a slow dance away from that kind of relationship with Aaron. She wasn’t sure she was right for any man, certainly not right now. Knowing she was both too strange for the world and the world to strange for her was bad enough, but topping it off by being with a guy who was kind of a cousin was strange upon strange upon strange. The two of them trying to be couple was probably a mistake, but Sue has only told Aaron she isn’t ready, secretly hoping he’d meet someone else and save her from hurting somebody who was important to her. That was Sue’s wish. Aaron’s was something else.

“It’ll work out,” Sue told him. As they walked Sue reached down and picked some red berries from a shrub, handing some to Aaron and popping a couple into her mouth.

“Reminds me of Teaberry gum,” Aaron said after biting into one.

“Wintermint,” Sue nodded.

They walked in silence for a bit. “What if you can’t get the money? Won’t you lose the place?” Aaron asked.

“That won’t happen.”

“Have a plan?”

“I’m working on it.”

Aaron stopped and put a hand on her, “We’ll both gets jobs. We’ll both work two jobs and put every penny into it.”

“There’s not enough time.”

“There’s enough time...for us.”

Sue stepped back from Aaron, “I need a quick, sure thing. It’s my problem, anyway. You have your own ones right now.”

“That’s your problem, Sue. You won’t blend, merge with anybody, unite for the battle,” Aaron claimed. “There’s a door with a lock on it between you and everybody else.”

Sue was annoyed at Aaron’s judgment and more than a little thrown by the intensity of it, “I wasn’t the 

one who put it there!” she fired back.

“Well, then-” Aaron searched for how to put it: “you’re the one choosing not to use the key.”

“Maybe it’s best I don’t!”

“It would be easier, wouldn’t it?” Aaron replied.

“Maybe I’m not ready for what’s in the other rooms. Maybe I never will be!”

That was as close as they had ever come to an argument with each other. Maybe Aaron realized the same thing, Sue thought, because they both ended any talk for a while. She suspected, no, was sure Aaron wanted to console her, but from the corner of her eye she saw him reaching into the pocket of his windbreaker and keeping to his side of the trail. As they neared Odd Meadows Sue noticed a scent around her. Tangerine. Furious, Sue turned to Aaron, looking down at his hand, “Nobody has to do that anymore! Understand?”

Aaron stepped back appearing staggered and hurt, “What?”

Sue grabbed his hand and Aaron opened it. He was holding a round, silver medallion. Sue looked surprised. “St. Jude,” Aaron said. “Saint for desperate situations; I was asking his help.” Sue threw her hands to her face, “I am so sorry.” More than that, she was too embarrassed to even look at Aaron. Sue grew upset and soon felt an arm around her: “It’s all right,” Aaron whispered. She put her head on his shoulder and they moved on, gradually stepping into Odd Meadows.

As soon as they did, Sue quickly lifted her head at the sight of the black BMW parked between her Olds and Aaron’s Cherokee. “The vultures are circling,” she declared, staring ahead and dashing across the meadow with Aaron behind her. Arriving by the vehicle, Sue tossed her head around until a woman with a pink briefcase turned a corner from the front of the house. Sue quickly approached, “If you think you can just drive up here and take a peek thinking you might want to make a bid you are wrong.” Sue made a shoo-away gesture, “Scram!” The woman, of early middle age, squinted at Sue, not sure what to make of her hostility. Some realtor-type Sue gathered − “You should leave now,” she urged.

“I’m sorry,” the woman began, “I just need to talk to someone with a connection to this place.”

Hearing a voice obviously from someplace down south, Sue looked at her more closely. The woman had platinum blonde hair and smelled of some creamy fruit. Sue identified the pantsuit as from Neiman Marcus, based on the catalogues her mother receives. “This place will never be for sale,” Sue calmly stated.

The woman stood nervously, beginning to put things together in her mind. “I did see the sign when I was at the front door, but I’m not interested in buying the property.”

“She’s probably representing someone who is,” Aaron told Sue.

The woman blinked in affront, “I beg your pardon, sir.”

Sue folded her arms and tapped a foot, “Then why are you here?”

The woman took a step toward them, “My name is Elizabeth Linden Koja and I am here representing my father Martin Linden. I would like to locate somebody associated with the Haranfot Memorial Library.”

“Sue raised an eyebrow, “Why?”

“A long time ago there was a display; something called the Serendipity Queen, if I could only-”

Sue scrunched her face, “The Serendipity Queen?”

“Yes,” Elizabeth drew a breath, “to be technical − a deep red 15 centimeter rhodochrosite on a tetrahedrite base of crystal matrix.” Sue threw her arms up and glanced at Aaron. “Guess you’ve never seen it,” a disappointed Elizabeth said. “You wouldn’t forget. It is magnificent...even startling.  It changed my father’s life.”

Sue remained confused: “I’m sort of thinking it sounds like ... some kind of a rock?”

“Yes...I’m sorry,” Elizabeth smiled. “That was a simpler way to describe it. Geologists once called it the Mona Lisa of the mineral world.”

Sue tried to grasp it all, “It was here?”

“Sure was.” Elizabeth set the briefcase on the hood of her BMW and opened it, “Here, let me show you.” Sue and Aaron moved closer. Inside the briefcase Sue identified some maps and folders hand-written notes and airline ticket envelopes. Elizabeth opened a folder and took out some frayed, yellowing newspaper clippings inside clear plastic document holders, some of them featuring black and white photos. Elizabeth spread them out and pointed, “This here is it. And this story is about it being in the Haranfot Memorial Library, right here,” Elizabeth gestured.

Sue reached for the newspaper story, noticing a date on it of some eighty years ago. She began to read out loud: “Who would think that on our North Shore now sits one of the most noteworthy minerals ever found? Called the Serendipity Queen because of its accidental discovery by Rowley resident Albert F. Haranfot while hiking in upstate New York when he sat down to remove something from his shoe, this nearly squared, arm-to-elbow length earth sample seemingly set on nature’s quartz pedestal and colored a red almost too startling to imagine is done making the rounds of laboratories and museums and is now making its home at the Haranfot Memorial Library.” Sue stopped reading. “Albert F. Haranfot, he was three generations ago,” she said, placing the newspaper on the hood of the BMW while struggling to absorb the information and the surprise.

“I was hoping to find someone with information about the Serendipity Queen,” Elizabeth told them, relieved that her motive might now be understood.

Aaron picked up the old photos while Sue gazed at them over his shoulder, the good look at it leaving them for a while speechless. “It’s really shaped like that?” Sue marveled. “Looks awesome, even in black and white,” Aaron added, their brief words an acknowledgment of the surprise that there was something deeply affecting about the modest-sized rock.

“Imagine seeing it for real, and in color?” Elizabeth said. “I need to locate it. Do you know anyone who can help me?”

Sue offered her hand, “I am Susan Haranfot, curator of the Haranfot Memorial Library and chronicler of its entire provenance.”

Elizabeth shook her hand, “Well, I am very pleased to meet you, Susan.”

“Unfortunately, I have never seen or heard of the Serendipity Queen.” Sue told her. “ I don’t know why.”

“Sad, but not entirely surprising,” Elizabeth said, glancing downward for a moment at the setback. “We haven’t found any mention of it for a very long time.”

“But it sounds famous,” Aaron said.

“As famous as a mineral can be that’s not a gem, which isn’t all that famous, except to geologists...people like that.”

Sue had many things racing through her mind and voiced the most important one: “Why are you looking for it?”

“My father wants to see it again. He’s in his nineties now, in Texas and not well. Martin Linden is a geologist as was well-known in the oil exploration business. His talent served him well, he made fortunes for many.”

“Why would he care about that rock?” Aaron asked, studying the images one more time.

“He grew up in foster homes. As a boy one family he was with sent him to a camp in Ipswich. One rainy day they brought them to the library here and he saw the Serendipity Queen. It moved him, incited an interest in geology and he’s always said everything he ever had in life sprung from seeing that rock.” Elizabeth stopped and opened another folder, “Here are drawings he made back then when he first saw the Serendipity Queen. And here are sketches from when he was older, and these photographs are his paintings of it over his adult years.”

“Wow!” Sue exclaimed. “It really looks like it’s on a throne. And that red ... there really is something that grips you about it.”

“I can see why somebody would never forget it if it really looks like this,” Aaron said.

“For two summers he came to the library when he was at the camp. He’s been talking about it a lot lately. You know, it’s funny the things that come back at you at the end of life, like it all folds back into you. My family was hoping to locate the Serendipity Queen and obtain it for him.”

“That would be something for display here,” Sue informed her. Elizabeth glanced back at the house and barn and the red signs and glanced back at Sue with a question mark on her face. “It’s a temporary matter,” Sue informed her, “a financial tax misunderstanding that’s getting fixed.”

“We’d like to see him happy in his last days,” Elizabeth said. “If you should locate it and care to consider an offer, we’d even agree after he passes to donate it someplace where it could be appreciated by many.”

“I wish I knew something about it,” Sue shrugged. “I’ll look around, there’s still tons of stuff here I haven’t gotten to. The family would rotate the items on display...things got moved around, forgotten.” Still, 

Sue was intrigued by one thing on her mind: “Just what would it be worth to you if I found it?”

Elizabeth, hoping it was a prelude to a possible negotiation, thought for a moment, “As I said, it’s quite a specimen...legendary in some circles.”

Sue wanted to hear something more concrete, “Well then, how much?”

“How much would you want?”

Sue drew a deep breath, “What about fifty thousand dollars?”

Elizabeth blinked, “Well...steep...but maybe we could do that and use it as a tax write-off later.”

“Would you tell the story of Albert F. Haranfot’s finding it and about the Haranfot family history? It’s very noteworthy...Haranfot’s pretty much built this country.”

Elizabeth smiled, “I’m sure we could see to something like that, if you could locate it before my father passed away.”

Sue rubbed her chin, “Let me see what I can do.”

“Well, good. This could end up as something beneficial to both of us,” Elizabeth concluded. She searched inside her briefcase, “Here’s my card.” Sue glanced at it, discovering Elizabeth was president of White Hawk Energy Systems. “Anything we can do to help, let me know,” she urged. Then Elizabeth looked at her watch, “If I leave now I can catch a flight home tonight.” She collected her papers, closed the briefcase and opened the car door, “Either way, please stay in touch with me. My father doesn’t have long to go, I’m afraid, so time is short.” Elizabeth got into the car and opened the window, “Will you do that?”

Sue glanced once more at the card, “Yes, I will.”

Elizabeth backed the car away and headed down the driveway. Sue turned to Aaron, “We have to find this rock,” she coolly told him. But she couldn’t contain her excitement, “Oh my God, we have to find it!”

Aaron nodded, “Where do we start?”

Sue pulled a set of keys from her pocket and waved a hand, “Let’s go!” They headed for the barn, Sue scowling at the sign attached to the door while she unlocked it and swung it open. “To the loft,” she said, climbing the wobbly stairs. She turned to Aaron who was right behind her and pointed, “Avoid this plank,” she instructed, “It’s ready to give way.” Once up in the loft Aaron looked around at the cobwebs and scent of stale wood that surrounded piles and piles of boxes, furniture, trunks and all kind of other scrap, a very different world than the one now so well-polished below. “Grab those boxes up in the corner eaves,” Sue directed. “I’ll start with this chest,” she said, laboring to get it open. She seized a nearby rusted, blunt-headed 

hammer and whacked at the lockset, loosening the cover while the top of the hammer flew across the loft.

They searched until long after dark.  But there was no sign of the Serendipity Queen.

[image: image]

***

In the driver’s seat of the ’69 Comet Clyde Johnson hit together the two wire ends he pulled out from under the dash again and again until getting the engine to turn over. He climbed out and lowered his head under the raised hood, listening, while Glen stood behind him. Clyde turned towards him, “You should thank the lord for this miracle, but it’s still not going anywhere.”

Glen thought for a moment, gazing into Clyde’s dark sun glasses: “What more does it need?”

Clyde shook his head, “I smell leaking brake fluid; this baby’s bleeding from the ears...I think I hear some hydrolock, so the engine might be ready to soil the bed.” Clyde set a hand on the car’s body, “Carburetor has arrhythmia,” he paused, “feels like it’s running too lean.”

Glen poured some of the glass jar holding his remaining absinthe into an open can of Moxie and took a swig, “Could be worse,” he said, remaining hopeful.

Clyde stood back from the car, “There’s more, I can tell.” He faced Glen, “Rock, you’ll be better off jacking something from the lot up on Main if you want to get out of here fast,” Clyde said, holding out his hand. “Tell you how to do it, if you want to know.”

Glen handed him the can, “I can’t do that.” He watched Clyde take a drink and wondered if he was aware how striking his appearance was with that summit of wavy white hair over such dark skin.

“Take this one or grab one that runs, not much a choice by me,” Clyde shrugged.

Glen reached for the Moxie Clyde offered back to him and took a seat in the webbed lounge chair in the driveway next to the Comet. Clyde set one hand on his hip and another on the body of the Comet, turning to Glen: “Why don’t you just build the rock wall for the guy?” Glen didn’t answer, instead picking up the glass container with the last of his homemade absinthe and pouring some into the Moxie.

Clyde picked up the alcohol scent, “Don’t down it all now. You promised me what’s left.”

“You’ll leave with this last half of a jar.”

Clyde shook his head, “We ought to have a funeral for that still and this car.”

“They do that in Mississippi?”

“For the right ‘shine they might.”

They both laughed. Glen stood up, turned and glanced at the rock pile behind them while Clyde took a seat in the empty chair and grabbed Glen’s Moxie. “I need to get out of here,” Glen sighed.

“Come and stay in the trailer with us,” Clyde offered. “Using the smoker almost every night...hell, you could even set up another dribbler.”

“Too close by,” Glen said.

Clyde emptied the can; “I’ve known guys like you, no place far enough to get at that itch.”

“Psychologist,” Glen mumbled.

“Didn’t you know?”

“Will you stay at it, let me know exactly what it needs to get me out of here?”

“Parts for this are hard to come by...easier back home, but not here.”

“Just let me know what it needs.” Glen began walking towards the house, “I’ll be back...have a few things to do.”

Inside, Glen bent over his sailor’s trunk and grimaced, throwing a hand on one side of his back. Straightening up, he then slowly kneeled down to it, moving aside a number of things: books by Rilke...maps...folders bulging with maps, some hand drawn by him...stuff about rocks, minerals, artifacts and weather, plus an old paperback copy of the book House Without Windows with a ruined spine. Moving it all aside, he came to the pouches buried on the bottom. He grabbed the black one and raised himself up, going into the kitchen and pouring the contents on the table. Six stones tumbled out, unfinished, still shedding the soil of their in situ foundations.  They were all nearly fist-sized and multicolored − of pinkish-red centers surrounded by whitish zones and hemmed by forest-green outer layers. After having quick look at them, Glen placed them back into the pouch. Then he pulled off the sweatshirt he’d worn for days and took another one from a large trash bag next to his cot. Glen put it on, brushed his teeth in the kitchen and stepped into the adjoining room to move the salamander’s terrarium out of the sun. After that, he put on his denim jacket and placed the pouch inside a pocket, unwrapping a piece of Big Red chewing gum as he left the house.

Glen headed for the center of town, zigzagging around the green and refusing to even glance in the direction of Memorial Hall and the signs welcoming the Mussel Creek Conference. But shortly after he turned onto Main he couldn’t avoid its presence in town: a restaurant announcing they would be closed for a “special event,” a notice of a schedule of goings-on at several locations and a fancy bus parked up the street with a number of people milling around. Glen quickened his stride and went left onto the parallel South Main and then from there onto a dead end, stopping in front of a house with a whitewashed wooden sign − Wanda Wilder affixed in twisting, ornate metal on top and underneath that an arrow fashioned from a repurposed weathervane,  pointing to the rear and indicating: Lapidary Gallery. Glen walked thru the yard and knocked on the door. A voice told him to come in. Inside, a young woman, jeweler’s loupe in one eye, stood up from a long cedar table and reached out a hand, “Wanda Wilder,” she said, letting the loupe drop and come to rest on the chain that held it around her neck over a work apron. Glen introduced himself and glanced around at shelves and tables crammed with pliers, chains, nippers, rocks, cutters, setting molds, colored glass and a million other things. Wanda Wilder, blue jay, that’s what Glen thought, the place reminding him of the crazy odds and ends he’d found in a blue jay’s nest when he was a kid. “What can I do for you?” Wanda asked after letting Glen’s eyes roam.

As Glen reached for the pouch he felt something glide along his ankles. He looked down − a cat. “Interested in these?” he asked, tossing the bag onto the table and then grunting while he lowered himself to a crouch before running a hand over the cat’s long fur.

Wanda leaned over to better see what she couldn’t believe, “I’m really surprised; Dora never goes to people.  Hardly anybody coming in here even sees her.”

“Hello, girl,” Glen cooed, the cat walking back and forth brushing against Glen. He showed the cat his hands and placed them behind his back before lowering his face towards her. “Be careful,” Wanda urged. “I mean, really. She’s feral.” As soon as she said that, the cat rose up, sniffed Glen’s face and began licking it. “I don’t believe this,” Wanda laughed. “Unbelievable.” She opened the pouch, “Let’s see what you have here.” Wanda teased the stones out of the bag and onto the table. “Ahhh-” her voice kicked up, “watermelon tourmaline.” Wanda began examining the stones with her loupe, bending her tall frame over the table and tossing strands of her honey brown hair over her shoulder. “Some exciting clarity...wonderful contrast.”

Glen had a seat in a worn upholstered chair in a corner, “Had them a long time. Not keen on parting with them, but-” he shrugged.

Wanda looked up at him, “You a prospector?”

“Sometimes...a little,” he said, reaching down to scratch Dora’s head. The cat went up on two legs and started scratching an arm rest. Glen noticed the furniture’s already tattered fabric and figured it was all right.

Wanda turned the stones over in her hand. “Maine, right?” she inquired.

“That’s the place,” Glen nodded.

“You need to know it pretty well or be an old mucker to come across pieces like this.”

“Just lucky,” Glen countered.

Wanda turned one of the rocks over and inspected its base, running a finger over it until some chafe drifted onto the table, “Mauled out of some spongy pegmatite,” she said, almost to herself. She wet one finger, collecting some of the scrape and bringing it near her eyes. “West of the Avalon, I see.”

Glen smiled: gal’s no Johnny Newcome. “Sure,” Glen nodded, offering nothing else. They both knew no 

real digger ever did. Wanda delicately studied him as Dora jumped into his lap. Glen pretended not to notice as he kneaded the cat’s back. Wanda tapped her fingers on the table and tilted her head towards the ceiling. ”Four hundred,” she declared, looking at Glen.

“You’re kidding!”

“It’s raw material.”

“Still − gem quality.”

“What are you thinking?”

“Sixteen.”

“You’re the one who’s kidding.”

“You can do better,” Glen knew.

“Six hundred.”

“A grand,” he countered.

“Six. I can’t go higher,” Wanda seemed to say with some regret.  Glen bit his lip, gazed at the stones and nodded. Wanda stood up, “I’ll give you a check.”

“No. Cash.”

“Ok, then. But you’ll have to meet me downtown. North Shore Savings...in an hour.” Wanda put the stones back into the pouch and pushed it across the table to Glen. “You hold on to them,” he told her as Dora jumped out of his lap. “I’ll see you in front of the bank.”

Glen left Wanda’s studio, heading back to the center of town via South Main to escape the hubbub on Main of an event growing too close to haunting him. Discouraged, Glen considered his options: the money wouldn’t be as much as he needed, but would it at least be enough to get the Comet onto the road? Should he try to sell more stones? But not many had cash value to anyone but a specific kind of buyer and where would he find one fast and around here? Should he just leave with the money, take the cash and hit the road with a suitcase to the nearest bus station? But that kind of escape is best done in spring or summer, not with winter coming soon. Maybe he should just take up Anthony’s offer, that one more job, even with the risk of getting busted again, what would it matter at this place and time in life? Still, that choice was stickier than that; for Glen there was no way to feel comfortable around Anthony, now realizing how unknowingly he graduated to such a severe level of criminal association and all the potential consequences of such an association, it being the main reason Glen kept silent, took the verdict and tried so hard to disappear and now seeing just how hard it was to really disappear to those people—even for him, a man who has led a planned life in the mire. Glen glanced ahead on this street so crammed with ancient buildings and spotted a small group of people on the sidewalk. That walking tour they do, he figured, slightly surprised it was still happening on a weekday this time of year. Glen planned to get the money and hit the liquor for some rye, one thing you could get a good bottle of, before going back to Linebrook Rd. and checking on Clyde’s progress with the Comet.

“This is last of fourteen pre-seventeenth century homes on the street,” Glen heard the docent tell the group as he neared them, stepping off the sidewalk to avoid the young man and others, declining attention to any more words until hearing: “All of us in the community want to welcome you, Mr. Trainor and the Muscle Creek Conference to Ipswich.” With that, Glen’s stomach churned and heart froze in that memorably unpleasant way of a bad coincidence recalling unresolved sore spots, very sore ones thought or hoped to be dead and buried. Glen couldn’t keep his eyes ahead, just couldn’t, but couldn’t have direct look either; instead he pushed his pupils to the corners of his eyes and so ever faintly angled his head enough to see a man taller than the others, taller and of a familiar studied imposingness that made him seem even taller. Barrett Trainor! For real? − Glen asked himself, jaw dropping, his essence overriding his head and insisting on a direct look. Glen tossed his head and glanced at Barrett: is that a coat over his shoulders or is that a cape? Barrett still didn’t quite look at people; he looked over or thru them and his hair was as jet black as it was decades ago, leaving a smirk on Glen’s face. For a brief moment, Barrett turned his head and seemed to notice Glen, had his attention for a second stall there, like an involuntary aspect of his consciousness spotted something it didn’t expect to see or couldn’t make sense of. Glen dropped his gaze and thru the crowd he saw a shorter figure from behind, a woman with an arm locked around Barrett’s. Even now Glen knew those shoulders and that hair; his knees wobbled in stride and core stuttered: Marlene! Glen wanted to move faster but something blocked any full breath. The woman turned around, aware in that way people often are of an invisible energy from an unknown source being directed their way. She briefly glanced at Glen, slightly puzzled, and then turned away before flinging her head back his way, Glen aware of it but for only a second as he moved out of their view and the booming voice of Barrett Trainor took over, briefly thanking the historical society and continuing, “To that question raised at the beginning of the tour − yes, this is my first time here. I had intended to visit Mussel Creek years ago, but my discovery...” Barrett’s voice trailed off as Glen disappeared into shadows cast by the surrounding antiquities, inner and outer.  

***

“Sue say anything to you?” Stella asked George.

“I haven’t seen her either,” he told her.

“She’s up in her room with Emily,” Aaron told them.

Stella was on the sofa, arms crossed, in her brown breech pants and sun yellow riding boots bobbing her left knee up and down over her right leg. George stood, gazing out at the drizzle on the patio, one arm on the back of a chair the other at his side, fingers dancing to an uneasy inner rhythm. It was the day after the Serendipity Queen tumbled into Sue’s life.

“Somebody wants to buy a rock her grandmother once had at the library?” George said out loud, shaking his head over something so strange and unexpected.

“They’re willing to pay for it...enough for Sue to take care of the property tax bill,” Aaron said for the second time.

Stella leaned forward, “It’s not gold or silver or anything like that?”

“Don’t think so. It’s like a sentimental thing to them.  The woman’s father is dying and he has some fond memory of seeing it when he was a kid,” Aaron told them for the second time. “It was called the Serendipity Queen.” Stella leaned back on the sofa and adjusted her split-tail coat. She glanced at George and shook her head, then gazed out at the patio, her eyes assessing the soggy soil. You just can’t foresee what goes on around that kid, she sighed, drawing a deep breath and hoping the clouds would break so she wouldn’t be mudding today. “There’s been no trace of the thing for a long, long time;” Aaron looked back and forth at them from the center of the room, “we searched all day yesterday. No trace.”

George looked down at his new Allen Edmonds wing-tips. They were feeling a little tight. He was going to have to stretch them out before the meeting today. He wanted the Silbury’s to notice them, but for the right reasons. Raising his eyes, George made sure his Patek Philippe peeked out just ever so from under his sleeve. Aware of a dragging silence, George looked up and smiled at Aaron, “Thanks for being sure we know about this.”

“Uncle George, Sue may be able to save the place yet. I know we’re all hoping.”

“Yes, we are,” George firmly said, taking a step towards Aaron. “We all are.”

Aaron turned to the door. “Well, I’m going to work now.”

“Wait,” George walked over and put an arm around Aaron’s shoulder, “why don’t you go upstairs and help Sue today. Do whatever she needs. She has a way of letting us know things when she wants us to know them, so maybe you can keep us informed so we can help out.” Aaron hesitated and George immediately understood. “Don’t worry; I’ll pay you for today.”

Aaron felt a little embarrassed, “It’s just with only two weeks left before you close-”

“No, I understand,” George interjected. “Should have said it right upfront.”

Aaron nodded, “I am hoping, Uncle George, that there will be a place for me in whatever you’ll be doing in the future. I’ll do anything ... you know how much I admire you.”

George smiled, “Yes, of course. Thank you, Aaron. Be patient ... we’ll see what happens.”

Aaron went upstairs and George sat in the chair across from Stella. “I don’t think we should wait much longer,” she told him.

George made a calm-down gesture, “Right now, we need to.”

“No we don’t,” Stella asserted, standing up.

“She’s never going to find that rock.” George shrugged, “Who knows if this is a legit offer.”

“Well I know she’s determined and you know as well as I do things around Sue can go-” she searched for the word, “weird.”

“And that might help us,” George told her. “But right now we don’t even have a case to make. Let Aaron 

keep us informed.”

Stella shook her head, “We don’t get accepted to the Albedo, the business is going under and the kid’s going to lose an inheritance that could help us all because she’s a whack job-”

“Patience, Stella,” George insisted. Stella glanced outside again and saw there was no hint of sun. She grabbed her crimson leather riding gloves from the end table and stood up. “Things will get back on the right track starting today,” George calmly said.

“Hope so,” Stella said, unconvinced.

“Look,” George began, “that stone wall you want for the approach, let me see if I can work on getting it done before winter.
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