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    Chapter 1 — She Will Be Attending

    Margo

    Bev Tolliver delivered her own funeral notice on a Tuesday at two minutes to noon, which in the newspaper business is called making deadline on purpose.

    I was at my desk with the front page open on the screen, trying to decide whether a person is allowed to put her own engagement above the fold. (Rule three says Ezra reads everything about us before it runs. Nothing says anything about the fold. I had looked.) The announcement was set in the old wood type, the type Bev kept for elections and floods, and every time I looked at it my face did something I wasn't proud of. The radiator was knocking the way it does in October, like it wants to be let out. The four ferns were having a good week. Outside the front window, the maples around the green had gone the color of a struck match, and a tour bus from Connecticut was idling at the curb while forty people photographed a pumpkin.

    Then the stairs creaked.

    Bev lives upstairs. She has lived upstairs since before I was born, and for fifty-four years she came down those stairs at five in the morning to put out the Fernwood Falls Gazette. Since January, when she sold the paper to me for one dollar and a radiator, she comes down them at a more civilized hour, says good morning to the ferns, tells me what's wrong with my commas and goes to the diner. She does not, as a rule, come down at 11:58 on a Tuesday holding an envelope.

    "Run this," she said, and put it on my keyboard. "Page six."

    On the front, in her spiky capitals, it said RUN THIS. PAGE SIX. She'd written it bigger than she used to. Lately all of Bev's handwriting had been getting bigger. Walter's used to do that when he meant something, and I'd assumed Bev had simply started meaning things.

    I opened it.

    I read it twice. Then I took my glasses off and read it a third time, which never helps but feels like due diligence.

    Beverly Ann Tolliver, 80, of Main Street, will hold her funeral on Saturday, October 31, at four o'clock in the afternoon, at the Opera House.


    She will be attending.


    She was editor and publisher of this newspaper for fifty-four years. In that time it ran one correction, and it wasn't hers.


    She is not dying any faster than the rest of you.


    In lieu of flowers, she asks that you say it to her face.


    "Bev," I said.

    "Fewer adjectives," said Bev. "I know. I cut three."

    "Are you sick?"

    "I'm eighty."

    "That's not an answer. That's a sentence."

    "Most answers are." She took off her reading glasses and let them drop on their beaded chain. She was wearing her orange hunting vest over a cardigan, which is what she wears to the diner, to church and, in November of last year, to a black-tie fundraiser in Burlington, where she was asked to remove it and declined. "My heart's fine, if that's what you're working up to. My heart is the best thing I've got."

    I noticed that she'd said heart, and only heart, and I filed it away with the handwriting.

    "The Opera House has been closed since 1998," I said. "The floor bounces."

    "I'm aware. I reviewed the senior play." She looked at the screen over my shoulder, and I saw her lean in to read my announcement, closer than she needed to. She didn't say anything about the wood type. From Bev, not saying anything about the wood type is a hug. "Is it true that I'm holding a funeral on the thirty-first?"

    "I don't— I suppose, if you're telling me—"

    "Is it true?"

    "Yes."

    "Then print it. That's the whole job, sweetheart. We print what's true."

    I turned around in my chair. On the filing cabinet behind me, where it has hung since the week after the Dunleavy incident, is the laminated sign that reads GAZETTE POLICY: THE DEAD GET THE LAST WORD. I pointed at it. It felt like the only card I had.

    Bev looked at it, and her mouth did something complicated.

    "I'd like mine while I can still hear it," she said.

    "You're not dead."

    "Then it doesn't fall under the policy, and you have no grounds to refuse." She buttoned the vest. "It's two minutes to noon. You've got a paper to put out. I'll be at the diner."

    The bell over the door jangled behind her. I sat there with the envelope in my lap and the deadline coming at me like weather, and the radiator, which has opinions, said nothing at all.

    I ran it on page six. Where it belonged.

    

    On Thursday morning at five, Ezra came down the hill with me to watch the bundles land.

    "A man should see his own engagement in print," he said, in the truck, with Walter's thermos between his knees. "Structurally."

    "That's not what structurally means."

    "It's what it means to me."

    The truck from the printer in Barre comes up Main Street at 4:58, every week, with a driver named Doug who has never once in six years made eye contact with me. Doug threw the bundles onto the porch, nodded at the lamppost and drove away. Ezra cut the twine with his pocketknife, the way he does everything, as if somebody will be inspecting it later, and took the top copy off the stack.

    He read the front page all the way through. Then he read it again. Ezra reads everything all the way through, twice. I used to find this unbearable. Now I find it so unbearable in such a different way that I had to look at the green.

    "Fewer adjectives," he said finally.

    "There's one adjective in the whole thing."

    "I know." Something happened at the corner of his mouth. "It's perfect."

    Then he turned to page six, because he reads everything, and he went still.

    I watched him read Bev's notice. I watched him read it twice. In the yellow light from the porch lamp his face did what it does when he's looking at a crack in a beam, trying to work out how long it's been there.

    "Margo."

    "I know."

    "She's having a funeral."

    "She's attending it."

    "Is she—"

    "She says she's not dying any faster than the rest of us."

    Ezra folded the paper in half, very precisely.

    "That's not a no," he said.

    

    By 6:30 the Maple Leaf was full, which it never is at 6:30 on a Thursday, and quiet, which it never is at all.

    There's a thing that happens in that diner when news comes in. Everyone gets very interested in their pancakes. Eleven booths, a counter of spinning stools and a pie case Rosa Delgado has kept full every day since 1996, and every single person in the place was examining a short stack with the focus of a surgeon. A copy of the Gazette lay open on every table. Every copy was open to page six.

    "Morning, sweetheart," said Rosa, who doesn't know anything before seven, and poured me coffee I hadn't asked for, which meant she was frightened.

    The chalkboard behind the register still said WEDDING BY NEXT HARVEST: PAID OUT in Dot Kowalski's tidy printing, and under it, in a fresher hand, THE DATE? SEE DOT. I'd been trying not to look at that line for five days. This morning there was a new line under it, and I looked at it for a long time.

    NO BETS ON BEV. BY ORDER OF THE CIRCLE.

    Dot was in her corner booth, knitting something orange. She saw me reading it.

    "We're not animals, dear," she said, without looking up.

    Bev was in her booth by the register, where she has sat every Thursday morning since January with the new issue and a red pen, marking up my commas so I can find the copy on my desk by noon. She was marking it up now. Across the table from her, with two cups of coffee and the sports section, sat Rory Brennan.

    I should explain Rory, because the rest of this story won't make sense without him.

    Rory Brennan is the nicest man in Fernwood Falls, and everyone is a little bit afraid of him. It isn't his fault. It's his job. When Rory's truck turns down your road, or your phone rings at three in the morning and the voice on it is his, it means the worst thing has already happened, and he's the one who's come to carry it for you. He has been doing it since he was twenty, first beside his father and, since Gene's heart surgery in March, by himself. He is thirty-four, six foot two, has the kind of face you'd want across the table from you at a bad time, and he's never seemed to mind that half the town crosses the street when they see him coming. I've watched people do it. I've watched him wave at them while they do it.

    Since the spring, Rory has read Bev the paper on Thursdays. All of it, out loud, in the booth, from the front page to the lost-and-found. She says she likes his voice. Everybody likes Rory's voice. It's the voice you hear on the worst morning of your life, and it somehow makes the morning a little less terrible.

    "—and the Lundgrens' bass pumpkin is expected to exceed nine hundred pounds," Rory was reading, "which the Lundgrens attribute to, quote, cow manure and spite."

    "Two words," said Bev. "'Exceed' and 'expected.' Pick one." And she wrote something on the page in red, in letters three inches high.

    "Morning, Margo," said Rory. "Congratulations."

    "Thank you." I sat down on the end of Bev's bench, which you are not allowed to do, and she moved over, which she has never done. "Rory. Did you know about this?"

    "I'm booked for the thirty-first," said Rory. "Four o'clock. I told her I'm not available to bury her. She said that was fine, she wasn't available to be buried."

    "It's a funeral," said Bev, "not a burial. Learn the difference. You're a professional."

    "I'm a professional," Rory agreed, and went back to the sports.

    I looked at him for a long moment. He looked back at me, pleasant and unreadable, the face he wears in the arrangement room, and I had the distinct feeling of being handled very gently by an expert.

    The bell over the door jangled, and Patrice Dunleavy came in, in her good coat.

    Patrice has a weekly column now, on page two, under her own byline. It's called Correction, and it's the most-read thing in the paper. Every Thursday she corrects something: a date, a spelling, the price of squash at the farm stand, the town's general understanding of what happened at the Loon's Nest in 1994. She walked the length of the diner without stopping, put her copy of the Gazette down on Bev's table, open to page six, and placed one gloved finger on the notice.

    "I have a question about policy," Patrice said.

    "I'm retired," said Bev. "Ask the editor."

    Patrice turned to me. "If a person is eulogized while she is still alive," she said, "and the eulogy contains an error, is the person entitled to a correction?"

    "I—" I said.

    "Because I have one prepared," said Patrice. "In case."

    She sat down at the counter and ordered her usual, and the diner unfroze a little. Hank Mercer turned around on his stool with his cap in his hands and asked the room in general whether there was going to be food. Rosa came out from behind the register with a clipboard and a fresh sheet of paper and taped it to the pie case under the waiting list for Holt Hill shares, and in her handwriting it said:

    BEV'S FUNERAL (OCT. 31) — SHE SAYS NO CASSEROLES. BRINGING ONE ANYWAY?

    By the time I'd finished my coffee there were nine names on it.

    

    I tried again at a quarter past seven, after Rory had folded the paper, kissed Bev on top of the head as if he'd been doing it for years, and gone to the funeral home to do whatever Rory does there at seven-fifteen on a Thursday. I tried the way I'd been taught to interview people, which, as it happens, Bev had taught me.

    "Is it cancer?"

    "I have a perfectly good appointment calendar and an opinion about everything," said Bev. "Neither is malignant."

    "Your heart."

    "We've done my heart."

    "Is it money? Because if you need— the paper's doing better, Bev, Nadia ran two columns this summer and the website had nine thousand—"

    "It's not money." She capped her red pen. "Margo. I have sat beside every person in this town at one time or another. I've written up their weddings and their bake sales and their sons who went to prison, and I have run the obituaries of everyone I sat next to in first grade. Every single one. I'm the last of my row. I would like to hear what people say about me before I'm the one on page six, and I'd like to be able to answer back. That's all."

    "That's not all."

    "It's all you're getting before nine." She opened her handbag, took out an index card and slid it across the table to me. "Send her page six. The whole page, not a clipping. She'll want to see the layout."

    On the card, in red pen, in letters an inch high, was an email address. The first part of it was GTOLLIVER.

    I looked at it.

    I'm going to be precise about this, because I'm a journalist, and because I'd spent a lot of years not thinking about it, which is its own kind of imprecision.

    In August of 2006, my father left a note under the sugar bowl and drove to Arizona. In September of 2006, three weeks later, a girl from New York walked into our seventh-grade homeroom with two suitcases' worth of attitude and a Day-Timer. A real one, leather, with tabs. She was twelve. Her name was Georgina Tolliver, she was Bev's great-niece, and she told us her parents were "restructuring" in a voice that dared anyone to ask what that meant. Nobody did. She was living with Bev, upstairs from the Gazette, on a cot in the little room under the eaves, between stacks of bound volumes. In her first week she corrected the social studies textbook. In her second week, she corrected the teacher.

    Jess Okafor and I adopted her. Or she adopted us; I've never been sure. Every afternoon that fall the three of us sat on the Gazette porch eating cider donuts from Walter's stand while Bev typed inside with two fingers. On Thursdays Georgie sat at Bev's desk, with Bev's red pen, and wrote headlines for stories that didn't exist. FERNWOOD FALLS GIRL, 12, CORRECTS TEACHER. MAYOR'S BOWLING SHIRT STOLEN, MISSED BY NO ONE. Jess thought she was the funniest person alive. I thought she was the first person I'd met who understood that somebody could leave you with a note under a sugar bowl and you could still be furious about the sugar bowl.

    At the Harvest Dance that November, Annie Brennan made her fourteen-year-old son dance with the new girl. Rory was wearing his father's tie and looked as if he'd been sentenced. Georgie stepped on his feet. I was standing by the punch bowl next to Walter, who was not dancing, as usual, and I saw her do it. She did it on purpose.

    That December she organized the seventh-grade Christmas concert with a clipboard, a seating chart and a run-of-show she'd typed on Bev's typewriter. On the morning of the concert, a car with New York plates pulled up outside the Gazette. She put her suitcases in it and went. She didn't say goodbye. Not to Jess, not to me, not to the sixth-grade recorder ensemble she'd personally auditioned. We did the concert without her. It ran exactly to time.

    I wrote her four letters. I sent them care of Bev, who forwarded them. She never wrote back.

    I was twelve. My father had left three months earlier, and I took it personally. I'd like to say I've moved past it. I'm a journalist. I try not to print things I can't verify.

    "Does she know?" I said.

    "She'll know when she reads it."

    "Bev. When did you last talk to her?"

    Bev looked at the card instead of at me. She held her head a little to one side, the way she's started to, as if the thing she wanted to see was just past the edge of whatever was in front of her.

    "Three years ago," she said. "October. I told her the truth about something on a morning she'd have preferred not to hear it." She put her glasses back on. "I'd do it again. I've as good as told her so every January since."

    That explained the cards. For the last three Januaries at the Gazette, a glossy holiday card had arrived from a company in New York, the kind of thing a business sends to its whole mailing list, with a photograph of some stranger's beautiful wedding on the front. Bev always read it with a red pen in her hand. She'd circle something, put it in a fresh envelope and mail it back. I'd assumed it was a vendor.

    "She won't come for a wedding," Bev said. "She'll come for this."

    "You're doing this to get her here?"

    "I'm doing this," said Bev, "for all sorts of reasons. Some of them are none of your business, and one of them is her." She stood up, buttoned her vest and put two dollars on the table for coffee Rosa has not let her pay for since 1996. "Page six. All of it. Today."

    Then she walked out of the Maple Leaf and turned left toward the Gazette, on foot. Bev walks everywhere now. She says it's for her heart. Her Buick has been parked behind the building since April, and Delores, on her last unsupervised visit to town, stood on the roof of it for most of an afternoon and nobody came out to move her.

    

    I sent it at 4:12.

    I sat at my desk with the PDF of page six open and the index card propped against the brass nameplate that says MARGO PIKE, OBITUARIES & ASSORTED, and I wrote eleven different emails to go with it. I wrote Dear Georgie. I wrote Dear Georgina. I wrote You probably don't remember me, which was a lie, because she would, and because I'd kept track of her anyway. I'd seen her name in the New York Times wedding announcements in October 2023, beside a photograph of a woman with Bev's chin. I'd assumed she was married. From the way Bev had said "three years ago, October", I was no longer sure. I wrote I'm the editor now. I wrote I'm sorry, though I didn't know for what.

    In the end I sent the PDF with one line, the way Bev would have.

    Bev asked me to send you this. — Margo Pike, Editor, Fernwood Falls Gazette


    Then I sat looking at it, and the radiator knocked twice, which I chose to interpret as support.

    

    The farmhouse at night in October smells like woodsmoke and apples, and since April it has smelled faintly of my shampoo, which Ezra says is "structurally significant" and which I have asked him to stop saying.

    We ate at the kitchen table. Delores was on the porch in her blue bow tie, which my mother has ordered her to wear for an hour every evening until the wedding so that she'll "get used to it." She has not gotten used to it. Every few minutes we heard a thump as she tried to remove it by backing into the porch rail, followed by a long, offended silence.

    "She knocked over the rocker," Ezra said.

    "Which one?"

    "Mine."

    "She's making a point."

    "She's making it with my furniture." He cut his chicken into exactly equal pieces, which is the most Ezra thing about him, apart from all the other things. "Did you send it?"

    "I sent it."

    "Did she answer?"

    "She never answers."

    He waited. Ezra is very good at waiting. It's one of the things that made me fall in love with him, and one of the things that makes me want to throw a dinner roll at him. I told him about the porch and the donuts and the headlines and the Christmas concert that ran exactly to time, and he listened to all of it the way he reads, all the way through. When I got to the part about the four letters, he put his fork down.

    "That's why you didn't want to send it."

    "I sent it."

    "You wrote eleven drafts."

    "How do you know I wrote eleven drafts?"

    "You wrote eleven drafts of the dog-show results in August. I watched you." He looked at me across the table, steady, and his ears went faintly red, which is how I know he's about to say something he's been carrying around. "We could pick a date."

    I'd known it was coming. I'd known since Saturday, since the chalkboard and THE DATE? SEE DOT, since the knitting circle had started looking at me over their needles with an expression I can only describe as actuarial. I'd had five days to think of an answer, and the answer I'd come up with was the one I gave him.

    "After Mom's."

    "After your mom's wedding."

    "It's three weeks. I'm not going to plan a wedding on top of my mother's wedding. Can you imagine Hank? He'd want to do a joint one. He'd want to put us on the same napkin."

    "Okay," said Ezra.

    That was all. Okay. He picked his fork back up and went on cutting his chicken into equal pieces, and outside, Delores backed into the porch rail again, and I sat there with a strange, small cold feeling under my breastbone, because I'd expected him to push, a little, and he hadn't. He'd just let it go, the way you let go of a rope when you're not sure it's tied to anything.

    I didn't know why I kept saying after. I'd been saying it since Saturday. Everyone in this town says after. After the festival, after the dance. Ezra once told me it's the most dangerous word in Fernwood Falls, and he was right, and I was saying it anyway.

    I didn't say any of that. I said, "Bev's not well."

    "No."

    "She won't tell me what it is. She told me it isn't her heart and it isn't money and it isn't cancer."

    "She told you it isn't malignant," said Ezra, who had been listening even more carefully than I'd thought. "That's not the same thing."

    I've written two hundred and some obituaries. I know what eighty looks like when it's planning. People who are dying plan the hymns; they know which ones they want and which aunt mustn't be allowed to sing. Bev's notice didn't have a hymn in it. It didn't have anything you'd put in a funeral, really, except a date and a time and a room. It read less like a funeral notice than like an invitation, and Bev Tolliver doesn't throw parties. She attends them under protest, in the vest, and leaves at nine.

    She was planning something. I just didn't know what kind of something, and I had sixteen days to find out.

    

    After Ezra went to bed, I sat in Walter's office at the rolltop desk with the ledger closed and my laptop open, because the office has the only reliable Wi-Fi on Holt Hill and because, if I'm honest, I wanted to be somewhere that had once belonged to a man who meddled. On the shelf the farm-report radio muttered about frost. Walter's reading glasses are in the drawer now. Ezra moved them last November, and it took him an hour.

    I checked my email at ten. At ten-thirty. At ten-fifty, I made tea I didn't drink.

    At 11:52, it came.

    No greeting. No signature. The address I'd copied off an index card, and three words.

    Is she dying?


    I looked at it for a long time. I wrote four different answers and deleted all of them, because every one of them was either a guess or a kindness, and neither of those is the same as true. In the end I wrote the only true thing I knew.

    She says she's attending.


    Then I added, Hi, Georgie, and looked at it, and deleted it, because she'd never once written back to the twelve-year-old who'd have given anything for those two words, and I was thirty-two now and an editor and a grown woman with a goat in a bow tie on her porch, and I didn't need her to.

    I sent the one line. Then I sat in the dark with the screen glowing and the radio talking quietly to itself about the frost, waiting for a reply from somebody who had never once answered me.

    She didn't write back. I hadn't expected her to.

    But I'll be honest, because I'm a journalist. I checked until two.

  
    Chapter 2 — Before the Cake

    Georgie

    I leave every wedding before the cake.

    I've planned two hundred and forty-one of them, and I have never once seen a cake cut. I've ordered the cakes. I've driven the cakes, personally, in the back of a van at eleven miles an hour on the Saw Mill River Parkway, with a pastry chef holding the top tier like a newborn and screaming at every pothole. I've repaired cakes with a palette knife in a coat closet. I once replaced a cake entirely, with forty minutes' notice, after a groomsman sat in it. But when the band leader looks at me across the room and I nod and the couple walks toward the table holding hands, I'm already at the service door.

    Here's why. Before the cake, a wedding is a plan. It has a run of show, and I wrote it, and every minute of it belongs to me. After the cake it's a party, and parties don't need me. Parties go wherever they're going to go: the dance floor, the open bar, an uncle doing the worm, a bridesmaid crying in a coat check about a man named Tyler. Nothing that happens after the cake has ever once been my fault, and I intend to keep it that way.

    Then I go out to the van and cry for four minutes. I time it.

    I have other rules. I carry three phones: one for clients, one for vendors and one for emergencies, which only my business partner and my mother have the number for, and my mother doesn't count. I wear black, because the staff wear black, and nobody looks at the staff. I never cry in front of a client. And I never, under any circumstances, do a wedding anywhere I care about. That last one has never been a problem, because there is nowhere I care about.

    That was the plan, anyway, at 4:13 p.m. on Thursday, October 15, when the email came in.

    

    4:13 p.m. Rehearsal, the Ashcroft wedding. The ceremony run-through is in the orchard below the house, an hour north of the city in Rhinebeck. The bride is walking too fast. The flower girl is eating the petals. The groom's mother has asked me, twice, whether the forecast "knows" it's a wedding.

    4:13 p.m. My vendor phone buzzes. Unknown sender. Fernwood Falls Gazette.

    Truthfully, I almost didn't open it. People send me things all the time. Vendors, venues, a man in Delaware who makes artisanal sparklers and has been trying to get my attention since 2021. But I knew that name the way you know the name of a street you grew up on, even if you only lived there for one autumn, and I stood very still in the orchard with the bride walking too fast toward me. Then I said, "Beautiful, Caroline, keep going, a little slower, think swan," and walked away.

    The only private place at a wedding is the walk-in cooler. Everyone else forgets it exists. I've taken more phone calls in walk-in coolers than in offices. I let the heavy door swing shut behind me and stood among buckets of white garden roses and peonies flown in from New Zealand, in forty-degree air that smelled like cut stems, and opened it.

    It was a PDF. The whole page. She'd want me to see the layout, I thought, before I'd even read the message, and that was the first thing that frightened me: I knew exactly who "she" was, and I knew she'd say layout.

    Bev asked me to send you this. — Margo Pike, Editor, Fernwood Falls Gazette


    Margo Pike. The last time I'd seen Margo Pike she was twelve, with a braid down her back and a reporter's notebook she wasn't supposed to have, watching me from the Gazette porch the way a cat watches a door. Editor. Of course she was.

    Page six. Obituaries, the police blotter and the lost-and-found. I looked at the layout first, because I'm a professional, and because I didn't want to look at the rest. The blotter reported two loose heifers on the county road and a stolen scarecrow, "since recovered, minus its hat." The lost-and-found had found one Red Sox cap, extensively chewed, at the top of Holt Hill, and noted that the goat denied everything. Two obituaries: a retired lineman who had loved his wife, his dog and the Red Sox, in that order, and a woman of ninety-four who had "outlived everyone who ever told her she couldn't."

    And between them, in a box, in a bigger typeface than the obituaries got, the notice.

    I read it four times standing in the cooler. The fourth time, my hands were too cold to hold the phone properly and I had to switch hands.

    She will be attending.

    In lieu of flowers, she asks that you say it to her face.

    The cooler door opened. A server in a white jacket stared at me among the peonies.

    "Sorry," he said. "I just need—"

    "Take whatever you need," I said. "Take the peonies. Take all of it."

    

    Bev Tolliver doesn't believe in telephones. She believes they are for emergencies and floods, and that everything else can be said to your face or put in the paper. She has never owned a cell phone. She's never owned an answering machine. In the fall of 2006 she had one telephone, a black one with a rotary dial on the desk downstairs at the Gazette, and it rang perhaps twice a week, and both times she said "Gazette," as if it were an accusation.

    I called it at 4:20 p.m., from the cooler.

    I called it again at 5:05, from the catering tent, during the walk-through with the caterer. At 6:30, from the parking lot, where the groom's mother found me and asked whether the forecast had updated. At 7:15, at 8:00 and at 8:45, from the ladies' room of a restaurant in Rhinebeck where the rehearsal dinner was eating local trout with an earnestness I found exhausting. At 9:30 from the car, and at 10:10, 10:40 and 11:20 from my hotel room, on the edge of a bed I wasn't going to sleep in, with my shoes still on.

    Eleven times. Every time, I could see the phone ringing on that desk in the empty office, beside the typewriter, under a radiator that knocked like it wanted to be let out. And every time, I could see her upstairs in the little apartment under the roof, hearing it ring and turning a page.

    At 11:32 I gave up and did the thing I'd been avoiding for seven hours. I hit reply.

    It took me twenty minutes to write three words.

    Is she dying?


    The answer came at 12:09.

    She says she's attending.


    That was all. Not Dear Georgie. Not It's been twenty years. Not You never wrote back, which would have been fair. Just that, in Margo Pike's voice, which I could still hear, after twenty years: fast and dry and a little bit amused, as if she knew something I didn't and wasn't going to tell me unless I asked properly.

    I didn't ask properly. I put the phone face down on the hotel nightstand and lay on top of the covers in my clothes, and I thought, She's not dying. She'd have said if she were dying. She'd have printed it.

    Then I thought about the layout, and how she'd wanted me to see it, and I didn't sleep.

    

    I should explain about October 2023, since everyone else is going to.

    Three years ago I got married. Or I was supposed to. It was in the Hudson Valley, at an estate I'd booked fourteen months in advance under a client's name, because I knew the venue manager would give me the October date if he thought it was for a Rockefeller. There were two hundred white chairs in a field above the river. The flowers were by the same woman who'd done the peonies in the cooler. My mother came with her fourth husband. My father came with his second wife and their twins. And Great-Aunt Bev came down from Vermont on the train by herself, at seventy-seven, in a navy dress with her orange hunting vest buttoned over it, and sat on a bench in the rose garden for most of the rehearsal dinner, watching everyone as if she were checking them for errors.

    At seven the next morning she was waiting for me on the terrace with two cups of coffee.

    "Georgina," she said. "He doesn't want to."

    She'd been in the rose garden at 11:40 the night before, she said, when Whit and his best man came out onto the terrace above her to smoke. Whit had said a number of things. The one she repeated to me, word for word, because Bev has never paraphrased anything in her life, was: It's easier to go through with it than to cancel two hundred people. I'll make it work.

    At 7:40 I asked him. He looked at me for a long time, with the face he used when a waiter brought him the wrong wine, and he said, "I was going to make it work, George."

    I called it off at 9:00.

    I want to be clear that I did it beautifully. I ran the cancellation of my own wedding the way you'd run a state funeral. By 9:30 I'd written a card, printed and cut by the hotel business center, which every guest was handed at the gate as they arrived: The wedding of Georgina Tolliver and Whitaker Harrington will not take place. Please accept the enclosed cupcake with our apologies, and drive safely. The food went to a shelter in Poughkeepsie. The flowers went to a nursing home in Rhinecliff, where I'm told a ninety-four-year-old woman wore my bouquet on her walker for a week. The string quartet, who'd been paid in full, played for the catering staff on the lawn, and the staff danced. I have photographs. It was the best event I've ever run.

    At three in the afternoon, when it was all done and the field was empty and two hundred white chairs were being folded and stacked onto a truck, Bev came and stood beside me with her handbag on her arm.

    "You'll thank me," she said.

    "I'll never speak to you again," I said.

    And I haven't. Not once in three years. I've sent her a Christmas card every December, because I send everyone a Christmas card every December; it's a professional card, with a photograph of somebody else's wedding on it, and it goes to four hundred and twelve people. And every January, without fail, I've gotten my card back in a fresh envelope, with something on it circled in red pen.

    The first year, she'd circled the comma in Warmest wishes, for the new year and written beside it, in that spiky hand, No.

    The second year she circled the word Warm and wrote: Warmer than that, Georgina. You're allowed.

    Last year she circled the photograph. It was a wedding in Montauk, at sunset, and the couple were kissing on a dune, and you couldn't see their faces. Bev had written, under it, very small for her: Whose wedding is this? Where's yours?

    I didn't keep that one. I want that understood. I didn't put it in the drawer of my nightstand with the other two, and I definitely don't still have it.

    

    On Friday I didn't go.

    I had a wedding. It was a two-hundred-and-ten-guest wedding with a ceremony in an orchard and a reception in a restored dairy barn, for a family who had paid my company more money than my father makes in a year. It had a mother of the bride with a list of the people she wasn't speaking to, alphabetized, which she'd given me as a seating aid. It had a flower girl who ate petals. You don't drive to Vermont on the Friday before a wedding like that. You steam the linens.

    "Go," said Sloane.

    Sloane Hollister is my business partner. We met at nineteen, catering the same disastrous bat mitzvah in Scarsdale, when I saw her put out a tablecloth fire with a pitcher of iced tea without breaking eye contact with the rabbi. She has a bob you could cut glass with and no sentimental bone in her body, and she is the only person in New York who has my emergency number.

    "I have the Ashcroft wedding."

    "I can run the Ashcroft wedding."

    "You can't run the Ashcroft wedding. The mother of the bride has an enemies list. It's alphabetized."

    "I've seen it." Sloane steamed a napkin with tremendous violence. "I'm on it. Under H."

    "She's not dying."

    "People who aren't dying don't hold funerals, Georgie."

    "My aunt does."

    Sloane put down the steamer and looked at me with the expression she uses on florists who say ranunculus when they mean roses.

    "Then go after," she said. "Do the wedding. Leave before the cake, like you always do. And then point the van north instead of south."

    

    Saturday, October 17. The Ashcroft wedding.

    2:00 p.m. Hair and makeup, the bridal suite. The mother of the bride cries.

    2:04 p.m. The mother of the bride's makeup is redone.

    2:30 p.m. The groom's grandmother arrives with a live cockatiel named Bishop in a travel cage, "for luck." This is not on the run of show. Bishop is seated in row three, on the aisle.

    3:15 p.m. A front comes over the Catskills. I watch it from the orchard with my emergency phone in one hand and a weather app in the other and decide that it will pass to the south. It does. The forecast did not know it was a wedding. I did.

    4:30 p.m. Ceremony. The orchard. The bride walks at exactly the right speed. Bishop the cockatiel says something during the vows that nobody can quite make out, and the groom laughs so hard he has to start his vows again, and the second time his voice breaks, and two hundred and ten people fall in love with him at once. It's the best moment of the day, and I didn't plan it. I stand at the back by the hay bales with my headset on and think, against my will, about a girl of twelve with a clipboard and a seating chart, telling the sixth-grade recorder ensemble in Fernwood Falls, Vermont, that if any of them squeaked during "Silent Night" she would personally see to it that they were transferred to the triangle.

    6:00 p.m. Dinner in the barn. It's a hundred and fifty years old, with hand-hewn beams and the cattle stalls taken out, and somebody has hung a thousand little lights from the rafters. I've done forty weddings in barns. I've never minded it before.

    9:38 p.m. Cue cake.

    9:40 p.m. Service door.

    The van is a white Sprinter with TOLLIVER EVENTS on the side in a typeface Sloane chose and I've always thought was a little too pleased with itself. I got into the driver's seat, shut the door, put the key in the ignition without turning it, and set the timer on my phone for four minutes.

    I cry well. I want that understood too. I've had a lot of practice, and I cry the way I do everything, efficiently, without wasting anything. I cried for Caroline Ashcroft and her husband and the cockatiel, and for the grandmother who'd brought him. I cried for the barn with the lights in the rafters. I cried, though I hadn't planned to, for a woman of eighty in an orange hunting vest who had once spent a whole autumn teaching a twelve-year-old girl that very is a crutch, that suddenly is a lie, and that if you want somebody to know a thing you have to put it somewhere they'll see it. I cried for the layout.

    The timer went off. I blew my nose, fixed my face in the rearview mirror and turned the key.

    At the bottom of the drive, the road went left to the Taconic Parkway south, toward the city and my apartment and a bed I don't sleep in much, or right toward the Taconic north.

    I sat at the stop sign for a long time. A car came up behind me, waited, honked politely and went around.

    Then I turned right.

    

    The Taconic north at night in October is a long dark ribbon through trees you can't see, until your headlights touch them and they go off like flares, red and orange and a yellow so bright it looks lit from inside, and then they're gone behind you. I drove with the radio off. I went over the state line into Vermont a little after midnight and up through Bennington, and somewhere north of Manchester, when the road started to climb, I found I was holding the steering wheel the way I'd held the phone in the cooler, as if it were going to get away.

    The autumn I was twelve, my parents were dividing the apartment on West End Avenue with masking tape. I mean that literally. My father put a strip of blue painter's tape down the middle of the living room rug, and my mother put her side of the furniture on her side of it. Nobody could agree on whose side I was on, so they sent me to Vermont.

    I'd been to Fernwood Falls twice before, for a week each summer, and I knew Great-Aunt Bev the way you know a statue in a park you walk past. She met me at the bus in Burlington in her orange vest and looked at my two suitcases and my Day-Timer, and said, "Well. You'll want a desk."

    She gave me one. It was hers, downstairs, every Thursday after school, when the paper was out and the office was quiet. She gave me a red pen, which I'd never been allowed to have, and that week's Gazette, and said, "Find me five things that are wrong." I found eleven. She circled three of them and said I was wrong about those, and explained why. It was the first time in my life anybody had told me I was wrong about something and made it sound like a gift.

    I slept in the little room under the eaves, on a cot between stacks of bound volumes going back to 1971. The radiator in that room knocked too. I ate cider donuts every afternoon on the porch with two girls from my class, Margo Pike and Jess Okafor. Margo's father had just left, and Jess had once punched a boy, and they both treated me as if I'd been there all along. There was a Harvest Dance in a barn, under a disco ball that I remember as enormous. A tall boy in a borrowed tie was made to dance with me by his mother, and he said "me and Jess" when it should have been "Jess and me." I corrected him, and stepped on his feet to make the point. I can't remember his name. I'd like that understood as well.

    It was the best autumn of my life. I've never told anybody that, and I'd prefer not to start now.

    In December my father came up in a car with New York plates. It was the morning of the seventh-grade Christmas concert, which I'd organized from the ground up: the program, the seating chart, the risers, the recorder ensemble and a run of show I'd typed on Bev's typewriter with two fingers, the way she did. I'd planned every minute of that concert. I just hadn't planned the part where I wasn't in it.

    I didn't say goodbye to anyone. I got in the car. I watched the green go by and the Gazette go by and the two girls on its porch, who didn't know yet, get smaller in the side mirror, and I thought, with a twelve-year-old's perfect clarity: Next time, you leave before it ends. Then it can't do this to you.

    I've had very good luck with that rule ever since. Two hundred and forty-one weddings, and not one cake.

    I stopped twice at scenic overlooks where there was nothing to see in the dark, and sat with the engine running, and didn't turn around. At 3:10 a.m. I bought a coffee at a gas station in Rutland from a boy with a lip ring and a copy of The Brothers Karamazov open on the counter, and I asked him if he knew Fernwood Falls. He said it was the place with the donuts. I said, "Yes," and was surprised to find I'd said it like it was mine.

    

    I drove into Fernwood Falls at 5:28 a.m. on Sunday, October 18, with the sky going gray over the lake.

    It hadn't changed. I'd been afraid it would have changed and I'd been afraid it wouldn't, and it hadn't, and I didn't know which fear had won. The green. The maples around it, gone red right through, dropping leaves onto the grass in the half-dark as if they'd been waiting all night for somebody to come and see. The Maple Leaf Diner, dark, with its chalkboard in the window. A row of scarecrows on the lampposts down Main Street, one of them wearing what looked like a bowling shirt. The Gazette: the porch, the bell over the door, the front window with four ferns in it, and upstairs, under the roof, two small windows with no light in them.

    I parked the van crooked in front of the porch. I knocked on the side door, where the stairs go up to the apartment. I knocked again. I said "Aunt Bev" through the door, and then louder, and then I said "Beverly Ann Tolliver," which in 2006 had produced instant results. Nothing.

    You know what you think, at 5:35 in the morning, standing outside a dark door with a funeral notice in your phone and an eighty-year-old woman on the other side of it who doesn't answer. I thought it. I thought it in great detail. I had my emergency phone out and my thumb on the nine when the lights came on across the green.

    The Maple Leaf. A woman in an apron was turning the sign on the door. I ran. I don't run in heels as a rule, but I'd been wearing these since two o'clock on Saturday afternoon and they'd stopped being shoes and become a sort of philosophy. I crossed the green through the wet leaves and arrived at the diner door at the same moment she got it unlocked, and we looked at each other through the glass.

    She was in her fifties, maybe, with her hair under a bandanna and a face that had poured a great deal of coffee for a great many people who'd had bad news. She opened the door, looked me up and down, from the heels to the black dress to the three phones in my hand, and her face changed.

    "Oh, sweetheart," she said. "You're the Tolliver girl. You've got her chin."

    "Where is she?"

    "She's at Brennan's."

    It took me a second.

    "The funeral home," said the woman, quite gently. "Elm Street. Two blocks up. She's picking out a casket."

    "At six in the morning?"

    "She said it was the only time nobody's using them." She reached behind her without looking, took a paper cup off the stack and filled it from the urn, and pressed it into my hand. "Go on. It's on the house. I'm Rosa. Tell her I said she owes me a funeral."

    

    Brennan's Funeral Home was a big white Victorian with a wraparound porch, black shutters and a lawn somebody had raked that morning in the dark, which tells you something about the people who live there. There was a small, discreet sign by the walk, BRENNAN'S — SINCE 1952, and behind the house a carriage house with its doors open and the long black nose of a hearse inside, polished like a piano. Every light on the ground floor was on.

    I went up the steps. I had a speech. I'd been writing it since Rutland, and it had three points and a conclusion, and the conclusion was You can't do this to people, Bev, and I was going to deliver it standing up.

    The front door opened on a hush. Thick carpet, a grandfather clock, a smell I knew from a hundred wedding receptions: lilies and furniture polish and the cold breath of a flower cooler somewhere close by. Funerals and weddings use the same florists. I've always thought that was the most honest thing about either of them. A sign on an easel said ARRANGEMENT ROOM with an arrow. Another said SELECTION ROOM with another arrow. I followed the second one, because I knew Bev, and Bev would want to see the merchandise.

    It was a long, warm, beautifully lit room, with caskets in it the way a car dealership has cars, each in its own pool of light, lids open, satin gleaming: mahogany and oak and cherry and one in a sort of gunmetal blue that I'd have sent back if it had been a bridesmaid's dress. And at the far end of the room, in a wingback chair beside a pale oak casket with a cream interior, holding a cup of coffee in both hands, sat my great-aunt in her orange hunting vest.

    She was smaller. That was the first thing. Three years, and she'd got smaller, the way people do when you aren't looking at them. Her hair, which had always been the color of iron, had gone the color of the ash in a fireplace. She turned her head at the sound of the door and looked at me, not straight on, a little from one side, the way you'd look at something in a bright window.

    Beside her stood a man.

    He was tall, taller than he needed to be for a room with caskets in it, in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow and a dark tie pulled loose at the collar. He had a cloth tape measure hung around his neck like a tailor's, and dark hair that wanted cutting, and in one hand, I swear to God, half of a cider donut. He also had the forearms of a man who lifts heavy things for a living, which, I would learn, he does, and I noticed them in a way I hadn't noticed anything about a man since 2023. I resented it immediately. He'd been in the middle of saying something to Bev, and he stopped and looked at me. He looked at the heels, and the dress, and the mascara I'd fixed in a rearview mirror in the Hudson Valley nine hours earlier, and the three phones, and the coffee from Rosa. And then, as if he'd had some piece of good news, he looked at his watch.

    "She said you'd sit in your car until seven," he said. His voice was low and warm and in no hurry whatsoever, the voice of a man who has stood in a lot of rooms where something terrible had just happened and has never once been rushed by it. "It's six-forty."

    Then he smiled. It was a big, slow, entirely unreasonable smile, and it had no business at all in a room full of caskets. It went straight past my better judgment and lodged somewhere a good deal lower. In my defense, I hadn't slept.

    "She owes me five dollars," he said.

    I had a speech. I had three points and a conclusion. I had a run of show for this moment that I'd been typing in my head since the Vermont line, and every line of it was gone.

    "Hello, Georgina," said Bev. "You look terrible. Sit down. We're doing the arrangements."

  
    Chapter 3 — First Call

    Rory

    In my line of work, you answer on the second ring.

    The first ring is the phone. The second is a person. If you answer on the first, you sound like you were waiting, and nobody who's calling a funeral home wants to think somebody was waiting. If you answer on the third, they've had time to wonder if anyone's coming. So it's the second ring, every time, day or night, in the shower or in the middle of a sentence or, once, in the middle of a root canal in Barre. The dentist took it very well. I've answered on the second ring since I was twenty.

    In the trade we call it the first call. Someone has died, and somebody who loved them picks up a phone and dials a number they hoped they'd never need, and the first voice they hear is mine. Everything that happens after that, the calling hours and the service and the casseroles and the long walk back from the cemetery to a house that's too quiet, is the second thing. The first call is the one that matters. You only get one chance to sound like the worst day of somebody's life is going to be survivable.

    There's a room at the back of Brennan's that we call the night man's room. It has a narrow bed, a lamp, a hook for the suit and a phone on the nightstand that rings with the one in the office and the one in my pocket. Whoever's on call sleeps there. For eighteen years it was my father, and for the last fourteen it's been me. Since his heart surgery in March, it's only me. I'm thirty-four years old, and I've slept in a room the size of a walk-in closet for most of my adult life, and if you're wondering what that does to a man's love life, the short answer is that it rings.

    I'm telling you this so you'll understand that when Georgina Tolliver walked into our selection room at 6:40 on a Sunday morning in last night's black dress, I stopped listening for the phone for the first time in fourteen years.

    It didn't ring. I want to be fair to it. But for about a minute I forgot that it could, and that has never once happened before.

    

    Bev had booked the arrangement conference in September.

    "Sunday, the eighteenth," she'd said, at the Maple Leaf, with the red pen in her hand. "Six a.m. It's the only time nobody dies."

    That isn't true. People die at six on a Sunday morning all the time. Mostly farmers, who've been up since four and have decided that's enough. But you don't argue with Bev Tolliver about death. She's run its notices for fifty-four years and considers herself the senior partner.

    On Friday she'd bet me five dollars.

    "She'll come Sunday," Bev had said. "She'll drive all night and park outside and sit in the car for twenty minutes, deciding whether to come in. She did it at twelve. I watched her from the window. She sat on the porch steps for twenty minutes every morning before school, deciding whether to go." Bev had put a five-dollar bill on the table under the sugar dispenser. "Seven o'clock. Not a minute before."

    "Before," I'd said. I've watched a lot of people arrive at funeral homes. The ones who drive all night don't sit in the car. They come straight in, with whatever they were going to say already falling apart in their mouths, because the drive has used it up.

    She came straight in.

    She came down the hall and into the selection room at a speed that suggested she'd been running in those heels for some time and had stopped noticing, and she stopped dead in the doorway between the cherry and the gunmetal blue, which nobody buys. She was holding three phones and a paper cup of Rosa's coffee. She was wearing a black dress that had clearly cost more than our hearse, and the mascara of a woman who'd fixed her own face in a rearview mirror and done a much better job than most people manage with a mirror and an hour. She had Bev's chin. She had Bev's way of standing, as if the floor had been told about her in advance. She looked like the best-dressed person who'd ever come into a funeral home angry, and I've had a few.

    And I knew her. I knew her before she opened her mouth. You don't forget the girl who stepped on your feet on purpose at the Harvest Dance, when you were fourteen and wearing your father's tie and wanted to die.

    I looked at my watch. I couldn't help it.

    "She said you'd sit in your car until seven," I said. "It's six-forty. She owes me five dollars."

    Then Bev said, "Hello, Georgina. You look terrible. Sit down. We're doing the arrangements."

    And Georgina Tolliver, who'd driven all night to save her great-aunt's life, opened her mouth, shut it, looked at the pale oak casket with the cream interior that Bev was sitting beside as if it were a sofa she was considering for the den, and said, in a voice like a very expensive door closing, "Where?"

    

    Everybody thinks arrangements happen in the arrangement room.

    We have one. It's off the front hall, with a mahogany table, eight good chairs, a framed print of a covered bridge and a box of tissues on every corner, and in fourteen years I can count on one hand the families who've wanted to sit in it. It feels like a bank. People in the worst week of their lives don't want a bank. They want a kitchen.

    So we use ours. It's at the back of the house, past the stairs, a big old farmhouse kitchen with a table that seats ten, a percolator older than me, and a window over the sink that looks out at the carriage house and Patrice Dunleavy's hydrangeas. My mother picked the wallpaper in 1993. It has teapots on it. My father has never let anybody change it, and nobody has ever asked him to.

    My father was at the stove in his cardigan and his green rubber boots, making cinnamon toast.

    He's worn the boots indoors since the surgery. He says they're comfortable. I think they're a statement of some kind, although I haven't worked out what. Gene Brennan has run this funeral home for thirty years, has buried, conservatively, half of Fernwood Falls, and has never once in his life been rushed, flustered or surprised, which is why it was interesting to watch him turn around from the stove with the spatula and look at Bev's great-niece in the doorway and stop moving entirely.

    "Professionally," my father said, after a while, "I'd say you made very good time."

    She sat. She put the three phones face up on the table in a row, at right angles, with exactly the same distance between them. She put Rosa's coffee in front of her and did not drink it. She looked at the teapot wallpaper as if it had personally disappointed her, and then she looked at Bev, who'd taken the chair at the head of the table, as she always does, and was unbuttoning her vest.

    "Are you dying?" said Georgina.

    "Everybody's dying, dear," said Bev. "I'm just organized."

    "Do you have cancer?"

    "I have an appointment calendar and an opinion. Gene, is that cinnamon?"

    "Aunt Bev."

    "Toast first. You've been driving all night. You'll want something in you before you start shouting."

    "I'm not going to shout."

    "You shouted at the Christmas concert," said Bev. "At the recorders."

    "I was twelve."

    "You were right," said Bev. "They were flat."

    My father put a plate of cinnamon toast in front of each of them and a third in front of me, and sat down at the end of the table, and folded his hands, and became furniture, which is a professional skill and the one I admire most in him. I sat across from Georgina. I'd like to tell you I did it for professional reasons, so that I could observe the family dynamic, which is a phrase from a seminar I once attended in Albany. I did it because it was the seat with the best view of her face.

    It was a remarkable face. It was doing math. I've never seen anyone think so fast in public. You could watch the numbers going across it, like the board at a train station: the drive, the time, Bev, the casket, the notice, my watch, the five dollars, the cinnamon toast. She was building a run of show for the next ten minutes in real time, and every line of it was a way out.

    "All right," she said. "Tell me what's wrong with you."

    Bev reached into her handbag, took out a folded sheet of paper and put it on the table between them. It was the back of a Gazette subscription form, covered in her spiky capitals. Lately the capitals have been getting bigger. I could read them from across the table.

    "Rory," said Bev. "Read it."

    Georgina looked at me. "I can read."

    "His voice is better than mine, dear," said Bev, "and you've had a long drive."

    So I read it.

    FUNERAL. MINE.


    OCT. 31. 4 P.M. THE OPERA HOUSE. NOT THE CHURCH.


    GEORGINA PLANS IT.


    OPEN CASKET. I'LL BE IN THE FRONT ROW.


    EVERYBODY SAYS IT TO MY FACE. OUT LOUD. FROM THE FRONT.


    PATRICE GETS TWO MINUTES. TIMED.


    ADJECTIVES PERMITTED. I'LL BE THERE TO CUT THEM.


    HOT CIDER. HOLT HILL'S. NOT THE STORE STUFF.


    THE LUNDGRENS PLAY.


    GENE WEARS THE BOOTS.


    MARGO WRITES IT. MARGO READS IT.


    NO GOAT.


    DOT TAKES NO BETS.


    When I'd finished, the kitchen was quiet except for the percolator, which has never in its life been quiet. Through the window, Patrice Dunleavy came out onto her back step in a housecoat, looked at the hearse in our carriage house as if it had been parked there to annoy her, and went back in.

    "'Georgina plans it,'" said Georgina.

    "You're very good," said Bev. "I read about you in the Times. Something about a rooftop in Brooklyn and four hundred koi."

    "It was ninety koi, and they were in a pond. I plan weddings."

    "Professionally," said my father, from the end of the table, "they're very similar."

    Georgina turned and looked at him.

    "Same florist," said my father.

    "Same chairs," I said. I couldn't help it. "We rent you ours, if you're ever in the county. Two hundred, white, folding. Nobody can ever tell which kind of event they came from."

    She looked at me for the first time since she'd sat down. Not at my watch. At me. She had gray eyes, the color the lake goes in November, and right then they were the coldest thing in the room, including the cooler downstairs, which is calibrated. And then, very briefly, one side of her mouth went up without permission. I saw it get there before she did. I watched her catch it and put it back.

    It was the best thing I'd seen in a year, and I've seen a heron take off from the town dock at sunrise.

    "No," Georgina said to Bev. "I'm not doing this. I'm not going to plan a party where everyone stands up and pretends you're dead. I have a business. I have a wedding in Montauk next Saturday and a tasting in Tribeca on Wednesday, and I left my partner with a woman who keeps an enemies list. I drove up because I thought—" She stopped. She did more math. "You put it in the paper, Aunt Bev. You put it in the paper and you sent it to me through Margo Pike, and I called the office eleven times."

    "I heard," said Bev. "It's a very loud phone."

    "You heard?"

    "Phones are for emergencies and floods. If it had been a flood, you'd have said so in the first three. You were always good at a lede." She picked up a piece of cinnamon toast, considered it and put it down. "I'm eighty, Georgina. I've run the obituary of everyone in my class at Fernwood Falls Union School. All twenty-two of them. I'm the last one left in the photograph. I'd like to hear what people say about me while I'm still around to answer back, and I'd like it done properly, and the only person I know who can do anything properly is you." She folded her hands on the subscription form. "That's all."

    "That is not all."

    "It's all you're getting before seven," said Bev, "and you got here early."

    Georgina sat back. Her eyes went to the list, and stayed there, and I watched her read MARGO WRITES IT. MARGO READS IT. twice. She didn't say anything about it. It was the only line she didn't argue with.

    "Fine," said Bev. "Then Patrice will plan it."

    The numbers on Georgina's face stopped moving.

    "Patrice Dunleavy?" she said.

    "She's very keen. She came to see me on Thursday. She's already got a binder."

    "Patrice Dunleavy has a binder."

    "It's laminated," I said.

    I'll treasure her face at that moment for the rest of my life. It was the face of a woman who has run two hundred weddings and has a clear and detailed picture, from personal experience in the autumn of 2006, of what Patrice Dunleavy would do with a microphone, a guest list and two weeks' notice.

    "She wants doves," said Bev.

    "No," said Georgina.

    "And a slideshow. She's asked the high school to do a slideshow. With music. She mentioned Celine Dion."

    "No."

    "She's asked whether I'd be willing to lie down in the casket, briefly, for the photographs."

    "Absolutely not," said Georgina Tolliver, and put both hands flat on the table on either side of her row of phones. She looked at them for a long moment, and then she picked up the middle one, the one I'd guess is for emergencies, and turned it over, face down. "Until the thirty-first," she said. "Not a day after. I plan it, I run it, it goes off, and on the morning of November first I'm back on the Taconic. And I'm not giving a eulogy."

    "Nobody asked you to," said Bev, and ate her toast.

    

    After that it went the way arrangements go, which is to say practically, because that's the mercy of them. Nobody has ever been comforted by being told that time heals. People are comforted by being asked whether they'd prefer the service at ten or at two. Grief wants something to do with its hands.

    Georgina's hands wanted a pen. I watched her pat the pocket of her blazer and come up empty, look at her phones as if one of them might turn into a pen if she gave it the chance, and start writing on a paper napkin with the wrong end of a spoon. I took the pen out of my shirt pocket and held it out across the table. She took it without looking at me, which is how I knew she was a woman who'd been handed a great many pens in her life and never once had to ask. Her fingers closed over mine for half a second before they found the pen. I felt it at the back of my neck, and then considerably further south, which is not something that's supposed to happen to a funeral director at a kitchen table at seven on a Sunday morning. I put both hands flat on the table and recited the Vermont statutes on the transport of human remains to myself until it passed.

    "Four o'clock on the thirty-first," she said, writing. "It's Halloween."

    "Yes," said Bev.

    "Half the town will be in costume."

    "Then nobody will feel overdressed."

    "The Opera House." She stopped writing and looked up. "The Opera House has been closed since I was four."

    "Since 1998," I said. "The floor started bouncing during the senior play. Our Town. They say Emily's monologue in the third act was very moving, because the whole audience was going up and down."

    "I reviewed it," said Bev. "I said it was the most alive anyone had ever looked in that play."

    "So we'll need an engineer."

    "There's one on the hill," said Bev, "and he owes me."

    Georgina wrote ENGINEER on the napkin and underlined it twice. Then she wrote WHERE AM I SLEEPING, without a question mark, and turned the napkin around so Bev could see it, which is the kind of thing you do with somebody who has taught you to read a page upside down.

    "Not with me," said Bev. "The little room's full."

    "Full of what?"

    "Bound volumes. 1971 to present. I had Hank carry them up from the back room in January, when Margo took it over. They go to the ceiling. There's a path."

    "The bed and breakfasts."

    "It's leaf season, dear. There are four tour buses from Connecticut parked on the green, and a man from Ohio has been sleeping in his car at the Lundgrens' since Thursday. The Loon's Nest has three rooms, and all of them are full of a bus tour from Akron."

    "Then I'll stay in Burlington."

    "An hour each way," said my father, from the end of the table. "In October. On the Burlington road. With the leaf-peepers stopping in the middle of it to take pictures of a barn."

    Georgina looked at him, and at Bev, and at the window over the sink, which looks out at the carriage house, and I saw her see it about a second before I did. There are two big doors downstairs where Pearl lives. Up a set of outside stairs is the flat my grandfather built in 1952 for a night man who never came, and in which nobody has lived since my mother used it to store her Christmas decorations.

    "We don't rent the flat," I said. "We've never rented the flat."

    "You've rented it now," said my father. "She booked it in September. Paid cash. Through the end of the month."

    I looked at him.

    "I forgot to mention it," said Gene Brennan, who has never in sixty-four years forgotten to mention anything. "I'm recovering from surgery."

    "It's over the hearse," said Georgina.

    "Her name's Pearl," I said. "She's very quiet."

    Georgina put her face in her hands. It only lasted about three seconds, and I've seen a lot of people put their faces in their hands at that table, and she did it more elegantly than any of them. Then she lifted her head, wrote FLAT. PEARL. on the napkin, and said, "Show me the casket."

    

    Bev had already chosen it, of course. She'd chosen it before Georgina arrived, the way she'd chosen everything else, and walking back into the selection room with the two of them, I realized she'd chosen it a long time before that. Maybe in September. Maybe earlier.

    It was the pale oak with the cream crepe interior, the one we keep at the far end of the room under the brightest of the display lights. It's not our most expensive, and it's not our plainest. It's the one I'd choose for my own mother, if I hadn't already been too young to choose anything when it mattered.

    "That one," said Bev. She went and stood beside it, and bent close to it, closer than she needed to, and put one hand flat on the satin of the lid lining and moved it slowly across, as if she were reading something written there. "I like that one. It's well lit."

    "It's a casket," said Georgina, "not a reading nook."

    "Then I'll be the first," said Bev.

    I didn't say anything. I'm good at not saying anything. In my line of work you get very good at it, the way a surgeon gets good at not flinching. I wrote down the model number on my clipboard in my neatest handwriting and kept my eyes on the clipboard for a while.

    When I looked up, Georgina was watching me. Not Bev. Me. She had her head tilted a little, the way you'd look at a line in a contract you'd read three times and still weren't sure about.

    "We've met," I said, to change the subject.

    "I'd remember."

    "The Harvest Dance. November 2006. The Mercer barn. My mother made me ask you." I put the clipboard under my arm. "She said the new girl from New York looked like she needed somebody to step on."

    "I don't remember that."

    "She remembers," said Bev.

    "I don't."

    "You stepped on my left foot four times and my right foot once," I said. "The once was an accident. I said you could dance with me and Jess, if you wanted. Jess was standing right there. You told me it was 'Jess and me' after a preposition, actually, and then you stepped on my foot again."

    "Well," said Georgina, "it is."

    Then she heard herself, and closed her eyes.

    Bev made a small dry sound beside the casket that in anyone else I'd have called a laugh. My mother would have liked that sound. My mother had a great many opinions about who needed what, and she was nearly always right, and she's been gone eighteen years now, and I still catch myself checking things with her. I checked this one, standing in the selection room with a clipboard under my arm and a cider donut I'd forgotten about going stale on the windowsill. I didn't hear anything back. I didn't need to.

    

    At 11:14 the phone rang.

    We were back in the kitchen by then. Georgina had filled both sides of three napkins and moved on to the back of a pre-need brochure, and she'd asked my father eleven questions about the Opera House, and he'd answered all of them with "Professionally, I'd want to see it." Bev was on her second cup of coffee and her fourth refusal to say anything at all about her health. Patrice had come out onto her back step twice more, the second time with binoculars. I'd been watching Georgina's hands. She writes with the pen gripped hard and low, as if somebody once tried to take one away from her and she's never quite forgiven them.

    The phone in my shirt pocket rang once.

    It rang twice.

    "Brennan's," I said. "This is Rory."

    "Rory." It was Mildred Fisk, from the dairy on the Ridge Road. She's eighty-eight, and she's been married to Alden for sixty-seven years, and she has called me exactly once before, about the funeral of her sister. Her voice was perfectly steady. That's how you know. "It's Mildred. Alden's gone, honey. He's in his chair by the window. He's looking at the cows."

    I was already standing up. I was already in the hall, with my jacket off the hook and one arm in it.

    "I'm on my way, Mildred," I said. "Don't do anything at all. Put the kettle on. Have you called the girls?"

    "Not yet. I wanted to call you first. I wanted him to—" She stopped, and breathed, and I waited, because that's the job. "I didn't want him to be by himself with it. Being gone. I wanted somebody to know."

    "I know," I said. "I'll be there in twenty minutes. You sit with him. Tell him I'm coming."

    I've done it so many times that I don't think about it, and that morning I thought about all of it. Tie up and knotted, the right knot, without a mirror. Jacket buttoned. The keys off the hook by the back door. My face, which I put on the way you put on a coat in the rain, without looking. It took me ninety seconds. It always does.

    My father was already on his feet in the kitchen doorway in his boots.

    "I'll come."

    "Stay," I said. "You've got guests. And your heart."

    "My heart's fine."

    "Then it'll keep."

    I went out the back door into the cold, across the yard toward the carriage house, and I heard the door open again behind me and heels on the back steps.

    She followed me all the way to Pearl. She had my pen still in her hand, and her pre-need brochure, and the face, which had stopped doing math. It was just looking.

    "You just leave?" she said. "In the middle?"

    I opened the carriage-house doors. The light came in across Pearl's black flank and lay along her like a hand.

    "Somebody's worst day just started," I said. "I go when it starts."

    She looked at me as if I'd said something in a language she used to speak when she was small and had since forgotten, and now couldn't remember how she'd ever understood it.

    I got in. I backed Pearl out into the yard, carefully, past the hydrangeas, with Patrice watching through the kitchen window, and in the rearview mirror I saw Georgina Tolliver standing in the carriage-house doorway in her black dress with her arms crossed against the cold, watching me go. She didn't move until I'd turned onto Elm Street. I know, because I watched her the whole way.

    

    The Ridge Road climbs out of town to the east, along the top of the valley, and in the third week of October there's no road in Vermont I'd rather drive. The maples up there turn later than the ones in town and harder, as though they've been saving it up. Every half mile there's a pull-off where somebody from Connecticut is standing beside a rental car taking a photograph of a barn, and the barns don't mind. The Fisks' farm is the last one before the road runs out, a white farmhouse and a red barn and fifty-nine Holsteins, who were all standing at the fence by the house when I pulled into the yard, in a long black-and-white row, the way cows do when they know something's different, looking at the window where Alden always sat.

    I've been to the end of a lot of people. Eleven hundred and some, if you count from the first one I worked beside my father. I'm not sad about it, mostly. Most people get to the end the way Alden did, in a chair, looking at something they love, and the job is just to make the next part bearable for whoever's left. I'm good at it. I've never wanted to be anywhere else when the phone rings.

    I parked by the milk house. I put on the face. I took my hands off the wheel.

    And for the first time in fourteen years, I wished the phone had waited.

  
    Chapter 4 — The Flat over the Hearse

    Georgie

    Pearl came home at 6:10 on Sunday evening.

    I heard her before I saw her: a long, low engine turning onto Elm Street, slower than any car needs to go, and the crunch of the gravel in the yard. I was at the window of the flat with my binder open on the sill and a pen in my teeth. I watched the carriage-house doors swing open under my feet and the long black car ease inside, and then I watched Rory Brennan and his father come round to the back of her in their dark suits. And I understood, about one second later than I should have, what she was carrying, and who.

    I stepped back from the window. It seemed like the least I could do for Alden Fisk, who had spent sixty-seven years married to the same woman and fifty-nine cows' worth of mornings in the same chair, to not have a stranger in last night's black dress watch him come in the side door.

    That was my first evening in the flat over the hearse.

    

    The flat is one room, under a peaked roof, at the top of a set of outside stairs so steep that I went up them the first time on my hands as much as my feet, carrying a garment bag and dignity in roughly equal proportions. It has a brass bed with a quilt on it, an iron radiator that clanks like somebody's dropped a wrench inside it, a little kitchen along one wall with a two-burner stove and a kettle older than I am, and a bathroom with a clawfoot tub and a window the size of a paperback. It smells of cedar, old tinsel and, very faintly, motor oil, which comes up through the floorboards from the garage below.

    In the corner, under the eaves, there are seven cardboard boxes of Christmas decorations. They're labeled in a neat, slanting hand I didn't recognize. ORNAMENTS — GLASS. LIGHTS (OUTDOOR) (TESTED 2007). And on the top box, in the same hand but bigger: ANGEL. DON'T LET GENE HANG HER CROOKED. I knew whose hand it was, then. Nobody writes DON'T LET GENE on a box unless she's married to him: Annie Brennan, who had once made her fourteen-year-old son dance with me at the Harvest Dance and stood at the edge of the floor laughing while I stepped on his feet. And nobody leaves seven boxes of Christmas taped shut in a flat for years unless the woman who packed them isn't coming back to unpack them.

    I didn't open them. I want that understood. I sat on the edge of the brass bed and looked at them for a while, and then I put my coat over the top one so I wouldn't have to look at the angel, and I went back to the binder.

    I'd bought it in Rutland on my way through on Saturday night, at a twenty-four-hour pharmacy, in a panic, along with a toothbrush, a phone charger and a box of black index tabs, because a woman who'd driven all night to a funeral home with nothing but a wedding emergency kit and three phones needed to feel she had something under control. It's a three-inch binder. By midnight on Sunday I had eleven black tabs in it: VENUE, CASKET, CATERING (CASSEROLES?), MUSIC (LUNDGRENS — WHICH?), SPEAKERS, PATRICE, FLOOR, BEV'S RULES, GENE'S BOOTS, PROGRAM and a last one I'd labeled WHAT IS WRONG WITH HER and then pulled out and put in the trash and then taken out of the trash again.

    At one in the morning, somebody started playing the accordion.

    I was lying on top of the quilt in the dark in a black slip from my emergency kit, which is designed for a bridesmaid who's spilled wine on herself at a quarter to the vows and not for a Vermont radiator that only had two settings, "off" and "Florida." I'd kicked the quilt off. I'd pulled it back on. I'd been watching a narrow window on the ground floor at the back of the big house, across the yard, where a lamp had been on since ten.

    And then it came through the wall of the night: slow, wheezing and unbearably sweet, an accordion playing "Lady of Spain" at about a third of the speed anybody has ever played "Lady of Spain," as if whoever was playing it wanted the song to last.

    I got up and opened the window to hear it better.

    It stopped in the middle of a bar. Just stopped, as if a hand had been put flat on it. The yard was silent. The cold came in and lay down on my arms. Somewhere upstairs in the big house a light went off, and a moment later the lamp in the narrow window downstairs went off too.

    I stood at the open window in my slip for a long time, getting cold, thinking about the narrow window. Bev had called it the night man's room, at the kitchen table, as if everyone knew what that meant. I'd worked it out: the room where the person who answers the phone sleeps, so that he can answer it on the second ring. I thought about a man lying in a narrow bed in the dark beside a telephone, with a suit hanging on a hook above him like a second, more patient version of himself, waiting for somebody to need him. I thought about that voice, low and warm and in absolutely no hurry, saying Brennan's, this is Rory into the dark at three in the morning. I thought about what it would be like to be in that narrow bed when it rang. I thought, quite specifically, about the forearms.

    Then I shut the window, got back into bed, and lay there like a sensible adult, furious, until a quarter to five.

    

    Monday, October 19.

    6:00 a.m. Bath. The clawfoot tub fills at the speed of a slow leak, but it fills, and the water comes out of the tap hot enough to strip paint, and I lie in it for twenty minutes and come out pink and slightly less of a lunatic.

    6:30 a.m. Inventory. My van holds the emergency kit I take to every wedding: a steamer, two sewing kits, twenty-four pairs of tights in four shades, double-sided tape, a stain pen, a box of granola bars, safety pins, superglue, smelling salts, a lint roller, a backup black dress, two pairs of black trousers, one blazer and flats. It doesn't contain a single item of clothing suitable for a Vermont morning in October. In a pinch you could hold a medium-sized wedding with what's in that van. You could not, however, walk across a yard in it at forty-one degrees.

    7:00 a.m. Lundgren Feed & Supply, the far end of Main Street.

    The man behind the register was tall and pale and slightly baffled, with a fiddle callus under his jaw, like a heron somebody had taught to play country music. He watched me walk the aisles in a black trouser suit and flats. I came back to the register with a red-and-black flannel shirt, a pair of men's jeans in the only size they had that I could get over my hips, two pairs of wool socks, a pair of green rubber boots exactly like the ones Gene Brennan wears to arrangements, and a gray sweatshirt with LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY — SINCE 1911 across the chest in letters three inches high. He rang it all up without a word.

    Then he said, "You're doing Bev's funeral."

    "Is there anyone in this town who doesn't know that?"

    He thought about it carefully, as if I'd asked him the weight of a pumpkin.

    "Doug," he said finally. "He drives the paper up from Barre. He doesn't know anything."

    7:30 a.m. Sloane, by phone, from the steps of the feed store, in the sweatshirt.

    "How's the corpse?"

    "She's not a corpse."

    "How's the funeral?"

    "It's a party. It's a party with a casket at it. She wants the whole town to stand up and say things to her face."

    "Sounds like a wedding." Sloane was eating something crunchy, which she does when she's worried and doesn't want me to know. "Montauk's handled. Tribeca's handled. Your mother called the emergency line and asked if you're in a cult."

    "What did you tell her?"

    "That I'd ask. Are you?"

    "It's Vermont."

    "That's not a no." Crunch. "And the undertaker?"

    I watched a leaf come down off a maple across the street, slowly, side to side, the way they do, as if it had all the time in the world and had chosen to spend it on the way down.

    "Why would you ask about the undertaker?"

    "Because," said Sloane, "in the voicemail you left me at eleven o'clock last night, you said 'and he' nine times. I counted. You never say 'and he.' You say 'the groom' and 'the vendor' and 'that idiot from catering.' I'm shipping you a suitcase. Do you want the red dress?"

    "Why would I want the red dress?"

    "I'm packing the red dress," said Sloane, and hung up.

    

    8:15 a.m. The Maple Leaf Diner.

    When I walked in, the whole diner went quiet and got very interested in its pancakes.

    I've walked into a lot of rooms where everyone knew something about me. I've walked into a ballroom at the Pierre where all four hundred guests knew I'd personally caught the bride's father's toupee. I'd never walked into a room where everyone knew me and was so obviously trying to be kind about it. Eleven booths. Twenty people. Every one of them looked up at me in my LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY sweatshirt and rubber boots, and then looked down again at their plates, all at once, as if somebody had said now.

    "Sweetheart," said Rosa, coming round the counter. She took me by both elbows, as if I were a casserole she was making sure had arrived safely, and put me on a stool at the end of the counter and a mug in front of me and pancakes in front of the mug. "You eat. Bev said you'd come in looking like that."

    "Like what?"

    "Like you'd been planning something in the night," said Rosa, and went away.

    I looked up. Behind the register was a chalkboard I remembered from 2006, when it had said MEATLOAF THURSDAY and nothing else. It now said, in a tidy, schoolteacher's print that I would have known anywhere, a great many things. At the top: WEDDING BY NEXT HARVEST: PAID OUT. Under that: THE DATE? SEE DOT. Under that: NO BETS ON BEV. BY ORDER OF THE CIRCLE.

    And under that, in fresh chalk:

    THE TOLLIVER GIRL & THE BRENNAN BOY. KISS BEFORE THE FUNERAL? 4–1. SEE DOT.

    I put my fork down.

    In the corner booth, a small woman in a cardigan was knitting something orange with the serenity of a woman who'd never once been wrong about a marriage. Dot Kowalski. In 2006 she'd taken bets from the seventh grade on whether I'd make it to Christmas. I hadn't, and she'd paid out.

    "Mrs. Kowalski."

    "Dear."

    "You've got a book open on me."

    "I've got a book open on a great many people," said Dot, without dropping a stitch. "It's a service."

    "I've known him for twenty-four hours."

    "I've known him for thirty-four years. That's why it's four to one and not even money." She held up the orange thing, considered it, and went on knitting. "We're not animals, dear. That one's allowed."

    

    At 8:20 the bell over the door jangled, and Margo Pike came in.

    She was taller. That was stupid; of course she was taller, we'd both been twelve, but I'd been holding a twelve-year-old Margo in my head for twenty years and she'd stayed twelve, with the braid and the notebook and the look of a cat watching a door. This Margo had her dark hair up in a clip with a pencil through it, and a man's barn jacket over a sweater, and the walk of somebody who owns a building and has opinions about its radiator. She saw me at the end of the counter and stopped, exactly as I had in the doorway of the selection room, and for a second neither of us did anything.

    Then she came over and sat on the stool next to mine.

    "Hi," said Margo.

    "Hi."

    "You're taller."

    "You're the editor."

    "You're the planner." She took the coffee Rosa put in front of her without looking at it, which I liked, against my will. "You got my email."

    "You got mine."

    "Three words."

    "You sent four back."

    "Bev asked me to send the page," Margo said. "She didn't say anything about the four."

    We sat there with that. The diner listened to it with tremendous concentration, the way people listen to a radio in another room. It's very hard to have a conversation in Fernwood Falls without it becoming a public event. I'd forgotten that, and I hadn't forgotten it at all.

    "She won't tell me what's wrong with her," said Margo, quietly.

    "She won't tell me either."

    "She said it wasn't her heart, and it wasn't money, and it wasn't malignant."

    "She told me she had an appointment calendar and an opinion."

    Margo almost smiled. I saw it go across her face and get put away, and I knew that move, because I'd done it at a kitchen table with teapot wallpaper twenty-four hours earlier.

    "If you find out," she said.

    "I'll tell you."

    "Will you?" said Margo. She said it quite lightly. "Write, I mean?"

    It went in under the ribs, exactly where she'd meant it to. She'd always been good at that. She'd been good at it at twelve, when she was the only person in the seventh grade who could make me laugh with my mouth full of donut, and she'd been good at it in the four letters she'd sent me care of Bev, which I'd read on West End Avenue on the floor of a living room divided in half by blue tape, and kept, and never answered, because I didn't know how to write to somebody I'd left without saying goodbye.

    I still have them. I'm not going to discuss it.

    "I'll tell you," I said again.

    She looked at me for a moment longer, then nodded once, picked up her coffee and got up.

    "Opera House floor," she said. "Ezra's coming Thursday. Bev asked him on Friday, in person, at the diner. He said yes before she'd finished, which he says is a family tradition."

    She went out. The bell jangled. Twenty people started breathing again.

    I'd been in town for twenty-seven hours. I'd already been on the chalkboard, on the stairs on my hands and knees, and on the receiving end of Margo Pike. I picked up my fork.

    At 8:31 the bell jangled again, and somebody hit me from behind like a heifer.

    It was a woman in brown coveralls that smelled powerfully of barn, with her hair tied up in a knot and her arms around my neck from behind, and she said in my ear, very fast, "You never wrote. Hi. You never wrote. Hi."

    "Jess," I said into her sleeve.

    "I punched a boy once," said Jess Okafor, letting go and sitting down on Margo's stool, still warm. "In second grade. He said girls couldn't be vets. I'd like you to keep that in mind." She took my pancakes. "I'm a large-animal vet now. I've had my arm inside a cow since four this morning. You owe me twenty years of letters."

    "I know."

    "I'll take it in casseroles."

    Behind her, holding a basset hound under one arm like a sack of flour, was a man with very good hair, a fleece vest over a flannel shirt and a face that looked as if it had once been extremely expensive and was now happily on vacation. He put out his free hand.

    "I'm Theo," he said. "I live here now."

    "I can tell," I said.

    Theo turned to Jess with real anguish. "Does everyone in this town say that?"

    "Yes," said Jess, through my pancakes. "This is Steve."

    Steve looked at me with one ear up and one ear down and a profound distrust of stairs.

    

    At 8:40 a woman in the corner booth waved at me with a paintbrush.

    She wasn't holding it on purpose. It was just in her hand, the way a pen is always in mine, and she looked at it in mild surprise, put it behind her ear, and waved again. She had short silver-blond hair, paint on her knuckles in three colors and a cane hooked over the edge of the table, and she had Margo's mouth, which is how I knew who she was before Jess said, "That's Diane. Margo's mom. Go. She's been waiting since you walked in."

    Beside her in the booth, with a cap in both hands that he was turning slowly round and round by the brim, was a big man in his sixties with a white beard, a red plaid jacket and the expression of somebody who's been told to sit still in a room with something breakable.

    "Hank Mercer," said the big man, half standing, in a voice like a gravel road. "Ma'am."

    "Sit down, Hank," said Diane, "she's not the Queen." She smiled at me. It was Margo's smile with twenty-five more years in it and none of the armor. "You won't remember me, honey. I taught art at the middle school. You came in once with Margo and told me my still life of a pear had a problem with its shadows."

    "I'm so sorry."

    "Don't be. It did. I'd been looking at it for a week." She slid something across the table to me. "I need you to look at something else."

    It was a paper napkin from the Maple Leaf, folded in quarters. I unfolded it. Somebody had written on it in heavy blue ballpoint, in capitals, the way you'd write on a feed order:

    NOV 7. THE BARN (MINE).


    DIANE. ME.


    RINGS — GOAT?


    PIE (ROSA). CIDER (EZRA).


    LUNDGRENS. DANCE. DISCO BALL STAYS UP.


    HOME BY TEN.


    I read it twice. I've read a lot of wedding plans, some of them forty pages long with an index, and I'd never read one that was so clearly, so entirely, the whole truth about what somebody wanted.

    "'Rings, goat, question mark,'" I said.

    "Delores is the ring bearer," said Hank.

    "Delores is a goat?"

    "Walter's goat. Ezra's goat. The town's goat, really. She's very well thought of." He turned his cap. "She has a bow tie."

    "What does she carry the rings in?"

    Hank looked at Diane. Diane looked at Hank.

    "We haven't got that far," said Hank.

    "It's the Saturday of the Harvest Dance," said Diane. "In the Mercer barn. Under the disco ball. Nineteen days. I've been counting. Two hundred people, give or take, because you can't have a wedding in this town without having the whole town, and I've got MS, honey, which means I have to plan around a body that has its own opinions about the day, and the man I'm marrying has planned it on a napkin." She put her hand on Hank's, where it was turning the cap, and the cap stopped. "I'd like you to help me."

    There's a rule I have. I mentioned it. I've never had to use it, because the only places I've ever done weddings are places I don't care about, which is all of them.

    I folded the napkin in quarters again and slid it back across the table.

    "I'm sorry," I said. "I don't do weddings in places I care about."

    Diane Pike looked at me for a long moment, kindly, with Margo's eyes.

    "Then you'll be fine, honey," she said. "You told Rosa you don't care about this place."

    I had. I'd said it on Sunday night at this counter, with my hands around a bowl of Rosa's soup, when she asked if it was good to be home. It isn't home, I'd said. I don't care about this place. I'm here for my aunt. Rosa had said, Of course, sweetheart, and given me the soup on the house. I'd been in Fernwood Falls for twenty-seven hours, and the whole town had already heard about it.

    "Think about it," said Diane, and took the paintbrush from behind her ear. "I'm on Birch Street. The yellow Cape with the crooked ramp. Knock first. Hank's sometimes there."

    Hank went the color of his jacket.

    

    I spent the rest of Monday walking around Fernwood Falls with a binder.

    I walked to the town hall, which is a white clapboard building with a bell tower, a Civil War cannon on the lawn and a sign on the side door that says OPERA HOUSE — CLOSED — SEE CLERK. The clerk was at lunch until two. The clerk was, the sign on her own door informed me, always at lunch until two. I wrote SEE CLERK on the FLOOR tab and underlined it three times.

    I walked to the Congregational church, which has the only other room in town that holds four hundred people, and stood on the steps reading Bev's list on my phone, OPERA HOUSE. NOT THE CHURCH, and went away again.

    I walked to the Loon's Nest and asked about the back room for overflow, and a woman wiping the bar told me that Gary Dunleavy had done most of his fishing at that exact stool and asked whether I wanted it for the funeral, out of respect.

    I called the Lundgrens, who are apparently six brothers and a sister, which explains the heron at the feed store. A woman who didn't give her name told me "the boys" would play for Bev, of course they would, they'd play for Bev at the bottom of the lake, and did she want the fiddle, the guitar, the banjo, the other fiddle or the one Soren plays that nobody's sure what it is.

    I called a caterer in Burlington from habit, and then I hung up before they answered, because I'd remembered Rosa's sign-up sheet.

    And at three, I walked behind the Gazette to the little gravel lot where the building keeps its trash cans and its one parking space, because I wanted to see Bev and I didn't want to go through the front door and have Margo watch me do it.

    Bev's Buick was there. It's a 1994 Buick Roadmaster station wagon, wood paneling and all, and I'd learned to parallel park in it the summer I was sixteen, very badly, on Lake Street, with Bev in the passenger seat saying Again in a voice like a pencil sharpener. It was sitting on four soft tires. There were maple leaves in the wipers, and a spider had built a web from the side mirror to the door handle that had clearly been there long enough to raise a family. Under the driver's-side wiper, in a plastic sleeve to keep off the rain, was a note in Bev's capitals.

    DO NOT TOW. I KNOW WHERE YOU LIVE. — B.T.

    I laughed out loud in the gravel lot. Of course she didn't drive anymore. Why would she? It's two blocks to the diner and three to the green, and she'd walked to Brennan's at six in the morning on a Sunday in a hunting vest. She'd say walking was good for her heart. She'd say the Buick was for floods.

    I went in by the side door and up the stairs to her door and knocked.

    "It's Monday," said Bev, through the door. Behind her voice I could hear another one, a man's, low and even, reading something aloud. A radio, I thought. Bev had always had the radio on. "Arrangements were Sunday. Go and plan something."

    "Aunt Bev."

    "I'm reading," said Bev, and the man's voice went on, and she didn't open the door.

    

    At 10:40 p.m. I was sitting on the outside stairs of the flat in the Lundgren sweatshirt, two pairs of wool socks and nothing on my legs, which was a mistake, with the binder on my knees and a mug of tea going cold beside me. Elm Street was dark. The big house was dark except for one window upstairs where, I was fairly sure, a sixty-four-year-old man was not playing the accordion. And then headlights turned into the yard, not Pearl's but a plain dark car, and Rory Brennan got out and stood in the yard for a moment with his hands in his coat pockets, looking up at the sky, as if he were checking that it was still there.

    Then he saw me.

    He came across the gravel and stopped at the bottom of the steps. He looked tired, the good kind, the kind you see on a caterer at the end of a double shift. His tie was off and stuffed in his coat pocket, and his collar was open, and he smelled, when he sat down on the step below mine, which he did without asking, of cold air and woodsmoke and somebody else's kitchen.

    "The Fisks," he said. "All day. The girls came up from Albany and Burlington, and we did the arrangements at the kitchen table, and then Mildred wanted to show me every photograph of Alden since 1958, so we looked at all of them. He was very handsome in 1958. He knew it, too." He leaned his head back against the stair rail. "Calling hours tomorrow, four to seven. Service on Wednesday at ten."

    "I'll stay out of the way."

    "You won't," said Rory, "but that's all right."

    The step was narrow. His shoulder was about four inches from my knee. I could feel the heat coming off him through the cold, like a fire banked in the next room, and I sat very still and looked straight ahead at the dark yard like a woman at a bus stop.

    "Can I ask you something?" he said.

    "You can ask."

    "Bev told me in September that you leave every wedding before the cake. She said you've never once seen one cut." He turned his head and looked up at me. In the dark, from below, his eyes were the color of strong tea. "Is that true?"

    I thought about lying. I'm good at it; it's half the job. The flowers are supposed to look like that. That's a traditional Hudson Valley hailstorm. Your mother is having a wonderful time. But it was ten at night on a staircase in Vermont, I was cold to the hip, and he'd spent the day looking at photographs of a handsome man in 1958 with a widow who wasn't ready to stop, and I found that I didn't want to.

    "It's true."

    "Why?"

    "Because before the cake, it's mine," I said. "I planned every minute. After the cake, it's a party, and parties do whatever they want. Somebody gets drunk, somebody cries in the coat check, somebody's uncle gets on the table. Nothing that happens after the cake is my fault. So I make sure I'm not there for it."

    He didn't say anything for a while. He didn't say it the way most people don't say anything, waiting for their turn. He did it the way he'd done it at the kitchen table, as if the thing you'd said deserved a little room around it before anybody touched it.

    "I get there after the end," he said finally.

    "That's a terrible job."

    "It's a good job." He considered it. "It's just not a happy one. Most days. Some days it is. When it's somebody like Alden, who got all the way to ninety-one in his own chair, looking at what he loved. Those are almost happy days." He smiled, up at me, in the dark. "You leave before the end, and I arrive after it. That isn't a lot of overlap, Georgina."

    Nobody calls me Georgina except Bev, and Bev does it to make a point. Rory Brennan said it the way you'd say the name of a place you'd been once and thought about going back to. It went right down my spine and stayed there.

    "Georgie," I said.

    "Georgie." He tried it. "No. I like the long one. It takes longer to say."

    "That's not a reason."

    "It's a great reason. I'm a man who likes things that take a long time."

    He said it perfectly innocently. He was looking out at the yard when he said it. I don't think he heard it at all, which made it so much worse, because I heard it in every inch of me that wasn't covered by the Lundgren sweatshirt, and some that were. I picked up my cold tea and drank it to have somewhere to put my face.

    "You're cold," he said.

    "I'm fine."

    "You've got no—" He stopped, and I watched him look, briefly, at my bare legs on the step beside his shoulder, and then look away fast at the carriage house, like a man who's walked into the wrong room. "You should go in."

    "So should you."

    "I've got the phone." He patted his chest, where it lived. Then he stood up. On the step below mine, standing, he was exactly my height sitting down, and for a second our faces were level and close, close enough that I could see the stubble along his jaw and a tiny white scar through one eyebrow and the moment he decided not to do something.

    "Good night, Georgina," said Rory Brennan.

    He went across the yard and into the back of the big house, and a minute later the lamp came on in the narrow window. I sat on the step until my feet were numb inside both pairs of socks, watching it. That isn't a lot of overlap, he'd said.

    I've planned weddings in less. I've planned a whole wedding, start to finish, in the time between a rehearsal dinner and the end of a groom's hangover. I thought about that, sitting there, and I didn't like where the thought was going, so I took it inside and shut the door on it. Then I lay down on the brass bed in the dark, under Annie Brennan's angel.

    At one o'clock the accordion started again.

    This time I didn't open the window. I lay there and let it play.

  
    Chapter 5 — Calling Hours

    Rory

    Calling hours are the strangest party in America.

    Nobody wants to be there, and everybody comes. They come in their good clothes and stand in a line that goes out the door and down the porch steps, sometimes into the rain, to shake hands with people who don't want their hands shaken, and say things that don't help, and eat a cookie they don't taste. And somehow, by seven o'clock, nearly every time, it's helped. I've never been able to work out how. I think it's the line. You stand in a line with your neighbors for forty minutes on a Tuesday evening, all of you there for the same reason, and when you get to the front you find out you aren't alone with it. That's the whole trick. The cookies are just to give people something to do with their hands.

    Alden Fisk's calling hours were on Tuesday, from four to seven. The line was out the door by ten past four.

    That was also when Georgina Tolliver arrived to observe the vendor.

    

    I'd spent the morning with Alden.

    I'm not going to say much about that part. People think it's the strange part of my job, and it isn't. It's the quietest. There's a room downstairs that's clean and cool and very well lit, and I spend some hours in it most weeks, getting somebody ready to be seen by the people who love them for the last time. It's careful work, and it's kind, if you do it right. My father taught me that you talk to them while you work, not because they can hear you, but because it keeps your hands honest. So I told Alden about the weather on the Ridge Road and about his cows lining up at the fence on Sunday morning, and that Mildred had picked his barn coat, the brown canvas one with the corduroy collar, because she said he'd never once gone anywhere important without it. I put his reading glasses in the breast pocket. Mildred said he'd want to be able to read the hymn numbers.

    At nine o'clock, while I was upstairs in the office printing the programs, somebody leaned on the front doorbell.

    It was Theo Park, in a fleece vest, without Steve.

    I've known Theo since April, when he moved up from Boston to be with Jess Okafor and opened an engineering office over the hardware store with Ezra Holt. In that time he's become the only person in Fernwood Falls, besides my father, who comes to the front door of a funeral home whistling. He wasn't whistling now. He was holding something in his jacket pocket with one hand, the way people hold a wallet on a subway platform.

    "You're the justice of the peace," he said.

    "One of three," I said. "Hank Mercer's another. The third is a woman in Plainfield who only does weddings in her garden, and only in June, and only if you like hostas."

    That's the other thing I do. Fernwood Falls elects three justices of the peace every two years, and in 2018, I was told afterward, a write-in campaign was organized at the Maple Leaf by the knitting circle, on the grounds that "that nice Brennan boy already has the suit." About four times a year I do the other end of the job. Weddings, mostly in people's living rooms, once on a pontoon boat. I like them. Nobody at a wedding has ever once crossed the street to avoid me.

    "Come in," I said, and Theo came in and stood in the front hall under my grandfather's portrait and took the thing out of his pocket.

    It was a ring box. Navy velvet, very old. He opened it, and inside was a ring with a small, square, slightly crooked emerald in an old gold setting.

    "My grandmother's," said Theo. "The dumpling one. It's been in my sock drawer since August."

    "That's a good hiding place."

    "It's the safest place in Vermont. Jess does the laundry. She has never in her life matched a sock. She folds them as individuals." He closed the box and opened it again, which is what people do with ring boxes and with the lids of caskets, as if checking the thing's still in there. "I want you to do it. When it happens. If she says yes. I want to put my name on your list."

    "There isn't a list, Theo."

    "Then make one. I'll be first." He looked at the ring. "How do I ask her?"

    I've never asked anybody anything. Let me be clear about that up front. I'm thirty-four, I've had three serious relationships and I have never once in my life gotten down on one knee for any reason except to tie a shoe or straighten a spray of lilies. I'm not anybody's idea of an authority.

    "Somewhere she's happy," I said.

    Theo thought about this with the whole of his very good face.

    "She's happiest with her arm inside a cow," he said.

    "Well," I said, "then you know where."

    "I am not," said Theo, "proposing inside a cow."

    He put the box back in his pocket and went down the porch steps whistling, after all. I went back upstairs to the programs, and the printer jammed twice, and I didn't think until much later that he'd come to the one man in town who'd never done the thing he was about to do, and asked him how.

    

    She came at ten past four, in the gray Lundgren Feed & Supply sweatshirt, a pair of men's jeans rolled at the ankle and the black blazer from Sunday over the top of it all, like a woman who'd been told there was a dress code and had decided to meet it halfway. Her hair was up, held by a pencil. She had the binder under her arm.

    "I'm observing the vendor," she said, at the door of the front parlor.

    "Which vendor?"

    "You." She looked past me at the room. "I've never been to calling hours. I've organized four hundred receiving lines, and I've never been to the one at the other end. Professionally, I'd like to see how you do it."

    "Professionally," I said, "my father would like a word with you about using that."

    She went past me into the room. I watched her do it. She took it in the way I'd seen her take in the selection room on Sunday morning: every chair, the light, the door to the hall, the flowers, the casket at the far end with Alden in his barn coat, Mildred in a straight chair beside it with her two daughters, and the line. Especially the line. It came in the front door, went down the hall, turned into the parlor and stopped dead at a little table just inside the door where the guest book sat on a lectern, with a pen on a chain, so that every single person who'd come to pay their respects had to stop, take off a glove, find their reading glasses and write their name before they could go any further. My father put that lectern there in 1995. It's been there ever since.

    Georgina looked at it for about four seconds.

    Then she picked it up, guest book, pen and chain and all, and carried it down the whole length of the room, and set it down beside the door at the far end, where people would come out after they'd spoken to Mildred.

    The line moved. All at once, like a river when you pull out a log. People who'd been standing in the hall for fifteen minutes in their good coats came into the parlor, and went up the room, and got to Mildred, and took her hands. My father, who was standing at the back of the room in his boots, watched this happen with an expression I have seen on his face once before, the day the town paved the cemetery road.

    "Professionally," he said to me, very quietly, "I've been meaning to move that since 1995."

    She didn't stop there. She couldn't. I don't think she knew how. In the first hour she refilled the coffee urn, which my father and I had both been pretending to be about to refill. She found a box of tissues in her own blazer pocket and gave the whole thing to one of the Fisks' hired hands, a boy of maybe seventeen in a borrowed tie who'd been crying silently in the corner by the ferns, and then stood beside him without saying anything at all until he stopped. She told a man from the feed co-op to take his hat off, and he did. She noticed, before I did, that the youngest Fisk granddaughter, who's four, had been put in a chair by the flowers and told to sit still, and was about to stop sitting still in a major way. She went and crouched down in front of her in her jeans and her blazer and said something that made the four-year-old put her hand over her mouth. The next time I looked, the four-year-old was standing on a chair by the guest book, in charge of handing everybody the pen.

    I've watched a lot of people work a room. I've never seen anyone work one like that. She did it the way you'd conduct an orchestra that didn't know it was an orchestra, without once raising her voice or letting anyone notice they were being conducted. By five o'clock the room had settled into a rhythm I'd never once in fourteen years managed to give it, and she was standing at the back by the window with her arms folded and her binder under one of them, watching the line move like a woman watching bread rise.

    I'd like to tell you I was watching the line too.

    She'd pushed up the sleeves of the blazer. The sweatshirt underneath said LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY — SINCE 1911 in letters three inches high, across a chest I was absolutely not going to think about in my own front parlor during calling hours, with a ninety-one-year-old man I'd been looking after since Sunday lying at the other end of the room in his barn coat. I didn't think about it. I want to be clear. I thought instead, very hard, about the pencil in her hair, which was a mistake, because it made me wonder what would happen to all that hair if somebody took the pencil out. And then I thought about the back of her neck, under the hair, and the place where it met the collar of the blazer, and what it would taste like, and I had to go down to the kitchen for a while and stand at the sink.

    My father found me there at 5:20, running the cold tap over my wrists.

    "You all right?"

    "Fine."

    He looked at me for a long time over his glasses, in his boots, under my mother's teapot wallpaper.

    "Professionally," he said, "I'd keep my hands out of the parlor for a bit."

    

    At 7:40, when the last of the Fisks' cousins had gone home and Mildred's daughters had driven her back up the Ridge Road with a casserole on each knee, Georgina came into the kitchen with one of my programs in her hand.

    "'Holstiens,'" she said.

    I'd typed them at one in the morning on Monday, after the photographs, and printed two hundred that afternoon, and folded them, and stacked them on the hall table for the morning. ALDEN JAMES FISK. 1934–2026. HUSBAND, FATHER, GRANDFATHER, FARMER. And underneath, because Mildred had asked for it, He loved his wife, his girls and his Holstiens.

    I put my head down on the kitchen table.

    "It's fine," I said, into the table. "Nobody'll notice."

    "Two hundred dairy farmers will notice. Mildred will notice. Alden, frankly, would have noticed." She sat down across from me and put the program on the table, face up, and tapped the word with one finger. She has very clean, short nails, unpainted, like a surgeon's. "Do you have paper?"

    We reprinted them on the old laser printer in my office, two at a time, because that's how it works, and at 8:30 we sat at the kitchen table with two hundred programs between us and folded them by hand. You fold a program in half, and then you run your thumbnail down the crease, and then you put it on the pile. Two hundred times. My father used to do it with my mother at this table on Tuesday nights when I was small, the two of them talking about nothing with the radio on, and I'd sit underneath, against my mother's ankles, and listen to the sound of the paper. It's a good sound. It sounds like something being put in order.

    "What's the worst thing that's ever happened at one of yours?" said Georgina, folding.

    "Funerals?"

    "Whatever you call them."

    "Funerals." I thought about it. "Last fall, at Walter Holt's, in the orchard, his goat climbed onto the roof of my hearse during the service and wouldn't come down. I spent eleven minutes behind the cold barn trying to coax her off with a cider donut while Margo Pike gave the eulogy. I missed the whole thing. They tell me it was very moving."

    She laughed. It surprised her; I watched it surprise her. It was a short, low, slightly rusty laugh, like a door that isn't opened very often, and it went straight through the middle of me and out the other side.

    "Yours," I said.

    "Montauk. 2022. The groom fainted during the vows. Locked his knees, standing in the sun. Went over sideways, very slowly, like a tree, into a koi pond."

    "Was he all right?"

    "He was fine. One of the koi wasn't." She folded a program, creased it, put it on the pile. "I held a funeral for the koi. Afterwards, in the parking lot, for the catering staff. It was very well attended." She looked up. "I'm told I gave a very moving eulogy."

    We were quiet for a while after that. The pile got higher. Our hands kept passing on the table between the stacks, and twice our fingers touched on the same program, and the second time, neither of us moved away for a second, and then both of us did. She'd taken the pencil out of her hair at some point and put it behind her ear instead, so that her hair came down over one shoulder in a long dark fall, and I discovered that the answer to the question I'd been asking myself in the parlor was considerably worse than I'd imagined. Every so often she licked her thumb to separate the programs, quickly, without thinking about it, and every time she did, I lost count of what I was folding.

    At 9:47 she yawned, enormously, and put her hand over it too late.

    "You should go up," I said.

    "I should," she said, and didn't.

    We sat there across the pile of programs with the radio off and the percolator ticking as it cooled, and I'll tell you exactly what I wanted to do, because I've never been a man who lies to himself for long. I wanted to go round the end of that table and put both hands in that hair and kiss her until she forgot every run of show she'd ever written. And I didn't, because she'd been in Fernwood Falls for three days, and because her great-aunt was keeping something from her that I'd promised not to say, and because the phone was in my pocket, where it always is. And because I've learned, at that table and others like it, that the things worth doing are very seldom the things you do at quarter to ten on a Tuesday because you're tired and somebody's hair has come down.

    "Good night, Rory," said Georgina, at the back door.

    It was the first time she'd said my name. She said it as if she'd been trying it out in private and had decided, against her better judgment, that it would do.

    

    At seven on Wednesday morning, Patrice Dunleavy was waiting for me at the hedge.

    She was in her housecoat and a pair of men's galoshes, with a cup of coffee, and she'd clearly been there for some time, because there was frost on the galoshes.

    "Your father," said Patrice, "was playing the accordion until a quarter past one this morning."

    "My father hasn't played the accordion since 2008."

    "'Lady of Spain,'" said Patrice. "Twice. At about a third of the correct speed."

    "Patrice—"

    "And on Monday night he played 'Moon River,' which he has never once played all the way to the end. He always stops on 'my huckleberry friend.'" She sipped her coffee. "Every night for eighteen years. I'm not complaining. I'm reporting."

    She went back inside. I stood at the hedge for a while in the frost.

    My father owns an accordion. It's a red Hohner with mother-of-pearl buttons, and my mother bought it for him in 1990 from a man in Barre, because she said a funeral director ought to have at least one way of making a noise that wasn't sad. He used to play it in this kitchen on Saturday nights, very badly and very loudly, and my mother would dance with me standing on her feet. After she died he put it in the hall closet behind the winter coats, and as far as I knew it had stayed there. I sleep at the back of the ground floor, in the night man's room, with the door shut and the phone beside my head. I'd never once heard it.

    At breakfast I said, "Patrice says you play the accordion at night."

    My father buttered his toast.

    "Professionally," he said, "I couldn't say."

    

    Alden Fisk's funeral was at ten o'clock at the Congregational church, with every pew full and the farmers standing at the back in a double row with their caps against their chests.

    I've been to a great many funerals for farmers, and they're all a little bit the same and entirely different, the way farms are. There's always a hymn that everybody knows, and nobody can sing. At Alden's it was "How Great Thou Art," and the hired men sang it from the back of the church in four different keys at once, loudly and with total conviction, and Mildred sat in the front pew in her good black coat and shook with laughter so hard her daughters thought for a moment she was crying, and then she was, and then both. I stood at the side by the door, where I always stand. Georgina was in the last pew, in a plain black dress from her van, with her hands folded on the binder in her lap, and when the hired men got to the chorus for the third time, all four keys at once, I saw her put the back of her hand to her mouth.

    Afterward, Pearl took Alden home along the Ridge Road.

    It's a slow drive. It's supposed to be. The procession was thirty cars long with their lights on in the middle of a bright, cold morning, and the maples on the ridge had gone so red that week that the road ran through them like a vein. When we came round the last bend before the farm, the cows were waiting at the fence.

    All fifty-nine of them. Somebody had let them out into the near pasture by the road, and they'd lined up along the fence the way they had on Sunday morning, in a long black-and-white row, looking. And as Pearl came past at fifteen miles an hour, the cow at the near end started walking. She walked along the inside of the fence beside the hearse, at exactly our speed. And the one behind her walked too, and the one behind her, until all fifty-nine Holsteins were walking along the fence line beside Alden Fisk's hearse, the length of the pasture, in a slow black-and-white procession of their own, until they ran out of field.

    I've driven Pearl in maybe a thousand processions. I had to pull over for a minute at the top of the hill, by the cemetery gate, and sit there with both hands on the wheel. Nobody behind me honked. Nobody in this town ever would.

    The cemetery on the Ridge Road looks straight down the valley at the Fisks' red barn. We buried Alden there, at the top of the slope, in his barn coat with his glasses in his pocket, in the bright cold, with the leaves coming down on all of us. When it was over and people were starting back toward their cars, Mildred took my arm. She's tiny. She held on to me like a railing.

    "You've been good to him," she said. "Since Sunday."

    "He made it easy."

    "He never made anything easy in his life," said Mildred Fisk. "That's why I married him." She looked down the slope at the parking area, where the cars were lined up along the cemetery wall, and I knew without following her eyes exactly what she was looking at. The white van with TOLLIVER EVENTS on the side, parked crooked at the end of the row. "That's Bev's girl."

    "That's Bev's girl."

    "She moved the book." Mildred nodded slowly, as if this settled something. "Alden always said somebody ought to move that book." She patted my arm. "You're a good boy, Rory. You always were. Your mother would be proud of you. And you work too much, and you're too nice, and you've had that telephone in your pocket since you were twenty years old, and I've watched three girls leave you over it."

    "Mildred."

    "Don't you Mildred me. I've been married sixty-seven years, I'm allowed." She held my arm tighter. "I'll tell you what my mother-in-law told me, the week I married into fifty Holsteins that had to be milked at four in the morning, Christmas included. You won't find one who doesn't mind the phone, honey. Nobody doesn't mind. You find one who minds, and stays anyway."

    

    At half past twelve, when the last car had gone back down the Ridge Road and I'd done the last of what there was to do, I walked down to the parking area along the cemetery wall.

    The white van was still there.

    She was in the driver's seat with the engine off and both hands on the wheel, and she was crying. Not the way people cry at funerals, all hunched in and private. She was crying sitting up straight, efficiently, with her face perfectly composed and the tears just coming down it, as if she'd scheduled them and they were running to time. On the dashboard in front of her, propped against the windshield, her phone was counting down: 1:51. 1:50. 1:49.

    I stopped by the cemetery wall and waited. You learn to. You learn, in my business, which kinds of crying want company and which want a wall, and this one wanted a wall, so I was the wall. I stood there in the cold with my back against the old stones and looked at the valley, and the barn, and the cows still standing along the fence below us, and I listened to the clock in my head count down along with hers.

    At zero she stopped. Just like that. She took a tissue out of her blazer pocket, blew her nose, checked her face in the rearview mirror, fixed something under one eye with her little finger and sat back.

    I went and got the thermos out of Pearl and poured a cup and knocked on the van window.

    She rolled it down. She looked at the coffee, and then at me, and her face did the math, all of it, very fast: how long I'd been standing there, what I'd seen, whether she was going to be angry about it.

    "How long were you there?"

    "About three and a half minutes," I said. "I didn't want to interrupt. You seemed to be on a schedule."

    She took the coffee. She held it in both hands without drinking it.

    "I don't cry at funerals," she said.

    "You were crying at a funeral."

    "I was crying at a wedding." She looked out through the windshield, down the slope at the red barn and the black-and-white line of cows along the fence. "Sixty-seven years. That's a wedding, Rory. It just took a long time."

    I've stood beside a great many cars in a great many cemetery parking lots, and I've said a great many things through a great many rolled-down windows, and I couldn't think of a single one of them. I stood there in the cold with my hands in my coat pockets and looked at her, with her mascara perfect again and her eyes still wet and the steam from the coffee coming up between us, and I thought about Mildred's hand on my arm.

    You find one who minds, and stays anyway.

    "Two o'clock," I said, finally, because it was the only true thing I could think of that I was allowed to say. "Town hall. The clerk's back from lunch. I've got the key to the Opera House."

    "I'll be there."

    "I know," I said. "You're always early."

    I walked back up the slope to Pearl. I didn't look back. I'd like to tell you that was discipline, and it wasn't. I didn't look back because I knew that if I did, I'd see her watching me go, and I'd go back down that hill, and there'd be no way at all in this world to explain to Bev Tolliver, or to my father, or to the fifty-nine Holsteins watching from the fence, what a funeral director was doing kissing a wedding planner through the window of a van in a cemetery at half past twelve on a Wednesday.

    I'd have done it, though. I want that on the table. I'd have done it, and I'd have meant it.

  
    Chapter 6 — Funeral Rules

    Georgie

    1:52 p.m. Town hall. Early.

    1:54 p.m. Rory Brennan comes up Main Street on foot in his funeral suit, tie still knotted, with a ring of keys in one hand and the other in his pocket. He walks like a man who's spent most of his life making sure nobody behind him has to hurry. Thirty yards away he sees me on the town-hall steps, and his face does something I am not going to put on any run of show.

    1:55 p.m. I stop watching him walk.

    "You're early," he said.

    "You said I would be."

    "I was right." He unlocked the side door, the one with the sign that says OPERA HOUSE — CLOSED — SEE CLERK. The clerk, who'd been at lunch until two since approximately 1987, waved at him through the window of her office without looking up. "After you."

    The stairs to the Opera House are the steepest I've ever climbed in a public building, and I've done a wedding at the top of a lighthouse. They're narrow, and wooden, and go straight up the inside wall of the town hall to a little landing with a dusty window, where they turn on themselves and go straight up again. There's a brass handrail worn pale in the middle by a hundred and twenty years of hands. I went up first. I was aware, at every single step, of exactly where Rory Brennan was behind me. It was a professional skill, the kind you develop running weddings, knowing without looking where your best man is and your flower girl and your caterer's open flame. It was no use to me at all. I knew where he was the way you know where the edge of a stage is with the lights off, and I couldn't decide whether I wanted him to look up the stairs at me or not, and I could feel, I swear, the exact moment that he did.

    "Six Lundgrens," he said, at the landing.

    "What?"

    "For the casket. On these stairs. It'll take six Lundgrens and a prayer." He went past me to the top, so close in the narrow stairwell that his sleeve brushed my shoulder, and unlocked the double doors.

    

    I've been in a lot of beautiful rooms. It's my job to find them. I've stood in ballrooms with chandeliers the size of cars and barns with every beam lit like a cathedral. I'd never stood in a room that was beautiful the way the Fernwood Falls Opera House is beautiful, which is the way a person is beautiful when they've stopped trying.

    It runs the whole length of the second floor. It has a pressed-tin ceiling in a pattern of fleurs-de-lis, gone the color of old pewter, and a horseshoe balcony on slim cast-iron columns painted green, and rows of wooden folding seats screwed together in sections, with curly iron sides, about four hundred of them, under a quarter-inch of dust. The light comes in through tall windows on both sides, and in the light the dust hangs in the air without falling, as if the room were holding its breath. And at the far end is the stage, with the curtain down.

    It's a painted curtain, the old kind, a huge canvas drop with a picture of Fernwood Lake in the middle and advertisements all around the edge, in gold-and-black lettering, for businesses that were here a century ago. LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY — SINCE 1911. THE MAPLE LEAF — PIE. FERNWOOD SAVINGS BANK — YOUR MONEY IS SAFE WITH US. DR. E. T. FAIRBANKS, PAINLESS DENTISTRY. And in the bottom right-hand corner, in a frame of painted lilies: BRENNAN'S — DIGNIFIED SERVICE — SINCE 1952.

    "My grandfather paid eleven dollars for that," said Rory, beside me. "In 1953. My father says it's the best eleven dollars anybody in this town ever spent, except Hank's."

    In the middle of the stage, in front of the curtain, there was a light. A single bare bulb, in a wire cage, on top of a black iron pole about five feet tall. It was on. It was the only light on in the whole long room.

    "What's that?"

    "The ghost light." He said it as if he were introducing somebody at a party. "It's a theater thing. You never leave a stage completely dark. You leave one light burning, so nobody walks off the edge in the night. My mother used to say it was so the ghosts can see to put on a show." He looked at it. "It's been on since 1998. The clerk changes the bulb every spring. Nobody asked her to."

    I walked down the middle of the room toward it. It's a long room. The floor is wide old boards, maple, I think, worn dark along the aisles. About halfway down, it started to give under my feet. Not much. Just a little, like walking on a mattress somebody had put under a rug. I stopped and bounced, experimentally, on my toes.

    The whole floor bounced back. All four hundred seats rattled faintly in their iron sections, like teeth.

    "Don't—" said Rory, and his hand closed around my elbow from behind.

    I didn't move. Neither did he. The floor stopped rattling. The dust went on hanging in the light, and Rory Brennan's hand went on holding my elbow, firmly and warmly, through the sleeve of my blazer and the sleeve of the Lundgren sweatshirt underneath it, and he didn't let go. Not right away. I felt his thumb move once along the inside of my arm, as if he hadn't decided to do it, and I felt it everywhere, all the way down, and I stood absolutely still in the middle of the Fernwood Falls Opera House like a woman who's been told there's a bee on her.

    "Ezra," I said, eventually. "Thursday."

    "Ezra," said Rory. "Thursday." He let go of my elbow. I'd like to tell you I didn't notice how long it took him. "It'll hold sixty. Ezra will tell you that. You want four hundred."

    "Bev wants four hundred."

    "Bev," said Rory, in exactly the tone Mildred Fisk had used about her husband, "has never in her life wanted anything easy."

    

    Bev arrived at 2:20. Rory went down to get her.

    I heard them on the stairs for a long time. I heard her voice, saying something dry, and his, saying something low, and the stairs creaking in a slow rhythm, step and pause, step and pause. When they came through the double doors, she had one hand on the brass rail and the other through Rory's arm, and she was looking down at each step before she took it, as if it were small print in a contract. Her knees, I thought. She's eighty. Of course her knees.

    She let go of Rory at the top and walked down the aisle on her own, perfectly straight, in the orange vest, and sat down in the first seat of the first row on the left, without looking for it, as if her body knew where it went. There was a little brass plate on the back of that seat. I bent and read it. B. TOLLIVER — FOR TWENTY YEARS OF REVIEWS — THE FERNWOOD FALLS PLAYERS, 1990.

    "They gave me a seat," said Bev. "Then they closed the building. I've always taken that personally."

    She opened her handbag and took out a sheet of paper folded in thirds. It was the back of another subscription form, and across the top, in capitals so large they barely fit, it said THE REST.

    "Read it," she said.

    I'd read the first one at the kitchen table on Sunday, or rather Rory had read it to me in that voice, and I'd hated how good it sounded. This time I read it myself, to myself, standing in front of her in the aisle.

    THE REST.


    LIGHTS UP. ALL OF THEM.


    NOBODY SAYS "PASSED." I'M NOT A KIDNEY STONE.


    NO HYMNS ABOUT SHEEP.


    NO DOVES. NO SLIDESHOW. NO CELINE DION.


    ONE CHAIR IN THE FRONT ROW FOR WALTER. NOBODY SITS IN IT.


    IF IT RUNS LONG, LET IT.


    I read the last line three times. Then I read it out loud, because I couldn't help it.

    "'If it runs long, let it.'"

    "Yes."

    "Nothing runs long, Aunt Bev. Not if I'm doing it. Things run exactly as long as they're supposed to."

    "Then this one's supposed to run long," said Bev, and folded her hands in her lap on top of her handbag.

    Rory, who'd been standing at the back by the doors with his hands in his pockets doing his furniture impression, cleared his throat.

    "I'm going to go and measure the turn in the stairs," he said, to nobody in particular. "For the Lundgrens."

    He went. I heard him on the stairs, going down, faster than he'd come up. He'd left us alone on purpose. I knew it and Bev knew it, and I was angry with him about it for about half a second, before I was angry with her.

    

    "Why me?" I said.

    "I told you. You'll do it properly."

    "There's a woman in Burlington who does events. There's Patrice and her binder. There's Margo. Margo's the editor of your paper, she grew up here, she'd do anything for you, I saw her face when she said your name at the diner. Why drag me up here from New York, in the middle of the season, with a notice in the paper and no warning, to plan a party for a woman who won't tell anybody what's wrong with her?"

    "Because you'll do it right," said Bev.

    "Like you did my wedding right?"

    It was out before I knew I was going to say it. That's not true. I'd been going to say it for three years. I'd been going to say it since the terrace and the two cups of coffee and the white chairs being folded and stacked on a truck. I'd just been waiting for her to be somewhere I couldn't leave.

    Bev looked up at me. Not straight at me. A little to one side, as she had in the selection room, as if I were standing in front of a bright window.

    "Yes," she said. "Exactly like that."

    "You could have let me have the day."

    "And then what?" said Bev. "Thirty years of him not wanting to?"

    "At least I'd have had the day!" My voice went up into the tin ceiling and came back down off it, louder. I didn't care. "One day, Aunt Bev. Everybody gets one day. I've given two hundred and forty-one people their one day, I've stood at the back of every single one of them making sure it was perfect, and the one time it was going to be mine—"

    "Not that one," said Bev. "Not with him."

    "You didn't get to decide that."

    "I didn't decide it. He did. On the terrace. At twenty to midnight. I only heard him." She hadn't raised her voice at all. Bev never does. She lowers it, and makes you lean in. "I came down on the train at seventy-seven years old, by myself, to watch you marry a man who said I'll make it work about you. Do you know how many fiftieth-anniversary notices I've run for women who married men who said that? I've run hundreds. I've sat across a table from those women while they told me what to put in the paper. I know exactly what the photographs look like, Georgina. They look happy. You can't tell from the photographs."

    "It was my life."

    "That's why I told you."

    "You've never once said you were sorry."

    "I'm not," said Bev Tolliver.

    She said it perfectly simply. She said it just as she'd said Yes about the wedding, sitting in her seat with her name on it in the front row of a room that had been closed for twenty-eight years, with her hands folded on her handbag and her head tilted a little toward the window. She wasn't going to apologize. She'd never apologized for anything in her life that I knew of, and she wasn't going to start for this, because she thought she'd been right, and she still did, and the terrible thing, the thing I'd been running away from for three years at eleven miles an hour on the Saw Mill River Parkway with a cake in the back of the van, was that some part of me had always known she was.

    I didn't say that. I didn't say anything. I put THE REST in the binder under the black tab that said BEV'S RULES, and I walked back up the aisle of the Opera House, past four hundred dusty seats and the ghost light and the eleven-dollar lilies, and out through the double doors, and down.

    Rory was on the landing with a tape measure, measuring the turn.

    He looked up at me as I came down. He opened his mouth.

    "Don't," I said, and went past him, and he didn't.

    

    The green was full of wind. It had come up off the lake while we were inside, and the maples were letting go of their leaves in long gold handfuls, so that the whole square was swirling with them, like a snow globe somebody had shaken in the wrong season. There were scarecrows on every lamppost along Main Street, each with a number pinned to its chest for the contest. Number 14 was wearing a bowling shirt. Number 9 had been made, with real care, to look like Bev, in an orange vest with a red pen through its buttonhole. I stopped in front of it on the sidewalk and stared at it with my binder against my chest, breathing.

    "High school did that one," said a voice like a gravel road. "She's going to give it a bad review."

    Hank Mercer was up a stepladder by the bandstand in his red plaid jacket, tying one end of a banner to a post. It said HARVEST DANCE — SAT. NOV. 7 — MERCER BARN — ALL WELCOME, and the wind was trying very hard to take it to New Hampshire.

    "Afternoon," said Hank. He looked down at my face. He looked at it for a while, like a man reading the sky before deciding whether to bring the hay in. "Bev?"

    "Bev."

    Hank nodded slowly. He finished his knot with great care, came down the stepladder and stood beside me in front of the Bev scarecrow with his cap in his hands, turning it.

    "She did me the same way once," he said. "In 1985."

    I looked at him.

    "The night of the dance," said Hank. "I'd been sweet on Diane since she was seventeen. I was going to ask her to dance. I had my good shirt on. And Bev comes up to me at the punch bowl, where Walter was standing not dancing, like always, and she says, 'Hank. She's going to say no.'" He turned the cap. "I said, 'How do you know?' And she says, 'Because she's going home with the Pike boy, and she's going to marry him, and it's going to be a mistake, and she has to make it.' And I said, 'Then why are you telling me?' And Bev says, 'Because you should ask her anyway. So she knows. So she has somewhere to come back to.'"

    The banner snapped in the wind behind us.

    "So I asked her," said Hank. "And she said no."

    "I'm sorry."

    "Don't be. Took her forty years to come back, but she knew where." He put his cap on. "Bev doesn't tell you things to be cruel, miss. She tells you so you'll know where you are. It's not always where you'd like. I've never been married. I'm sixty-seven years old, and I've never once had a wedding, because I never had a reason to, and I've got one now, and I'd like to do it right." He looked down at me under the brim. "Diane's at home. Birch Street. She'd make you tea."

    

    The yellow Cape on Birch Street has a wheelchair ramp up to the front porch that somebody built by hand, slightly crooked, and painted the same yellow as the house so that it looks as if it's always been there. Beside it, in the side yard, there's an empty pen made of old pallets with a little shed in it and a sign on the gate in purple marker that says DELORES — VISITING RIGHTS ONLY. I knocked first.

    "Oh, honey," said Diane, opening the door. She had a paintbrush behind her ear again. "Come in. You look like you've been talking to Bev."

    The kitchen was warm and smelled of turpentine and cinnamon. There was an easel by the window with a still life on it, three pears on a blue cloth, and I looked at it out of pure reflex, and Diane saw me look.

    "Go on," she said. "Say it."

    "The shadows are good," I said. "The shadows are perfect."

    "Twenty years," said Diane, pleased. "I've been working on those shadows for twenty years."

    She made tea. She did it slowly, with one hand on the counter, and I watched her do it, because I watch everything, and I saw the things she was doing so that I wouldn't see them: the way she kept a hip against the counter, the way she turned her whole body instead of twisting, the chair she'd set by the counter before I came in so that she'd have it when she needed it. When she sat down across from me at the kitchen table, she did it with a small sound of relief that she covered with a laugh.

    "I'm good in the mornings," she said. "By four o'clock I'm a different woman. By eight I'm a pumpkin. That's the MS. It's not a tragedy, honey, it's a schedule." She pushed a mug across to me. "And heat. If I get too warm, my legs go. Just quit. Like a car in a snowbank. Two hundred people in a barn in November with the heaters on and the doors shut, and a dress with sleeves, and I'll be on the floor by the first dance."

    "Then the doors stay open," I said.

    I hadn't meant to say it. I'd meant to drink the tea and say no again, more gently. But I've planned weddings for brides in wheelchairs and grooms on oxygen and one memorable father of the bride with two broken legs who insisted on walking her down the aisle on crutches, and it was out before I could stop it. My head was already doing it. Run of show.

    "The big doors at the end stay open," I said, "and we put the heaters outside them, blowing in, not in the middle of the room. You don't walk the whole length of the barn. Nobody needs to see you walk ninety feet. They need to see you walk to him. We move the arch halfway down and seat everyone around it in the round. Forty feet. And there's somewhere to sit every ten feet of it, and nobody knows that's what they're for, because they're hay bales with cushions on them, and we put flowers on the cushions. Ceremony at three, not four, while you're still the morning woman. Then you go up to the house and lie down for an hour while everybody drinks Ezra's cider. And the dress—"

    I stopped.

    Diane was looking at me across the table with her chin in her hand and her eyes full, and she was smiling Margo's smile.

    "Last year," she said, "at the dance, Hank and I danced in front of everybody for the first time. The whole town. Under that silly disco ball. I handed my cane to Margo at the edge of the floor and made it three-quarters of the way through the song, and then I had to finish it holding on to him." She turned the mug in her hands. "This year I'd like to finish it on my own feet. The whole song. That's all I really want, honey. The rest is Hank's napkin."

    "How long is the song?"

    "Three minutes and ten seconds," said Diane. "I timed it."

    "You timed it."

    "I said no to him in that barn in 1985," said Diane, "and went home with the wrong man, and spent twenty years paying for it, and another twenty getting brave enough to walk back in. I'd like to get it right this time. In the same room. All the way to the end."

    I sat in Diane Pike's kitchen with a cup of tea going cold in my hands, three pears with perfect shadows looking at me from the easel, and the binder in my lap with its eleven black tabs. I thought about the only rule I have that has never once been a problem. I thought about the man on the stairs in the dark saying That isn't a lot of overlap, and the floor of the Opera House giving under my feet, and a hand closing on my elbow and not letting go.

    "Three-ten," I said. "We can do three-ten."

    Diane put her hand over mine on the table. It had paint on the knuckles. Cadmium yellow.

    "Is that a yes?"

    "It's a yes," I said. "On one condition. Nobody tells Bev."

    "Of course not, honey," said Diane. "Not a soul."

    

    By dinner, everybody knew.

    I walked into the Maple Leaf at 6:40, and the whole diner went quiet and got very interested in its pancakes, which was beginning to feel less like an event and more like weather. Rosa came round the counter and kissed me on the cheek, which she hadn't done before, and said, "Congratulations on the wedding, sweetheart."

    "It's not my wedding."

    "It's everybody's wedding," said Rosa, and put a bowl of soup in front of me before I'd sat down.

    The chalkboard had a new line, in fresh chalk.

    DIANE & HANK, NOV. 7 — THE TOLLIVER GIRL IS DOING IT. SEE DOT.

    "Who told you?" I said to the corner booth.

    "Nobody tells Dot anything, dear," said Dot Kowalski, knitting. "Hank Mercer went into the hardware store at four o'clock this afternoon and asked what kind of binder a wedding planner uses. Then he bought two."

    I sat down at the counter. The stool next to mine was occupied. Of course it was. Rory Brennan had taken off his funeral jacket and loosened his tie, and he was eating a slice of pie of some dark, glossy kind with the concentration of a man who'd buried a dairy farmer that morning and been yelled at by nobody in particular that afternoon. His knee was about an inch from mine under the counter. Then, when I sat, it wasn't. It was against mine, warm, through two layers of denim, and neither of us moved it.

    "Hi," he said.

    "Hi."

    "Bev?"

    "Bev."

    He nodded. He didn't push. He has a way of not pushing that's so complete it's like being pushed, gently, in the small of the back, toward the edge of something. He cut a piece of pie with the side of his fork and put it on my saucer without asking, and I ate it without asking what it was. It was blackberry. It was the best thing I'd eaten in three years.

    Then he put a small, flat paper bag from the hardware store on the counter between us and slid it over to me with one finger.

    Inside was a pack of index tabs. White ones.

    "Hank got the last two binders," said Rory. "These were all they had left."

    I looked at the white tabs for a long time. I'd been in Fernwood Falls for three and a half days, and a man I'd known for three and a half days had walked into a hardware store on the afternoon of a funeral and stood in the office-supply aisle and thought about which color I'd need.

    "How did you know?" I said.

    "I'm a funeral director, Georgina." He went back to his pie. "I always know who's going to need what. I just usually find out after."

    His knee was still against mine. I left it there. I left it there through the soup and the rest of the pie and a second cup of coffee I didn't need, and when I finally got up to go, I put my hand flat on his shoulder for one second to steady myself on the stool. I didn't need steadying. He went completely still under it, the way the Opera House floor had gone still under my feet, and I took my hand back and walked out of the Maple Leaf with my face burning.

    

    That night, in the flat over the hearse, I sat cross-legged on the brass bed under Annie Brennan's angel with the binder open on the quilt and put white tabs in it behind the black ones.

    CEREMONY (3:00). AISLE (40 FT). HAY BALES (CUSHIONS). DOORS OPEN. HEATERS OUTSIDE. DRESS (SLEEVES?). GOAT (RINGS???). DISCO BALL. FIRST DANCE (3:10). HOME BY TEN.

    When I'd finished, I sat and looked at it. One binder. Black tabs and white tabs, a funeral and a wedding, for a woman who wasn't dying and a woman who wanted to finish a dance. I'd broken the only rule I had that had never been a problem, in a kitchen on Birch Street, in under a quarter of an hour, for three minutes and ten seconds.

    At one o'clock the accordion started.

    It was "Moon River." It came across the yard slow and wheezing and sweet, and I lay back on the quilt in the dark and listened to it, and when it got to my huckleberry friend, it slowed, the way a person slows at a door they don't usually go through, and I held my breath.

    It didn't stop. It went right on, through the river and the bend and the rainbow's end, all the way to the last note, and held it, and let it go.

    Across the yard, the light in the narrow window was on. I watched it until it went out.

  
    Chapter 7 — Red Pen

    Rory

    The Fernwood Falls Gazette runs twelve pages most weeks and sixteen in leaf season, and on a good Thursday it takes me an hour and ten minutes to read the whole thing out loud, every word, from the weather in the top corner of the front page to the last item in the lost-and-found on page six, which she always has me save for the end.

    I've done it every Thursday since the first one in April, in the booth by the register at the Maple Leaf, with Bev Tolliver across the table and a red pen in her hand. I read. She listens with her eyes half closed and her head tilted a little toward the window, and when she hears something she doesn't like, she says "Stop," and I stop, and turn the page around and hold it out, and she marks it.

    She says she likes my voice. I've never argued with her. You don't argue with Bev about what she likes. She's had eighty years to make up her mind.

    At 6:31 on Thursday, October 22, I opened the paper and started at the top.

    "'Partly cloudy. High of fifty-one. Frost tonight in low places.'"

    "That's half the selectboard," said Bev. "Go on."

    The front page was Margo's column. It's called Before They're Gone, and it's about the living, and this week it was about Mildred Fisk. I read it as I read everything to Bev, slowly and plainly, without doing voices, because the one time I did a voice she told me she'd have me embalmed.

    Mildred Fisk has been married to the same man for sixty-seven years. On Sunday morning he died in his chair by the window. On Monday at four in the morning she went out and milked fifty-nine cows, because they didn't know, and because somebody had to tell them, and she wanted it to be her.

    "Stop," said Bev.

    I turned the paper round. She leaned over it, close, and put the pen to the margin beside the second sentence and drew a comma.

    In January, when she started marking the paper in this booth, Margo says you needed a jeweler's loupe to find her commas. By April, when I started reading to her, they were the size of a thumbnail. In October, a comma took her the whole width of the column. She drew it like a hook you'd hang a coat on. Under it she wrote NO in letters three inches high, and the pen went off the edge of the paper onto the Formica. There's a faint red ghost on that tabletop now of every Thursday since the spring. Rosa stopped trying to scrub it in August.

    "The comma's fine," I said. "It's a good comma."

    "It's a comma in the wrong place. The rest of it's good." She sat back. "Tell her the rest is good. Don't tell her I said so."

    "You want me to tell her and not tell her."

    "I want you to tell her in a way she'll believe. You're better at that than I am." She folded her hands on the table. "Page two."

    

    Page two, since April, has been Patrice. Her column runs down the right-hand side under her byline and a small photograph of her looking as if she's just found an error in the photograph, and every week the whole diner waits for it, because sometimes it's you.

    Patrice was at the counter, three stools down, pretending to read the menu she's been reading since 1996. Her back went very straight when I turned the page.

    "'Correction,'" I read. "'By Patrice Dunleavy.'"

    The diner got very interested in its pancakes.

    Last week's notice on page six stated that in fifty-four years this newspaper ran one correction, and it wasn't Mrs. Tolliver's.


    This reporter has spent the week at the library, with the microfilm.


    The newspaper ran one correction. Mrs. Tolliver made at least three errors. A list is available from this reporter, who will be at the counter of the Maple Leaf on Thursday morning, as usual.


    I put the paper down.

    Bev didn't say anything for a long moment. Neither did anyone else. Somewhere behind the counter, Rosa set a coffeepot down on its burner as gently as a woman putting a baby in a crib.

    "Patrice," said Bev.

    Patrice turned on her stool.

    "Bring me the list."

    Patrice got down off the stool and came over to the booth with a sheet of paper folded in thirds, and held it out across the table with her chin up, like a woman handing a summons to a judge. Bev took it. She unfolded it and held it out at the length of her arm, and looked at it for a moment over her glasses, and then she handed it to me.

    "Read it, dear. Patrice's handwriting has always been a crime."

    "My handwriting," said Patrice, "is beautiful."

    It is. Patrice was taught by nuns in Rutland and has never forgiven them, and her handwriting looks like something they'd put in a museum under glass. I didn't say so. I read the list.

    "'One. March ninth, 1983. Front page. A headline: Town Meeting Moved to Febuary.'"

    "Fair," said Bev.

    "'Two. June 1991. Page five. The Ridge Road dairy auction, listed as forty-one Holstiens.'"

    I didn't look up. I could feel my ears getting hot. Somewhere down the counter, someone who'd been at Alden Fisk's calling hours made a small noise into a coffee cup.

    "Fair," said Bev. "It's a hard word."

    "It's a very hard word," I said.

    "'Three,'" I read. "'May 1998. Page four. The review of the senior play, Our Town. The reviewer called the girl who played Emily Karen for three paragraphs. Her name is Kathleen. She is my niece. She was very good.'"

    Bev was quiet. Then she said, in a voice I'd never heard her use, "She was very good. She was the most alive anybody ever looked in that play. I wrote that."

    "You wrote that about Karen," said Patrice.

    "I did." Bev took her glasses off and let them hang on their beaded chain. "Fair. All three. Run them next week, Patrice. Page two. Under your name. Tell Margo I said she can't cut them."

    Patrice opened her mouth. Nothing came out of it, which in all my years of living next door to her I'd never once seen happen. Patrice has wanted a correction for as long as anyone can remember. In a manner of speaking, she's wanted this one since 1998.

    "Thank you, Bev," she said finally.

    "Don't thank me. That's what the notice is for. You said it to my face." Bev put her glasses back on. "Now go and sit down, Patrice, you're in my light."

    

    People had been coming to say it to her face all week. Thursday is when she's easiest to find.

    At 6:58 Merle Gagnon came in.

    Merle is seventy-three and drove a plow for the highway department for forty years. He came down the aisle with his cap in one hand and a grocery bag in the other, like a man walking up to an altar he hasn't been to in a while, and took a hubcap out of the bag. It was chrome, with a little crest in the middle, and it was the cleanest thing in the diner.

    "Bev," he said. "I took this off your Plymouth behind the VFW in 1979. I've had it in my garage for forty-seven years. I wanted to say it to your face."

    "I know, Merle."

    Merle stared at her. "You knew?"

    "I printed it."

    "You never printed my name."

    "I printed that a hubcap had been removed from a vehicle behind the VFW on the night of the spaghetti supper, and that the person responsible would know who he was." Bev looked at him over her glasses, a little to one side. "You've known for forty-seven years, Merle. That was the sentence."

    Merle Gagnon stood beside the booth holding the hubcap with both hands, like a steering wheel.

    "Keep it," said Bev. "I sold the Plymouth in 1984."

    "I don't want it."

    "Neither do I."

    In the end Rosa took it. She hung it on a nail beside the pie case, next to the GOAT FUND jar, and as far as I know it's there now.

    At 7:04 Georgina came in.

    She came in as the cold does, all at once and without asking, in the Lundgren sweatshirt and the black blazer and the green rubber boots, with her hair up in a pencil and the binder against her chest. She saw the booth. She saw who was in it. She went to the far end of the counter, the end by the kitchen door, as far from Bev as it's possible to sit in the Maple Leaf without being in the parking lot, and sat down with her back to us.

    Bev didn't look at her. Bev didn't need to. I've seen Bev not look at people before, and it's louder than most people's shouting.

    "Page three," said Bev.

    I read page three. It was like reading the paper in the middle of a weather front. I read the selectboard minutes and the school lunch menu and an item about the library's new hours, and the whole time I could see the back of Georgina's neck at the end of the counter, where a few dark pieces of hair had come loose and curled against her collar. I'd spent a good part of Tuesday night trying not to think about that exact patch of skin. I read the library's new hours twice.

    "You read that already," said Bev.

    "It's important. They're closing early on Mondays."

    "They've closed early on Mondays since 1990."

    At 7:15 Hank Mercer came in and took off his cap.

    He came over to the booth and stood there turning it in his hands, around and around. I've watched Hank carry a casket down the church steps at a dozen funerals without once losing his footing, and I'd never seen him look as nervous as he did at Bev's booth that morning.

    "Bev," said Hank. "I want to say it to your face."

    "Go on, Hank."

    "You and Dot have cheated at the regatta four of the last six years."

    "Five," said Bev.

    Hank's cap stopped turning. "You only won four."

    "2021 didn't go well."

    "We're not animals, dear," said Dot Kowalski from the corner booth, knitting. "We're competitive."

    Hank looked at the floor for a while. Then he looked at Bev again, and his face changed, and I knew before he said it that the regatta wasn't what he'd come for.

    "And 1985," he said. "The punch bowl. You were right. I wanted you to know." He turned the cap once more. "I've got somewhere to come back to now, Bev. And I've got the best wedding pl—"

    The diner stopped. I don't mean it went quiet; it had been quiet. I mean it stopped, every fork and every cup and every jaw, all at once, as if someone had pulled a plug. At the end of the counter Georgina had gone completely still on her stool. Rosa, behind the register, had a coffeepot in each hand and her eyes closed.

    "—the best pumpkin I've ever grown. I'm getting it in the water early this year," said Hank Mercer.

    "Are you," said Bev.

    "Yes, ma'am."

    "Is there anything else you'd like to tell me, Hank?"

    "No, ma'am."

    "Good," said Bev.

    Hank put his cap on and walked out of the Maple Leaf like a man leaving a minefield, very straight and placing his feet with care. The bell jangled behind him. Somewhere in the diner forty people breathed out at once.

    Above Bev's head, behind the register, two feet from her left shoulder, the chalkboard still said what it had said since Wednesday night, in Dot's tidy printing: DIANE & HANK, NOV. 7 — THE TOLLIVER GIRL IS DOING IT. SEE DOT.

    Every single person in that diner had read it. Bev was sitting directly underneath it. Nobody had told her.

    She hasn't looked at the chalkboard since the spring.

    "Page four," said Bev.

    I went on to page four.

    

    At 7:41 I got to the police blotter.

    "'Scarecrow No. 9 was reported missing from Main Street on Saturday night. It was located Sunday morning in the corner booth of the Maple Leaf Diner, where someone had left it a cup of coffee and the sports section. No charges are expected.'"

    "Who wrote that?"

    "Margo."

    "Fewer adjectives," said Bev, which from her is the Pulitzer, and capped her pen. Then, without turning her head, at the ordinary volume of a woman asking for the salt: "Georgina."

    At the end of the counter, Georgina's back went rigid.

    "Rory has the vendor book," said Bev. "Go and get it. You've both got the same florist, and Brennan's has had the tent man's number since 1987. There's no sense in you calling all over the state and paying New York prices for something he can get you with one phone call."

    Georgina turned on her stool. It was the first time she'd looked at the booth since she came in. She looked at Bev for a long moment, a planner's look, every line of it measured, and then she looked at me.

    It went through me like the first cold morning. It always does. I've stopped expecting it not to.

    "I have my own vendors," she said.

    "Not here you don't," said Bev, and got up, and went home without the lost-and-found, which in seven months of Thursdays she had never once done.

    

    Brennan's vendor book lives in the bottom drawer of my grandfather's oak desk, and it's older than I am: a three-ring binder with a cracked green cover and every florist, organist, tent man, piper and printer in the county in it, in my mother's slanting hand and then my father's capitals and then mine.

    Georgina looked at it for some time without touching it.

    "You have a binder," she said.

    "We have the binder."

    "It's held together with packing tape."

    "It's been held together with packing tape since 1993. That's how you know it's good." I took the desk chair and got her one of our two hundred white folding ones from the closet under the stairs, and she sat on it at the corner of the desk with her binder on her knees, our knees about an inch apart. "Show me yours."

    She looked at me.

    "Your binder," I said, and felt my ears go.

    "I know what you meant," said Georgina, and opened it.

    We split the work. That's what Bev had meant, and Bev was right, which she always is and which I've never once been able to say to her face, because she'd print it. Every tab in Georgina's binder, black and white, funeral and wedding, had a vendor behind it, and every vendor she needed was already in my book, because in this county it's the same dozen people for everything. I've known that my whole life. I'd just never sat beside somebody who found it as funny as I did.

    "Florist," she said.

    "Vera. Barre. She's done every wedding and every funeral in this county since 1979."

    "Tents."

    "There's a man in Montpelier. He does our graveside canopies and everybody's wedding tents. Same poles. He just takes the skirting off."

    "Chairs."

    "We have two hundred. White. Folding." I nodded at the one she was sitting on. "You're sitting on one."

    "Diane's wedding needs a hundred and eighty, around the arch, in the round."

    "Then you'll have them."

    "The car," said Georgina. "Diane can't walk from the road to the barn. Not in November, not in a dress. I need something she can sit in with the door open, right up to the barn doors, that's warm and wide and doesn't look like a minivan."

    "We have a town car. Black. Lincoln. Very wide back seat."

    She looked at me over the top of her binder.

    "For families," I said. "At funerals. Mostly."

    "Mostly."

    "Rosa's borrowing it for Gabriela on Saturday. Her family always borrows it. We take the flags off and put ribbons on, and nobody ever asks where it's been." I wrote TOWN CAR — NOV. 7 — D.P. in my book, in my own capitals, under my mother's. "There. You have a car."

    She wrote it in hers, too. It went on like that for an hour. She'd start a sentence and I'd finish it; I'd look something up and she'd already have the pen out. At some point she took off the rubber boots, without seeming to notice she was doing it, and put her feet up on the radiator under the window in two pairs of wool socks, and wiggled her toes in the heat, and I lost my place in the book for a full minute. At some point she borrowed my pen, because hers had run out, and when she was thinking she put the end of it in her mouth.

    I've chewed that pen for three years. I'd never once thought about it until it was between her teeth.

    We called Vera on speaker at 9:20. Vera answered as she always answers, on the first ring, already halfway through a cigarette.

    "Brennan's, honey. Who died?"

    "Nobody, Vera. It's about Bev."

    "I've got Bev on the thirty-first. Orange. She called me herself in September and said 'orange' and hung up." Vera breathed out smoke; you could hear it. "I've got Rosa's Gabriela on Saturday, a hundred and ten, ivory and blush, God help me. I've got the Pike–Mercer wedding on the seventh, they tell me, and nobody's called me about it, and a Lundgren grandmother on pre-need who changes her mind every Easter. Is that her? Bev's girl? Put her on."

    "She's on," I said. "You're on speaker."

    "I heard about the guest book," said Vera, with great satisfaction. "Gene's been meaning to move that since 1995. Doll, what's Diane want?"

    And they were off, like two women who'd been in the same war. Bittersweet and marigolds and late dahlias for Bev, in the hunting-vest orange. For Diane, whatever Diane wanted, because Diane paints, and Georgina said you don't choose flowers for a painter, you ask her what she's been painting. I put in the stems and the counts and the delivery times, and Georgina put in what nobody else would have thought of, and between us we built two events and confirmed a third in thirty-five minutes. When we'd finished, there was a pause on the line, and a long breath of smoke.

    "You two," said Vera, "sound like you've been doing this for years."

    Nobody said anything. Georgina looked at the radiator. I looked at my mother's handwriting in the vendor book.

    "Saturday," said Vera. "One o'clock, doll. You'll see what I do with blush." She hung up.

    The office was very quiet after that. It's a small room. With the door shut, you can hear the furnace come on in the basement and the clock in the hall, and the radiator ticking under somebody's feet. Our knees weren't an inch apart anymore. I don't know which of us had moved.

    "Rosa said everybody's invited," Georgina said, after a while. "To Gabriela's."

    "Everybody's always invited. It's Rosa."

    "I've never been to a wedding I wasn't working." She said it to the radiator. "Not since my mother's third. I was fourteen. I did the seating chart."

    "Then come to this one. Sit in a chair. Let somebody else worry about the tent." I paused. "Eat the cake."

    She turned her head and looked at me. In the light from the window, her eyes are the color the lake goes just before it freezes.

    "I don't eat cake," said Georgina Tolliver.

    She said it the way people say I don't drink at a wake: as if it had a story under it, and as if the story were none of your business, and as if, a little bit, she wanted you to ask. I didn't ask. I sat there in my grandfather's chair with my knee against hers and her stockinged feet on my radiator and my pen in her hand, the end of it bitten, and I thought about any number of things I wasn't going to say out loud in my office at ten o'clock on a Thursday morning. Most of them involved that desk. One of them involved the pencil in her hair.

    "I'll bring you a plate anyway," I said.

    

    Ezra Holt came at two to look at the floor.

    He came up the Opera House stairs two at a time in his barn jacket, with a flashlight and a clipboard, listening to them. He didn't say hello. He stood inside the double doors and looked at the room for a while without moving anything but his eyes.

    Then he walked out into the middle of the floor, slowly, all the way to the soft place halfway down the aisle, and lay down on his back.

    Georgina turned to me.

    "Is he all right?"

    "He's listening."

    Ezra lay on the floor of the Fernwood Falls Opera House for a full minute, looking up at the ceiling with his hands folded on his chest. I've laid out a great many people in my life and I can tell you he did it well. Then he lifted both heels an inch off the boards and let them drop.

    The whole floor bounced. All four hundred seats rattled in their iron sections.

    "Hm," said Ezra.

    "What does hm mean?" said Georgina.

    "It means hm." He sat up. "How many?"

    "Four hundred."

    "Sitting?"

    "Sitting. Then standing at the end, probably. Bev will make them."

    Ezra looked at the floor between his boots as if it had said something personal about his family.

    "In 1998 sixty people stood up for the last scene of Our Town," he said, "and it did that. Bev wrote it up. She said the whole audience went up and down like a boat." He got up and dusted off the back of his jacket. "I need to see underneath."

    "Underneath is the town clerk's office."

    "Then I need to see the town clerk."

    "She's at lunch until two."

    "It's two-ten."

    "She's been at lunch until two since 1987," I said. "It's more of a philosophy."

    Ezra wrote something on his clipboard in square capitals. I couldn't see what. Georgina tried to see what. He turned the clipboard over.

    "I'll come back with Theo," he said. "Next week. With a meter and a drill." He looked at Georgina, and then at me, and then down at the floor between us, at my feet, and very nearly smiled. "You're standing on the joist."

    "What?"

    "You've been standing on the joist line since I came in. Between her and the soft part." He pointed with his pen at the boards under my boots, and then at the bouncy stretch of aisle beside Georgina. "Every time she moves, you move."

    I looked down. I was. I hadn't known I was doing it, and I've been told my whole life that I always know where I'm standing in a room. Beside me Georgina looked down too, at my boots and then at hers, and then very quickly at the painted curtain, at the eleven-dollar lilies.

    "Hm," said Ezra Holt, and went back down the stairs, listening to them.

    

    At 5:40 I walked Bev home from the town hall.

    She'd sat in the clerk's office all afternoon waiting to hear what Ezra said, which was nothing. At half past five she came down the town hall steps, and I was at the bottom of them, because I'd said I would be, and she took my arm without saying anything about it. She never says anything about it.

    The dark comes in from the lake first at the end of October, and then up Main Street, so that the lampposts with their scarecrows come on one by one ahead of you, like a procession. Bev walks slowly in the dusk. She holds my arm a little tighter at the curbs. She looks at the sidewalk a step ahead and not at anything else.

    "Tell me about her," said Bev, at the corner of Main and Elm.

    "Who?"

    "Don't be dense, dear. It's unbecoming in a funeral director. Georgina." She stepped down off the curb, carefully. "Yesterday. When she came down the stairs. You were on the landing. What did her face do?"

    I thought about it. I'd thought about it quite a lot already, if I'm honest, which I try to be.

    "It looked like yours," I said. "When you're about to say something true and you've decided not to."

    Bev didn't answer. We crossed Main Street. A car slowed for us, and the driver waved, and Bev didn't wave back, and the driver didn't mind.

    "Go on," she said.

    So I went on. I told her about the line between Georgina's eyebrows, the one that comes when she's doing the math on a room. I told her that she bites the inside of her lip when she's angry, on the left side, and that she'd been biting it so hard on the stairs I'd thought it might bleed. I told her about her eyes, that they're gray like the lake in November but that up close there's something darker in them, flecks, like stones under ice, and that when she's trying not to laugh, they go first, before her mouth does, and that her mouth holds out for about two seconds longer than you'd think it could. I told her that she has a freckle just below her left ear, and that when she puts her hair up with a pencil, some of it always comes down on that side and curls against her neck, and that she never notices, and that she'd been crying on the stairs without crying, if that made sense, as some people do at the back of a service, all of it happening behind the face and none of it allowed out.

    I stopped. We were at the side door of the Gazette, and Bev was standing on the sidewalk with her hand still on my arm, looking up at me, close, a little to one side.

    "That," said Bev Tolliver, "is a great deal of description, dear."

    "You asked."

    "I asked what her face did. I didn't ask for the whole obituary." She let go of my arm and found the door handle on the first try, and stood there with her hand on it. "The freckle's new. She didn't have a freckle when she was twelve."

    "Maybe you didn't see it."

    "I saw everything when she was twelve," said Bev, and went in.

    I waited on the sidewalk until the light came on in her front room, as I do every Thursday, and then I walked home to Elm Street in the dark, past the scarecrows and the closed hardware store and the dark green, with the phone in my breast pocket and my hands in my coat, describing Georgina Tolliver to myself the whole way home in a good deal more detail than I'd given Bev.

    Some of it I'd seen. Most of it, by the time I got to the carriage house and saw the light on in the window of the flat over Pearl, I was making up.

  
    Chapter 8 — Something Borrowed

    Georgie

    7:10 a.m. The far side of the lake.

    Jess Okafor's clinic is a red dairy barn at the end of a dirt road, with a hand-painted sign at the turn that says OKAFOR VETERINARY — LARGE ANIMAL — IF IT'S SMALLER THAN A GOAT, TRY BARRE. I parked the van beside a truck with a winch on the front and a basset hound asleep on the passenger seat, and when I got out, something on the roof of the truck said meh, in a tone of total contempt.

    It was a goat. A small brown-and-white goat with flat golden eyes, standing on the roof of the cab with all four feet together, looking down at me like a maître d' looking down at a woman who has come to the Pierre in rubber boots.

    "That's Delores," said Jess, from the barn door, in coveralls, drying her hands. "She's in for her hooves. Ezra dropped her off at six. She's been up there since six-oh-two."

    "How did she get up there?"

    "Nobody knows," said Jess. "Nobody has ever known. Come in. Mind the cat, she bites."

    

    7:14 a.m. Inside, the barn smelled of hay and iodine and coffee. There was a steel exam table big enough for a cow, and a dog bed by the radiator worn into the exact shape of a basset hound, and a one-eyed cat on a filing cabinet watching me with professional interest.

    "Steve's in the truck," said Jess. "He prefers the truck. He thinks he's driving." She poured me a coffee in a mug that said I ♥ MY VET, which somebody had amended in marker to I ♥ MY VET (MOST DAYS). "What do you need?"

    I opened the binder on the exam table, to the white tabs, and turned it toward her, and put my finger on GOAT (RINGS???).

    Jess looked at it for a long time.

    "No," she said.

    "I haven't asked anything yet."

    "You're going to ask whether Delores can carry the rings at Diane's wedding. Diane wants her to, because Walter would've wanted her to, and Hank wants her to, because Hank has never said no to anything in his life. And the answer is that a goat can carry anything exactly once." Jess drank her coffee. "Double knot. Fishing line, not ribbon; she eats ribbon. Tie them to the bow tie, not around her neck. Theo walks beside her with a cider donut at goat height, because Theo will do anything at a wedding. Somebody you trust stands at the far end with a second set of rings in their pocket, because she'll eat the first set, and you'll have to pretend she didn't."

    I wrote all of it down. I wrote second set of rings (WHO?) and underlined it twice.

    "Thank you," I said. "That's exactly what I needed."

    "I know. I've thought about it a lot. Theo talks about weddings in his sleep." Jess put her mug down, and leaned on the exam table on her elbows, and looked at me across it in a way I recognized, after twenty years, from the porch of the Gazette. It was the face she used to make before she told Margo there was something in her teeth. "Now. You're going to sleep with Rory Brennan."

    I put the pen down.

    "I'm not," I said.

    "Okay."

    "I'm not, Jess. I'm here for two more weeks. I'm planning a funeral for a woman who won't tell anyone what's wrong with her and a wedding I didn't want, and I have a business in New York and a wedding in Montauk tomorrow that my partner is running without me, and I'm not going to sleep with the funeral director. I want that understood."

    "Okay," said Jess. "So you've thought about it."

    "I have not thought about it."

    "You've thought about it so much you've got a policy." She reached under the exam table and came up with a clipboard and slid it across to me. On the top sheet, in a vet's handwriting, which is somewhere between a doctor's and a seismograph, it said CASSEROLES OWED BY G. TOLLIVER: 20 (ONE PER YEAR, 2007–2026). FIRST ONE DUE TUESDAY. "That's separate. I just wanted you to see it."

    "You made a clipboard."

    "I've had twenty years," said Jess. "I'm a vet. I keep records." Then she stopped smiling. "Has anybody told you about the phone?"

    

    7:31 a.m. She told me as she used to tell us things on Bev's porch over donuts: fast and flat, with no adjectives, as if she were reading out a herd's vaccination record and it was about to rain.

    "He's two grades ahead of us. You remember. His mom died junior year, of a thing in her heart nobody knew she had, on a Tuesday, and Gene did the whole funeral himself. The whole school went. Rory stood at the side by the door in a suit that didn't fit, and he didn't cry once. Not that anybody saw." She turned her mug. "Then he went to Boston for mortuary school, and he came home at twenty, because Gene couldn't do it alone anymore, and he's been answering that phone on the second ring ever since."

    "Rory told me."

    "He told you the part that's a nice story. Here's the rest." She held up one finger. "A girl from his program in Boston. She came up for New Year's, and a man went through the ice on the lake, and Rory was out there all night with the fire department, and she drove back to Boston in the morning without saying goodbye."

    A second finger.

    "A nurse from Montpelier. Two years. Very nice. She took him to the Loon's Nest for her birthday and the phone rang at the soup. He went. When he got back at eleven, she was still at the table, and she'd paid, and she'd had his dessert, and that was that."

    A third finger. Jess looked at it for a while.

    "And a teacher. The long one. Four years. She taught second grade at the elementary, and she was lovely, and everybody had a date picked for them, including Dot. And on their fourth anniversary she asked him one thing. She asked him to let it ring. Just once. Just that one night." Jess put her hand down. "He couldn't. It wasn't even a call, as it turned out. It was a man selling gutter guards. She moved to Maine in the spring."

    I didn't say anything. Through the barn wall I could hear Delores on the roof of the truck, walking from one end of it to the other, very deliberately, like a sentry.

    "That's the town version," said Jess. "Three women left Rory Brennan because of the phone. Mildred Fisk will tell you that version. Dot has odds on it." She picked up her coffee. "Here's mine. I've known him since he was eight and I was six and he pulled me out of the lake at the town dock by my overall straps. And I don't think it was the phone. I think every one of them left because he never once asked any of them to stay. He just said okay." She drank. "He says okay like other men say goodbye. You'll see."

    "I'm not going to see," I said. "I'm leaving on the eighth. The morning after Diane's wedding."

    "I know," said Jess, very gently. "Everyone knows. It's a small town." She put her mug down. "That's why I'm telling you. You leave. He lets people leave. So either you're perfect for each other, or you're the worst idea anybody's had in this town since the regatta."

    "What's wrong with the regatta?"

    "Nothing," said Jess. "That's the trouble. Now we have to do it every year."

    

    7:50 a.m. On the way out, Delores looked down at me from the roof of the truck as I walked past, and leaned over the edge, and very delicately took the pencil out of my hair with her teeth and ate it.

    My hair came down all at once, over my shoulders, the whole heavy dark length of it, in the cold.

    "She likes you," said Jess, from the barn door. "She only eats things from people she likes."

    I drove back around the lake with my hair down and the heater on high and my jaw set, thinking very firmly about fishing line and second sets of rings and whose pocket they'd be in. I didn't think at all about a boy of fourteen in his father's tie, or a man of thirty-four in a funeral suit, saying okay to three women who were walking out the door. I didn't wonder whether he'd have said it to a fourth. I didn't wonder what it would take to make him say something else.

    

    10:40 a.m. The suitcase arrived.

    A UPS truck came up Elm Street and stopped outside Brennan's, and a man in brown carried a suitcase the size of a coffin up the front steps of the funeral home, which I think was the high point of his week. Gene signed for it at the front door, in his boots.

    "That'll be yours," he said, looking at the label, in the voice of a man making an identification.

    I hauled it up the outside stairs myself, on my knees for the last four, and opened it on the brass bed. Sloane had packed it as she packs for a destination wedding: everything I'd need, nothing I'd asked for. Four black dresses. My good boots. A pair of red heels I'd never worn outside the apartment. Three bras, none of them the kind I wear to work. And on top, in a garment bag of its own, folded around tissue as if it were a bride's veil, the red dress.

    I sat down on the bed and looked at it.

    It's silk, bias-cut, the deep red of a maple at the end of the second week of October, with narrow straps and almost no back at all. It goes on like water and comes off like a rumor. I bought it in the summer of 2023 for my honeymoon, at a shop on Madison Avenue where I'd never been able to afford anything before, and I wore it once, in the fitting room, for about four minutes, and then I hung it at the back of my closet in its bag, and it's been there ever since.

    Sloane knows that. Sloane packed it anyway.

    My emergency phone rang.

    "Did it come?" said Sloane.

    "It came."

    "Montauk's at four tomorrow. The bride has asked me twice if you're dead. I said only a little." She was eating something crunchy. "Rosa called the office."

    "Rosa called you?"

    "Rosa called the office at one minute past seven this morning to tell me there's a wedding tomorrow in Fernwood Falls and that you're invited and that you're going to sit down and eat cake, and would I please make sure you have something to wear that isn't black." Sloane crunched. "She's very persuasive. I nearly came myself. Wear the red dress, Georgie."

    "I'm not wearing the red dress to Rosa's niece's wedding."

    "Why not?"

    Because it's the dress I bought for a honeymoon that didn't happen. Because I'd have to stand up in it in a room full of people who'd seen me arrive in Fernwood Falls in last night's black. Because there's a man in this town who looked at my bare legs on a staircase in the dark on Monday night as if it had cost him something, and I have spent four days, four entire days, thinking about what he'd do with his hands if I walked into a room in front of him with nothing on my back.

    "It doesn't go with the boots," I said.

    "Wear different boots," said Sloane, and hung up.

    

    3:15 p.m. Pearl came home from the warehouse club in Williston full of candy.

    Her long low engine turned off Elm Street into the yard, and I came out on the top step of the flat with a pen in my mouth, because I'd been on the phone with the tent man in Montpelier for forty minutes and had chewed through Rory's. The carriage-house doors were open. Pearl backed in, slowly, with Gene at the wheel and Rory walking beside her rear bumper guiding her in with one hand, like a man leading a horse, and when she stopped, Rory opened the back.

    There was no casket in it. There were cardboard cases, floor to roof, wall to wall: chocolate bars, peanut butter cups, nougat, caramel, everything a child has ever wanted, all of it full-size, stacked on the rollers where the casket goes, like the treasure in a pharaoh's tomb.

    "Halloween," said Rory, looking up at me.

    "That's a hearse," I said.

    "That's what makes it work."

    I came down the stairs. Gene got out of the driver's seat, slowly, with one hand on the door frame, like a man in his first autumn after surgery, and stood beside his son looking at the back of Pearl as if he'd been asked to identify a body and was very happy to report it was nobody he knew.

    "Annie started it," he said. "Rory was a baby. In 1992 she was standing at the front window on Halloween and she watched three different families cross the street rather than walk past a funeral home with their children. Three. She said she wasn't going to have it. The next year she bought every full-size candy bar in Barre, and she backed Pearl, the old Pearl, up to the curb with the back door open and the inside lit up, and she sat in the back on a folding chair in a witch's hat handing them out."

    "Did anybody come?"

    "Eleven," said Gene. "Last year we gave away nine hundred and forty. The line goes to Main Street. Nobody crosses the street anymore."

    He went inside. Rory began handing the cases down. I took them from him, because I was standing there, and because a woman who's been raised to hold a clipboard in every situation finds it very hard to stand next to anybody working without picking something up.

    We unloaded Pearl together. It took forty minutes. He'd taken his jacket off and rolled his shirtsleeves to the elbow, and it was the warmest afternoon of the week, the last soft day before the cold, and after the first ten minutes there was a dark line down the middle of his back where his shirt stuck to him. He lifted four cases at a time without seeming to notice. I've been watching men carry things at weddings for thirteen years, groomsmen with kegs and caterers with chafing dishes and once, in Tuscany, two brothers with a piano. None of them had prepared me for Rory Brennan in shirtsleeves in a carriage house in October, reaching up into the back of a hearse with his forearms full of chocolate and his collar open at the throat.

    Here's what I was thinking, since we're being honest. I was thinking about his hands. I'd been thinking about them since the pen on Sunday morning. They're big, and they're careful, and he does everything with them slowly, as if it matters, and I stood in that carriage house holding a case of peanut butter cups against my chest and thought, with total professional clarity, that a man who handles everything as if it matters would handle me exactly like that, slowly, all over, and that I would let him, and that I would not be quiet about it.

    "Georgina."

    I looked up. He was standing in the back of Pearl with a case in each hand, looking down at me.

    "You've been holding those for a while."

    "I'm counting them."

    "There are thirty-six in a case."

    "I'm checking."

    "Ah," said Rory Brennan, and smiled, slowly, and looked at me for a moment longer than he needed to, and it was very clear, standing there in the warm dark of the garage with the smell of chocolate and motor oil and him, that he knew exactly what I had been checking.

    

    9:40 p.m. Somebody knocked on the door of the flat.

    I was in the clawfoot tub, with the tiny window open for the steam and my hair pinned up on top of my head with a fork, because I'd run out of pencils. I got out. I put on the Lundgren sweatshirt and a pair of the men's jeans and two pairs of socks, and I opened the door with my hair still wet at the back of my neck.

    Rory was on the top step, in his suit, with the tie loosened and a small paper bag from the hardware store in his hand.

    "I need a planner," he said.

    "It's twenty to ten."

    "It'll take ten minutes. It's for Bev." He held up the bag. "She wants a reading light."

    "Where?"

    "In the casket."

    I looked at him.

    "In the lid," said Rory. "She told me on Thursday. She said if she was going to be in it someday, she'd like to be able to read, and I said she wasn't going to be in it on the thirty-first, and she said, 'Not yet,' and then she said she'd like to be able to read the program from the inside in case anybody got her name wrong." He paused. "I said I'd see what I could do."

    "And you need a planner."

    "I need somebody Bev's height," said Rory, "who's not Bev."

    

    9:52 p.m. The selection room at Brennan's at night is long and low, with a carpet the color of moss, and the caskets stand along both walls under their own small lights, like boats laid up for the winter: the cherry, the mahogany, the gunmetal blue that nobody buys. Every other light in the room was off. The pale oak at the far end, Bev's, glowed under its spotlight like something in a church.

    "She's not buying it," said Rory, as we walked down the room toward it. "Did she tell you? She's renting it."

    "You can rent a casket?"

    "For cremations. You rent the outside for the service. There's an insert." He set the hardware-store bag on the closed foot of the lid. "She asked what happens to it on November first, and I said for a living person it comes back to the showroom, and she said good. She said she'd never in her life had anything borrowed, and she'd like to try it."

    Something borrowed, I thought, and then I didn't think it, because it was ridiculous.

    He'd put the light in that afternoon; the bag was batteries. It was a little battery puck, the kind you stick under kitchen cabinets, and he'd fixed it into the cream crepe of the lid lining with more care than it deserved, at an angle, about where you'd hold a book. He clicked it on. A warm small circle of light fell into the casket on the pillow.

    "Get in," said Rory.

    "I'm not getting in a casket."

    "Everybody gets in. Lundgrens get in at the Christmas party. A man from the Rotary got in in 2019 and fell asleep." He held out his hand. "I'm six foot two. If I get in, my feet stick out the end and it doesn't tell us anything. You're Bev's height to the inch. I measured you on Sunday."

    "You measured me?"

    "I'm a funeral director, Georgina. I measure everybody."

    I took his hand. I'd like to pretend I had to be talked into it, but I'd been wanting to take his hand since he'd held out a pen to me across a kitchen table on Sunday morning. His fingers closed around mine, warm and steady, and I put one stockinged foot on the little step he keeps beside the stand for exactly this reason, and climbed, in a Lundgren sweatshirt and wet hair, into Bev Tolliver's borrowed casket, and lay down.

    It was soft. That was the first thing. It was terribly, unfairly soft, like a bed in a hotel you can't afford, and it smelled faintly of cedar and new fabric, and the walls of it came up on either side of me close and white and quiet, so that all I could see was the open lid above me with its small warm light, and the ceiling of the selection room, and Rory.

    "How is it?" he said.

    "It's very comfortable," I said. "That's upsetting."

    "It's supposed to be." He handed me a copy of yesterday's Gazette, folded to page six. "Read me something."

    I held it up under the light. It fell on the paper exactly where it should. I could read the small print of the lost-and-found as clearly as if I were at my own desk.

    "'Found,'" I read. "'One Red Sox cap, extensively chewed, at the top of Holt Hill.' That's from last week. 'Still unclaimed. The goat continues to deny everything.'"

    "Can you see it all right?"

    "I can see it perfectly." I lowered the paper. "She'll be able to read anything in here. Her own obituary. The fine print on the rental agreement."

    "Then it's done." But he didn't move. He leaned over the side of the casket, with one hand on the edge of it beside my head and the other on the open lid, and reached up to straighten the light, which didn't need straightening, so that his arm was above me, and his chest, and his face, with the warm circle of the light on it from below. I could see the scar through his eyebrow, and a place on his jaw he'd missed shaving, and his eyes, and in his eyes I could see a very small reflection of a woman lying in a casket in a borrowed sweatshirt, looking up.

    "What do people say?" I said. I don't know why. My voice had gone strange. "At the end. At the ones you do. What's the thing everybody says?"

    He thought about it. He always thinks about it. It's the most maddening thing about him and possibly the sexiest thing I've ever seen a man do.

    "Mostly," he said, "they say what they should have said on a Tuesday."

    He was still leaning over me. He hadn't moved his hand from beside my head. I reached up, without deciding to, and took hold of his tie. It was loosened, and dark blue, and silk, and warm from his throat, and I wrapped it once around my fist and held on, and he went completely still, as he had at the diner under my hand.

    "Georgina," he said, very quietly.

    "Don't say it like that."

    "How should I say it?"

    "Like you're going to do something about it."

    I pulled. Not much. An inch. He came down that inch as if he'd been waiting at the top of it for four days, and his breath was on my mouth, and it smelled of coffee and the cold, and I could feel the heat of him all along the edge of the casket where his body leaned against it, and his hand beside my head had moved, I didn't feel it move, it was in my wet hair at the back of my neck, his thumb just below my ear, on the freckle I didn't know yet that he'd ever noticed. I closed my eyes. I opened my mouth. I wanted it so badly that it was almost funny, lying in a casket, under a reading light, in a funeral home, wanting a man's mouth so much that I'd forgotten every rule I had, all at once, like a dropped tray—

    The overhead lights came on.

    All of them. Every light in the selection room, at once, white and total, so that every brass handle along the walls flared and Rory straightened so fast he hit his head on the lid.

    Gene Brennan was standing in the doorway in a plaid bathrobe and his green rubber boots, holding the percolator.

    Nobody said anything for some time.

    "I heard voices," said Gene.

    "We're testing the light," said Rory, holding the back of his head. "For Bev."

    His father looked at me, lying in the oak casket with the Gazette on my chest and my hair all over the pillow and a dark blue silk tie still wrapped around my fist. I let go of it. It was too late to let go of it. Gene looked at the tie, and at his son, and at the little puck light glowing in the lid, and he nodded slowly, as if a long-standing professional question had been settled.

    "Professionally," said Gene, "I'd say it's well lit."

    He turned around and went back down the hall in his boots, and a moment later we heard the kitchen door. Then, distantly, through two walls, the sound of the percolator being put on.

    Rory helped me out. He did it properly, as he does everything, both hands on my waist through the sweatshirt, lifting me down off the step as if I weighed nothing, and setting me on the moss-colored carpet, and not letting go. Not right away. We stood there under the white lights with his hands on my waist and my hands, I discovered, flat against his chest, against the warm shirt and the steady, fast, not-at-all-steady thing going on underneath it.

    "My mother got into the cherry at the Christmas party in 1989," he said. "Dad told me once. She wouldn't get out until he asked her to marry him."

    "Did he?"

    "On one knee. On this carpet. Well, the old one." He looked down at me. "She said it was the only time she'd ever had him in a room without a telephone."

    I took my hands back. I said good night. I walked the whole length of the selection room and down the hall and out the back door into the yard without running, which I'd like some credit for, and up the outside stairs on my feet, all of them, for the first time, and shut the door of the flat behind me and stood with my back against it in the dark.

    

    11:30 p.m. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.

    I made a list. I always make a list. I lay on the brass bed under Annie Brennan's angel with the red dress hanging on the back of the door in its bag where I could see it, and I made it in my head, because I didn't trust myself with a pen.

    Something old: a Harvest Dance in 2006, and a boy in his father's tie, which I've told everyone, including him, that I don't remember.

    Something new: a white tab in a black binder.

    Something borrowed: a casket. A flat over a hearse. A man's pen, which I had chewed through, and his tie, which I had very nearly used to pull him into a box built for one.

    Something blue: the bruise coming up on my hip where I'd caught it on the edge, climbing in.

    It isn't my wedding. I want that understood. Nobody in this town is getting married to anybody but Diane and Hank and a dental hygienist and a man from Barre.

    But I lay there for a long time in the dark, with my hand on the bruise, thinking about a man who says okay when people leave, and about what he might say instead, if somebody gave him a reason, and the red dress hung on the back of the door and didn't say anything at all.

  
    Chapter 9 — The Man from Barre

    Rory

    Nobody in Fernwood Falls has ever called him anything but the man from Barre.

    He has a name. Gabriela has been engaged to him for three years, and in all that time he's driven over from Barre every Sunday, in a gray pickup with a dent in the tailgate, and eaten lunch at the Maple Leaf at the end of the counter, and gone to the regatta and the dance and the Fourth of July, and he's a quiet, decent, square-shouldered man who fixes furnaces for a living and once, without being asked, fixed Patrice's. Everyone knows him. Nobody has ever used his name. Rosa calls him "Gabriela's," as in "Gabriela's is here, put the coffee on." Dot has had a line on the chalkboard for three years that says THE MAN FROM BARRE: FIRST NAME? SEE DOT, and nobody has ever collected. When Rosa asked her in September what to put on his place card, Gabriela thought about it for some time and said, "He's used to it now."

    His name was on the marriage license. I know because on Saturday, October 24, at about half past twelve, the license ended up in my breast pocket.

    I'll come to that.

    

    At 11:58 I was in the yard with the town car, putting on the ribbons.

    The funeral flags come off the front fenders and go in the glove box, and the white ribbon goes from the hood ornament to each side mirror, tied underneath with a knot my mother taught me that doesn't slip in the wind. I like doing it. For ten minutes the car is something else.

    I'd done the left side and was starting on the right when I heard the door of the flat open at the top of the outside stairs.

    I looked up.

    She was in red. That's the first thing. I'd seen her in black for six days, black and Lundgren gray, and I'd come to think of her as a woman made out of those two colors and very sharp edges, and then the door opened at the top of the stairs and she came out into the noon light in a dress the red of the sugar maples on the green at their best, and the whole yard changed temperature. It was silk, and it moved when she did and a fraction of a second after, as if it were following her. It had two straps as thin as a pencil line, and when she turned to pull the door shut behind her, I saw that it had no back to speak of at all, only skin, from her shoulders to somewhere I wasn't going to let myself think about in my own yard in the middle of the day with my hands full of ribbon.

    Her hair was up. She'd put it up with something long and silver through the middle of it, a hairpin or a chopstick, I couldn't tell.

    She came down the steps carefully, on heels, holding the rail, with a coat over her arm and a small beaded bag and no binder at all. She'd never once been without the binder. I didn't know what she was going to do with her hands.

    "Rosa told me to come at noon," she said, at the bottom of the stairs. "To the house. She said not to work. She said just to look at the tent."

    "She told you that."

    "She said 'just look, sweetheart, don't touch.'" She stopped beside the car. She looked at the ribbon I'd tied on the left mirror, and I watched her not fix it, and it cost her something. "Is that a knot?"

    "It's my mother's knot."

    "It's a good knot." She looked at me then. Not at the car. At me, standing there by the right front fender in my shirtsleeves with ribbon in my hands, and her eyes went down and came back up again, slowly, and I understood that she'd come down those stairs knowing exactly what she was doing, and that she'd decided to do it anyway, and that she was watching to see what it did. "Well?"

    I've stood up in front of half the county on its worst days, and I've never once lost my voice.

    "Georgina," I said.

    "That's not a review."

    "It's the whole review." I put the ribbon down on the hood, because otherwise I was going to drop it. "You look like the last good day of October. You look," I said, and stopped, because the next thing I was going to say was not something you say to a woman in a funeral-home parking lot at noon, and I'm a professional.

    She waited.

    "Go on," said Georgina Tolliver.

    "You look like you'd be very bad for my concentration," I said.

    For a second her whole face gave her away. Then she took it back. She'd heard what I hadn't said. She'd heard all of it.

    "Good," she said, and put her coat on over the dress, and got into the passenger seat of my town car without waiting to be asked, and crossed her legs, and the silk slid back from one knee.

    At 12:10 the phone rang twice.

    

    "Brennan's, this is Rory."

    "He's in St. Johnsbury," said Rosa Delgado, without hello. Rosa has never in her life called me without a reason, and she has never once given me the reason in the first sentence. "Reverend Larrabee. He's in St. Johnsbury, Rory, at a christening, at three o'clock this afternoon. He wrote the christening down for the twenty-fourth and our wedding down for the thirty-first. The thirty-first, Rory. That's Bev's."

    "Is he coming back?"

    "He says six. Six-thirty. He says he's very sorry. He says he'll come straight here." Rosa's voice went up. "We have a hundred and ten people at three o'clock, a sit-down dinner at five, a band at seven, and Gabriela has been doing her hair since nine, and he wants me to tell her she can get married after the cake."

    Beside me in the passenger seat, Georgina had gone completely still. She hadn't heard what Rosa said. She'd heard how she said it. I watched her hand move to the little beaded bag on her lap, where a phone was, and then stop, and then stay there.

    "Rosa," I said. "Is the license at the house?"

    "The license is on my sister's refrigerator under a magnet of the Pope."

    "I'm coming over."

    I hung up. Georgina looked straight ahead through the windshield, at the carriage-house doors and Pearl's dark shape behind them.

    "Don't," I said. "Rosa said don't touch."

    "I'm not touching anything," said Georgina. "I'm a guest. I'm sitting in a car."

    At 12:40, in Rosa's sister's front hall on Lake Street, with the license in my breast pocket and the Pope back on the refrigerator, my phone rang again. It was Vera.

    "Rory, honey," she said, "I'm in a ditch."

    She was on the Barre road, two miles south of the turnoff, where the maples close over it. The leaves were wet, she'd come round the bend a little fast, and the van had gone down the bank nose-first into the culvert.

    "I'm fine," said Vera. "Don't fuss. I've got my cigarettes. The flowers are mostly fine. A hundred and ten guests' worth of ivory and blush, doll, and they're lying on their sides in the back of this van like they've been at a party. The tow truck says four o'clock. The tow truck says it with some satisfaction." She breathed out smoke. "Is she there? Bev's girl?"

    I looked at Georgina. She was standing in the front hall in her coat with her hands folded on her beaded bag, looking at a framed photograph of Gabriela's First Communion with tremendous concentration.

    "She's here," I said. "She's not working."

    "Uh-huh," said Vera.

    At 1:05 the squall came across the lake.

    You can watch them come, in October. A long black line on the water under the far hills, coming toward you faster than seems possible, and the trees on the shore roaring before you feel any wind at all. Rosa's sister's lawn goes down to the lake, and on it there was a white tent forty feet by eighty, with fourteen round tables set for dinner, ivory cloths and blush napkins folded into fans, and little cards in the shape of leaves with every guest's name.

    The wind hit it at 1:06. The whole tent lifted, all at once, like a lung. The stakes on the lake side came up out of the soft ground one after another, pop, pop, pop, and then the tent came down across the tables in a long slow white collapse, and the rain came in sideways behind it.

    It lasted nine minutes. Then it settled down to rain properly, the steady gray October kind that doesn't intend to stop before dark.

    Rosa came down the porch steps into it and stood on the lawn looking at fourteen tables under a wet white sheet.

    Then she sat down on the bottom step in the rain and put her face in her hands.

    I've sat beside a lot of people on a lot of steps. I sat down beside Rosa in the rain in my good suit and put my arm around her, and she leaned on me and cried, and upstairs in the house, through an open window, I could hear Gabriela asking somebody what was happening, and somebody not telling her.

    Behind me, on the porch, I heard the beaded bag open.

    

    "Twenty to four," said Georgina.

    She was standing at the top of the porch steps in the red dress. Her coat was gone. The rain had already got to her. It had darkened the silk across her shoulders to the color of wine, and a piece of her hair had come down out of the silver pin and stuck to her neck, on the left side. She had one phone in her hand and the other two in her other hand, and she'd taken her shoes off. They were lying on their sides on the porch boards behind her, like two small red animals that had given up.

    "She'll be married by twenty to four," she said to Rosa. "Nobody tells Gabriela anything until I say."

    Rosa lifted her face out of her hands.

    "Sweetheart," she said, "you're a guest."

    "I was a guest," said Georgina. "At 1:06 I was a guest. It's 1:19." She looked at me. "Where's the biggest room in this town with a roof on it and a view?"

    "The Opera House."

    "The floor."

    "The church?"

    "The church can't feed anybody, and I want one room." She was already dialing. "Somewhere with a view. She's been doing her hair since nine. She's going to get married looking at something."

    I knew before she said it.

    "Holt Hill," I said. "The main barn. The doors open on the whole valley."

    "Margo," said Georgina, into the phone, already walking, down the steps and across the wet lawn in her bare feet. "It's Georgie. I need your barn."

    

    I don't think I can describe the next two hours properly. Imagine everyone running, and one person standing still in the middle who knows where everybody is.

    She ran it from the porch of Rosa's sister's house, barefoot, in the rain, in red silk, with three phones. She talked in times. I'd never heard anybody actually do it out loud before.

    "1:22. Margo, Ezra and Theo clear the main barn. The cider press goes against the back wall. Sweep it. I want the string lights off the donut stand and every extension cord you've got."

    "1:24. Rosa, the food. Where is it?"

    "In my kitchen at the diner," said Rosa, standing up off the step, wiping her face. "Chicken, rice, the beans, the—"

    "Then it's dry and it's hot and it's fine. Hank, the VFW's folding tables. Dot and the knitting circle, the tablecloths from the diner. All of them."

    "The diner tablecloths are vinyl," said Rosa.

    "Then they're waterproof," said Georgina.

    "1:27. Rory." She turned to me, and the rain was running down her face and she didn't seem to notice it. "Everything Brennan's owns."

    I'd known that was coming too. I was already standing up.

    "Chairs," she said. "All two hundred. The flower stands from the chapel. Every candle in the building, the unscented ones. The sound system. The lectern. Your father."

    "My father?"

    "Your father is the only man in this town who's set up more rooms than I have. I want him." Her second phone buzzed in her hand. She looked at it. "Montauk," she said, and put it to her ear without changing expression. "Sloane. Tell her the tide doesn't care. Tell her the tide comes in at 4:52 whether she's out of the bathroom or not, and she can be on the beach for it or she can watch it on her phone." A pause. "Then give her a ginger ale and the speech about my grandmother." She hung up. "Rory. Go."

    I went.

    

    I'll tell you what I saw, in the order I saw it.

    I saw my father in his boots at the door of the closet under the stairs at Brennan's, counting white folding chairs out to me and the man from Barre four at a time and not lifting one himself, because I'd said I'd call his cardiologist. We loaded them into the van we use for flowers.

    I saw Jess Okafor's truck go past the end of Elm Street at forty miles an hour with Steve in the passenger seat, both ears flying, on the way to the Barre road, and I saw it again at 2:50 coming up Holt Hill with Vera's van behind it on a chain and Vera in the passenger seat beside Steve, smoking out the window, with a bucket of blush roses on her knees.

    I saw Hank Mercer and two Lundgrens carrying the VFW's folding tables out into the rain on their heads. I saw the knitting circle, all six of them, in their good dresses and their raincoats, carrying the Maple Leaf's tablecloths up Main Street in a line like the women in a painting of a harvest.

    I saw Ezra Holt on top of a ladder in the main barn on Holt Hill, under the old sistered beam over the door, hanging the stand's string lights from the rafters with Theo at the bottom holding the ladder and singing.

    And I saw the cake.

    It was Rosa's. Four tiers, white, with sugar maple leaves in red and gold climbing up the side of it that Rosa had spent the whole of Thursday night making by hand. It was sitting in the walk-in at the Maple Leaf on its board, and it needed to get from the diner to the top of Holt Hill, up the farm road, which Margo calls a war crime, without moving at all.

    "It needs something long," said Georgina, at 2:05, in the diner kitchen, looking at it, with her hands on her hips. Her feet were bare on the linoleum and wet, and there was a smear of mud on her ankle, and her dress was dark with rain all down the back, where there wasn't much dress. "Long, flat, level, with a smooth ride and no bumps, that's climate-controlled, and that nobody's going to open on the way."

    She turned around and looked at me.

    "No," said Rosa.

    "Rosa—"

    "Over my dead body," said Rosa Delgado.

    "Professionally," said my father, from the kitchen door, "that's generally the arrangement."

    There was a short silence. Then Rosa laughed, wet and helpless, the first time since 1:06, with both hands over her face. "Fine. God forgive me. Fine."

    So Pearl carried the wedding cake.

    I drove her. My father rode in the back with one hand on the cake board, and I took Pearl along the county road at fifteen miles an hour with the hazards on and the town's cars pulling over to let us by, as if it were a procession, which I suppose it was, and up the farm road at four. I've carried a great many things in Pearl. I'd never carried anything so carefully in my life. At the top, my father got out and looked at the cake in the back of the hearse, every sugar leaf where Rosa had put it, and patted Pearl twice on the roof.

    

    The minister was in St. Johnsbury. The man from Barre's mother, a small, fierce woman in a lilac suit, had said "I told him" four times since one o'clock, and then, on being told who would marry her son instead, said it a fifth time, with feeling.

    "You're a justice of the peace," said Georgina, at 3:10, in the main barn, while Vera's roses went into my chapel's flower stands around her. She was standing at the front of the room, where the arch would be if there were an arch, with her bare feet on the swept boards and her binder, which somebody had fetched from the flat, open on the cider press. "You're one of three."

    "Hank's another."

    "Hank is carrying tables." She didn't look up. "You've got the license in your pocket. You've got the suit."

    The knitting circle got me that job on the grounds that I already had the suit. I'd always thought of it as a joke the town played on me. I looked down at myself, wet to the knees, in the suit, with the license in the pocket over my heart.

    "I'll need ten minutes with them first," I said. "Both of them. To ask them some questions."

    Georgina looked up from the binder.

    "You do that?"

    "Every time."

    She looked at me for a moment longer than the schedule allowed.

    "Take twelve," she said.

    

    They were married at 3:40, exactly when she'd said, in the main barn on Holt Hill with the big doors open to the whole valley.

    I've never stood anywhere like that. I stood with my back to the big doors, so that everyone else could look out through them. The rain hung across the doorway like a silver curtain without coming in, and through it you could see all the way down the hill, the bare apple rows and the black lake and the far shore going up into hills the color of rust and plum. The string lights from the donut stand ran across the rafters. My chapel candles stood in every window. Two hundred white folding chairs that had been to forty years of funerals were set in rows across the swept floor, every one of them full, and people standing along the walls behind them, because by then half the town had heard and come up the hill in the rain to see. Delores was on top of the hayloft ladder, at elevation, watching the proceedings with her flat gold eyes and, for once, not eating anything, because Ezra was standing directly beneath her with a cider donut.

    Bev was in the front row on the aisle, in the orange vest. She sat close at everything now.

    My father brought the bride up the hill in the town car, both ribbons on now, and Georgina met it at the barn doors with an umbrella and a towel and a roll of double-sided tape. I don't know what she did to that dress. I know that I spent my twelve minutes in the cold barn among the apple bins, first with the man from Barre and then in the back of the town car with Gabriela, and that when Gabriela walked up the aisle on her father's arm between the funeral chairs, in ivory satin, with her hair still exactly as it had been since nine o'clock that morning, the whole barn made a sound I'd only ever heard before at the other kind of service. It's the sound people make when something is so much more than they expected that their bodies don't know what to do about it.

    I did it properly. I always do. I said what the State of Vermont requires and a little more, and when I came to the part where I ask the man to say his name, he said it. He said it clearly, all three parts of it, in a voice that carried right to the back wall of the barn.

    The whole room went very still. Then a murmur went round the chairs and along the walls, like wind going through a row of trees: oh. Dot Kowalski, in the third row, wrote something on the back of her hand.

    I'm not going to tell you what it was. He asked me afterward to keep it that way, and I keep things. He said that for three years he'd been the man from Barre, and he'd got to like it. He said it made him feel like a man in a song.

    His vows were short. He's not a man who talks much. He took both Gabriela's hands in his, in front of a hundred and ten guests and half of Fernwood Falls and a goat, and looked at her, and said, "I've driven over from Barre every Sunday for three years, and I'd like to stop driving." And the man from Barre's mother, in the front row, in her lilac suit, burst into tears.

    Then I said the last part. I said it by the power vested in me by the State of Vermont, which is real, and by the knitting circle, which is more so. And over his shoulder, at the very back of the barn, by the cider press, I saw Georgina Tolliver close her eyes.

    

    Gabriela took ballroom, at a studio in Montpelier, for six years. Everyone knew that. What nobody knew, it turned out, not even Rosa, was that the man from Barre had been driving to Montpelier every Wednesday night since the spring to take it too.

    The Lundgrens played a foxtrot, and the quiet furnace man who'd sat at the end of the counter every Sunday for three years without saying ten words put his hand flat on the small of her back and took his new wife across the floor of Walter Holt's barn as if they'd been doing it all their lives, and the whole town stood around the edges of the room with its mouth open.

    I wasn't watching them. I was watching her.

    She stood at the back by the cider press in her bare feet with her arms folded, running it. She cued the Lundgrens with a glance and Theo with a finger and the knitting circle with her chin. She ate nothing. She drank one glass of champagne that somebody put in her hand, and only half of it. And at 4:52, in the middle of the toasts, her second phone lit up on the cider press, and she looked at it, and closed her eyes, and I saw her shoulders come down an inch, and knew that somewhere at the far end of Long Island a woman had walked down to the water just as the tide came in.

    At 7:40 Bev found me by the cold-barn door. She held my arm. She didn't ask me to describe anything. She just stood beside me for a minute in the noise and the light, looking at the room close to, a little to one side.

    "Properly," Bev said.

    "Tell her."

    "I'm going to." She let go of my arm. "When I say so."

    At 7:52 Georgina cued the cake.

    She caught Rosa's eye across the barn and nodded once, and the Lundgrens stopped playing, and the whole room turned toward the four tiers of sugar maple leaves under the string lights. Gabriela picked up the knife. The man from Barre put his hand over hers.

    And Georgina Tolliver turned around and walked out of the side door into the rain.

    

    I went after her.

    I didn't decide to. I've looked since for the moment where I decided anything, and it isn't there. I was standing by the cold-barn door with a hundred and ten people turning toward a cake, and then I was outside in the dark, in the rain, and the music had started again behind me, and the light from the big doors was lying out across the wet gravel of the yard in a long gold block, and at the edge of the light, parked where I'd left her, was Pearl.

    Georgina was standing beside her.

    She had one hand on Pearl's wet black flank to steady herself, and she was crying. Standing up straight, efficiently, with her face perfectly composed, in the rain. Her phone was propped on Pearl's side mirror with the screen lit, counting down. 3:58. 3:57.

    I stopped by the barn wall, in the dark outside the light. I knew this one. I'd been the wall before. I stood there in my wet suit with my back against Walter Holt's barn and the rain coming down on both of us, and I didn't count. I didn't need to. I could see it.

    At zero she stopped.

    She took her hand off Pearl, and wiped her face with the heels of both hands, and picked up her phone, and turned around, and saw me.

    "How long were you there?"

    "Four minutes."

    "You missed the cake."

    "So did you."

    "I always miss the cake." Her voice was steady. The rain was running off her chin. "You don't. You stay for everything. I've watched you all day. You'd stay for the last chair."

    "I said I'd bring you a plate."

    She looked at my empty hands.

    "I forgot the plate," I said.

    She laughed. She didn't mean to. It came out of her short and low and rusty, in the rain, and she put her hand over her mouth too late.

    "Rory," she said.

    "I'm here."

    "You say okay to everything." She took a step toward me, out of the light, barefoot on the wet gravel. "Jess says you say okay like other men say goodbye."

    "Jess talks too much."

    "Say no to me." Another step. She was close now. She had to tip her head back to look at me. "If you're going to. Say it now."

    I've never asked anybody for anything. I've told you that. I've stood at the side by the door at a thousand services, and I've driven the car and set the chairs and answered the phone, and I've never in my life asked for one thing for myself, because the people I work for are having the worst day of their lives and it seemed indecent, and somewhere along the way it stopped being something I did at work and started being who I was.

    "I'm not going to say no," I said. "I'm going to ask you something instead. Can I kiss you?"

    "Yes," she said. "God, Rory. Yes."

    And I kissed her.

    

    I'm going to tell you about it. It would be a lie to leave it out.

    Her mouth was cold from the rain and then it wasn't. That was the first thing. It tasted of rain and half a glass of champagne and salt, and it opened under mine as if it had been expecting me for six days, and she made a sound against my lips, low, in the back of her throat, that I felt in the soles of my feet. I'm going to hear that sound for the rest of my life. I knew that at the time.

    Her hands went inside my jacket. She didn't ask. She took two fistfuls of my wet shirt and pulled, hard, as she'd pulled on my tie in the selection room, except this time nobody turned on the lights. And I put my hand on her back, where the dress wasn't, on her bare wet skin, cold from the rain and then hot under my palm, and pulled her in against me, all of her, from her knees to her mouth, and she came up on her bare toes on the gravel to get closer and it still wasn't close enough, for either of us.

    We went back a step. Two. Her back met Pearl. I heard her gasp at the cold of the paint, and then laugh into my mouth, and then stop laughing.

    I took the pin out of her hair.

    I'd been wanting to since Tuesday night at my kitchen table. It was long and silver and cold, and I drew it out slowly, and all that dark heavy hair came down over my wrist and her shoulders, wet, and I put both hands in it, finally, and held her head, and kissed her as I'd wanted to across a pile of two hundred programs. Slowly. Thoroughly. As if I had all night, and nobody to call, and nowhere else in the world I had ever once wanted to be.

    "Six days," she said against my mouth. She was breathing as if she'd run up Holt Hill. "I've been thinking about your hands for six days."

    "Tell me."

    "Later."

    "Now," I said, and I don't know where it came from. Nobody's ever heard me say that word in that voice, including me.

    So she told me. She put her mouth against my ear in the rain, beside a hearse, behind a barn full of people eating cake, and she told me what she'd thought about in the carriage house on Friday while she held a case of peanut butter cups against her chest. She told me in order. She told me with times. I'm not going to tell you all of it. I'll tell you that her run of show was very thorough, that she'd allowed for everything, and that it ran well past two in the morning. By the time she got there, in my ear, I had one hand on the roof of Pearl to stay standing and the other on the back of her thigh, under the wet hem of the red dress, and she'd hooked one bare leg around the back of my knee to keep me exactly where I was. I wasn't going anywhere. I want that on the table. I hadn't been going anywhere since 11:58 that morning.

    "Georgina," I said, into her hair.

    "Don't stop."

    "I'm not stopping."

    "If you stop," she said, "I'll put it in the binder."

    I didn't stop. I kissed her against my hearse in the rain until I'd forgotten my own name. The man from Barre would have understood.

    

    The music had stopped.

    I don't know when. I noticed it as you notice a clock has stopped: by the silence where it used to be. I lifted my head. Georgina opened her eyes, very slowly, and looked past my shoulder, and I felt her whole body go still against mine.

    I turned around.

    In the big doors of the main barn, in the long gold block of light, stood the whole wedding. A hundred and ten guests and half of Fernwood Falls, the knitting circle under a single umbrella, the Lundgrens with their fiddles, my father in his boots, and the bride in ivory satin, still holding the cake knife, with the man from Barre beside her, holding a plate.

    Nobody said anything for a long moment.

    Then Dot Kowalski, under the umbrella, said in a voice that carried perfectly across the wet gravel: "That's four to one, dear."

    "What's happening?" said Bev, somewhere in the front of the crowd. "Somebody tell me what's happening."

    "He's kissing her, Bev," said Dot.

    "I can see that," said Bev.

    Georgina put her forehead against my chest for about three seconds. Then she lifted her head, and stepped out from between me and Pearl, barefoot, soaking, with her hair down to her waist and her dress dark as wine and her mouth, I could see even from there, very thoroughly kissed. She looked at all of them, the whole town in the doorway, with exactly the face she'd had on Rosa's porch at 1:19.

    "Cake," said Georgina Tolliver. "Go and eat the cake."

    And they did. They turned around, all of them, and went back in, and the Lundgrens struck up again, and nobody came out into the light again.

    She didn't go in. Neither did I.

    By eleven o'clock that night Dot had paid out at four to one to fourteen people, including Rosa, the man from Barre's mother, Vera, and my father, who had apparently put ten dollars on it on Monday morning without telling anyone, and who said, when Dot counted the money into his hand at the bottom of the farm road in the rain, that professionally, he'd thought it was very well done.

    I never did get the cake. I'm told it was the best one Rosa ever made.

  
    Chapter 10 — Save the Date

    Georgie

    Things that did not happen on Saturday, October 24, beside a hearse, in the rain:

    1. A funeral director did not ask, out loud, in so many words, whether he could kiss me.

    2. I did not say yes. I did not say God. I did not say his name in the middle of it, in a voice I have never once used at work.

    3. Nobody took the pin out of my hair, slowly, and put both hands in it. I did not tell anyone, in his ear, in order, with times, what I'd been thinking about since a case of peanut butter cups on Friday afternoon. My leg was not anywhere it shouldn't have been.

    4. A hundred and ten wedding guests, half of Fernwood Falls, a knitting circle and a sixty-four-year-old man in rubber boots did not watch from the doors of a barn.

    5. I did not, afterward, ride down Holt Hill in the front seat of the hearse, barefoot and soaked, with the empty cake board sliding around in the back, while the man who had not kissed me drove at four miles an hour with the heater on high and didn't say a word, and kept looking over at me in the dark as if he'd been given something and didn't know yet where to put it.

    6. At the bottom of the outside stairs to the flat, I did not say, "That didn't happen."

    7. He did not say, "All right, Georgina," perfectly cheerfully, as if I'd told him it might rain.

    8. He did not then say good night and walk across the yard to the back door of the big house without once looking back, while I stood at the bottom of the stairs in the rain with my shoes in my hand, furious, for a full minute, before I remembered that I was the one who'd said it.

    That's the list. I made it at 5:40 on Sunday morning, lying on the brass bed under Annie Brennan's angel, having slept for about two hours and dreamed in some detail about every item on it. I read it through twice. Then I tore it out of the binder, folded it in quarters and put it in the inside pocket of my blazer, against my chest, where nobody would ever find it, because that's what you do with a run of show for an event that didn't take place.

    

    7:02 a.m. There was a paper cup of coffee on the top step outside my door.

    It was from the Maple Leaf, with a lid on it, still hot, and on the lid, in neat black capitals I recognized from a vendor book, somebody had written MORNING. — R.

    That was all. Not about last night. Not a question mark. Just MORNING, and his initial, and the coffee exactly as I take it, which I had never told him.

    I stood on the top step in the Lundgren sweatshirt and drank it and looked across the yard at the narrow window of the night man's room, which was dark, and was angrier with him than I'd been with anybody since 2023.

    

    7:40 a.m. The Maple Leaf.

    The diner went quiet when I walked in. Of course it did. It got very interested in its pancakes, all of it, every booth, so interested that one of the Lundgrens actually held his up to the light. I went to the counter and sat down and looked straight ahead at the chalkboard, because it was the only thing in the room that wasn't looking at me.

    That was a mistake.

    KISS BEFORE THE FUNERAL? had a neat chalk line through it, and beside it, in Dot's tidy printing: PAID. 4–1. THANK YOU ALL.

    Underneath, freshly chalked: NEXT ONE BEFORE THE FUNERAL? EVENS. SEE DOT.

    And underneath that, in smaller letters, with a line through it as well: THE MAN FROM BARRE: FIRST NAME? — HOUSE WINS.

    "Nobody guessed it," said Dot Kowalski from the corner booth, knitting. "Three years, dear. Not one person in this town came close." She sounded deeply satisfied. "Gabriela's mother has known it for three years and never once placed a bet, out of loyalty. I respect that."

    "I'm not here about the chalkboard."

    "Nobody ever is, dear," said Dot.

    Rosa came round the counter with a plate and put it down in front of me. It was a slice of pie. At 7:40 in the morning. Pumpkin, still warm, with a spoonful of whipped cream sliding slowly off the top.

    "I didn't order pie."

    "It's not for ordering." Rosa put her hand on my shoulder and left it there, heavily, as my grandmother used to when I'd done something in church. "Gabriela called me from the road to Niagara Falls at six this morning. She says she wants to name her first child after you. I told her she should wait and see if it's a girl. She says it doesn't matter." She squeezed. "Eat the pie, sweetheart."

    I ate the pie. Behind me forty people very carefully didn't watch me eat it.

    He didn't come in. I want that understood. I'd chosen the stool where you can see the door reflected in the glass of the pie case, so I'd know, and I sat on it for twenty-five minutes, and he didn't come in, and I didn't care.

    

    10:15 a.m. Holt Hill.

    Margo had called at nine. "Come up to the stand," she said. "I owe you a donut. I owe you about four thousand donuts, actually, and a barn's worth of thank-yous, and Ezra wants to know how you got a hundred and ten people and a cake into our cider barn in an afternoon without anybody getting hurt, because that's never happened at a pressing."

    "I don't need a donut."

    "Everybody needs a donut," said Margo Pike. "It's Sunday. Bring a hat. Bev's coming up at eleven."

    So I went. I drove the van up the farm road, which really is a war crime, and parked it in the gravel lot by the red shed, and got out into the kind of October morning you could sell: blue and gold and very cold, the rain all gone, every leaf on the hill washed and lit up from behind. There were already forty cars in the lot. There was a line at the stand window down the hill. Somebody's toddler was eating a donut the size of her face. The whole hillside smelled of cinnamon and woodsmoke and fried dough, and of the apples on the ground under the trees, going sweet.

    Margo was inside the stand in an apron that said KID across the bib, frying. She pointed at the hook by the door with her elbow.

    "Put that on."

    The other apron said WALTER.

    "I can't wear that."

    "Ezra says you can. Ezra says anybody who can move a cake up this hill can wear the apron." She flipped four donuts with a wooden dowel. "Also, I need somebody on the window, and you're the only person in Vermont who can make change faster than I can."

    I put on Walter Holt's apron. It was soft canvas, gone thin with forty years of cinnamon sugar, and it smelled of the stand. I tied it twice around my waist and turned to the window, and the first thing I saw, before the line, before the toddler, was the menu board.

    It hangs to the right of the window on a nail. Black slate in a wooden frame, hand-lettered in chalk: CIDER DONUTS, $12 A DOZEN, $7 A HALF. HOT CIDER, $3. And down in the corner, in different, square capitals, EZRA'S SPECIALS — 2 FOR $1. The top lines were in blocky, leaning capitals that I knew. I hadn't seen it in twenty years, and I knew it at once.

    In the fall of 2006 that board said CIDER DONUT'S.

    I was twelve. Bev brought me up the hill on a Sunday in her old Buick, and Walter Holt sold me a donut and a hot cider, and I stood at this window eating the donut and looking at that board, and at the apostrophe, which was enormous, and I couldn't stand it. I'd been in Fernwood Falls for three weeks. I'd already corrected the social studies textbook and my teacher. I went back to the window and said, "Excuse me, you have an apostrophe," in the voice I'd later use on caterers, and Walter Holt, who was then sixty-five years old and had been selling donuts from this shed since before my mother was born, leaned on the counter and looked down at me over his glasses for a long time.

    "I have a what?"

    "An apostrophe," I said. I said it the way you'd say rat. "It's not possessive. The donuts don't own anything."

    Bev told me afterward that he laughed so hard he had to sit down on the flour bin. Then he handed me the chalk through the window, and I stood on a milk crate and rubbed the apostrophe out with my sleeve, and he gave me a free donut every Sunday I came up the hill that fall. That was six donuts. And on the last Sunday the stand was open, in November, he gave me a piece of an apple crate about the size of a paperback book, with one word burned into it with the end of a hot nail, very carefully, in the same blocky capitals:

    EDITOR.

    It's in the top drawer of my desk on West 26th Street. It's been in the top drawer of four desks. I've never taken it out in front of anybody.

    "Georgie?" said Margo, behind me. "You've got a line."

    I had a line. I'd been standing at the window holding a paper bag for some time, looking at a slate board, with my eyes doing something I hadn't scheduled.

    "Sorry." I turned to the first customer, a man from Connecticut in a vest. "Half dozen?"

    "Is there a special?"

    "There's always a special," I said. "It's two for a dollar. They're broken. They're the best ones." And I sold him two of Ezra's lumpy specials and a hot cider and gave him his change before he'd finished reaching for it, and behind me Margo stopped frying for a second, and then started again.

    

    We worked the window for forty minutes without saying anything that mattered. It was the best forty minutes I'd had in Vermont. Margo fried and rolled and I sold and bagged and made change out of the brass register, where you hit the drawer on the left or it won't open, and we got into the rhythm two people get into when they're both good at something and don't need to talk about it. It was like doing a wedding with Sloane. It was like being twelve on the Gazette porch with donuts, which I hadn't let myself think about in a very long time.

    At 10:58 the line ran out. Margo turned off the fryer, wiped her hands on KID and leaned against the flour bin.

    "Walter told me about you," she said.

    I looked at her.

    "Not by name. On Tuesdays, at cribbage, when he was winning. He said a girl from New York made him rub out an apostrophe in 2006, and he'd made her a sign, and she'd taken it with her and never come back in October." She was looking at the fryer, not at me. "I always thought it was a story. Then I watched you look at that board."

    I didn't say anything.

    "Did you keep it?"

    "Top drawer."

    Margo nodded. Then, still to the fryer, very lightly: "Did you keep my letters?"

    I'd forgotten that Margo Pike had grown up to be a reporter. She'd asked the second question as if it were the first one.

    "Under the sign," I said.

    Margo nodded slowly. She didn't say anything else about it. She didn't say then why didn't you answer, which I'd been waiting twenty years for somebody to say, and which I still don't have an answer to that I'd want to hear out loud. She just pushed a paper bag across the counter to me with two of the lumpy specials in it.

    "Thank you for Gabriela," she said.

    "Thank you for the barn."

    "Hot cider?"

    "Yes," I said. "Please."

    She poured two. We drank them standing in the stand, with the window open and the cold coming in, and the hill gold below us all the way down to the lake, and that was all, and it was almost exactly what being friends with somebody feels like, if you've forgotten.

    

    11:05 a.m. A white van with BRENNAN'S on the door came up the farm road and stopped by the main barn.

    I'd known it would. The chairs were in that barn. Two hundred white folding chairs, the flower stands, the chapel candles, the sound system, the lectern, everything I'd taken from Elm Street at 1:27 on Saturday afternoon, and somebody had to come and get them. I'd known that since I woke up. I'd been timing it since 10:15. I'd put on mascara in the van in the gravel lot, which I don't normally do to sell donuts.

    He got out. He was in jeans and a canvas jacket I'd never seen, and a gray wool sweater, not a suit, and I have to tell you that it was much worse. In a suit he's a funeral director. In a sweater he's a man with shoulders.

    He saw me in the window of the stand. He smiled, a big, easy, completely ordinary smile, and lifted a hand.

    "Morning, Georgina!"

    "Morning," I said.

    He went into the barn.

    Margo looked at me. I looked at the menu board.

    "Go on," said Margo.

    "I'm working."

    "The line's gone. Go and help him with the chairs. You moved them there." She took the WALTER apron off me herself, untying it at the back, like a mother at a recital. "Go on, Georgie. Before Dot gets here."

    

    The main barn was dim and cool and smelled of apples and yesterday, of trodden hay and candle wax and spilled champagne. Somebody, probably Ezra, had already swept it. The cider press was back in the middle where it belonged. The string lights were still up in the rafters, unlit. And all two hundred of Brennan's white folding chairs were stacked against the back wall in tens, very neatly, waiting.

    Rory was carrying them to the van four at a time.

    "You don't have to," he said, when I picked up four.

    "I moved them here."

    "You did." He took my four and added them to his own, eight, without visibly noticing. "It was something to see. My father's still talking about it. He used the word choreography. I didn't know he knew it."

    We carried chairs. He carried most of them. I carried enough to have something to do with my hands, and every time we passed each other between the barn and the van I waited for him to say something about Saturday, and he didn't. He talked about the chairs. He talked about the funeral, cheerfully, sensibly, like a colleague: the Lundgrens wanted a run-through on Thursday, and Vera wanted to see the Opera House in daylight, and his father thought the casket should come up the stairs on Friday so nobody had to watch it go up on Saturday. He was perfectly nice. He was exactly as nice to me as he'd been to Mildred Fisk.

    It was unbearable.

    On the fifteenth trip he came back into the barn, and I was standing by the cider press with nothing in my hands, and he stopped and looked at me, pleasantly, from about six feet away, with the light from the door behind him.

    "You all right?"

    "I'm fine."

    "Good." He picked up four more chairs. "Six days."

    "What?"

    "To the funeral. You'll want a list. You always want a list." He said it fondly, as you'd say it about a friend's dog. "Six days, two events, one binder. You'll be up all night."

    "Are you just going to—"

    I stopped.

    He waited. He was very good at waiting. He stood there in the door of Walter Holt's barn with four white chairs against his hip and his sweater pushed up his forearms, the forearms I'd been looking at since a Sunday morning in a funeral home kitchen, and he waited for me to finish the sentence with every appearance of patience in the world. Except his eyes. His eyes had stopped being pleasant about two seconds earlier, and were looking at my mouth.

    "Just going to what?" said Rory.

    "Nothing," I said. "Nothing happened."

    "That's right," he said gently. "Nothing happened." He shifted the chairs. "You'll tell me, won't you, Georgina? If it does?"

    And he took the chairs out to the van, and I stood in the barn by the cider press with my hands at my sides and my whole body ridiculously hot, as if somebody had opened an oven, and understood that I had been very thoroughly outplayed by a man in a sweater, and that he knew it, and that he was going to wait, however long it took.

    

    Bev came up the hill at 11:20 in Margo's car, which has one windshield wiper, because Margo had gone down to fetch her.

    I was on the farmhouse porch by then, because it was the farthest point on Holt Hill from the main barn that still had a chair, and I watched them come up the last of the farm road and stop in the yard. Margo came round and opened the passenger door. Bev got out by herself, of course, in the orange vest, with her handbag over her arm, and stood in the yard for a moment with her face turned toward the sun.

    Then she came toward the porch, and at the bottom of the steps, she missed one.

    It was the second step. She put her foot down where it wasn't, a few inches short, and her knee went, and she caught herself on the rail with both hands so hard that her handbag swung off her arm and hit the post. I was already up. I had her by the elbow before I knew I'd moved, and Margo had her by the other, and for a second the three of us stood there on the porch steps of Walter Holt's farmhouse in a cluster, not saying anything, with Bev's weight hanging on my arm.

    It was more weight than I'd expected. That's what I remember.

    "I'm fine," said Bev.

    "You missed the step."

    "It's a badly built step." She straightened up, and took her elbow back, and went up the rest of the steps on her own, holding the rail, looking down at each one. "Walter's father built it in 1951 and he was drunk. Everyone knows that."

    She sat down in the rocker nearest the door. I'd never seen anyone sit in it. There are two rockers on that porch, and the other one has a cushion and the newspaper on it, and this one didn't have anything. She sat in it without looking for it.

    I sat in the other one. Margo, who is a reporter, looked at the two of us and remembered something urgent she had to do in the stand.

    I had my binder. I always have my binder. I'd brought the draft of the program for Saturday out of the van to give her: one sheet, folded once, with the order of service and the speakers so far and a line at the bottom in bold that said ADJECTIVES PERMITTED (SUBJECT TO CUTS). I handed it to her.

    She held it out at the length of her arm. She tilted it, a little, toward the light. She looked at it for a while like that. Then she folded it again and handed it back.

    "It's fine," she said.

    "You didn't read it."

    "I read the shape of it. It's the right shape."

    "Aunt Bev, it's in twelve-point type. Can you not—"

    "I'm eighty years old, Georgina." She settled her handbag in her lap. "Everything's at arm's length at eighty. It's called perspective." She rocked once. "Did Margo give you a donut?"

    "Two."

    "The specials?"

    "Yes."

    "Good," said Bev. "They're the best ones."

    I put the program back in the binder. She was eighty, and the step was badly built. That's what I thought.

    

    "Properly," said Bev, after a while.

    I looked at her.

    "Yesterday." She was looking down the hill, at the rows going down to the lake, gold and bare and gold. "Rosa's niece. You did it properly."

    I didn't say anything. I couldn't. Bev Tolliver had reviewed twenty years of plays and fifty-four years of everything else in Fernwood Falls, and in my hearing she has never used a word she didn't mean.

    "Is that a review?" I said finally.

    "It's the whole review." She rocked. "Rory says that. He got it from me."

    "Rory said it to you?"

    "Rory says a great many things to me, dear. I'm a very good listener." She folded her hands on the handbag. "I want you to give the eulogy."

    The porch went very quiet. Down in the yard, a car door slammed. Up in the main barn, a stack of chairs went into a van with a long aluminum clatter.

    "No," I said.

    "You're the only one who'll tell the truth."

    "I told you on Sunday I wasn't giving one. I said it at the kitchen table. I said it in front of witnesses."

    "You said all sorts of things on Sunday. You also said you'd be on the Taconic by the first." She didn't look at me. "You're the only one who'll tell the truth, Georgina. Margo will write it beautifully, and Hank will cry, and Patrice will correct something, and Dot will tell them all she never once bet against me. And they'll all be lovely. And none of them will say what's true, because they're fond of me, and fond people round up." She rocked once. "You're not fond of me. You're furious with me. I want the furious one."

    "I don't know the truth about you," I said. "I don't know what's wrong with you. I don't know why you're doing any of this. I don't know why you asked for me."

    Bev turned her head and looked at me. Not straight at me. A little to one side.

    "Then you have six days," said Bev Tolliver, "to find it out."

    

    I drove down the hill at one, behind the white Brennan's van, all the way to the bottom.

    I watched the back of his head through his rear window. He didn't look round once. I didn't expect him to. At the bottom of the farm road he put his arm out of the window and lifted his hand, without turning, as you'd wave to someone you knew was there, and turned left toward town, and I sat at the bottom of Holt Hill with the engine running and my hands on the wheel and said a word that isn't apostrophe.

    Then I opened the binder on the passenger seat and turned to a clean page, and wrote at the top, in capitals, because I always do:

    SIX DAYS.

    And under it, after a long time, because I didn't know what else to write and I always write something:

    1. FIND OUT.

  
    Chapter 11 — Pre-Need

    Rory

    In my business, pre-need is what we call it when you arrange your own funeral before you need one.

    People come in on an ordinary Tuesday, in their ordinary coats, and sit at the kitchen table and choose the hymns and the casket and who'll carry it, and they pay for it in installments, and then they go home and live for twenty more years. My father says pre-need is the most optimistic thing anybody ever does in a funeral home. You're not planning for the worst day. You're planning so that on the worst day, somebody you love won't have to.

    Bev Tolliver's notice was pre-need, if you think about it. Most of what Bev does is.

    On Monday, October 26, I drove her to Burlington. She calls it paperwork.

    

    At 6:35 I was in the yard warming up the town car, and Georgina came out onto the top step of the flat with a cup of coffee.

    She was in the Lundgren sweatshirt and a pair of men's jeans and her hair was down, all of it, because the goat had her pencil, and she stood at the top of those stairs in the cold with the steam coming off the coffee and looked down at me as if I were a weather report she hadn't decided whether to believe.

    "Where are you going?"

    "Burlington. An errand of Bev's."

    "What errand?"

    "Hers," I said.

    She looked at me for a while. I let her. I'd let her look at me on Sunday, too, in Walter Holt's barn with four chairs against my hip, and I'll tell you now what it cost me, since I didn't tell her. I carried chairs for most of an hour as if my life depended on it, so as to have something to do with my hands. It was that or put them on her. She'd stood by the cider press with nothing in hers and said nothing happened, and her mouth had said it and the rest of her hadn't, and I had wanted her so badly that I'd had to look at the rafters.

    I've stood at the edge of a lot of things with a lot of people. You don't push anybody through a door. You hold it open, and you stand there, and you wait until they decide. I'm good at waiting. I'd never once minded it until Sunday.

    "Nothing happened yesterday either," said Georgina, from the top of the stairs.

    "I know," I said. "I was there."

    She went back inside. She didn't slam the door. She closed it very precisely, which was worse, and I stood in the yard beside the town car for a while with my hands in my coat pockets, smiling at nothing, like a fool.

    

    Bev was waiting at the side door of the Gazette at 6:50, in the orange vest over a good wool coat, with her handbag and a pair of sunglasses folded in the breast pocket of the vest. She doesn't sit in the back. She sat in the back exactly once, in March, the first time, and said that if she wanted to ride in the back of a black car she'd make an appointment, and she's ridden in the front ever since.

    We went north on 89. It's an hour, and it was a beautiful morning for it, cold and clear, with the mist still lying in the low places along the Winooski and the hills coming up out of it gold and copper on either side. Bev didn't say anything until Waterbury. Then she said, "Did you kiss her, or did she kiss you?"

    I kept my eyes on the road.

    "Dot told me," said Bev. "Dot tells me everything. Dot told me before the cake was eaten. She described it, at some length, and she used the word thorough." She settled her handbag on her knees. "Which was it?"

    "I asked her," I said.

    Bev turned her head.

    "You asked her."

    "I asked her if I could."

    "Well," said Bev Tolliver, after a while. "That's new."

    We drove past the exit for Richmond. A truck went by with a load of Christmas trees already, a month early, tied down under netting. I waited for her to say something else, and she didn't, and I've known her long enough to know that when Bev doesn't say something, it's because she's arranging it.

    "You booked the flat in September," I said.

    "I did."

    "You put her over my hearse."

    "I put her over your hearse," Bev agreed. "Gene thought it was a terrible idea. Gene said it was undignified. Then he took the cash." She looked out of the window. "I'm eighty, dear. I don't have time to be subtle. Walter was subtle for sixty years, and look where it got him. He had to die to get anything done."

    "I'm not going to be matched, Bev."

    "Nobody's matching you."

    "You booked the flat."

    "I booked a flat. In leaf season, which was considerate. What happens in it is none of my business." She paused. "Or Gene's, apparently. He tells me he walked in on something in the selection room on Friday night that he described, professionally, as a lighting test."

    I felt my ears go.

    "I'm not going to be matched," I said again. "Not by you, not by Dot, not by the chalkboard. If anything happens, it happens because she wants it to."

    "And you?"

    "And me."

    "Then do it on purpose," said Bev, "or don't do it at all. That's the only advice I've ever given anybody that was worth the paper." She took her sunglasses out of her vest pocket and held them in her lap, folded, without putting them on. "I gave it to a boy in 1981, and he didn't listen, and I've been sorry ever since."

    "Who?"

    "Never you mind," said Bev.

    

    I'm not going to tell you about the next part. It isn't mine.

    I'll tell you that there's a building in Burlington, not far from the hospital, with a parking garage on a hill, and that I know which level always has a space, and which elevator is faster. I'll tell you that there's a waiting room on the third floor with blue chairs and a fish tank and a basket of magazines, and that it was a long morning, and that I read the same magazine about wooden boats twice, including the classifieds. A woman at the desk said, "Good morning, Mrs. Tolliver," and Bev said, "We'll see," and went through a door, and the door closed behind her.

    I sat in a blue chair and watched the fish.

    I've spent a good deal of my life in waiting rooms. Not this kind, mostly. The kind at the other end. I know how to sit in one. You sit still, and you don't look at your phone, and you don't look at anyone else either, because everybody in a waiting room is carrying something, and the least you can do is let them carry it without being watched. There was a man across from me with his hat on his knee, turning it. There was a woman with a girl of about ten, who was doing a word search and reading the words out loud to her, one at a time, very patiently.

    I thought about Georgina at the top of the stairs with her hair down.

    I sat in a blue chair for most of four hours, and I'm not going to tell you everything I thought in it. I'll tell you that some of it was about the sound she'd made in the rain, and the precise, unhurried, wicked voice she'd used in my ear to tell me what she'd been thinking about in my carriage house, with times. And that her run of show had ended somewhere after two in the morning, and I'd begun to wonder whether she'd underestimated.

    The fish went round. The girl found ZEBRA. The man with the hat went in, and came out, and went home.

    At 12:20 the door opened and Bev came out.

    She had her sunglasses on. Big dark ones, the wraparound kind, which she hadn't been wearing when she went in. She stopped just outside the door and put her hand on the frame, and stood there for a moment, and then she turned her head toward the blue chairs, a little to one side, and found me.

    I got up and went over. She took my arm. She didn't say anything about it. She never does.

    "Paperwork," said Bev.

    "All done?"

    "For a month." She held my arm all the way down in the faster elevator, and across the garage, and she didn't let go of it until she'd got one hand on the door of the town car, and then she let go of it as if she'd never been holding it at all.

    

    We came home the slow way, on Route 2, because she asked to.

    It runs along the river from Richmond, through the little towns, Jonesville and Waterbury and Middlesex, and it takes twice as long as the interstate and goes nowhere 89 doesn't, and in the last week of October it's the most beautiful road in the state. Bev sat with her head back against the seat and her sunglasses on and her hands folded on her handbag, and she didn't say anything at all for a while, and I didn't either.

    Past Jonesville, she said: "Your mother came into the Gazette in 1993 to buy an ad."

    I looked at her. She was facing straight ahead, at the road, at nothing.

    "For the candy," said Bev. "Halloween at Brennan's. She wanted it on the front page. I told her ads don't go on the front page; I'd been telling people that since 1971. She stood at the counter in a green coat with you on her hip, and you were eating the corner of the counter, and she said, 'Then write a story about it.'" Bev was quiet a moment. "So I did. That's why they came, in the end. Not the candy. The story. People will walk past a funeral home with their children if somebody they trust has told them it's all right."

    "I didn't know that."

    "Nobody does. I didn't put my name on it." She turned her sunglasses toward the window. "She told me once why she married your father. Do you want to know?"

    I didn't answer. Bev took that as a yes, which it was.

    "She said she'd met him at a funeral. Her uncle's, in Barre. She was twenty-two and she'd never been to one before, and she was standing at the back trying not to cry because everyone around her was pretending to be fine. And there was a young man standing by the door in a suit that didn't fit, and he was the only person in the room who wasn't pretending. He just looked sad, she said. Plainly. As if it were the most natural thing in the world to be sad at a funeral." Bev's hands moved on her handbag. "She said she thought, there's a man who'll tell me the truth. And she went home and told her mother she was going to marry the undertaker's boy. And she did."

    The river went by on the left, low and brown, with the leaves on it.

    "He did her funeral himself," I said.

    "I know, dear. I was there."

    I know she was there. Everyone was. I don't remember much of it. I was sixteen. I remember that it was March and the snow had gone gray along the road. I remember that my father wouldn't let anybody help him, not the men from Barre who came over, not the Lundgrens, not even the minister. He did all of it with his own hands, from the first call to the last shovel, and I stood at the side by the door because that's where he put me, and nobody told me what to do with my hands, so I held them behind my back.

    And I remember the cemetery, at the end, when everybody had gone back to the cars, and it was just the two of us at the grave in the cold. His phone rang in his coat pocket. Twice.

    He didn't move. He was standing at the foot of my mother's grave in his boots, looking down, and the phone rang a third time, and a fourth, and he didn't move, and I understood, standing there, that he couldn't.

    So I reached into his coat and took it out and answered it.

    "Brennan's," I said.

    It was a woman on the Ridge Road whose father had died in the night. I took down the address on the back of my hand with a pen from my father's breast pocket, the way I'd seen him do it a thousand times, and I said what you say, and she thanked me, and I hung up and gave him the phone. He looked at the address on my hand for a long time. Then he took the pen and copied it onto his own hand, and put his arm around my shoulders for about two seconds, which is the longest he's ever done it, and drove up the Ridge Road that afternoon, alone, and did the removal.

    I didn't answer the phone again until I was twenty. I haven't stopped since.

    I didn't tell Bev any of that. I've never told anyone. She sat in the front seat of my town car with her sunglasses on and her face toward the window, and let me not say it, which is a kindness I didn't know she had in her, and which I should have known.

    

    Past Middlesex, where the road climbs away from the river and the hills close in, she said, "Describe the leaves."

    So I did.

    I told her that we were in a stretch where the hills come down close on both sides, and the sugar maples on the south slopes had mostly gone, but on the north slopes, where the sun doesn't reach until noon, they were still holding on, rust and burnt orange, the color of an old penny somebody's carried in a pocket. I told her the oaks were the color of a saddle. I told her the birches were bare already, white, with a few yellow leaves still hanging on like the last guests at a party. I told her that there was a single red maple in a field on the left by itself, a young one, about the size of a man, and that it had kept every single leaf, and that it was so red against the brown field that the car behind us slowed down to look at it.

    "Fewer adjectives," said Bev, which I took as encouragement.

    I told her about the tamaracks. They're the last thing to go, in October, the only needle trees that turn, and in the wet low places along the road they'd gone gold, a pale clear gold like the light in a church window, standing in the swamps in rows. I told her there were three crows on a fence post. I told her there was a farm stand with a hand-lettered sign that said PUMKINS, and she said, "Stop," as if she had a pen, and I said I couldn't stop, I was driving, and she said, "Then remember it," and I have.

    I told her about the river when it came back, and the light on it, and the leaves going down it, gold and red and brown, turning slowly in the current, all heading the same way. I told her about the hills ahead, where the color was going out of them, from the top down, like a tide.

    I talked for an hour. I've never talked for an hour in my life. Bev sat beside me with her head back and her sunglasses on, and from time to time she said "Go on," and I went on, and somewhere past Montpelier she put her hand on my arm on the armrest, and left it there, and didn't say anything else at all.

    We'd stopped in Waterbury on the way for a grilled cheese, because Bev said she'd earned one, and when we got to the side door of the Gazette it was a quarter past three. She took her hand back. She didn't take her sunglasses off. She found the door handle, and sat there with her hand on it.

    "Thank you, dear," said Bev. "That was very well done."

    "Professionally?"

    "Don't be cute. You're not your father." She opened the door. "Tell her the truth, Rory."

    I went still.

    "About what?"

    "About you. Whatever she asks you about you," said Bev. "She'll know if you don't. She always knew. It was the most inconvenient thing about her." She got out, and stood on the sidewalk in the cold, and leaned back down to the open door. "And don't you dare say okay to her. I've heard you say it before. I printed one of their wedding announcements myself, in Maine, to a dentist."

    She shut the door. I watched her go in. I waited on the sidewalk until the light came on upstairs, as I always do.

    

    Georgina was on the outside stairs when I went out to the carriage house at a quarter to five, with the binder open on her knees and a pen in her teeth, and three phones laid out on the step beside her in a row.

    She took the pen out of her mouth.

    "How was the paperwork?"

    "Long."

    "Five days," she said.

    "I know."

    "I have thirty-one people who want to speak at the funeral. Thirty-one. Patrice has already written to me twice about the order. Richard Holt left a message with Rosa saying he'd like to call me tomorrow about 1981, and Rosa says she doesn't know what happened in 1981 and she's very upset about it." She looked at the binder. "I've had nothing since lunch but Rosa's coffee."

    I stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked up at her. She looked tired, and cross, and lovely, and she had a smear of black marker on her jaw where she'd pushed her hair back with the wrong hand, and her hair was still down.

    "I'm cooking tomorrow," I said. "Seven o'clock. The kitchen. My father's at the Lundgrens' for cribbage on Tuesdays and he doesn't come home before eleven."

    She considered that.

    "Is that an invitation?"

    "It's a run of show."

    "Is something going to happen?"

    "You said you'd tell me," I said.

    She didn't answer. She looked down at the binder, and then she wrote something on the page, carefully, in capitals, and I couldn't see what it was, and I've never asked. Then she looked up.

    "I'll bring wine," said Georgina Tolliver.

    I said good night. I went in by the back door and through the kitchen, past my mother's teapots, and stood at the sink, and ran the cold tap over my wrists for the second time in a week.

  
    Chapter 12 — Run of Show

    Georgie

    5:50 a.m. The flat over the hearse. One binder, two events.

    Black tabs in the front for the funeral, white tabs in the back for the wedding, and in the middle, where they meet, a single sheet of graph paper on which I had drawn, at two in the morning, a timeline of the next eleven days with both events on it in two colors. It looked like the London Underground. It looked like a woman who had stopped sleeping.

    I sat cross-legged on the brass bed with the radiator on Florida and started on the speakers.

    Bev's rule is EVERYBODY SAYS IT TO MY FACE. OUT LOUD. FROM THE FRONT. By Monday night thirty-one people had asked to. They'd asked at the diner, at the post office, at the hardware store, in the parking lot of the Congregational church and, in one case, through the window of my van at a stop sign. Thirty-one people, at an average of three minutes each, is an hour and a half, before Gene opens and Margo reads and the Lundgrens play anything at all. A funeral that runs two and a half hours in a room that's been closed since 1998, on a floor that bounces, in October, with four hundred people in costume.

    IF IT RUNS LONG, LET IT, says the list, in capitals.

    I've never let anything run long in my life. I wrote the order out anyway, and timed it as I'd time a reception, and it came to two hours and forty-one minutes, and I sat and looked at it.

    SPEAKERS (DRAFT 3)


    GENE BRENNAN — OPENING (2 MIN, BUT HE'LL TAKE 4)


    HANK MERCER (NO LIMIT. HE'LL CRY. BUILD IN TISSUES.)


    DOT KOWALSKI (2 MIN. WILL MENTION 1971.)


    P. DUNLEAVY (2 MIN)


    ROSA DELGADO (3 MIN. PIE?)


    MERLE GAGNON (1 MIN. HUBCAP. THIRD APOLOGY.)


    MILDRED FISK (WHATEVER SHE WANTS)


    THE MAYOR (CONFIRM: NOT IN BOWLING SHIRT)


    VERA ("I'LL SAY IT WITH FLOWERS, DOLL." CONFIRM SHE MEANS THIS LITERALLY.)


    THEO PARK (HAS KNOWN HER A YEAR. HAS "A LOT TO SAY." 2 MIN. HARD STOP.)


    THE MAN FROM BARRE, BY LETTER FROM NIAGARA FALLS (ROSA TO READ)


    …


    MARGO PIKE — THE OBITUARY


    EULOGY — ?


    I looked at the question mark for a long time. Then I put a line under it, and another, and went downstairs to find coffee.

    

    9:10 a.m. Patrice Dunleavy was waiting for me at the hedge.

    She was in a quilted coat over her nightgown, with a cup of coffee and a sheet of paper, and she'd clearly been there for some time, because the coffee had stopped steaming.

    "I'd like a correction," said Patrice.

    "To what? Nothing's been printed."

    "To the speaking order." She held out the sheet. It was a copy of my draft. I'd given one to Bev, one to Margo and one to Gene, and I understood, looking at it, that in Fernwood Falls that's the same as giving one to everybody. "It says P. DUNLEAVY, 2 MIN. I'd like it to say PATRICE DUNLEAVY, CORRECTION. TWO MINUTES. TIMED, AT MRS. TOLLIVER'S REQUEST."

    "That's longer than your two minutes."

    "It's for the program," said Patrice, with dignity. "And I'd like to go last."

    "Margo goes last. Margo reads the obituary."

    "Corrections come after. You can't correct something before it's been said." She looked at me over the coffee. "It's a matter of journalistic principle."

    I looked at Patrice Dunleavy in her nightgown at ten past nine on a Tuesday, defending journalistic principle across a privet hedge, and I thought of a bride in Rye who'd once refused to walk down the aisle until the string quartet was replaced by a different string quartet that played the same piece, and I knew a client when I saw one.

    "You go immediately before Margo," I said. "Last of the speakers. And the program says CORRECTION. Capital C."

    Patrice considered this for some time.

    "Acceptable," she said. She drank her cold coffee. Then, without changing her tone at all: "He played it again last night. 'Moon River.' All the way to the end. Twice." She looked at the hedge, not at me. "Eighteen years, Georgie. He's never once got to the end of that song twice."

    She went back inside. I stood at the hedge with the draft in my hand and the frost melting off the lawn, and for some reason I had to stand there a minute before I could go on.

    

    11:30 a.m. Casserole number one.

    I don't cook. I want that understood. I can plate a four-course dinner for three hundred, I can tell you what's wrong with a hollandaise from across a ballroom, and I have never in my adult life made anything in an oven that wasn't toast. So at 11:15 I bought Rosa's chicken-and-rice in a foil pan at the Maple Leaf, and drove it round the lake, and left it on the seat of Jess's truck at the clinic beside Steve, who didn't wake up, with a note on top in capitals: 1 OF 20.

    At 11:52 my phone buzzed.

    ROSA'S. I CAN TELL. COUNTS.

    And a minute later:

    ALSO I SAW THE WHOLE THING FROM THE BARN DOOR. THEO CRIED. YOU OWE ME 19.

    

    2:15 p.m. My client phone rang, from a Connecticut number.

    "Miss Tolliver," said a man's voice. It was a very good voice: measured, dry, a voice that had cost somebody a great deal of money by the hour. "This is Richard Holt. I believe Rosa told you to expect me."

    "She did. She said you'd like to speak on Saturday."

    "I'd like four minutes."

    "Four." I wrote it down. "What about?"

    "1981."

    I waited. He didn't add anything. I've worked with a lot of lawyers. Usually they're the fathers of brides, and they tell you exactly how long they intend to talk and then talk for three times that long. This one had said a year and stopped, like a man who'd been trained never to answer a question he hadn't been asked.

    "What happened in 1981, Mr. Holt?"

    "That's what the four minutes are for."

    "Bev's rules say everybody says it to her face. Out loud. From the front." I looked at the black tab. "Is it something she'll want said?"

    There was a pause on the line. A short one. I've heard a lot of pauses on a lot of phone lines, and I can tell you that this was not a man thinking about his answer. It was a man who'd had his answer ready for forty-five years and was deciding whether to say it.

    "No," said Richard Holt. "That's why I need four."

    He hung up. He hung up first. I sat on the outside stairs of the flat with the phone in my hand and looked at it, and then I wrote RICHARD HOLT — 4 MIN — 1981 in the black tabs, just above Patrice, and drew a box around it, because four minutes is the one length of time in the world I know exactly.

    

    6:58 p.m. The back door of Brennan's Funeral Home.

    I'd brought wine. Two bottles of a Burgundy I'd driven to Montpelier for, because the general store sells wine with animals on the label and I wasn't going to be seduced over a kangaroo. I'd thought for an hour about what to wear. I'm not proud of that. I had four black dresses, the red one at the dry cleaner's in Barre, two Lundgren flannels and a sweatshirt, and in the end I put on my own jeans, the good ones, and a black cashmere sweater I've had for ten years, and nothing under it, which was a professional decision.

    I knocked.

    "It's open," said Rory, from inside. "It's always open. It's a funeral home."

    The kitchen was warm, and gold, and smelled of butter and onions and wine. Every light was on except the overhead, and the radio on the windowsill was playing something low with a piano in it. The teapots on the wallpaper climbed up the walls in their rows. And Rory Brennan was standing at the stove with his back to me, in jeans and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, stirring something in a heavy pan with a wooden spoon, slowly, around and around.

    He turned his head and looked at me over his shoulder. He looked at me. Then he looked at the sweater.

    "Hi," he said.

    "Hi." I held up the wine. "It's Burgundy."

    "It's very nice of you." He hadn't stopped stirring. He hadn't stopped looking at the sweater either. "There's a corkscrew in the drawer by the sink. Glasses above it. I can't leave this."

    "What is it?"

    "Risotto." He turned back to the pan. "My mother's. You have to stir it the whole time, about twenty-five minutes, a ladle at a time. If you stop, it goes wrong. If you rush it, it goes wrong. There's no way to do it fast."

    I opened the wine. I found the glasses. I poured two and brought him one and set it on the counter by his elbow and stood there beside him at the stove, close, and watched him stir: the wooden spoon going round in the pale rice, and the ladle of stock going in, and the steam coming up, and his forearm, and his wrist, and his hand. He had a burn mark on the side of one finger, old and white. I wanted to put my mouth on it. I stood there and drank my wine and thought about putting my mouth on it.

    "You said you like things that take a long time," I said.

    The spoon didn't stop. But it slowed, very slightly, for about one revolution of the pan.

    "I do," said Rory.

    

    We ate at the kitchen table, at one end of it, with our knees touching underneath, and neither of us did anything about our knees.

    It was the best thing I'd eaten in three years. I told him so. He said he'd tell Rosa. I said if he told Rosa I'd tell his father about the selection room. He said his father already knew about the selection room, his father had told Bev, and Bev had used the phrase lighting test in the town car on Monday in a tone of voice he would carry to his grave, professionally.

    I laughed. He watched me do it.

    Then I asked him. I hadn't meant to. I'd meant to wait until the second glass. It came out of me over the risotto like something that had been waiting at the back of a closet.

    "What was the paperwork?"

    He put his fork down.

    "Bev's," he said.

    "You're not going to tell me."

    "It's not mine to tell." He looked at me across the corner of the table, steadily. "I'll tell you anything about me you want to know. I'll answer anything you ask me. But that one's hers, Georgina, and I promised her, and I keep things."

    "Is she dying?"

    "No."

    He said it at once. He didn't look away to say it. I've watched a lot of people lie to me across tables, florists and grooms and the mothers of grooms, and he didn't look like any of them. He looked like a man telling me the truth and carefully not telling me the rest of it, which is a different face, and I knew it. I let it go. I wanted the rest of the evening too much.

    "Is she sick?"

    "Ask her," he said. "I'll drive you."

    I looked at him. Then I picked up my wine.

    "All right," I said.

    We talked until after ten. I couldn't tell you what about. Brides. Caskets. His mother's teapots. My mother's husbands. The koi. At some point he took my feet into his lap under the table, boots and all, and I let him.

    

    We did the dishes. I don't know why. He washed and I dried, standing side by side at the big old sink under the window, which looks out at the carriage house and the flat and the dark, and the radio played the piano thing again, and we didn't talk. He handed me a plate. I dried it. He handed me a glass, and our fingers touched on the stem, and neither of us let go of it, and we stood there holding a wine glass between us over a sink full of hot water, looking at each other.

    "Something's happening," I said.

    He didn't move.

    "You said you'd tell me," said Rory.

    "I'm telling you."

    He took the glass out of my hand and set it down on the drainboard, very carefully, and dried his hands on the towel over his shoulder, and then he put them on either side of my face.

    His hands were warm from the water, and big, and very steady, and he held my face between them and looked at me for a second longer, as if he were checking something, and then he kissed me.

    It wasn't like the rain. In the rain it had been sudden, both of us, all at once, a thing that broke. This was slow. This was a man who'd thought about it for three days and had decided exactly how he was going to do it, and was doing it. He kissed me as if he had all night, and he did, and he wanted me to know he did. His mouth was warm and tasted of the Burgundy, and he kissed me slowly and thoroughly and then not slowly at all, and somewhere in the middle of it I found that my back was against the counter, and my hands were in his shirt, and his were not on my face anymore. One was in my hair. The other was on my waist, under the hem of the sweater, flat against my bare skin, and it went still there, and I felt him find out that there was nothing under the sweater, and I felt what that did to him, all the way down.

    "Georgina," he said against my mouth, rough.

    "That was a professional decision."

    He laughed. It went right through both of us. And then he lifted me, both hands on my hips, and set me up on the edge of the counter by the sink, so that we were the same height, and stepped in between my knees, and kissed me again, and that one I am not going to describe, except to say that there was a teapot on the wallpaper right behind his head, a blue one with a chip in the spout, and I will never be able to look at it again.

    "Not here," he said, eventually, into my neck. He was breathing hard. "Not in my mother's kitchen. And my father's back at eleven."

    "Where?"

    He lifted his head and looked at me. And then he looked past me, out of the window over the sink, across the dark yard, at the outside stairs going up to the flat over the hearse.

    

    The stairs are very steep. I've told you that. I've been up them on my hands and knees with a suitcase. I'd never been up them with a man behind me with his hands on my hips, and his mouth on the back of my neck at every second step, and I got about halfway before I turned round on the landing and kissed him, and we nearly went over the rail, and he said a word I'd never heard him use, and then he picked me up and carried me up the last six.

    The flat was dark and too hot. The radiator was on Florida. The angel was on top of the boxes in the corner under the eaves, and I took my coat off the hook by the door and threw it over her, and Rory said, "What are you doing?" and I said, "I'm not doing this in front of your mother's angel," and he laughed so hard he had to sit down on the end of the bed.

    So that's where I had him. Sitting on the end of the brass bed, laughing, in the dark, with his shirt half out and his hair in his eyes. I stood in front of him between his knees, and he stopped laughing.

    "Tell me," he said.

    "Tell you what?"

    "What you told me in the rain. Your run of show." He put his hands on the backs of my thighs, through my jeans, lightly. "I want to make sure I get it right."

    "It had times in it."

    "I know. I remember them." His thumbs moved. "You started at eleven. It's eleven-twelve. We're behind."

    I want to be clear that I had a plan. I had a whole plan. It had been running in my head in some detail since a carriage house on Friday, and I'd refined it in a casket and on a staircase and in Walter Holt's barn with a man carrying eight chairs at a time, and it was a very good plan. It began with his shirt.

    I took hold of the hem of my own sweater and pulled it over my head instead.

    The plan went out of the window. I didn't care. He didn't move for a moment. He sat there on the end of the bed in the dark and looked at me, and I've been looked at before, but not like that. Not as if he wanted me, though he did. As if he were memorizing me. Then he put his hands on my waist and leaned forward and put his mouth just under my ribs, very softly, and I made a sound I'd have fired a bride for making in a chapel.

    "That wasn't in the run of show," I said, when I could.

    "Was it in the second draft?"

    "There isn't a—" He did it again, a little higher. "Oh. God. Fine. It's in the second draft."

    

    I'm not going to give you the times. I didn't keep them. That's the first thing I want understood about that night, because I always know what time it is, I've known what time it is every minute of my working life, and from about 11:14 onward I had no idea at all, and didn't once look.

    He did everything slowly. He'd told me he would, on a staircase, a week before, and I hadn't understood that he meant it as a warning. He took my jeans off slowly enough that I said his name twice, the second time as a complaint. He took his own shirt off when I asked him to, and then when I told him to, because the first time he only smiled. He laid me down across the brass bed, across the quilt, and he kissed every part of me he could reach, unhurried, thorough, as if there were a list, and I lay there in the dark with my hands in his hair and found out that I was a woman who said please. I've never said please to anybody in a bed in my life. I said it to Rory Brennan more times than I'm going to put in writing.

    "Tell me what you want," he said, against the inside of my knee.

    "You know what I want."

    "I want to hear you say it. I've been hearing it in my head since Saturday, in places I'm going to have to answer for."

    "Your mouth," I said. "Here. And then here. And then I want you to stop being a gentleman."

    "Say please," said Rory Brennan, who had been a gentleman for nine days in a row.

    I said please. And then I told him the rest, exactly, in words I've never used in daylight, and he listened to all of it as if I were giving him directions somewhere important, and then he did every single thing I'd said, in order, and then some things I hadn't, which were better.

    "You said you'd allowed for everything," he said, low, against my ear, a long time later. "You didn't."

    The bed creaked. The brass bed in the flat over the hearse creaks like a ship in a storm, and at one point it creaked so loudly, in such a rhythm, that we both stopped dead, and listened, and I said, "Your father," and Rory said, "Is deaf in his left ear. Patrice isn't," and we lay there tangled up together in the dark laughing until I cried, and then we didn't stop again.

    His phone was on the windowsill by the bed. I'd seen him put it there, face up, when he took his shirt off, as you'd put down your keys, without thinking. At some point I saw him look at it. Once. A glance, a second long, at the dark screen, over my shoulder. Then he reached out with one hand without looking and turned it face down, and came back to me.

    He didn't turn it off. I noticed that. I notice everything. I noticed it and I didn't care, because he'd turned it over, and because his mouth was on my throat, and because he was saying my name. My whole name. Georgina, over and over, low, as if it were taking a long time to say and he didn't want it to end, and when it finally happened to me it was to the sound of that: my own name in his voice, in the dark, and the radiator clanking, and nothing in the world that I'd planned.

    

    Afterward we lay across the bed the wrong way, with our feet on the pillows and our heads at the foot, because that's where we'd ended up, and I didn't have the strength to fix it. The radiator ticked. The window over the bed was fogged from the inside. Rory lay on his back with one arm under my neck and the other hand moving slowly up and down my spine, just with his fingertips, the way you'd stroke a cat that had wandered into your house and decided to stay.

    I lay with my head on his chest and listened to his heart, which was going fast and then less fast and then slow, steady, a man asleep or nearly.

    And I made the rules. Of course I did. I always make the rules. It's the only way I know how to stand anything.

    "This is just this," I said.

    His hand stopped moving on my back.

    "I mean it. It's not a thing. It's not on a chalkboard. It doesn't go in Margo's column or Dot's book or Patrice's correction. It's just this." I didn't lift my head. I said it to his chest. "I'm leaving on the eighth. The morning after Diane's. I've got a business and a partner and a life, and in two weeks I'm going to be on the Taconic at six in the morning with a binder full of somebody else's wedding. So this is just this. Until then. And then it isn't."

    I waited. I'd heard what Jess said. I knew exactly what he was going to say, and I'd said all of it so that he could say something else. I lay there with my cheek on his chest, waiting for it, the way you wait for a phone you've decided not to answer to stop ringing.

    "Okay," said Rory.

    He said it gently. He said it perfectly kindly, into my hair. And Jess was right. He says it the way other men say goodbye. I'd known it would sound like that. I hadn't known it would sound like that in my bed, with his hand still on my back, warm, and his heart going slow and steady under my ear, as if nothing had happened at all.

    "And you don't stay," I said. "Overnight. That's a rule."

    "Okay," said Rory, again.

    He stayed until 12:40. Then he got up, carefully, so as not to move me more than he had to, and found his shirt on the floor and his jeans on the radiator, and his phone on the windowsill, which he turned over and looked at, and put in his pocket. He bent and kissed me once, on the forehead, as you'd kiss somebody who was already asleep. He took my coat off Annie Brennan's angel and hung it back on the hook by the door.

    Then he went down the stairs, carefully, one at a time, and across the yard, and in by the back door of the big house. A minute later the lamp came on in the narrow window of the night man's room.

    I lay across the brass bed the wrong way round and looked at it.

    

    1:14 a.m. My emergency phone rang.

    Only two people in the world have that number. One of them is my mother, who uses it to ask whether I've joined a cult, and it was past her bedtime. So it was Sloane.

    "You're up," said Sloane.

    "I'm up."

    "Good. The Vances called." She was still at the office; I could hear the street. "November twenty-first. The Plaza. Four hundred and twenty guests, the Grand Ballroom, a twelve-piece orchestra and a cake the bride's mother has described as architectural. They've had another planner since June and they fired her yesterday, and the bride asked for you by name. She saw the koi funeral on somebody's phone." A pause. "I said yes."

    I lay on my back at the wrong end of the bed with the phone against my ear and the window fogged above me and the whole flat still smelling of him, of Burgundy and butter and warm skin, and I looked at the lamp in the narrow window across the yard.

    "Georgie?" said Sloane. "You there?"

    "I'm here."

    "The Plaza, Georgie. It's the biggest job we've ever had."

    "I know," I said. "Good. That's good. Say yes."

    "I already said yes."

    "Then it's done," I said, and hung up, and lay there.

    It was just this. I'd said so. I'd made a rule, and he'd said okay, twice, and gone, exactly as I'd told him to, and in three and a half weeks I would be standing at the back of the Grand Ballroom at the Plaza cueing a cake I'd never see cut. That was the plan. That had always been the plan.

    The lamp in the window across the yard stayed on.

    I watched it until three. It didn't go out. Neither did mine.

  
    Chapter 13 — Plus One

    Rory

    Every wedding invitation I've ever received has said Rory Brennan and guest. I've brought a guest three times in fourteen years, and none of them made it to the cake. It's a joke at the Maple Leaf. Rosa has been threatening since 2015 to make me a place card that says AND GUEST and leave it in my booth. The truth is that I've always had a plus one. It's in my breast pocket. It rings twice.

    I'm telling you this because on Wednesday, October 28, I did both ends of my job in one day, a wedding at ten and a burial at two, and somebody came with me to both. Nobody ever had.

    

    But first, Tuesday night. I'm not going to skip it.

    I remember all of it. I lay in the night man's room afterward with the lamp on until it was light and went through it as I go through a service the night before, step by step, so as not to miss anything. Her coat thrown over my mother's angel. The laugh that came out of her, the rusty one, when the brass bed went off like a ship in a storm. Her voice in the dark, giving me directions, very precisely, like a woman telling a cab driver which turn to take, and then losing the thread of her own directions halfway through and saying my name instead, and then saying it again. The back of her knee. The word please, which I don't think anyone had ever heard her say, and which I would like to hear again, often, for the rest of my natural life.

    I turned my phone face down on the windowsill. I want that on the table. I've never done that. I was still listening for it; I'm always listening for it. But I turned it over.

    And then her cheek on my chest, and her voice, gone careful, setting out the terms.

    This is just this.

    I said okay.

    I want to explain that, because Bev told me not to, in the town car, in so many words, and I did it anyway, twice, and I've hated every letter of it since. In my business, when the family tells you what they want, you don't argue at the kitchen table. You write it down. Mahogany, not oak. No hymns about sheep. Back in New York on the eighth. They're the ones who have to live with it afterward, not you. I've sat across from more than a thousand families and written down what they wanted, and I have never said, Are you sure? Is that really what you want? It isn't my place.

    So I wrote it down. On Tuesday night, with my hand on her back and her hair in my mouth, I wrote it down.

    It's the worst thing I'm good at.

    

    At 7:15 my phone buzzed. It wasn't a call. It was a text, from a number I'd saved a week before as TOLLIVER, GEORGINA — THE FLAT, as I'd write up a first call, because I don't know how to save anybody under anything shorter.

    What time are the eighty-year-olds?

    Ten, I wrote. Town clerk's office.

    A minute went by.

    Am I allowed to come?

    I sat on the edge of the narrow bed with my tie in my hand and looked at that until the screen went dark, and then I woke it up and looked at it again.

    You're my plus one, I wrote, and sent it before I could decide not to.

    

    Ida Lavoie is eighty-one and Ray Thibault is eighty-three, and they met in March in the chair yoga class at the senior center, when Ray fell off his chair during a seated twist and Ida laughed so hard she had to be helped off hers. They'd both buried somebody: Ida fifty-two years of a husband, Ray forty-eight of a wife who'd taught half the town to swim. They came to me in September, at the kitchen table, and asked how fast I could do it.

    "At our age," said Ida, "you don't have a long engagement. You don't buy green bananas."

    They wanted the town clerk's office. Not a church, not a barn; Ida said she'd been to enough of both. It's on the ground floor of the town hall, directly under the Opera House, and it has a counter and a flag and a framed map of Fernwood Falls from 1891 and a drop ceiling of white tiles. When I came in at 9:40, two of the tiles were out and Ezra Holt was standing on a stepladder with his head and shoulders up inside the ceiling, holding a flashlight, and Theo Park was holding the ladder and humming.

    "Morning, Rory," said Theo. He looked up the ladder. "Ez. The wedding's here."

    "I heard," said the ceiling.

    Georgina came at 9:52, early, in a black dress and her good boots, with her hair up and nothing in it at all, no pencil, no pin, just twisted up and staying there by force of will. She stood inside the door with her hands folded and looked at the room: the counter, the flag, the clerk at her desk, two eighty-year-olds in their good coats holding hands on a bench under the map, a man with his head in the ceiling. I watched her count the exits.

    Then she looked at me. Nobody had ever looked at me across a room as Georgina did in the town clerk's office on a Wednesday morning, as if she'd come in looking for exactly one thing and found it.

    "Good morning, Georgina."

    "Good morning," she said, in her most professional voice, and went red to the collar of her dress.

    

    At 9:58 Ida Lavoie came over to me with her handbag on her arm and said, in a low voice, "I haven't got anything borrowed."

    "You don't need anything borrowed, Ida."

    "I know I don't need it. I was married fifty-two years the first time. I'd just like it." She looked down at her good blue coat and her good blue dress and her new shoes. "I've got the old and the new and the blue. Ray's sister lent me a handkerchief and then took it back because it was her mother's. I never liked her."

    I put my hand in the inside pocket of my jacket.

    I hadn't told anybody I had it. I hadn't told her. I'd taken it out of her hair on Saturday night in the rain beside Pearl, and when it was over I'd found it in my hand, long and silver and still warm, and I'd put it in the inside pocket, where I keep the things I'm not going to give back. I'd moved it from suit to suit since. I took it out now and held it out to Ida on my palm, and by the door I heard Georgina breathe in.

    "It's borrowed," I said. "It has to come back."

    Ida looked at the pin. Then she looked past me at the woman by the door, for a long, interested moment, as a woman of eighty-one looks at something she's seen before and is pleased to see again.

    "Of course it does, dear," said Ida, and put it in her hair.

    

    I married them at 10:04, in front of the counter, with the flag on one side and the 1891 map on the other. The clerk was the first witness. Ezra was the second; he came down the ladder with ceiling dust in his hair and stood beside Ray with his hands at his sides and his flashlight still on in his back pocket, pointing at the floor.

    It was short. They'd asked for short. I said what the State of Vermont requires and nothing else, until I got to the part where I ask if there's anything they'd like to say to each other, and Ida took both of Ray's hands.

    "I've buried one husband," she said. "Ray's buried one wife. We know how it ends. We've both been to the end." She looked up at him. "We'd just like the middle."

    Ray Thibault, who had been a lineman for the electric company for thirty-eight years and had not, to my knowledge, ever said anything out loud that wasn't about weather, cleared his throat for some time.

    "She snores," he said finally. "I don't mind."

    Behind me, by the door, there was a small sound. I didn't turn round. I've been told I always know where everybody's standing in a room, and I knew exactly where Georgina was standing and what she'd done with her hand.

    I pronounced them husband and wife by the power vested in me. Ray kissed Ida carefully, holding her elbows. Theo applauded. The clerk said, "Well, that's the nicest thing that's happened in this office since 1974," and went back to her desk to file it.

    While Ezra was signing, Ida came over on Ray's arm and took the pin out of her hair, and held it out. Not to me. To Georgina.

    "I believe this is yours, dear," said Ida. "He's been carrying it."

    Georgina took it. She stood there with the pin lying across her palm and looked at it, and I couldn't tell what she was going to do; I can never tell, with her, which is half of it. Then she stepped in close and, without a word, in front of Ida Lavoie and Ray Thibault and the clerk and the State of Vermont, she slid it back into the inside pocket of my jacket and pressed it flat, once, with two fingers, over my heart.

    "It's borrowed," she said. "I'll want it back."

    "Of course you will," said Ida.

    "Ida," said Ray.

    "I'm eighty-one, Raymond. I'll say what I like."

    Ezra handed me the license, signed in square capitals, and then didn't let go of it for a second.

    "Somebody took out a post," he said.

    I looked at him.

    "Under the girder. Right under the bounce." He pointed at a gray filing cabinet beside the clerk's desk, standing on a square of boards a different color from the rest. "There. 1974. They wanted the room bigger for the desk."

    The clerk looked up.

    "That's my desk," she said.

    "It'll take sixty," said Ezra. "It took sixty in 1998, just. Not four hundred." Georgina had come up beside me with her binder open. "It needs the post back. And more than the post. I'll have drawings by the morning."

    "The casket goes up the stairs on Friday," said Georgina.

    "Then tomorrow night."

    "Can you do it by yourself?"

    "No."

    "How many people do you need?"

    Ezra thought about it, as he thinks about everything, as if the number were written down somewhere and he only had to read it.

    "All of them," he said.

    Georgina wrote it down. ALL OF THEM, in capitals, and underlined it twice.

    

    Earl Pomeroy was ninety-three and had sat at the poker table at the VFW every Thursday night since 1961, in the seat nearest the door. He'd been in Korea. He'd come home and worked forty years for the railroad, and his wife had died in 2004 and they'd never had children, and his nephew was in Arizona and couldn't come. When I went to see him at the home in Barre in August to do his arrangements, he told me the poker table was the only family he had left, and that they owed him money, and that I was to make sure they came.

    They came. All seven of them, at two o'clock, to the veterans' row of the cemetery on the Ridge Road, six in their VFW caps and Hank Mercer at the front in his good suit. The firing party was four men, the youngest of them seventy-six. There was a boy from the high school band with a trumpet, standing a little way off by himself under a bare maple in a borrowed overcoat, with the look every boy with a trumpet has at a military funeral: the look of somebody about to be asked to carry something much heavier than a trumpet.

    And Georgina was there. She'd come in the van by herself and parked it at the end of the row, straight this time, and she stood beside me at the side of the grave, a little back, in her black dress, with her hands folded.

    I've stood at the side at a thousand services. I'd never had anybody stand there with me who wasn't paid to.

    The firing party fired three volleys. The old men's hands shook on the rifles and the shots went off ragged, three cracks and then a fourth a beat late, and the starlings went up out of the maples all at once. Then the boy lifted the trumpet.

    He was good. He was very good, for about twenty notes. Then he got to the high one near the end, the one they all dread, and it cracked. It broke in half in the cold air like a branch. He stopped. He took the trumpet down from his mouth and stood there with his face going red, seven old men at attention and a flag on a casket and a funeral director who couldn't do anything about it, and I watched him decide whether to run.

    Georgina moved.

    She didn't go to him. That would have been the wrong thing, and she knew it as well as I did. She just turned her head and looked at him, forty feet away across the grave, and nodded once. A small, crisp, professional nod, the one I'd seen her give a bride and a florist and Theo Park at Gabriela's wedding. The one that means go on, you've got it, I've got the rest.

    The boy put the trumpet back to his mouth and played the high note again. It held. He finished it.

    The two eldest men folded the flag. It took them a while. Their hands weren't good anymore. When it was done, the commander turned with it in his arms toward the family chairs, and the family chairs were empty. Earl had told me in August to send it to the nephew in Arizona, and the commander knew that, and turned to me, because when there's nobody, it comes to the funeral director, to post. I've done it a dozen times. I put out my hands.

    Hank Mercer stepped out from the poker table and sat down in the front family chair.

    "Here," said Hank. "He'd want it to be the table."

    The commander looked at me. I nodded. I'd call Arizona myself; the nephew never played. The commander knelt, which took him some time, and put the flag in Hank's hands and said the words, on behalf of a grateful nation, and Hank stood at the graveside holding Earl Pomeroy's flag against his chest and cried without making any sound at all.

    And beside me, where nobody else could see, Georgina's hand found mine.

    Not much. Her fingers between my fingers, at my side, against my coat, for about as long as the last note of Taps takes to go out across a valley. Then she took it back and folded her hands again and looked straight ahead, and if you'd been one of the seven old men across the grave you'd never have known.

    I knew. I'll know it when I'm one of the old men.

    

    At 10:10 that night somebody knocked on the door of the night man's room.

    Nobody knocks on it. People who need me at night ring the phone, and people who need me in the day come to the front. I opened it in my shirtsleeves with a book in my hand, and Georgina was standing in the passage in the Lundgren sweatshirt and two pairs of socks, holding two mugs of tea.

    "I'm not staying," she said. "That's a rule."

    "Okay," I said.

    It came out before I could stop it. I heard it go. I watched her hear it.

    "Come in," I said. "Please."

    She came in. It's a small room. There's the bed, which is narrow, and the lamp, and the hook for the suit, and the nightstand with the phone on it, and a chair that has had books on it since 2016, and nowhere else to sit. She looked at the chair. She looked at the bed. She sat down at the foot of it with her back against the wall and her knees up and her socks on the quilt, and held out one of the mugs.

    "I've never been in here," she said.

    "Nobody stays. My father, when it was his." I sat down at the other end, against the headboard, and our feet met in the middle of the quilt, and neither of us moved them. "It's where the phone sleeps."

    She looked at it on the nightstand. A plain black phone. It rings with the one in the office and the one in my pocket, all three at once, and it's the one thing I've never kept waiting.

    "Tell me about the phone," said Georgina.

    

    So I told her the true version. Not Jess's, or Dot's, or the knitting circle's. The same three women, but with the part the town leaves out, which is me. The girl from Boston asked me to stay in the city, and I said okay, I understood, and came home. The nurse asked me at the soup whether I was really going to answer it, and I did. The teacher asked me, once, in four years, to let it ring, so she'd know she could be the first thing in a night.

    "Jess told me," said Georgina. "It was gutter guards."

    "It was gutter guards." I turned the mug in my hands. "I didn't know that when it rang."

    "You could have let it go to voicemail."

    "I've never let it go to voicemail. Not since I was twenty." I looked at the phone. "None of them left because of the phone, Georgina. That's the town version. They left because they asked me for something, to stay, or to choose, or to want it, and I said okay. I never asked any of them for anything. Not to stay. Not to come back." The tea had gone cold. I drank it anyway. "I've never been anybody's first call on a good day. I'm what people call on the worst one, and I'm good at it."

    Then, because she was sitting there with her socks against my feet and her face doing what it does when it's listening with everything, I told her the rest. The cemetery in March of 2008. My father at the foot of my mother's grave in his boots, and the phone ringing in his coat, and ringing, and his not moving. Reaching into his coat. The address on the back of my hand.

    I'd never told anyone. Not Jess, not Bev, not my father, who was there. When I'd finished, she didn't say anything for a long time. She just reached out with one foot and pressed it against my ankle, and kept it there.

    "Your turn," I said eventually.

    

    She told me about the morning of October 14, 2023.

    Not the version she'd shouted at Bev in the Opera House, or the sentence and a half that went round the knitting circle. She told it as you'd tell someone who was going to have to write it down: the two hundred chairs in the field above the river, Bev on the terrace at seven with two cups of coffee, 7:40, his face. I was going to make it work, George. Calling it off at nine and not crying once. Not even for four minutes.

    Then she stopped, and looked at her tea, and told me the part she'd never told anybody.

    "I knew," she said.

    I waited.

    "Not the words. But I knew." She turned the mug around. "A month before, at the tasting. He looked at his phone during the toast. Just once. And I looked at him looking at it, and I thought, very clearly, he's going to make it work. Those words. And I put it away and kept going, because I had a venue I'd got by letting a man think I was a Rockefeller, and two hundred people, and a dress, and because cancelling was harder. I was going to marry him anyway." She looked up at me. "Bev didn't save me from Whit. Whit was never going to hurt me; he didn't care enough. She saved me from me. She said out loud what I'd already seen. That's what I can't forgive her for."

    I didn't say anything. There wasn't anything that was mine to say.

    At 11:07 the phone rang.

    

    I'd picked it up before the second ring finished. I always do. My voice did what it always does.

    "Brennan's, this is Rory."

    A man's voice, cheerful, a little loud, with a television behind it. "Hi, yeah. Is this Brennan's?"

    "It is."

    "Great. I'd like a large pepperoni and a side of garlic knots."

    I closed my eyes.

    "Sir," I said gently, "this is Brennan's Funeral Home."

    There was a long pause. The television behind him laughed at something.

    "Oh," said the man. And then, after another moment, in a voice of genuine, hopeful inquiry: "Do you deliver?"

    "Eventually," I said.

    I don't know why I said it. It's not a thing I'd ever say. The man said, "Oh, God, sorry, sorry," and hung up, and I put the phone back on the nightstand and turned round, and Georgina had both hands over her mouth.

    She lasted about three seconds. Then she went. She folded over sideways on the end of my bed and laughed until she couldn't breathe, with her face in my quilt and both fists against her stomach, making a sound like something let out of a box after a very long time. And then I went too. I lay back against the headboard with my hand over my eyes and laughed until it hurt under the ribs, until I was afraid I'd wake my father, and she kicked me weakly in the shin and said "Eventually" into the quilt and set us both off again.

    When it was over she lay on her side on my bed, wiping her eyes with the cuff of the sweatshirt, looking at me.

    "You did the voice," she said.

    "What voice?"

    "The one for the worst day of somebody's life." She hiccuped. "For a pizza."

    "It's the only one I've got at night."

    She looked at me, with her hair coming down and her face wet from laughing.

    "No, it isn't," said Georgina.

    

    She stayed until two.

    We didn't sleep together. I'll say that plainly, because the town has opinions and Dot has odds. We lay on that narrow bed, which is barely wide enough for one, in our clothes, with the lamp on, her head on my shoulder and my arm around her and her leg thrown over mine, and we talked. About the koi, and Ida Lavoie's snoring, and her mother's four husbands, and my mother's teapots, and whether Delores could be trusted with real rings, and the accordion through the wall at one in the morning, which she has heard and I never have.

    I kissed her once. Or she kissed me. It was slow and long and went all the way down through both of us, and my hand found the bare skin at the small of her back under the sweatshirt, and she made a small sound against my mouth and pressed closer, and I could feel exactly how much she wanted to, and she could feel exactly how much I did. And then she stopped. She put her forehead against my jaw and stayed there, breathing.

    "This is worse," she said.

    "What is?"

    "This. Talking." She didn't move. "I can do the other thing, Rory. I'm good at the other thing. You plan it, and it goes, and afterward there's a rule." Her fingers were holding on to my shirt. "I don't know what the rule is for this."

    I've seen a lot of frightened people, very close, in small rooms, at night. It looks like a woman holding on to a man's shirt with both hands, telling him about rules.

    I didn't say okay. I want that on the table. I didn't say anything. I put my hand on the back of her head and held it there, and she let me, and we lay like that until the clock in the passage struck two.

    Then she got up and found her mug, and stood at the door with her hair down and her socks on, looking at me on the bed.

    "That's a rule," she said. "Two o'clock."

    "Good night, Georgina."

    She went. I heard her go through the kitchen and out the back door and across the gravel, and up the outside stairs, and the door of the flat. A minute later the light came on in the window over Pearl. It went out at 2:20.

    I lay there a long time after that, with the phone on the nightstand and the pillow smelling of her, thinking about a woman who'd known, and nearly married him anyway, because cancelling was harder.

    And about a man who'd said okay to everybody he'd ever loved, because asking was.

  
    Chapter 14 — Live Load

    Ezra

    There are two kinds of weight in a building.

    Dead load is the building itself: the joists, the boards, the plaster, the tin ceiling, four hundred wooden seats on iron frames, bolted down in rows. It doesn't move. You can calculate it to the pound, and once you have, it stays calculated.

    Live load is everything else. People. Furniture. Snow on the roof. A goat. It comes and goes and stands in the wrong place, and when it's people it does the worst thing a load can do, which is move all together. The code says a room where people gather standing has to carry a hundred pounds on every square foot. That number has a great deal of grief in it. Most of the numbers in the code do. Somebody, somewhere, found each one out the hard way.

    The floor of the Fernwood Falls Opera House was built in 1889. On Wednesday morning, October 28, I worked out that it was good for about forty.

    

    Theo and I got there at seven. He brought donuts from the Maple Leaf and a laser level he'd bought in Boston and had been waiting since April for an excuse to use. I brought a moisture meter, a drill with a long thin bit, and a clipboard.

    The room was cold and gray. The ghost light was on in the middle of the stage, in front of the curtain, as it has been since 1998. The painted curtain was down: Fernwood Lake in the middle, and round the edge the advertisements, LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY and FERNWOOD SAVINGS BANK and DR. E. T. FAIRBANKS, PAINLESS DENTISTRY, and in one corner, in a frame of painted lilies, the Brennan's ad Rory's grandfather paid eleven dollars for in 1953. I set the level at the back of the hall, and Theo walked the target pole down the center aisle and called out the numbers, and I wrote them down.

    At the back wall the floor was where it had been put. Halfway down the aisle it was an inch and three-eighths lower. Then it came back up again toward the stage. If you put a marble on that floor it would roll to row K and stay there.

    "That's a lot," said Theo.

    "It's a smile."

    "Floors aren't supposed to smile."

    "No."

    We lifted a grate by the side wall and I put the drill into four of the joists, slowly, feeling the bit. Old spruce, true two-by-tens, cut when a two-by-ten still meant that. Three were sound. The fourth went soft at six inches, and the bit came out dark. In 1998 sixty people had stood up at the end of Our Town and bounced on them for the length of a curtain call. Something gives, when that happens. It doesn't always say so.

    Theo held the flashlight and looked at the dark wood on the bit.

    "I'm going to ask Georgie," he said.

    "Ask her what?"

    "Whether I can propose at Diane's wedding. During the cake."

    "Don't."

    "I've asked Jess's mom. And her dad. And Rory. And you, in August, but you were on a ladder." He clicked the flashlight off and on. "I like asking. It's like checking the load. You want to know before you put it on."

    I didn't say anything. I wrote K–M, J5 SOFT @ 6" on the clipboard and went on to the next joist.

    

    At 9:15 I went downstairs to see the other side.

    The town clerk's office is directly under the soft part of the floor. It has a drop ceiling of white fiberglass tiles that went in, the clerk told me, in 1974, the summer before she started, and she'd hated it on sight. I put up the stepladder and lifted two tiles and put my head and shoulders up into the dark, and Theo held the ladder, and for a while I just looked.

    The joists ran overhead from the outside wall to a girder, an eight-by-twelve of spruce running the length of the building, and the girder sat on posts. That's how a building works. Load comes down through the floor into the joists, through the joists into the girder, through the girder into the posts, and down the posts into the ground. It has to go all the way to the ground. That's the only rule in structures I really believe in. Everything else is arithmetic.

    Under the girder there was a post at the north wall of the clerk's office and a post twenty-four feet away at the south wall. Halfway between them, there wasn't one.

    There was where it had been. A square of darker wood on the underside of the girder, six inches by six. Four nail holes. And in pencil, on the side of the girder, in a hand I didn't know, POST OUT 6/12/74. CEILING IN. As if somebody had wanted it on the record, and then put a ceiling over the record so nobody would ever read it.

    I read it twice.

    "Ez," said Theo, from the bottom of the ladder. "The wedding's here."

    

    I was the second witness. I hadn't planned to be. The clerk was the first, and Rory needed two, and I was standing closest, so I came down off the ladder with the flashlight in my back pocket and stood beside a man named Ray Thibault, who was eighty-three and smelled of bay rum.

    I'm told I don't notice people. Margo says I notice load paths and cider pH and the exact minute a goat has got onto something, and that the rest of the world is a rumor to me. That's mostly fair. But I noticed Rory notice when Georgie Tolliver came in.

    She stood by the door and looked at the room as if she were going to be asked to evacuate it. Rory looked up from the license. And his face did a thing I recognized, because I've been told about it at some length.

    Margo says I made a face for most of October last year, and that the knitting circle had odds on it. She says it looked as though I'd been told the number, and the number was much bigger than anybody had warned me, and I'd decided to carry it anyway. I'd never seen it from the outside. I saw it on Rory Brennan in the town clerk's office. A man reading a load table, finding out what it was going to cost, and not putting the table down.

    Then the pin. The bride wanted something borrowed, and Rory took a long silver hairpin out of the inside pocket of his jacket, where a man keeps things he means to keep, and by the door Georgie made a sound like somebody who's stepped on a stair that isn't there.

    I read everything all the way through. I read that.

    Then I told them about the post.

    

    Paulette Bissonnette came at half past one.

    She's the state fire-safety inspector for this end of the county: sixty-one, from Barre, five feet tall in steel-toed boots. She has inspected every grange hall and church basement between here and Montpelier and been at lunch in none of them. She bought cider at our stand every Saturday for thirty years, and when I called her at eight o'clock that morning and said the Opera House, she said, "Your grandfather's town hall?" and I said it wasn't really his, and she said, "Everything in that town is really his, Ezra," and came the same day.

    She walked the aisle. She looked at my numbers. She went down and looked at the girder with my flashlight and read the pencil on the side of it and said, "Huh. Honest, at least." Then she came back up and stood in row K, at the bottom of the smile, and jumped.

    Paulette Bissonnette weighs about a hundred and ten pounds. The floor bounced. In the back row a seat folded itself down with a bang like a starting pistol, and somewhere under us a piece of fiberglass tile came down on the clerk's desk, and the clerk said a word I'd never heard her say.

    "Well," said Paulette.

    She took a card out of her clipboard and a roll of tape out of her pocket and taped the card to the inside of the double doors. It said, in red, MAXIMUM OCCUPANCY, and under that, in her own ballpoint, 60.

    "There's four hundred coming," I said. "Saturday."

    "There's a lot of things coming Saturday. Halloween." She clicked her pen. "Stamped drawings by Thursday noon. Work done by Friday morning at eight. I'll come back and jump. If I don't bounce, I'll sign it. If I bounce, it's sixty, and she can have her funeral at the Congregational church like a normal dead person."

    "She isn't dead."

    "I read the notice," said Paulette. "Everybody read the notice. I'm coming. I'll be standing at the back." She looked at me over her clipboard. "So don't let me bounce."

    Theo walked her to the stairs. At the top of them he said, "I'm Theo, by the way. I live here now."

    Paulette Bissonnette looked him up and down.

    "I can tell," she said.

    

    The rest of Wednesday afternoon I spent in the cellar, under the clerk's office, with a lantern.

    The town hall sits on ledge. Most of Fernwood Falls does; it's granite with some dirt sprinkled over it. Under the place where the post had been, I found a granite block the size of a suitcase, set on the ledge in 1889 by somebody who knew what he was doing, with a short iron pin in the top of it where the post had once stood. It had been carrying nothing for fifty-two years. It was perfectly level. I put my hand on it.

    You'd be surprised how often that's all it is. The footing's still there. Somebody just took away the thing that connected it to the load.

    At four o'clock the selectboard met at the Maple Leaf, which is to say Hank Mercer and two other men in the corner booth with pie, and approved the work unanimously before I'd finished my first sentence. Hank said Bev had already told him I'd be coming, and to say yes. At 4:20 I called the yard in Barre and ordered four steel columns, thirty-six two-by-tens eighteen feet long, carriage bolts, adhesive and a keg of nails, for delivery Thursday at noon. The man at the yard asked who was paying. Anders Lundgren was in the next booth, and he leaned over the back of it and took the phone out of my hand.

    "Send it to Lundgren Feed & Supply," said Anders. "We'll argue about it after."

    After. I took my phone back and didn't say anything. It's the most dangerous word in Fernwood Falls. I once told Margo so. I've never heard anybody in town use it to mean anything but not now.

    

    The plan was simple, which is to say it took me all night.

    Under the clerk's office, where I could get at the joists from below: fourteen joists sistered through the ceiling, the post put back where it was, on its granite block, and three more columns under the girder where the math said, each one standing on something in the cellar that stood on ledge. Load all the way down to the ground. No shortcuts.

    Next door, the problem. The rest of the soft section is over the town vault: a concrete room with a steel door and a ceiling poured in 1952, holding every birth, death and marriage in Fernwood Falls since 1791, including, as of 10:04 that morning, Ida and Ray. You can't get at a joist through eight inches of concrete, and the clerk said that if anybody dropped so much as a nail on 1791 she'd have them shot.

    So the joists over the vault would have to be reached from above. Which meant taking up the floor.

    The boards are maple, an inch thick, square-edged and face-nailed, not tongue-and-groove. You can lift a square-edged board without breaking it, if you're patient and there are enough of you. And when I'd had the grate up that morning, I'd seen the underside of the board beside it, with a number on it in carpenter's pencil. 114.

    Somebody in 1889 had numbered the boards. Every one, on the back, in order, so they could go back exactly where they came from. Somebody had expected them to be taken up one day. I liked him very much.

    So: about three hundred boards up, twenty-two joists sistered from above, every board back where it came from. In one night, by people who had never done it before.

    I did the drawings at the office over the hardware store, in pencil first and then in ink. Theo stayed until nine, running the column numbers twice, and then went home to Jess. Main Street went dark. Through the floor I could hear the hardware store's furnace come on and go off again. My grandfather's truck was outside under the streetlight.

    At 10:20 Margo came up the stairs with a thermos.

    

    "Hot cider?" she said.

    It was her line first. A year ago, in the snow, I said it back to her because I couldn't remember anything I'd planned, and it's gone back and forth between us ever since. That's what happens when you live with somebody. Your lines turn up at ten at night with a thermos.

    She sat on the stool at the end of the drafting table in her coat and poured two cups, and looked at the drawings upside down.

    "Is that the Opera House?"

    "Section through the girder."

    "It looks like a spine."

    "It is a spine." I showed her. "That's the post that isn't there."

    She looked at it for a long time. She had ink on her fingers and her hair up in a pencil, and she looked tired in a way I'd been watching all week without saying anything, which is my particular gift. She was writing Bev's Before They're Gone for the fifth. She was editing the paper. She was walking her mother down the aisle in ten days and her mother couldn't do stairs on a bad day and the Mercer barn has a step at the big doors that nobody had ever thought about until this month. And at the funeral on Saturday she was reading the obituary of the woman who'd taught her everything, who was alive, who lived upstairs, and who wouldn't tell her what was wrong.

    "I've written two hundred and some obituaries," she said. "I've written one for a Holstein. I can't write four paragraphs about a woman who's going to read them over my shoulder." She held the cup in both hands. "Eleven drafts."

    "I know."

    "How do you know?"

    "You only write eleven when it matters."

    She laughed, which was what I'd wanted. Then she drank her cider and looked at the drawings and said, "Tell me about the eighty-year-olds."

    So I told her. Ida's borrowed hairpin. The clerk's 1974. Ray Thibault saying She snores. I don't mind. And Ida, holding both of Ray's hands in front of the counter, saying they knew how it ended, they'd both been to the end, they'd just like the middle.

    Margo put her cup down.

    "Did you write that down?"

    "I was a witness. It's on the record."

    "We'd just like the middle," she said, softly, to herself, as if she were trying it in a headline.

    And I thought: now. I'm a structural engineer. I know what it means when the load path is right there in front of you and all you have to do is put the post back in.

    "We could have a middle," I said. "We could pick a date. Any date. It can be 2030. I'd just like it written down."

    She looked at me. Her face did several things.

    "After Mom's," said Margo.

    "Your mom's is the seventh. After is the eighth."

    "Ezra."

    "I'm only being precise."

    "I know you are." She reached across the drawings and put her hand flat on mine, on the girder, on the post that wasn't there. "Let me get through Mom's. And Bev's. Let me get through Saturday and then the seventh, and then I'll pick a date, and I'll pick it in ink. I want to be precise about this too. I'm not saying no. I'm saying not this week. Please."

    And I looked at her, and I could see it. I know what a member looks like when it's at capacity. It doesn't crack. It just goes quiet and deflects a little more every day and doesn't tell anybody, until a hundred and ten pounds of fire inspector jumps on it.

    You don't add load to a member like that. You shore it first.

    "Okay," I said.

    She smiled at me, a tired, grateful smile, and squeezed my hand, and then she put her head down on her arms on the end of the drafting table, just for a minute, she said, and was asleep in about four.

    At midnight I moved her to the couch by the window, which is a couch in the sense that Delores is a lawnmower, and put my barn jacket over her, and went back to work.

    

    By half past two I had the column schedule and the sequence for the floor: which boards came up first, where they'd be stacked, how many people per joist, in what order, so nobody was ever standing on a joist that wasn't attached to anything. Then my hand cramped, and I sat back on the stool and listened to Margo breathe, and to the furnace below us come on, and go off.

    Okay.

    I'd said okay on the fifteenth, too. At dinner, with the chicken. After Mom's. Okay. I'd thought I was being patient. I've always been good at waiting. I'd thought patience was a kind of strength, the kind a good beam has, carrying what it's given without complaint.

    But a beam doesn't want anything. That's the difference.

    I took out my wallet. In the back of it, behind my license and a photograph of my mother on a dock, there's a yellow sticky note in my grandfather's red pen that says OVER MY DEAD BODY. He stuck it on a letter from a developer who wanted to buy his hill, and I found it after he died, and I've carried it ever since, because I thought it was the funniest and bravest thing he ever wrote.

    I looked at it under the lamp.

    My grandfather loved my grandmother and his orchard and this town and me and, I think, a goat, and he told all of us so in writing, after he was dead. He put it in an obituary. He put it in sealed envelopes and had Bev hand them out, one at a time, when he judged we'd need them. The clearest thing he ever said, he could only say by putting his own death in front of it. Over my dead body. As though that were the only permission he could get.

    Bev Tolliver was eighty years old and holding her funeral while she could still hear it.

    And I was thirty-four, and waiting for somebody to tell me I was allowed to want a Saturday.

    I knew exactly whose habit that was. I had it in my wallet.

    I put the note back and let Margo sleep. What I'd given her was the right thing to give her. It was also what I'd been giving everybody my whole life, without being asked. A floor can seem fine for twenty-four years because nobody ever stood up on it all at once.

    At 4:40 I woke her, because it was Thursday, and on Thursdays the bundles land on the Gazette porch at 4:58 whether or not the editor has slept. She kissed me with her coat half on, for longer than the bundles allowed, with her cold hands inside the back of my shirt, and said, "After Mom's. I promise," into my collar, and went. I lost my place in the general notes and had to start the sheet again.

    At 4:50 I stamped the drawings. On the first sheet, at the bottom of the general notes, under NOTE 13, ALL NEW LUMBER TO BE NO. 2 DOUGLAS FIR OR BETTER, I wrote, in square capitals, two more. Only the first was for Paulette Bissonnette.

    NOTE 14. LOAD MUST GO ALL THE WAY TO THE GROUND.


    NOTE 15. ASK HER.


    I didn't erase it. That's as far as I got.

    

    Thursday went like a schedule, because Georgie Tolliver had turned it into one.

    She was at the office at seven with her binder and two coffees. She looked at me, and at the two cups on the end of the drafting table, and at my jacket on the couch, and didn't say anything about any of it, which I'll remember. Then she said, "Give me the sequence. Every step. How long each one takes. How many people. What they need in their hands."

    Nobody has ever asked me that. People ask an engineer whether it'll hold. Nobody ever asks in what order. I gave her the sequence, and she turned it into a run of show in forty minutes, with times down the left side and names down the right, and she knew more of the names than I did.

    At eight, Paulette Bissonnette read the drawings at the counter of the Maple Leaf, all the way through, with her finger. At the bottom of the first sheet her finger stopped. She read notes fourteen and fifteen. She looked up at me over her glasses, and then down again, and initialed the sheet without a word, and said, "Friday, eight o'clock. I'll bring my jumping boots."

    At noon the truck came from Barre. At 12:30 Rory brought round the church truck, the folding cart he uses to move caskets, which turned out to roll a steel column down a hallway better than anything I own. At two the Lundgren brothers came for their run-through. They were supposed to practice carrying Bev's casket up the town hall stairs; instead they carried two-by-tens. An eighteen-foot board goes round the landing about as well as an argument, and they did it sixteen times until it went round clean. Anders said a board was harder than a casket, because a casket doesn't bend. Nils said that depended on the casket. Soren didn't say anything. He's the one who plays the instrument nobody's sure what it is.

    

    At six o'clock on Thursday, October 29, I went down and stood at the foot of the town hall stairs.

    Last Halloween they came up my hill in the dark. I hadn't asked them to. A hard freeze was coming and the whole year was still on the trees, and the whole town came up the farm road with headlamps and buckets, in costume, because it was Halloween, and picked four hundred and eighteen bushels by hand before it hit. I've never got over it. I don't think I'm supposed to.

    This time Georgie had asked. ALL OF THEM, in capitals. She'd given the list to Dot, and Dot had given it to the knitting circle, and the knitting circle had a phone tree that goes back to the blizzard of 1978, and by six o'clock there was a line out of the side door of the town hall and down the steps and across the corner of the green, in work gloves and barn coats and headlamps, under the bare maples, waiting to carry something.

    Hank and the poker table. Rosa with coffee urns. Jess, who'd left Steve in the truck with the window down so he could see it. Patrice Dunleavy. The Lundgrens. Gene Brennan in his boots. Dot, in a folding chair at the top of the steps, knitting something orange. My father was driving up from Old Saybrook on Friday, but he'd called at five and said, "Your grandfather's town hall?" and when I said it wasn't really his, he laughed and said, "Everything in that town is really his, Ez." That's twice in two days. I've filed it away.

    Georgie was at the top of the stairs, on a stepladder in the Opera House doors where she could see both ways, with her binder and a headset she'd brought from New York, saying names into it.

    Rory was at the bottom of her ladder.

    I want to put this down precisely, because I'm told I don't notice people. He wasn't holding the ladder. She didn't need it held. He was standing at the foot of it with nothing in his hands, looking up at her with the face. Carrying it anyway. And between one name and the next she looked down and saw him there, and for about a second Georgie Tolliver forgot who came after the Lundgrens.

    Then Margo came up the steps from the green, with Jess, carrying the end of a board between them, her hair coming down out of its pencil and sawdust already on her coat, and she looked across the hall and saw me and grinned.

    I don't know what my face did. I didn't see it. I expect somebody will tell me.

    "Live load," I said, to nobody, and went up the stairs to start taking up the floor.

  
    Chapter 15 — Ghost Light

    Georgie

    I have run a wedding for six hundred guests on a decommissioned ferry in New York Harbor. I have run a ceremony in a hailstorm on a ridge in the Catskills with the bride's grandmother holding the officiant down by his belt. I have run a vow renewal for a couple who had, between the ceremony and the dessert course, filed for divorce, and I ran the dessert course anyway, because it was paid for.

    I had never run a floor.

    Ezra gave me the sequence at seven on Thursday morning, in square capitals, on graph paper, and I turned it into this.

    THE FLOOR — THURSDAY, OCTOBER 29


    6:00. DOORS. GLOVES AND HEADLAMPS AT THE TABLE (ROSA).


    UPSTAIRS: SIXTY AT A TIME. IT'S ON THE CARD. EVERYONE ELSE: CLERK'S OFFICE, CELLAR, STAIRS. CHANGE ON THE HOUR.


    6:10. ROWS H–N UNBOLTED. 120 SEATS TO THE STAGE (POKER TABLE, FOOTBALL TEAM).


    6:40. BOARDS UP, IN ORDER. CHALK THE NUMBER ON THE FACE. STACK ALONG THE NORTH WALL BY HUNDREDS (KNITTING CIRCLE).


    7:00. DOWNSTAIRS: COLUMNS (EZRA, THEO, HANK). CLERK'S CEILING, SISTERS FROM BELOW (LUNDGRENS). NOTHING DROPS ON 1791.


    8:00. UPSTAIRS: SISTERS OVER THE VAULT. GLUE, CLAMP, BOLT. FOUR PEOPLE PER JOIST. NOBODY STANDS ON A JOIST THAT ISN'T ATTACHED TO ANYTHING.


    11:00. BOARDS DOWN, IN ORDER.


    12:00. SEATS BACK.


    12:15. EVERYBODY STANDS STILL.


    I underlined NOBODY STANDS ON A JOIST THAT ISN'T ATTACHED TO ANYTHING twice. It seemed like good advice generally.

    

    At 6:00 p.m. I was at the top of the town hall stairs, on a six-foot stepladder in the Opera House doors, where I could see down the stairwell and up the room at the same time, with my binder, a headset I keep in the van for weddings over three hundred, and four more headsets I'd handed to my crew chiefs: Theo upstairs, Hank on seats, Rosa on food, and Rory on lumber. Ezra declined a headset. He said he could hear fine.

    At 6:04 the line came up the stairs.

    I've watched a lot of people come up a lot of stairs. Guests come up stairs slowly, looking for the bar. Vendors come up fast, looking for me. The town of Fernwood Falls came up the town hall stairs in work gloves and barn coats with their headlamps already on, two hundred and ninety-one names on my list and nine I hadn't planned for, which is three hundred, which is a wedding. They didn't look for the bar. They looked up at me on my ladder. Every one of them. As if I were the person who'd know what to do.

    I've been the person who knows what to do since I was fourteen and planned my mother's third wedding. I'd never had three hundred people look at me like that with hammers.

    "Sixty on this floor at a time," I said, into the headset and out loud. "It's on the card. Everyone else, downstairs with Ezra or on the stairs, and we change on the hour. Rows H through N: Hank, they're yours. Seats to the stage, stacked by row, bolts in the coffee cans. Football team, you're with Hank. Knitting circle, north wall. Somebody find Patrice a job before she finds one herself."

    "She's already found one," said Rosa, in my ear.

    She had. Patrice Dunleavy was standing at the north wall with her own clipboard, which nobody had issued her, ready to take the boards in as they came up, as she takes in other people's spelling.

    

    The boards came up at 6:41.

    You lift a board like this: a flat bar under the edge at one end, a block of wood for the bar to rock on, slow pressure, until the cut nails squeal and give. Then the other end. Then the nails out, into a bucket, because Ezra wanted every one of them back. Then the board turned over. And on the back of every one, in carpenter's pencil, gone silver with a hundred and thirty-seven years, a number.

    The knitting circle took to it at once. They've been counting stitches since the Eisenhower administration. Dot sat in a folding chair at the end of the north wall like a bingo caller and called each board as it came: "Two-twelve. Two-thirteen. Two-fourteen, dear, not there, there." Patrice wrote each one down. At 7:20 Patrice informed me, over the heads of forty people, that board one-forty-one was out of sequence.

    "Thank you, Patrice," I said.

    It was out of sequence. She was right. Somebody should say so.

    Some of the boards had more than a number on them.

    NO. 147: SEPT. 9 1889. RAIN.


    NO. 152: THE FOREMAN IS A HORSE'S (the rest under a nail hole)


    NO. 160: Clara Fairbanks is the prettiest girl in Washington County. (Underneath, in a different hand: She is not.)


    NO. 203: a small drawing of a pig, very well done.


    And number one, which came up at 8:10 from against the north wall at row H, where the carpenters must have started. Soren Lundgren lifted it, because he was nearest, and turned it over, and read it, and stopped.

    "Nils," he said.

    His brother came over. Then Anders. The three of them stood under the work lights in the middle of the Opera House floor with a board between them, three tall pale men, reading.

    Nils read it out. He has the guitar voice; it carries.

    "Number one. Laid September 1889 by N. Lundgren and sons, of this town. Whoever takes this up: put it back."

    Nobody said anything. Nils gave the board to Anders and walked out through the side door onto the fire escape and stood there for a while in the dark, by himself, with his back to us. Anders put board number one at the very front of the stack by the north wall, by itself, and Dot didn't call it. She just looked at it, and then she wrote something on the back of her hand.

    

    At 8:30 Rory went down to get Bev.

    She'd been told not to come. I'd told her myself, at the diner at noon: it was going to be loud and cold and there'd be nowhere to sit. She'd said, "There's always somewhere to sit. That's what Brennan's is for." And at 8:40 she came up the town hall stairs on Rory's arm in the orange vest over a wool coat, and Rory unfolded one of his own folding chairs by the edge of the stage, under a work light, and she sat in it like a queen at a joust.

    The boards started going to her almost at once.

    Nobody planned it. Hank brought her number one first, carefully, in both hands, and told her what it said, turning his cap in one hand under the board. And when he'd finished she didn't say anything about the Lundgrens. She said, "What does it look like?"

    "It's a board, Bev."

    "Describe it."

    So Hank described it, in a voice like a gravel road in March. The color: like tea with too much milk, he said, darker at one end where the aisle had been. The grain, which ran long and straight with one knot in it like an eye. The two nail holes at each end, and the little split by one of them, and the pencil, which was silver, he said, not gray. Bev listened with her hands folded on her handbag, looking at him.

    After that, everybody did it. They brought her the ones with writing on, and then the ones without, and she asked each of them to tell her about it, and they did. The football team. The knitting circle. Jess, who described board two-oh-three's pig in such clinical detail that Bev laughed out loud. The man who stole her hubcap in 1979, who turned out to be very good at grain. Sixty, seventy boards. She sat in her folding chair by the stage under the work light and had the whole floor described to her, board by board, by the town, and most of the time she didn't look at the boards at all. She looked at whoever was talking.

    I noticed that. I noticed it the way you notice a florist's van parked crooked outside somebody else's church: a thing, not my thing, keep moving. She'd sat in this room for twenty-seven years reviewing other people's plays from the first seat on the left, and now it was coming up in pieces around her, and I thought what anybody would think. I thought she was saying goodbye to it.

    At 9:05 Rory crouched beside her chair with a board across his knees, and described it to her, and Bev tipped her head back against the chair to listen.

    I watched that from my ladder for longer than I'm going to admit. He talked to her very low. I couldn't hear what he said, only the sound of it, warm and steady. She sat there with her face turned a little toward him, the way you'd turn your face toward a fire.

    I went back to my binder.

    

    At 9:12, I lost my mind on an open channel.

    In my defense: he came up the stairs with a two-by-ten on his shoulder.

    He'd taken off his jacket at seven, and his tie at half past, and at some point he'd rolled his shirtsleeves to the elbow, and he came up the last flight under eighteen feet of Douglas fir, steady, unhurried, as if it weighed nothing, with his forearms doing things a man's forearms have no business doing in a municipal building. He stopped at the foot of my ladder, under me, with the board balanced on one shoulder and one hand flat on top of it, and looked up, and waited for me to tell him where it went.

    I'd been thinking about that hand for two days. I'd been thinking about it on a narrow bed at one in the morning, on the side of a grave, in the town clerk's office at 9:52. I'd been thinking about it on my back across a brass bed with my knees up, saying please.

    "You should not," I said, into the headset, with great feeling, "be allowed to carry things in public."

    There was a short silence on channel one.

    "Copy," said Theo.

    "Copy," said Hank.

    "Sweetheart," said Rosa, very kindly, "it's one channel."

    Rory, at the foot of my ladder, touched the button on his headset with one finger, looking up at me, and said, in his worst-day-of-your-life voice, "Copy that, Georgina."

    I would like to tell you I stayed on the ladder with dignity. I stayed on the ladder. By 9:20 Dot had a line on it.

    At 9:21 he came back for the next board, and on the way past he stopped at the foot of the ladder again, and took his headset off, and hung it round his neck, and said, very low, so it was only me:

    "Where do you want it?"

    "Row K."

    "That's not what I asked."

    "Row K," I said, "Rory," and he smiled, the smile I'd seen in the dark on Tuesday at the end of my bed, and went to row K, and I stood at the top of a six-foot ladder in front of half the town with my face on fire and every nerve in my body pointed at the back of his neck, thinking about exactly where I wanted it, which was not row K, and not in a municipal building.

    I turned the page in my binder so hard I tore it.

    

    The rest went to time, which is the hard part.

    At 10:00 the columns were in downstairs. I went down to see. Four steel posts in the clerk's office, painted gray, standing under the girder on their plates, with the drop ceiling out and the old joists showing overhead, each one with a new one bolted to its side, raw and yellow against the dark. Ezra was standing in the middle of them with his hand flat on the new post in the old hole by the clerk's desk. He wasn't doing anything. He was just standing there with his hand on it.

    "Is that it?" I said.

    "That's it."

    "It doesn't look like much."

    "It goes all the way to the ground," said Ezra, as if that settled it, and it did.

    At 10:40 the last sister went in over the vault. At 11:00 the boards started going back down. Dot called them back, all but one. The knitting circle handed them off the stacks in order and the football team laid them and the poker table nailed them with the old cut nails, two at each end, into the old holes, and Patrice checked every number against her clipboard, and board one-forty-one went back where it belonged. Margo Pike knelt beside me at row J at 11:30 with a hammer and her hair coming down and said, "I want to be precise about this. I'm terrible at this," and I said, "You're fine," and she said, "I'm doing it in the wrong order," and I said, "Everyone does it in the wrong order. That's what the numbers are for," and she looked at me sideways. Maybe I'd said something about more than boards. I didn't check.

    At 11:52 Anders Lundgren laid board number one, last, against the north wall at row H, where his great-great-grandfather had laid it first. His brothers held it. He put the nails back in the holes the old nails came out of. When it was done he stood up, and the three of them looked at it for a moment, and then Soren took his instrument out of its case and played something short and sad and Swedish, and Nils went back out to the fire escape.

    At 12:00 the seats went back, bolts out of the coffee cans.

    At 12:15, I said, into the headset and out loud at the same time, "Everybody stands still."

    

    Sixty people stood on the floor of the Fernwood Falls Opera House, which in 1998 had been enough to make it go up and down like a boat: the poker table and the football team and the Lundgrens and the knitting circle, in the aisles and between the seats, in their work gloves, in silence. Everyone else was on the stairs and in the doorway behind my ladder, two hundred and forty people holding their breath. Bev in her folding chair at the front. Rory beside her. Margo and Jess in the doorway. Paulette Bissonnette, the fire inspector, who'd come in at eleven, unofficially, in her own coat, and stood at the back of the room with her arms folded, counting heads. Even Dot stopped knitting.

    Ezra walked down the center aisle to row K, to the place where on Wednesday morning the floor had smiled an inch and three-eighths, and lay down on it on his back, and folded his hands on his chest.

    Nobody breathed. I didn't.

    He lifted both heels an inch off the boards, and let them drop.

    Nothing happened. That's the whole story. Nothing. Not a rattle in the seats, not a tremor under my ladder, not a sigh in the boards. Sixty people standing on it, and it lay under them like the ground.

    Ezra lay there for a moment longer, looking up at the tin ceiling.

    "Hm," said Ezra.

    I've heard four hundred guests at the Plaza when the band went into "September." I've never heard anything like the sound three hundred people in work gloves make, on a floor and a staircase and in a doorway, when the thing they've just put back together holds. It went up into the tin ceiling and came back down. The Lundgrens started playing. Paulette Bissonnette, at the back, unfolded her arms and said, "Well, I'm not going to jump on it tonight. Eight o'clock, Ezra," and Theo picked up Jess and swung her round, and Hank cried, which he does.

    And Bev Tolliver sat in her folding chair at the front of her Opera House with her hands folded on her handbag and her face turned up toward the sound, smiling, with her eyes closed.

    

    They went home in twos and threes, as if nobody wanted to be first. Rosa took the urns. The football team took the coffee cans. Dot took Patrice, arm in arm, both of them still arguing about one-forty-one.

    At 12:40 Rory went down to bring the town car round to the side door, because Bev had decided she'd walked enough for one night. While he was gone she stood up out of her folding chair and came over to the foot of my ladder.

    "You'll want the photograph," she said.

    "What photograph?"

    "For Saturday. One photograph, on an easel, by the casket. No slideshow. It's in the rules." She opened her handbag and took out a key on a loop of red ribbon. An old brass key, worn smooth. "It's on my bureau, in a silver frame. 1971. The morning I bought the paper. Walter took it. I'll be at the Maple Leaf from nine in the morning. Let yourself in."

    She held it out. When I took it, she kept hold of the other end of the ribbon a moment longer than she needed to, as if she were deciding something. Then she let go. The key was warm from her handbag.

    "Thank you," I said.

    "Don't thank me, dear. Bring it back." She looked up at me. "You did this."

    "Ezra did this."

    "Ezra did the floor," said Bev. "You did the town."

    Rory was in the doors with her coat. She patted my hand. "Come along, Rory. I want my bed."

    He walked her down the stairs, step and pause, step and pause. I listened to them all the way down.

    Then it was just me, and the ghost light.

    

    I'd thought about this room a lot in the past eleven days. I'd thought about it in seats and sight lines and fire exits and where to put the speakers so Patrice couldn't reach the microphone. I hadn't thought about it like this, at a quarter to one in the morning, empty, with the work lights off and the smell of sawdust and glue and three hundred people's coffee still hanging in the air, and nothing on but one bare bulb in a wire cage, on its iron pole, in the middle of the stage.

    I walked down the aisle and up the steps at the side of the stage, and stood beside the ghost light and looked out at four hundred empty seats in their iron rows, and the dark at the back, and the double doors, and I thought about what Rory had said eight days ago. So nobody walks off the edge in the night. And what his mother had said. So the ghosts can see to put on a show.

    My phone buzzed in my pocket. I knew who it was before I looked. Sloane never sleeps.

    Vances want a call Monday. Mother of the bride has opinions about the cake. You ok? You've gone quiet.

    I read it twice. Then I put it away without answering, which I have never once done to Sloane.

    The eighth, I told myself. The morning after Diane's. The Taconic at six. It was just this.

    I heard him on the stairs.

    He came up slowly. He always does, unless the phone is ringing. I've seen him get into his suit and out of a kitchen in ninety seconds, and I've never seen him hurry for anything else: not up stairs, not into rooms, not toward anybody. As if he were saving it all for the call. He came through the double doors and stopped and looked down the long dark room at me on the stage, by the light.

    Then he walked down the aisle. At row K he stopped, and bounced, once, on his heels.

    "Holds," he said.

    "Holds," I said.

    He came up the steps at the side of the stage and stood on the other side of the ghost light from me. I could see his face in it, gold on one side and dark on the other, his shirtsleeves still rolled. He put his hand in the inside pocket of his jacket, which he'd put back on at some point, and took out my pin.

    "You said you'd want it back," said Rory.

    I looked at it in his hand, long and silver, catching the light. I thought about Ida Lavoie, eighty-one, putting it in her hair. Of course you will.

    "I said I'd want it back," I said. "I didn't say when."

    He looked at me across the ghost light. Then he put the pin back in his pocket and pressed it flat, with two fingers, over his heart, as I'd done it.

    I walked round the light.

    I've kissed him in the rain beside Pearl, where everybody saw. Against his mother's counter, where he stopped. On a narrow bed at one in the morning, where I did. I took his face in both my hands on the stage of the Fernwood Falls Opera House, under the one light nobody ever turns off, and kissed him as if I'd planned it, which I hadn't, not one minute of it, and he made a sound into my mouth that I felt in the backs of my knees and put both arms round me and walked me backward until my shoulders found the painted curtain and the dust came down around us in the light like snow.

    He kissed my throat. He kissed the place under my jaw that he'd found on Tuesday and had apparently put on a list. I got my hands inside his jacket and up his back under his shirt, warm skin and sawdust and the muscles moving there, and pulled him in until there was no light between us at all, and he said my name against my neck, the whole of it, Georgina, as if it were the answer to something.

    I waited for one of us to say it. Not here. He'd said it in his mother's kitchen. I'd been saying it to myself for days. Not here, not now, not this, just this.

    Neither of us said it.

    He lifted his head and looked at me, very close, breathing hard, with his hands flat on the curtain on either side of my head and the eleven-dollar lilies behind my hair. Waiting. He was always going to wait. He was going to stand there until I told him where it went.

    "Here," I said.

  
    Chapter 16 — After Hours

    Rory

    In my business you confirm everything twice. The name, the spelling of the name, the hymn, the time, the cemetery, which cemetery, which aunt mustn't sit next to which. You read it back. You don't assume.

    "Here?" I said.

    "Here."

    "It's about forty degrees in this room, Georgina."

    "I know what temperature it is." She had both hands inside my shirt, flat against my back, and they were freezing, and she was looking up at me from about two inches away with the ghost light behind her. "I'm a professional. I checked the thermostat at six. It doesn't work. Nothing in this building works except the floor, and that's only since twelve-fifteen." Her hands moved. "Rory. I said here."

    So that was confirmed.

    

    This is the night I'd keep, if they told me I could only keep one.

    I laid my jacket down on the boards in front of the ghost light, because it was the only soft thing on the stage, and she laughed at me for doing it, a real laugh, and said, "You're going to fold it, aren't you," and I said I wasn't, and I wasn't, I threw it down like a man who has never owned a suit in his life, and she laughed harder. Then she stopped laughing, because I'd put my mouth on her throat.

    She was wearing the black blazer and the Lundgren sweatshirt under it and a T-shirt under that, because it was October in an unheated building and she's from New York, not stupid. It took a while. She helped. She was impatient about it, as she is with florists, and she told me so, specifically, and I took my time anyway, because I'd been thinking since 9:12 that evening about exactly this: taking her apart one layer at a time in the one place in Fernwood Falls where she'd made three hundred people do as they were told.

    "You're doing it on purpose," she said.

    "Yes."

    "I could fire you."

    "You've never hired me."

    The boards were cold and her skin was warm, and the light from that one bare bulb lay along the side of her like a hand. I could see my breath. I could see hers, coming faster. She pulled me down onto my own jacket and called it like a show, low, into my ear, the way she'd called the floor all night from the top of her ladder. Standby, she said, when my hand found the button of her jeans. Standby. And then, when I didn't move, when I made her wait for it, she said, very precisely, Go.

    "Copy that, Georgina," I said.

    She laughed into my neck, and then she stopped calling cues at all, and the only words she had left were there, and don't you dare. I'd like it known that I didn't fold my jacket, and I didn't fold anything else either.

    

    At some point, a seat in the back of the house went off like a gun.

    The seats in the Fernwood Falls Opera House have opinions. One of them in the last row, all on its own, at a quarter past one in the morning, with nobody within forty feet of it, came down on its hinges with a crack that went up into the tin ceiling and round the balcony and back.

    We both froze. She had her hands in my hair and I had mine on the small of her back, holding her to me, and we lay there under the ghost light and stared down the dark room at row after row of empty seats.

    "That's my mother's ghost," I said. "She wants a better view."

    Georgina put her face in my shoulder and laughed until she shook. She laughed until I had to hold her still, and every time she looked up at the dark she started again.

    "It's Patrice," she said. "It's Patrice. She's taking notes."

    "She'll run a correction."

    "She'll run a correction." She had her cold knees on either side of me and her hair all down. "Rory. The Gazette regrets the error. The funeral director was not, as reported, a gentleman."

    I wasn't. Not that night.

    

    We didn't stay on the stage. It was partly the cold. But it was mostly that, at about half past one, lying under my jacket with her back against my chest and both of us looking up at the ghost light, she said, very quietly, "I want to be in a bed with you. I want a door. I want to be somewhere I can hear you breathe," and that isn't a thing you say to a man about a stage.

    So I found her clothes, which took a while, because they were in several places, and one of her socks stayed behind. I'll tell you where it turned up. So did everybody else.

    I turned off nothing. The ghost light stayed on. You never leave a stage dark.

    

    There's one traffic light in Fernwood Falls. It's at the corner of Main and Elm, and at night it goes to red for about a minute at a time, whether or not there's anybody to stop. At 1:48 that Friday morning there was nobody but us, in my town car, with the heater on, and the light went red, and I stopped.

    Georgina looked at me. Her hand had been on my thigh since the green, and she'd been doing something with her thumb that I'd been trying very hard to drive through.

    "There's nobody here," she said.

    "It's red."

    "Rory. It's 1:48 in the morning. There is no one in this entire town."

    "It's red."

    She looked at me a moment longer in the glow of the dashboard. Then she started to laugh again, helplessly, sliding down in the seat with her hand over her eyes, and when the light went green and I drove on, sedately, she said, still laughing, "This is it. This is the thing I'm going to have to explain to Sloane. That I'm sleeping with a man who stops at red lights at 1:48 in the morning on his way to take me to bed."

    "Is that what you're doing?"

    She took her hand off her eyes and looked at me, and she stopped laughing.

    "Yes," she said.

    

    The flat was warm. The radiator was still on Florida. The angel was where she'd been on Tuesday, on top of the boxes under the eaves, looking at us with her painted face, and I took my coat off and went to put it over her, and Georgina caught my wrist.

    "Leave her," she said.

    "Are you sure?"

    "I'm not hiding anything tonight." She took my coat out of my hand and threw it on the chair. "Let her look."

    The only light was the lamp over Pearl's garage door, coming up thin and yellow through the window above the bed. It was enough to see her face by, and to let her see mine. On Tuesday she'd given me directions, very precisely, in the dark, like a stage manager. On Friday morning she didn't run anything. She lay on the quilt on that brass bed with her hair all over the pillow and watched me, the whole time, with her eyes open, as if she were trying to learn something by heart.

    She had her hands on the inside pocket of my jacket before I'd got it off, and she stopped, and felt for it through the cloth, and found it.

    "It's still there," she said.

    "It's still there."

    She left it there.

    She undressed me after that, slowly, one button at a time, watching my face instead of her hands, checking each one off. When I reached for her she caught my wrists and put them back down on the quilt, one and then the other, and said, "Wait. I want to look." And she looked, for a while, kneeling over me with her hair falling over one shoulder, until I couldn't stand it and said her name. She smiled, and let go of my wrists, and came down to me.

    And at some point, with her mouth against my jaw, she said, "Do the voice."

    "Which voice?"

    "Not that one." She was laughing again, very softly. "Not the one for the worst day of somebody's life. The other one. I heard it on Tuesday, for about a second. I heard it on the stage."

    I didn't know I had another one. I'd told her on Wednesday that the voice for the worst day was the only one I had at night, and she'd said No, it isn't, and I'd thought she was being kind.

    She wasn't being kind. She was right.

    "You've been giving orders since six o'clock," I said, in it. I heard it come out of me, low and slow, a voice I'd never used on purpose. "So now you're going to lie still, Georgina, and let somebody else decide. You've watched me for twelve days. You know I don't hurry."

    She made a sound I'd never heard her make. She said, "Oh," softly, like a woman finding something she'd mislaid years ago.

    "Last Friday," I said, against her ear, "in that casket, I talked to you for ten minutes about the angle of a light. I wasn't thinking about the light. I want you to know what I was thinking about."

    And I told her. What I'd wanted since twenty to seven on the eighteenth of October, when she came into my selection room in last night's black dress and looked at me as if I'd been put there to annoy her. What I'd thought about on the stairs, and in the rain, and at the bottom of her ladder at 9:12. I told her in order, because she likes things in order, and I told her where, and how, and for how long, and then I did it, all of it, in the order I'd said, and she stopped laughing about halfway through and said my name in a voice I'd never heard her use either, and then, "Yes, Rory, that, exactly that, don't you dare stop," and I didn't dare.

    The brass bed did what the brass bed does. Neither of us cared. She held on to me with both arms and both legs and said my whole name into my shoulder at the end, Rory Brennan, as if she were reading it off a program, as if she wanted to be sure she'd got it right.

    I've been at the end of a thousand stories. I know what an ending looks like from very close. This wasn't one.

    

    Afterward she didn't say anything.

    I waited for it. I lay on my back with her head on my chest and her hair across my mouth and her leg over mine, in the dark, and I waited for her to put the terms on the table. This is just this. I'd heard it on Tuesday. I'd written it down. I'd been carrying it around for three days like a stone in my shoe.

    She didn't say it.

    The radiator ticked. A long way off, a truck went by on the county road. Her hand moved slowly on my stomach, back and forth, as if she were smoothing a tablecloth.

    "Stay," she said.

    I lay very still.

    "I have a rule," said Georgina, to my chest. "I told you it on Tuesday. I mean it, and I'm very good at rules. I'm not breaking it. I'm suspending it. For tonight. Under protest." She lifted her head and looked at me, very close, in the half-dark. "Stay. Don't go back to your room. Don't put your shirt on at twelve-forty and kiss me on the forehead like I'm somebody's grandmother. Stay here until it's light."

    I've been asked to stay before. I told you. I said okay, I understand, and went.

    "Yes," I said.

    Not okay. Yes. I'd never said it before, not to that question. It came out before okay could.

    She put her head back down on my chest.

    "Good," she said, and was asleep, I think, about a minute later.

    

    I didn't sleep. I want to tell you why, and it isn't the reason you'd think.

    My phone was on the windowsill. I'd put it there on the way in, out of habit, face up, as I put it down everywhere. I've put it down face up every night of my life since I was twenty, except once, on Tuesday, when I turned it over and lay there listening for it anyway.

    At about a quarter to five I heard a truck go by on Main Street, two blocks away, a big one, downshifting for the light. It was the milk tanker that comes for the Ridge Road farms, and I thought, without meaning to, the Fisks' milk is going down. And then I thought, what time is it? And then I looked at the windowsill, and the phone was there, dark, and I realized I hadn't looked at it. Not since the stage. Not once since a quarter past one. I hadn't been lying there with half my mind on it, as I lie everywhere, as I've lain for fourteen years, one ear on the bed and one ear on the dark, waiting for it to ring twice.

    I'd forgotten it.

    On the first morning she was in town, I told you I'd stopped listening for the phone for about a minute. A minute. I'd thought that was a lot. I'd thought that was the most anybody could ask of me.

    It had been three and a half hours.

    It didn't ring. Maybe somebody on the Ridge Road waited till morning so as not to bother me; people do. But my phone didn't ring, and I didn't listen for it, and I lay there with a woman asleep on my chest and found out that I was a man who could forget the phone. I'd have bet everything I own against it.

    I didn't know what to do with that. I still don't. I put my hand on her hair and left it there.

    

    At about half past five she woke up.

    Not all the way. She moved, and sighed, and put her cold nose against my neck, and said, "What time is it," and I told her, and she said, "Mm. Good. Hours," and didn't move.

    Then she said, into my neck, in the slow voice of somebody still mostly asleep, "She looked like she was saying goodbye."

    I went still.

    "Bev," said Georgina. "Tonight. With the boards. She didn't look at the boards, Rory. She looked at their faces." She sighed. "She's saying goodbye to something. I don't know what. I'm supposed to stand up on Saturday and tell four hundred people the truth about her, and I still don't know what it is."

    I'd promised Bev. In March, in the town car on Route 2, with the hills going by. She'd asked me not to tell anyone, and especially not, she'd said, if the girl ever came home, and I'd said I keep things, and I do. That's the whole of my job. I keep people's dead and I keep their secrets and I keep their worst days in the order they happened, and I don't put them in the paper.

    And I thought: sooner or later she's going to find out, and when she does, she's going to find out that I knew. That I'd sat in a waiting room on the third floor once a month since March, reading old copies of Yankee, waiting for a woman to come out with her sunglasses on. That I'd switched on the reading light over her in the casket a week ago, both of us laughing. That I knew why Bev wanted it.

    I'm a funeral director. I know that you don't let the family find out from the program.

    "Georgina," I said.

    "Mm."

    "I need to tell you something. About Bev." I put my hand flat on her back. "On Monday. In Burlington—"

    She put two fingers over my mouth.

    She didn't open her eyes. She didn't lift her head. She just reached up in the half-dark and put her fingers on my lips, lightly, as you'd touch a candle to see if it was still warm.

    "Tomorrow," she said. "Tell me tomorrow."

    "Georgina—"

    "Rory. This is the only night I've had in three years that I didn't plan. I didn't plan one minute of it. Not the stage, not the sock, not the red light, not you staying. Nothing." Her fingers stayed where they were. "Don't put anything in it. Please. Whatever it is, it'll still be true at eight o'clock. Tell me then. I'll be standing up. I'll have coffee. Tell me tomorrow."

    I lay there with her fingers on my mouth.

    And I said okay, into her fingers.

    

    That's the mistake. I want you to know I know that.

    I lay there with Georgina asleep again on my chest, her fingers gone slack against my chin, and the window going from gray to white over the brass bed, and the phone dark on the sill. I held her, and I didn't sleep, and I listened. Not for the phone. For the morning. For the thing I'd agreed to wait for.

    I'd have liked one more night. That's all. One more night of being a man who'd forgotten the phone, with a woman who'd asked him to stay.

  
    Chapter 17 — Large Print

    Georgie

    7:04 a.m. Friday, October 30. Woke up in the flat over the hearse with a funeral director in my bed.

    I want to be clear that this had never happened before. Not this funeral director, not any funeral director, not any man at all at 7:04 in the morning, because I don't let men stay. It's a rule. I have a lot of rules and that one I'd kept for three years without once having to think about it, and I'd suspended it at two in the morning, under protest, with my face on his chest, and here he was.

    He was awake. He was lying on his side with his head on his arm, looking at me, in the gray light, with a face I'd never seen on him. Not the face for the worst day of somebody's life. Not the face from the bottom of my ladder. Something with no work in it at all.

    "You stayed," I said.

    "You asked."

    "I know I asked. I was there." I put my hand on his chest. His heart was going slow and steady under it. "I'm just noting it. For the binder."

    He smiled. Then he stopped smiling, and took a breath, and I knew before he opened his mouth that he was going to say the thing he'd started to say at half past five, the thing I'd put my fingers over, and I lay there with my hand on his chest and let him, because I'd said tomorrow, and it was tomorrow, and I'm a woman who keeps to a schedule.

    "Georgina," he said. "About Bev—"

    His phone rang.

    It rang on the windowsill, twice, and he had it before the second ring was over, and he'd rolled away from me and sat up on the edge of the bed with his back to me before I'd understood what the sound was, and his voice changed. I heard it change. It went down into the place where he keeps it for other people.

    "Brennan's, this is Rory."

    It was a woman on Lake Street whose mother had died in her sleep. Phyllis Sargent, ninety-one. I heard him say the name back, gently. I heard him say what you say. I watched him find his shirt on the floor without looking for it, and his trousers on the radiator, and put them on with one hand while he listened, and I watched the man who'd been in my bed go somewhere and another man come back in his place.

    He hung up at 7:06. He was dressed.

    "I have to go," he said.

    "I know."

    "I'm sorry. It's Phyllis Sargent. Her daughter's on her own." He stood at the end of the brass bed with his tie in his hand, looking at me. "Ten o'clock. The kitchen. I'll make coffee. I want to tell you everything, Georgina. I should have told you a week ago."

    I looked at him. I thought: a week ago.

    "Go," I said. "Somebody's worst day just started."

    He looked at me for one more second, as if he were going to say something else. Then he went down the outside stairs, fast, and a minute later Pearl's engine turned over under the floor, and the whole flat hummed with it, and then she was gone up Elm Street.

    I lay there under Annie Brennan's angel and thought, a week ago, and didn't like it, and got up.

    

    FRIDAY, OCTOBER 30


    8:00. INSPECTION (P. BISSONNETTE). DO NOT LET HER BOUNCE.


    9:15. BEV'S — THE PHOTOGRAPH. (SHE'S AT THE MAPLE LEAF.)


    10:00. KITCHEN. RORY. COFFEE.


    11:00. VERA RE: LILIES.


    2:00. CASKET UP THE STAIRS (LUNDGRENS). WATCH THE LANDING.


    4:00. PROGRAMS FROM BARRE.


    EULOGY — ?


    

    At 8:00 Paulette Bissonnette came up the Opera House stairs in her jumping boots.

    She didn't say good morning. She walked down the center aisle to row K, and stood on the place where the floor had smiled, and looked at Ezra, who was standing at the end of the row with his hands in his pockets, and at me, and at the ghost light, which was still on. Then she jumped. Then she jumped again, harder, both feet, a hundred and ten pounds of the State of Vermont, and the floor of the Fernwood Falls Opera House took it as if she were a leaf.

    "Hm," said Paulette.

    "That's my line," said Ezra.

    She took the card off the inside of the double doors, the one that said 60, and tore it in half, and wrote a new one on her clipboard and taped it up in its place. MAXIMUM OCCUPANCY, it said, and under that, in ballpoint, 400. STANDING. NO JUMPING. NO LIVESTOCK.

    "Livestock," said Ezra.

    "I know this town," said Paulette, and signed the form, and gave him a copy, and walked back up the aisle, and at the double doors she stopped beside me and looked at the ghost light for a moment, and then at me.

    "There's a sock," she said, "under the edge of the stage. Gray. Wool. I didn't write it down."

    I said thank you. There wasn't a better option.

    

    At 9:10 I walked past the Maple Leaf, and Bev was in her booth by the register with Dot and the red pen and a cup of Rosa's coffee she wasn't paying for, and I didn't go in. I'd have had to tell her about the floor, and she'd have asked me about the eulogy, and I didn't have one. I had a binder page that said SIX DAYS and a list with one item on it. I went round the back of the Gazette instead, across the gravel lot past the Buick on its four soft tires, and in at the side door, and up the stairs.

    I hadn't been inside Bev's apartment since 2014. I'd lived in it, once, for four months, when I was twelve. I knew the stairs. I knew the third one creaks and the seventh one doesn't have a rail. I knew there was a hook inside the door for keys and a mat that said GO AWAY in letters somebody had embroidered as a joke in about 1980. I put the key in, and it turned, and I went in, and stood in the little hall under the roof, and smelled it: radiator dust, newsprint, coffee, and the lavender soap Bev has bought by the case from the same woman in Montpelier since the Carter administration.

    It hadn't changed. That was my first thought. My second thought, about four seconds later, was that it had changed completely, and that I hadn't seen it, because I hadn't been looking.

    

    I'll tell you what I saw in the order I saw it, because that's how I think, and because I've been over it so many times since that the order is all I've got.

    The kitchen. There was a label on everything. Not a few things: everything. The canisters on the counter said SUGAR and FLOUR and COFFEE and DECAF — NO in black marker, in capitals two inches high, on strips of masking tape. The knobs on the stove had tape on them too. HOT. OFF. On the microwave, on the thermostat, on the dial of the radio, there were little raised dots of something orange, like puff paint, on the buttons she used. The light switches had tape. The medicine cabinet, when I opened it, which I'm not proud of, had every bottle labeled again on top of the pharmacy label, in the same black marker, in the same huge hand. MORNING. NIGHT. EYES — 2 DROPS — L.

    On the kitchen table, where in 2006 there'd been a bowl of apples and a stack of galleys, there was a machine I didn't recognize. A flat gray tray on rails, with a screen on an arm above it, the size of a television. A copy of yesterday's Gazette was lying on the tray, folded open to the crossword, and the screen was on, and on it, enormous, filling the whole glass, were six letters of 14 DOWN in Bev's red pen. Each letter was the size of my hand.

    I don't know how long I stood there. I always know.

    On the wall by the refrigerator there was a corkboard, and pinned to the corkboard, in a neat row, were eight small white appointment cards. RETINA CENTER OF VERMONT, they said, in blue, with an address in Burlington, and a doctor's name, M. LOWELL, M.D., and a date and a time. The first was in March. The last was on Monday. And across every one of them, in the black marker, in Bev's capitals, the same two words.

    R. DRIVES.

    

    I went into the bedroom to get the photograph, because that's what I'd come for, and because I didn't know what else to do with my body.

    It was on the bureau, where she'd said, in a silver frame. Bev at twenty-five, in 1971, on the front porch of the Gazette, the morning she bought it. She's in a plaid shirt and dungarees and, I swear, an orange hunting vest, the first one, maybe, and she's holding a bundle of papers against her hip in one arm and squinting into the sun with the other hand up over her eyes. She isn't smiling. She's looking at whoever's holding the camera as if he's said something she intends to print. Across the bottom of the picture, on the porch boards, there's a long shadow: a tall man's shadow, holding a camera up to his face. Walter.

    I picked it up. The little velvet stand on the back of the frame came loose and fell, and bounced, and went under the bed, and I got down on my knees on Bev's rag rug to get it, and put my hand under the bed, and touched cardboard.

    There were boxes under the bed. Four of them. Shoe boxes, liquor-store boxes, a box that had once held a case of canning jars. They were full of crossword books. Large-print crossword books, the kind they sell at the drugstore by the reading glasses, with LARGE PRINT! on the cover in a starburst, and every one was filled in, in red pen, in a hand that got bigger as I went down through the boxes, and the oldest one, at the bottom of the box of canning jars, had a price sticker on it from a store in Barre and a date pencilled inside the cover in Bev's old small spiky writing. Jan. 2016.

    Ten years.

    I sat on the floor with my back against her bed and a large-print crossword book in my lap.

    There was a tape recorder on the nightstand. A little black one, the kind my father used to dictate his patient notes into. It had a cassette in it, and beside it there was a shoebox of more cassettes, and each one had a label, and the labels were in a hand I knew. Big, blocky capitals in carpenter's pencil: the hand that had once made me a sign that said EDITOR.

    FOR B.T., said the label on the shoebox. IN CASE OF TUESDAY.

    I pressed rewind, because I wanted to hear him start. Then I pressed play.

    There was a hiss, and a cough, and the sound of a chair creaking, and somebody clearing his throat. Then a man's voice came out of the little speaker, low and even and in no hurry at all, with Vermont all the way through it, and I knew it, and I knew where I'd heard it last. Through Bev's door, eleven days ago, when I came up these stairs to have it out with her, and heard a man's voice reading something behind it, and thought: a radio. Bev always had the radio on.

    "Evening, Bev," said Walter Holt, who had been dead for a year. "If you're listening to this, it's a Tuesday and I'm not there, so don't make a fuss about it. The Pike girl's got three this week. You'll like the second one. Fewer adjectives than last time. She's learning." The paper rustled. "Arlene Whitcomb, eighty-seven, of the Ridge Road, who taught three generations of this town to drive and never let one of them touch the radio, died on Saturday—"

    I stopped it.

    I sat on the floor in Bev's bedroom with my hand over the tape recorder and thought about Walter Holt, the summer before he died, eighty-four, reading Margo's obituaries into a machine one week at a time. In case. And then he wasn't there, and she kept playing them.

    

    I got my phone out. It took me nine seconds to find it. Retina center, monthly injections, eighty years old, large print, can't read the paper. There's a name for it. I'm not going to write the name down here, because I've noticed that once you write the name of a thing down, people stop seeing the person and start seeing the thing, and Bev would hate that, and she'd be right.

    It isn't fatal. I want that understood. She isn't dying, which is what Rory had told me across the risotto, and every word he'd said had been true. It's just the end of seeing.

    And then I did what I do. I made a list. I sat on Bev's floor and went back through the last twelve days like a run of show, minute by minute, and this time I saw it.

    SUN. OCT. 18. ARRANGEMENT CONFERENCE. SHE ASKS RORY TO READ HER OWN LIST. "HIS VOICE IS BETTER THAN MINE, DEAR."


    SUN. OCT. 18. THE CASKET. SHE PICKS IT BECAUSE IT'S "WELL LIT."


    MON. OCT. 19. THE BUICK. FOUR SOFT TIRES. I LAUGHED.


    MON. OCT. 19. A MAN READING THROUGH HER DOOR. "A RADIO."


    FRI. OCT. 23. THE READING LIGHT. "SO SHE CAN READ THE PROGRAM FROM INSIDE." I LAY IN IT. I LAUGHED.


    SUN. OCT. 25. THE FARMHOUSE PORCH. SHE MISSES THE STEP. SHE HOLDS MY PROGRAM AT ARM'S LENGTH. "IT'S THE RIGHT SHAPE."


    MON. OCT. 26. RORY DRIVES HER TO BURLINGTON. "PAPERWORK."


    TUE. OCT. 27. "IS SHE SICK?" "ASK HER. I'LL DRIVE YOU."


    THU. OCT. 29. "DESCRIBE IT." SHE LOOKS AT THEIR FACES, NOT THE BOARDS. I THOUGHT: GOODBYE.


    FRI. OCT. 30. 5:30 A.M. "ON MONDAY. IN BURLINGTON—" I PUT MY FINGERS OVER HIS MOUTH.


    Ask her. I'll drive you.

    He'd been driving her. Since March. Eight cards on a corkboard, R. DRIVES, R. DRIVES, R. DRIVES, and on Tuesday night, across his mother's kitchen table, with our knees touching under it, he'd looked me in the eye and said I'll drive you, and I'd thought it was the kindest thing anybody had ever said to me.

    I'd known. At the risotto I'd looked at his face and seen a man telling me the truth and carefully not telling me the rest of it, and I'd known it was a different face, and I'd picked up my wine. And at half past five this morning he'd started to tell me, and I'd put two fingers over his mouth so I could have the rest of the night. I'd known in 2023, at a tasting, with a man looking at his phone during a toast. I am very, very good at knowing a thing and picking up my wine.

    But I hadn't known what. He had. For twelve days, he had.

    I put the crossword book back in the box of canning jars, at the bottom, where it had been. I put the boxes back under the bed. I couldn't find where she'd stopped him. I left Walter Holt at the beginning, clearing his throat, and put the tape recorder back on the nightstand exactly square, because I can't help it.

    I took the photograph. That was the job, and I'm a professional. I locked her door behind me and put the key in my pocket, ribbon and all.

    Then I went down the stairs, and out past the Buick, and across Main Street, and down Elm Street to Brennan's, and the rain started when I was halfway there.

    

    10:31 a.m. Thirty-one minutes late, for the first time in my working life.

    He wasn't in the kitchen. He was in the selection room, in his shirtsleeves, beside Bev's casket, with the lid up and the reading light on, checking it before the Lundgrens came at two. Doing the next thing. He always does the next thing.

    He looked up when I came in, and saw my face, and saw the silver frame in my hand, and the rain in my hair, and he knew. I watched him know. It went through him like a draft through a house.

    "Georgina," he said.

    "How long have you known?"

    He didn't look away. He never does. That's what I'd liked about him, at the risotto.

    "Since March."

    "Since March." I said it back to him as he'd said Phyllis Sargent's name back to her daughter on the phone, gently, so as to be sure I'd got it right. "Since March. Eight cards on her corkboard. R. DRIVES. Every one."

    "Yes."

    "She's going blind."

    "Yes."

    "And you knew on the eighteenth. When I came in here in my dress at twenty to seven, ready to kill her. You stood there with half a donut and let me." I could hear my voice, and it was perfectly level, which is how I know I was about to break something. "You let me plan a funeral like it was a joke. You let me make jokes about it to her face. You let me lie in that"—I pointed at the casket with the silver frame—"with your reading light in my eyes, and laugh, so you could get the angle right. So she could read the program from inside. And I laughed. You let me laugh."

    He didn't say anything.

    "You let me sleep with you," I said. "Twice. Last night, I asked you to stay, and you stayed, and you knew."

    "I was going to tell you at eight. The phone—"

    "At eight." I laughed. It came out wrong. "At eight. After. You were going to tell me after. That's your whole job, isn't it? You come after. You arrive when it's over and you're very kind about it." I took a breath. "You told me about your mother's grave. You told me about the girl from Boston and the nurse and the teacher and the gutter guards. You told me everything about you, Rory. Everything. And nothing about her."

    "She asked me—"

    "Everybody asks you. That's what you do. Somebody asks you something and you do it. Bev asked you to keep it and you kept it. I asked you to stay and you stayed. I asked you to wait and you waited." I could feel it coming up my throat. "Do you know what that is? That isn't kindness. That's a man who'll never have to choose anything, because he'll always have done what he was told."

    That landed. I'd meant it to. I wasn't sorry, not then. I've been sorry since.

    "Georgina," he said, very quietly. "It wasn't mine to tell."

    "No," I said. "It never is, with you, is it."

    I put the photograph down on the end of the casket, on the closed half of the lid, face up, so she was looking at the ceiling with her hand over her eyes. Bev at twenty-five, squinting into the sun.

    "She'll want that by the casket," I said. "One photograph. No slideshow. It's in the rules."

    And I walked out of the selection room, and down the hall past the arrangement room and the chapel and the kitchen door, and out of the front door of Brennan's Funeral Home into the rain.

    He didn't follow me. I'd known he wouldn't. You don't argue with the family.

    

    I sat in the van in the lot behind the carriage house with the rain coming down on the roof like gravel and the wipers off and the binder on the passenger seat, open at the page that said SIX DAYS.

    1. FIND OUT.

    I'd found out. One day early. I'm always early.

    I cried. I'm not going to pretend I didn't. I cried in the front seat of my van, behind a funeral home, under a flat I'd been happy in that morning, from 10:51 to 10:55. I timed it. I watched the second hand go round on my wrist with my face wet, and at four minutes I stopped, and wiped my face, and picked up the binder.

    That was the worst part. That I could.

  
    Chapter 18 — Next of Kin

    Rory

    I didn't follow her.

    I didn't even take a step. I stood beside Bev's casket with the reading light on and the lid up and the photograph lying face up on the closed half, and I listened to her go down the hall, and out of the front door, and down the steps into the rain, and I didn't move. I've been not arguing with the family for fourteen years. It's in my legs.

    That's a man who'll never have to choose anything, because he'll always have done what he was told.

    She was right. I want that on the table before anything else, because everything after it is about what I did with that. She'd been back twelve days, and she'd said to my face, in my own selection room, with rain in her hair, the thing I'd only ever admitted to you. And then she'd walked out.

    I turned off the reading light. I closed the lid. I picked up the photograph and looked at it: Bev at twenty-five on the Gazette porch with her hand over her eyes, and across the bottom of the picture, on the boards, the long shadow of the man holding the camera.

    Then I heard my father in the kitchen, filling the kettle.

    

    He'd heard all of it. Of course he had. The kitchen is across the hall from the selection room and he'd been sitting at the table since seven in his boots, with the Gazette and his reading glasses, waiting for me to get back from Lake Street so he could ask about Phyllis Sargent. My father has very good ears for a man who's deaf in one of them. He says it's selective. My mother used to say it was strategic.

    He didn't look round when I came in. He put the kettle on and got down two mugs, my mother's, the ones with the teapots on them that match the wallpaper, which nobody has used since 2008, and put them on the table.

    "Sit down," he said.

    I sat down.

    He made the tea. He takes a long time to make tea. He warms the pot. He measures. My father has done everything the same way for as long as I've known him, and he does it all slowly, and I used to think that was because he was a slow man, and I was a funeral director myself before I understood that it's because we are men who have taught ourselves never to rush in front of people who are grieving, and somewhere along the way we forgot how to rush for anything but the phone.

    He put the tea in front of me, and sat down across the table in his boots, and looked at me over his glasses.

    "Bev," he said.

    "Yes."

    "Her eyes."

    I looked at him.

    "I've done three thousand arrangement conferences," said my father. "When a woman of eighty with perfectly good reading glasses on a chain round her neck asks the funeral director to read her own list out loud to her, because his voice is better than hers, I know what I'm looking at." He drank his tea. "I wondered in March, when you started taking the town car out on a Monday once a month and not writing it in the book. The month they opened my chest, you started driving Bev Tolliver to Burlington, and you never missed one. On the eighteenth, I knew."

    "You didn't say anything."

    "It wasn't mine," said my father. He set the mug down. "That's the trouble with us, son. Nothing's ever ours." He looked at the teapot mugs. "I'm going to tell you about your mother's funeral. I should have told you eighteen years ago. I'm telling you now because I just watched you let her walk out in the rain, and I know where you learned it."

    

    I know the facts; I told you them on Route 2. I didn't know the rest.

    "Wally Pratt, who had the funeral home in Barre, came over that first night," said my father. "He's dead now. He was a good man. He drove over at eleven at night in the snow and stood in that doorway in his coat and said, Gene, go and sit with your boy, I'll do this. I'll do all of it. You be the family." He turned his mug round. "And I couldn't. I stood there and I couldn't make myself do it. If Wally did the funeral, I'd have had to sit in the front row. I'd have had to be the one people came up to. I'd have had to be the family, and I didn't know how. I'd never been the family. I'd been the man at the side of the room for twenty-five years. I knew how to do that with my eyes shut. So I told Wally thank you, and I sent him home, and I did it myself, and I put you at the side with me." He looked at me. "Sixteen years old, in my second-best suit, by the door. And I never told you to come off it."

    I didn't say anything. I didn't trust it.

    "And then the phone rang at the grave," said my father, "and I couldn't move, and you answered it."

    "I know."

    "I know you know. I watched you take that phone out of my coat and say Brennan's in my voice, and I copied the address off your hand, and I went and did the removal, because I didn't know what else to do with myself. And when I came home that night you were sitting in the night man's room with the door open, waiting for it to ring again." He took his glasses off. "You were sixteen. I should have said, son, go and be sixteen. And I didn't, because it was easier to let you carry it than to sit down in the front row."

    The rain came down on the window over the sink. Somewhere in the house, a radiator knocked.

    "She liked 'Lady of Spain,'" said my father. "Your mother. Nobody likes 'Lady of Spain.' She did." He put his glasses on the table, folded. "After, I couldn't play it where anybody could hear. Because if they heard it, they'd come and want to talk to me about her, and I'd have to be the family. So I play it at one in the morning, with the window shut, for nobody."

    "Patrice hears it."

    "Patrice hears it," my father agreed. "Patrice has heard it every night for eighteen years. She leaves her kitchen window open a crack, even in February. I know she does. I can see the curtain move." He looked at his hands. "She's never come to the door about it. That's the kindest thing anybody in this town has ever done for me, and I've never told her so, because then I'd have to be somebody who'd been done a kindness."

    I'd never heard my father say that many words in a row in my life. I don't think he had either. He sat there looking at them, on the table between us, as if somebody else had put them there.

    "Professionally," he said, at last, "you did it right."

    "I know."

    "That's what's wrong with it." He picked up his glasses again. "But that girl isn't a family you're doing arrangements for, son. She isn't somebody you're standing at the side of the room for. I've watched you since the eighteenth. You're not her funeral director. You're her next of kin. And the next of kin doesn't get to stand by the door being kind. He has to sit in the front row and say what he wants out loud, in front of everybody, and I've never done it once." He put the glasses on. "Go and see Bev. Tell her to do her own talking. Then go and sit in the front row."

    "The Sargents—"

    "I'll do the Sargents' arrangements at three," said my father. "I had a bypass, Rory. Not a burial."

    

    At 11:40 Anders Lundgren called.

    "She called us," said Anders. "Georgie. At half past eleven. She's moved the casket to ten tomorrow. She said the landing would be slippery in the rain and she didn't want to lose a Lundgren the day before the funeral." He paused. "She sounded like a closed door, Rory."

    "I know."

    "She said to tell you nothing," said Anders. "So I'm telling you that."

    At 11:52 my phone rang twice, and it was Dot Kowalski, on her flip phone, from her booth at the Maple Leaf.

    "She walked down Elm Street in the rain at 11:04 with no umbrella and no coat, dear, just that binder, and she didn't look at anybody. Rosa saw her from the window. Rosa says she'd been crying. Rosa has never been wrong about crying." Dot breathed down the line. "I've suspended all books. Every line. Second time since 1971. I thought you'd want to know."

    "Thank you, Dot."

    "Don't thank me. Fix it." She hung up.

    At 12:20 Hank called to say he'd walked Bev home from the Maple Leaf, and she hadn't touched her pie, and that on the way back he'd seen the side door of the town hall standing open, and no lights on upstairs, and small wet footprints going up the stairs. "I didn't go up," said Hank. "I wasn't asked."

    

    It was dark in Bev's apartment.

    I knocked, and she said "It's open," and it was. I went in under the roof, into the little sitting room, and every light was off, and the rain was coming down the window, and Bev was sitting in her chair by the radiator with her hands folded on her handbag and her coat still on, in the dark.

    "Leave it off, dear," she said. "I'd rather not watch your face do that."

    I didn't turn it on. I sat down on the footstool in front of her chair, which is where I've sat to read her the paper on the Thursdays when the Maple Leaf was too loud, and I put her photograph in her lap. She felt it with her fingers. She knew it by the frame.

    "She brought it," said Bev.

    "She put it on your casket. Face up."

    "Good girl." Bev's fingers moved over the silver. "She's been here. Nobody touches Walter but me. I leave him where I stopped, so I know where I've got to, and he was back at the very beginning, clearing his throat. And she'd squared the machine up on the nightstand. She put things back square at twelve, too."

    "She knows, Bev."

    "I know she knows, dear."

    "You gave her your key."

    "Did I," said Bev.

    "She asked me how long I'd known. I told her." I looked at my hands. "She said I let her plan your funeral like it was a joke. She said I let her lie in your casket and laugh. She's right. I did."

    Bev didn't say anything.

    "And she said I've never chosen anything in my life," I said, "because I always do what I'm told. And she's right about that too. You told me to keep it, and I kept it. She told me to wait, and I waited." I made myself say the rest. "At half past five this morning I started to tell her. She put her fingers on my mouth and said, tomorrow. And I said okay."

    There was a long silence in the dark.

    "You said okay," said Bev.

    "Yes."

    "After I told you not to. In so many words. In your own car."

    "Yes."

    "Well," said Bev Tolliver, at last. "Then you're a bigger fool than I took you for, and I took you for a considerable fool. Don't you dare do it again, Rory Brennan. I'll print it." She turned her face toward the window and the rain. "I'm telling them all tomorrow. From the front. Standing up, in my own words, so nobody in this town ever has to whisper it."

    "Not all of them," I said. "Her. Today."

    "She'll come to me when she's ready."

    "She won't." I'd never won an argument with her. Nobody has, since about 1971. "She's up there in the dark right now thinking you didn't trust her. Thinking you let her come all the way up from New York and plan you a funeral as a joke, and that I knew and she didn't. She's thinking you didn't want her to know. That's the worst thing to let somebody think when she's leaving on the eighth. Tell her today."

    Bev didn't answer. The rain ran down the window.

    "Do you know why I didn't write and tell her?" she said.

    "No."

    "Because she'd have come." Bev's hands were very still on the frame. "If I'd written, Georgina, I'm going blind, come home, she'd have been here in a day. With three phones and a binder. And she'd have organized my eyes. She'd have found me a specialist in Boston and a woman from the Lions Club to read me the paper and a man to take the Buick, and she'd have labeled my kitchen for me, much better than I did, and she'd have been wonderful, Rory. She'd have been perfectly wonderful. And then on the Sunday night she'd have driven back down the Taconic and sent me flowers every month for the rest of my life." She turned the photograph over in her lap, face down. "Pity's a weekend, dear. I didn't want a weekend. I wanted her to come for something she could plan. Something she'd have to stay for. Something that would take her twelve days and the whole town, so that by the end of it she'd know me." Her voice did something I'd never heard it do. "I wanted her to come for something that wasn't me getting smaller."

    I sat on the footstool and didn't say anything, because there was nothing in my job that covered it.

    "And I was afraid," said Bev. "I'll say that once, to you, in the dark, and then I'll deny it. I was afraid she'd look at me carefully." She lifted her chin. "I'd rather she looked at me as if I'd shot her than as if I were made of glass."

    "She's going to look at you as if you'd shot her," I said. "This afternoon."

    "Good," said Bev. "She'll listen when she's angry. She never listened to anybody when she was polite."

    She stood up. It took a while. I didn't help her, because she hadn't asked, and because I've learned that much in seven months of Mondays. She stood in the dark room with the photograph in one hand and the other on the back of the chair.

    "Where is she?"

    "The Opera House," I said. "Since eleven. By herself, with the lights off."

    "Of course she is," said Bev. "It's the only room in this town she's in charge of." She held out her arm. "Not this coat, dear. The good one, on the hook. And bring the umbrella, because I'm not going to my own reckoning looking like the lost-and-found."

    

    I drove her the two blocks to the town hall in the town car, in the rain, and stopped at the light at Main and Elm.

    "It's red," said Bev, before I could say it.

    "It's red."

    "She'll have laughed at you for that," said Bev. "Last night."

    I looked at her.

    "Dot," said Bev. "Paulette Bissonnette bought a coffee at the Maple Leaf at a quarter past eight this morning and asked Rosa, very innocently, whether anybody had lost a gray wool sock. Dot had it by twenty past. I'm losing my eyes, Rory, not my ears." The light went green. "Drive."

    I parked at the side door, under the sign that says OPERA HOUSE — CLOSED — SEE CLERK, which nobody has taken down since 1998 and which, as of eight o'clock that morning, was a lie. I got out and came round with the umbrella and opened her door and held out my arm, and Bev Tolliver looked at it, and didn't take it.

    "No," she said. "This one I do by myself."

    "Bev, the stairs—"

    "I know where the stairs are, dear. I've been climbing them since 1958. I reviewed four hundred and eleven shows at the top of them." She took the umbrella out of my hand and put it up and walked to the side door under it, and folded it, and held it out to me without looking round. "You wait down here."

    "I'm good at waiting."

    "I know you are," said Bev. "Get worse at it."

    I stood inside the side door, at the bottom of the stairs, beside the marks Georgina's wet shoes had left on the treads, and listened to Bev climb, all of them, slowly, one hand on the brass rail and the other on the wall. At the landing she stopped. I counted eleven. Then she went on. I heard the double doors at the top open, and I heard them close.

    I stood at the bottom of the stairs with her umbrella and waited, which is what I'm good at. On Sunday I'd minded it. Now I hated it. I didn't go up. It wasn't my turn yet.

  
    Chapter 19 — Peripheral

    Georgie

    11:12 a.m. The Fernwood Falls Opera House, lights off, rain on the tall windows, one bulb burning in a wire cage in the middle of the stage.

    I sat in Bev's seat.

    It's the first seat of the first row on the left, and it has a little brass plate on the back that says B. TOLLIVER — FOR TWENTY YEARS OF REVIEWS — THE FERNWOOD FALLS PLAYERS, 1990. I'd read it on the first day I came up here, bending down to see it, while she sat in it with her handbag on her knees and told me she'd always taken the closing of the building personally. I sat in it now in my wet sweatshirt with the binder on my knees, because it was the only seat in four hundred that I knew for certain was hers, and I needed to be somewhere that was hers.

    I worked the phones. At 11:20 I called Vera in Barre and moved the lilies to tomorrow morning. At 11:30 I called Anders Lundgren and moved the casket to ten tomorrow, because the landing would be wet, and because I couldn't watch six men carry it up the stairs today knowing what I knew. At 11:41 Sloane texted to ask whether I was alive, and I texted back yes, which was the shortest true thing I could think of.

    Then I opened the binder to the page that said EULOGY, and looked at it, and closed it again.

    At 12:04 I put my right hand over my right eye, and I spread the fingers of my left hand in front of the left one, the way you'd make a fence, and I tried to read the curtain. LUNDGREN FEED & SUPPLY. FERNWOOD SAVINGS BANK. DR. E. T. FAIRBANKS, PAINLESS DENTISTRY. I couldn't. I could see the gold of the letters and the edges of the painted lilies and the ghost light, very bright, in the middle of everything. I couldn't read a word.

    I took my hands away. It doesn't tell you anything, doing that. It's a game. It's a child's game, and I was thirty-two, and I sat in her seat and did it until 12:31 anyway.

    

    At 1:05 I heard her on the stairs.

    I knew it was her. I'd heard that rhythm twice before on these stairs, step and pause, step and pause, and both times I'd thought knees. It came up slowly, all the way, without anybody's arm. At the landing it stopped, and stayed stopped, long enough that I half stood up out of the seat. Then it went on.

    The double doors opened. She stood in them in her good coat, with the rain on her shoulders, holding the brass rail with one hand and the photograph in the silver frame against her chest with the other, and looked down the long dark room toward the ghost light, a little to one side.

    "You're in my seat," said Bev.

    "It's got your name on it."

    "So it has." She came down the aisle. She came down it as she had on the first day, perfectly straight, without looking for anything, and I watched her do it, and this time I saw what I was watching. She was counting. Her lips were moving. She was counting the rows.

    At row A she stopped, and put out her hand, and found the back of the seat next to mine, and sat down in it. She put the photograph in her lap, face up. Neither of us said anything for a minute. Somewhere under the floor, the radiator in the clerk's office came on.

    "Well," said Bev. "Go on. You've been rehearsing since eleven. I could hear you from the stairs."

    

    I'd planned to be calm. I'd planned it in her seat for an hour and fifty-three minutes with a binder on my knees.

    "You let me plan your funeral like it was a joke."

    "It isn't a joke," said Bev. "It's a funeral. It's just early."

    "You know what I mean."

    "I know exactly what you mean, dear. I've been an editor for fifty-five years. I know what everybody means." She folded her hands on the photograph. "Ask me. You've come all this way. Ask me properly. I'll answer anything you ask me properly."

    So I asked her. I asked her like a reporter, which is how she taught me to ask when I was twelve and wanted to know why the Christmas tree on the green had a lean: who, what, when, and don't let them tell you why until you've got the rest.

    When. Eleven years ago. 2015, in the spring, at the eye doctor in Barre, for new reading glasses. The doctor had looked in the back of her eyes for longer than she liked and then sent her to a man in Burlington, and the man in Burlington had a word for it, and she wrote the word on the back of her hand and went home and looked it up in the 1983 encyclopedia in the Gazette office, because she didn't trust the computer, and the encyclopedia told her it would be slow.

    "And it was," said Bev. "For years it was so slow I could pretend it wasn't happening. I bought the big crosswords. I put the galleys under a brighter bulb. I got Margo to read the proofs aloud to me in 2019 and told her it was to check the rhythm. She thinks I've got a very fine ear for rhythm."

    Who knew. Walter. Walter knew by 2018, because she held a proof up to the window of the stand to read it, one Sunday, and he watched her do it, and didn't say a thing, and the next Tuesday he phoned her at nine o'clock at night, which he'd never done in fifty years, and said, The Pike girl's got a good one this week, Bev, you'll want to hear it, and read it to her. Every Tuesday after that. Margo's obituaries, out loud, down the phone, for seven years. He said it was so he could gloat about her adjectives.

    "And then the summer before he died, the old fool sat in his kitchen and read a whole shoebox of them into a machine," said Bev, "because he was planning his own funeral and didn't tell me. In case he wasn't there one Tuesday. And then he wasn't." She was quiet a moment. "I listen to them in order. I'm on February. I've been making them last."

    What. In March, the right eye went. That's the word she used: went. One morning she woke up and there was a hole in the middle of everything, gray, like a thumbprint on a lens, and it didn't go away, and the man in Burlington said it had changed, and the new kind needed needles. Every month. In the eye. She told me that in the voice she uses for the school lunch menu.

    "I drove myself, the day they told me," said Bev. "I drove the Buick to Burlington with one eye and came back with none, very nearly, because they put drops in and you can't see for hours, and I came off Route 2 into Anders Lundgren's mailbox. Anders never said a word. He put up a new one the next day and painted it orange." She turned her face toward me. "And the Monday after, for the first needle, Rory Brennan was outside the Gazette at a quarter to seven in the town car, with the back door open, in a suit. I hadn't asked him. I've never asked him who told him. Gene had just had his chest opened and Rory had the whole business on his back. And he was there. Every month. He's never once missed."

    I didn't say anything. I couldn't, yet.

    

    "What can you see?" I said.

    It was the only question I hadn't planned. It came out of me in a voice I didn't recognize.

    Bev considered it, as she considers a headline.

    "Light," she said. "I can see the light up there on the stage. I can see that it's bright, and where it is. I can see the windows, because they're lighter than the walls. I can see the edges of things. The doors. The end of each row, if I'm close. I can see that you're there, and that you're sitting very straight, because you always sit very straight when you're about to shout." She paused. "I can't see your face. Not from here. The middle's gone, dear. I see round the edges. That's why I look at people a little to one side. I'm looking at you with the part that still works."

    I thought about her looking just past my ear across the table at Brennan's on the first morning. On the porch at Holt Hill. At the bottom of my ladder last night, when she said you did the town. I'd thought it was her being Bev. Skeptical. Sizing me up from an angle, the way she'd sized up every story for fifty-five years.

    "If you come close," said Bev, "I can see you. Come here."

    So I got out of her seat and knelt on the floor of the Opera House in front of her, on Ezra's boards, and she put out both her hands and found my face, and held it, one hand on each side, as you'd hold a bowl you were afraid of spilling. And she brought her face down close to mine, close enough that I could smell the lavender soap and the rain on her coat, and she tilted her head, a little to one side, and looked at me.

    "There you are," said Bev.

    I'd like to say I didn't cry. I'd cried at 10:51 for four minutes, timed, and I'd been sure I was finished. I wasn't.

    "I wanted to see your face," said Bev, very quietly, holding it. "While I still could. Yours. And everyone's. Dot's, and Hank's, and that dreadful Patrice's, and the boy who stole my hubcap. I wanted to look at every one of them up close, one more time, while they still had a reason to stand still and let me." Her thumbs moved on my cheekbones. "And I wanted to hear what they'd say about me while I could still answer back. The dead get the last word, Georgina. It's on a sign downstairs. I had it laminated. I've printed four thousand obituaries, and I wanted mine read to my face."

    

    When I could, I said, "Why didn't you tell me?"

    She let go of my face and sat back.

    "I did," said Bev.

    "You didn't—"

    "I gave you my key." She held up one finger. "I gave you my key at twenty to one in the morning, dear, in front of the ghost light, and I told you to let yourself in when I wasn't there, and I sent you to my bedroom for a photograph that's been on that bureau since 1971, past my kitchen, which has a label on everything in it, and my magnifier, which is the size of a television, and my corkboard, which I'd have had to be a fool to forget about, and I am many things, Georgina, but I've never been a fool about a corkboard." She lowered the finger. "I held on to the end of that ribbon longer than I've held on to anything since 1981. And then I let go."

    "You meant me to find it."

    "I'm eighty. I don't do anything by accident." She folded her hands on the photograph again. "You'd never have believed it if I'd told you. You'd have looked at me carefully and said oh, Aunt Bev, and booked me a specialist. You don't believe a thing because somebody tells you. You go upstairs and look. I taught you that when you were twelve. You're a Tolliver. We go and look."

    "Rory knew," I said.

    "Rory kept it because I made him promise," said Bev. "In March, in his own car, before I had any idea you'd ever come up that road again. And he kept it. That's why I let him drive me. He's the only man in this county I'd trust to keep a thing and not make a face about it." She lifted her chin. "He drove me to Burlington eight times. He sat in that waiting room reading magazines about wooden boats. He read me the Gazette every Thursday at the Maple Leaf in front of the whole town and never let on why. And on Monday, on Route 2, when I asked him to tell me what the leaves looked like, he told me. For an hour. Every tree from Middlesex to Barre." She paused. "Don't you dare be angry with him for what I made him do."

    "I'm not angry with him for keeping it," I said. "I'm angry with him because I asked him to wait and he waited. He always waits. He'd wait till I was on the Taconic."

    Bev was quiet for a moment.

    "Then you're angry with him for the right thing," she said. "I told him not to say okay to you. In the car."

    "He said it anyway."

    "I know, dear. He told me. He sat on my footstool in the dark not an hour ago and confessed it to me like a boy who'd broken a window." She sighed. "He's a good man and a fool. Most of the good ones are. Walter was."

    

    The radiator under the floor knocked. The rain came down the windows. I got up off Ezra's boards, finally, and sat down in her seat again, because my knees had stopped working, and we sat there side by side in the first row, Bev and me, looking at the ghost light.

    "I'm not going to apologize for the terrace," said Bev.

    "I know."

    "I'd do it again. Tomorrow. Every morning for the rest of my life, if I had to."

    "I know."

    I looked at the light. It was easier than looking at her, even though she couldn't see me look.

    "You were right," I said.

    Three years. I'd said it to myself in the shower and in the van and once, at four in the morning, in a hotel in Rhinebeck, to the ceiling. I'd said most of it to Rory. I'd never said it to her.

    "I know, dear," said Bev.

    "I knew," I said. "Before you told me. A month before. At the tasting."

    "I know that too." She didn't turn her head. "That's why I said it to your face, at seven in the morning, with coffee. You don't wake somebody up to tell them something they don't know. You wake them up to tell them what they already know, so they can stop pretending they don't." She was quiet. "You looked at me as if I'd shot you."

    "You had."

    "Yes," said Bev. "Somebody had to. You'd have married him to be polite."

    I laughed. It came out wet and wrong and I couldn't stop it, and she sat beside me in her good coat and let me, and after a while she put out her hand without looking and found mine on the arm of the seat between us and held it, which she had never done before, not even when I was twelve.

    

    At 2:20 she said, "Tomorrow I'm going to tell them."

    "Tell who?"

    "All of them. From the front. After you've done your eulogy, I'm going to stand up and tell four hundred people in costume that I'm going blind and not dying, and that I wanted to see their faces, and then I'm going to let them come up and show me." She turned the photograph over in her lap and back again. "I'm not having it whispered. I've never in my life let anything in this town get whispered when it could be printed."

    "Margo doesn't know."

    "Margo will know at a quarter past five tomorrow, with everybody else." Bev's mouth went thin. "She'll be hurt. She'll take it personally, and she'll be right to, and I'll let her. That's mine to carry. Don't you carry it for me. You're not to tell her. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not with your face. I know your face. You've got a terrible face for keeping things."

    I thought about Margo, reading her the proofs for years and being told it was for the rhythm.

    "Is there anything else?" I said. "Anything I'm going to find out tomorrow from the front row?"

    "There's always something else, dear," said Bev. "That's what next week is for."

    "And what do I say? In the eulogy?" I opened the binder on my knees, to the page with nothing on it. "You told me I'd have six days to find out the truth about you. I found it out. I'm not going to stand up there and tell four hundred people you're going blind. That's yours."

    "I don't want you to tell them the truth about me," said Bev. "I'll do that. I've been doing my own truth since 1971." She put her hand flat on the empty page of my binder, as if she could read it through her palm. "Tell them the truth about you."

    

    At 2:41 I walked her down the stairs.

    She hadn't taken anybody's arm coming up. She took mine going down. She held out her elbow at the top of the stairs without a word, and I took it, and she said, "Going down's different, dear," and we went down together, step and pause, step and pause, and at the landing she stopped and counted something under her breath and went on.

    He was at the bottom.

    He was standing just inside the side door, under the sign that says SEE CLERK, in his good black coat, with a wet umbrella in his hand and rain on his shoulders, where he'd been, I found out later, for an hour and thirty-six minutes, since he'd watched her go up. He looked up the stairs. I looked down them. Neither of us spoke. He opened the door and held it, and Bev went out past him on my arm into the gray afternoon.

    He held the umbrella out to me.

    I took it. I put it up over Bev, and not over me, and I stood there for a moment in the door with the rain coming down on my head and the umbrella over hers, and I looked at him.

    "Not yet," I said.

    "I know," he said.

    He didn't say okay. I noticed. I'd like that put down somewhere: I noticed.

    I walked Bev home through the rain under his umbrella, two blocks, at her pace, stopping at every curb, and she didn't say a word about him the whole way, which for Bev is a kind of speech.

  
    Chapter 20 — The Night Man's Room

    Rory

    At three o'clock my father sat down at the kitchen table with Phyllis Sargent's daughter and did the arrangements himself, in his boots, with my mother's teapot mugs, and I heard him through the door saying the things you say. He hadn't done a conference since March. He did it very well. Professionally, I'd say.

    I spent the afternoon downstairs with Phyllis.

    People think that's the strange part of my job. It's the quietest. You work slowly, and you talk to them while you work, the way my father taught me. So I talked to Phyllis Sargent. I told her about the rain. I told her that her daughter had chosen the blue dress, the one with the brooch, and that her grandson was driving up from Hartford tonight. And then, because there was nobody else in the building I could have said it to, I told her about Georgina Tolliver. All of it. From the half a donut on the eighteenth to the umbrella at 2:41, and not yet, and I know.

    Phyllis was ninety-one and had been married for sixty years to a man who sold insurance and sang tenor in the Congregational choir. She didn't say anything. She had the look they have, which is the look of somebody who has heard all of it before and isn't going to tell you how it comes out.

    

    At six the rain stopped. At eight my father made us eggs and didn't say anything about anything, which is how he says he's proud of you, and at ten he went up to bed.

    I didn't go to bed. I sat in the night man's room on the edge of the narrow bed in my shirtsleeves, with the lamp on and the phone on the nightstand and the door shut, and I didn't read, and I didn't sleep, and I didn't do anything at all except sit there and want something, out loud, to nobody.

    That's harder than you'd think, if you've never done it out loud. I've stopped leaving the important things out, so I'll tell you: I sat on the bed and said it to the lamp, to hear what it sounded like.

    "I want her to stay."

    It sounded terrible. It sounded like somebody else. I said it again anyway, and the second time it sounded a little more like me.

    At 11:40, somebody knocked.

    

    She was standing in the passage in her own coat, the black wool one, with her hair down and dry and her face scrubbed and her hands in her pockets. She didn't have any tea. She didn't have a rule ready. She looked at me like a contract she'd been sent to read and hadn't decided whether to sign.

    "You should have told me," she said.

    "I know."

    "Before. Not at half past five in the morning, when you knew I'd stop you. Before. On the eighteenth. On the porch at Holt Hill. At the risotto. You had twelve days."

    "I know."

    "I'm still angry."

    "I know."

    She looked at me for a long moment in the light from the lamp behind me.

    "Stop saying I know," she said.

    "I don't know what else is true," I said. "Everything else I could say would be an excuse."

    That did something to her face that I couldn't read. She took her hands out of her pockets.

    "I read her the paper," she said. "Tonight. I made her eggs, and then I sat on her footstool, and I read her the Gazette. All of it. From the front page to the lost-and-found." Her voice was very level. "I've never read anybody anything in my life. I'm terrible at it. I read too fast. She kept saying slower, dear, I'm not a train. And when I got to the lost-and-found she said, Rory does it better, and then she said, don't tell him I said that." She took a breath. "So I'm telling you. Because I'm not keeping anything for anybody ever again, and you can put that in your book."

    I didn't answer. I didn't trust what would come out.

    "Can I come in," said Georgina, "or are you going to stand in the door being kind?"

    "I want you to come in," I said. "I want that on the table. I've wanted you to come in since you walked out of the kitchen this morning." I stepped back. "I want you to come in and stay till it's light. You can be as angry as you like. Stay anyway."

    She looked at me. Then she came in, and I shut the door, and she stood in the middle of the night man's room, which takes about one step, and looked at the narrow bed and the lamp and the hook for the suit and the chair with the books on it and the phone on the nightstand, all of it, checking it against a list.

    "You asked," she said. "Out loud."

    "I practiced."

    "On who?"

    "The lamp," I said. "And Phyllis Sargent."

    She laughed. It wasn't much of a laugh. It came out of her like something that had been waiting behind her teeth all day and was surprised to be let go. And then she put both her hands flat on my chest, and stood there, holding me off and holding on.

    "Tell me one thing," she said. "Just one, and then I don't want any more tonight. The first time. In March. What did she say when she came out?"

    I could see the door of that waiting room as I said it. Third floor. Blue chairs. A fish tank with one fish in it that I've never seen move.

    "She came out with her sunglasses on," I said, "and stood with her hand on the doorframe for a minute. And then she said, Well. That's one. And then she said, Describe the parking garage."

    "The parking garage."

    "So I described it. Level four. The concrete. The lake, between the cars, if you knew where to look. A gull on a light pole. She said it was the dullest thing she'd ever heard and I was to keep going." I looked down at her. "Every month, something. The garage. The river at Bolton. The leaves, on Monday. She never asked me how she was doing. She asked me what things looked like."

    Georgina's hands had gone still on my chest.

    "I'm still angry," she said.

    "I know."

    "I'm going to be angry for a while. Days. I don't know." Her hands moved on my shirt. "I don't want to talk about it any more tonight. I've talked to Bev all afternoon and read her a newspaper and I'm all out of words. I don't want to talk." She looked up at me. "I want you to look at me."

    

    I reached for the lamp. It's habit. People in my business turn the light down.

    She caught my hand.

    "Leave it," she said.

    So I left it. It's a plain lamp, with a green shade that my mother bought in Barre, and it makes a small warm circle on the nightstand and the pillow and not much else, and the rest of the room is shadow. She stepped back from me, into the circle of it, and took off her coat, and let it fall, and then the sweater under it, and she didn't hurry, and she kept her eyes on me.

    On Tuesday, in the dark, she'd told me what to do. On the stage she'd called it like a show. In the flat she'd watched me. Tonight, in the night man's room, for a whole minute, she didn't say anything. She just stood in the light from my mother's lamp and let me see her: the whole of her, every inch, her chin up and her arms at her sides, as if she'd decided something and was making herself keep to it. I've seen a lot of people in my life at the moment they're most exposed. I've never seen anyone choose it.

    "Look at me," she said. "Not the way you look at the family. Look at me."

    I did. I'll tell you what I saw, a little. I saw the freckle under her left ear that I'd described to Bev on the first Thursday and found again on the Friday, over the casket. I saw a thin white scar on her knee from a bicycle in Westchester in 2002, which she told me about later. I saw that she was cold, and that she was frightened, and that she was standing there anyway, and I thought it was the bravest thing I'd ever watched anybody do, and I've known a woman of eighty-eight go out and milk fifty-nine cows the morning after her husband died.

    "Come here," I said. "Please."

    She came. She came into my arms and put her mouth on mine, and it wasn't like Tuesday or the stage. It was slower than that, and harder. She was still angry. She'd decided to put it somewhere useful.

    "Twelve days," she said against my mouth. "You owe me twelve days."

    "I'll pay them back."

    "With interest," said Georgina, and got my shirt open a button at a time, counting. She put her palms flat on my chest and pushed me back onto that narrow bed and came down after me, and the springs complained, and she said, "Don't," meaning don't laugh, and I didn't. I ran my hands down her back in the lamplight. Her skin was cold at first and then it wasn't. I kissed the freckle under her ear, and the line of her collarbone, and the soft place inside her elbow, one at a time, like a man learning a road he means to drive in the dark for the rest of his life, and she watched me do every one.

    

    It's not a bed for two people. I should say that. The night man's room was built for one man and a phone, and the bed is narrow enough that one of us was always about to go over the side, and at one point she did, very nearly, and I caught her round the waist and hauled her back, and she said, "This is a terrible bed, Rory," into my shoulder, and started to laugh, and I said, "Nobody's ever complained," and she said, "Nobody's ever stayed in it," and laughed harder, and then she stopped laughing, because I'd turned her onto her back and was looking at her, in the lamplight, from about an inch away, and she was looking back.

    "Say something," she said. "You talk to everybody else in this building."

    So I did. I'd been practicing on the lamp all night.

    "I want the light on," I said, "because I want to see what your face does. I've been watching it for twelve days across kitchen tables and casket lids, and I haven't once been allowed to watch it do this."

    She went red to the collarbone. I could see it, in the lamplight; that was the point of the lamp.

    "I want to take my time," I said. "I'm going to go slowly, Georgina, the way I do everything. I'm going to start at your mouth and work my way down, and I'm going to tell you where I am as I go, because you like to know where you are in a thing."

    "Rory," she said. It was a warning.

    "I want you loud. My father's upstairs and Patrice is next door, and I find I don't care. I want this room to have heard you." I kissed her, once, to show her where I was starting. "And I'm going to tell you what you do to me while you do it. I won't have to make any of it up."

    "Rory," she said, the second time, and it wasn't a warning at all, and the third time she put her hand over my mouth and said, "No. Keep going. I mean it. Keep talking," and laughed into the pillow, and then didn't laugh.

    So I kept talking. I did everything I'd said, in the order I'd said it, and told her where I was, and told her what it was doing to me, and every word of it was true. Somewhere around the middle of the list she stopped laughing altogether and held on to the iron rail of that terrible bed with one hand and on to me with the other, and she wasn't quiet, and she didn't try to be.

    We were slow, because I didn't want it to be over, and she knew that, and she let me. She kept her eyes open, and she didn't hide from the lamp. She held my face in both her hands, near the end, and looked at me from very close, and said, very quietly, "There you are."

    I said her name, and I said yes, and then, into her neck, the thing I'd been practicing on the lamp, or the start of it. I want— I'd said those two words all night and finished every one of them. That was the one I couldn't, and she was holding on to me too hard by then for me to know whether she'd heard.

    

    Afterward we lay the only way two people can lie on that bed, which is mostly on top of each other, with her head on my chest and the quilt half on the floor and the lamp still on.

    She was quiet. Then she said, "I'm writing a eulogy."

    "I know."

    "You're doing it again."

    "It's still true."

    She made a sound against my chest that might have been a laugh. "Bev's. For tomorrow. She told me to tell the truth about me, not about her, and I've been thinking about funerals all day, and I can't stop." She traced something on my chest with one finger, a list, I think. "You've done a thousand of them. What would you want? At yours?"

    I'd never been asked. I don't think anybody asks people in my business. I thought about it, honestly, lying there under my mother's lamp with my hand in her hair, and I gave her the honest answer, because I didn't have any other kind left.

    "Somebody to stay for the cake," I said.

    I felt it land.

    She didn't move. Her finger stopped on my chest. She lay there with her head over my heart, very still, and I knew exactly what I'd said, and to whom, and part of me wanted it back, and the rest of me would have said it again.

    "That's not fair," said Georgina, at last, very quietly.

    "I didn't mean it like that."

    "I know you didn't." She didn't lift her head. "That's what makes it not fair."

    Somewhere out on Elm Street a car went by with its radio on, slowly, and then was gone. She didn't get up. She didn't say this is just this. She stayed where she was, with her ear on my chest, listening to whatever it was doing, and after a while her hand started moving again, slowly, back and forth across my ribs.

    At ten past one, through the house, I heard it.

    Faint. Upstairs. Through the whole length of the house and the shut door of the night man's room. He'd left his own door open. I found that out in the morning. An accordion, slow and wheezing, playing "Lady of Spain" at about a third of the speed it's written, as if he wanted the song to last.

    I'd slept in that room for fourteen years. I'd never heard it.

    Georgina lifted her head.

    "That's him," she said. "That's what I hear. Every night, from the flat."

    "He told me, in the kitchen," I said. "I didn't know it would sound like this."

    She looked at me in the lamplight. Then she put her head back down on my chest, and we lay there in the night man's room, the two of us, and listened to my father play my mother's song in the dark, for Patrice behind her curtain, and tonight, on purpose, for us.

    It went on. I didn't count. When it stopped, she was asleep, and I lay there with the lamp on and her weight on me and the phone silent on the nightstand, and I didn't sleep, and I didn't mind.

  
    Chapter 21 — Trick or Treat

    Georgie

    6:12 a.m. Saturday, October 31. Halloween. The day of the funeral.

    I woke up in the night man's room with the lamp still on.

    I knew where I was before I opened my eyes, because there was a radiator ticking eighteen inches from my head and an iron rail under my wrist and a man under most of the rest of me, and the bed was so narrow that the only reason I hadn't gone over the side in my sleep was that his arm was round my back and hadn't moved. I lay there with my cheek on his chest and listened to his heart. It was slow and even and very loud. I'd listened to it before, but I'd never left my ear there long enough to notice how loud a heart is. You'd think it would be the kind of thing a person would know by thirty-two.

    When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was the phone on the nightstand, black and silent. The second was his suit on the hook on the back of the door. The third was his face.

    He was awake. He was lying with his head on the one thin pillow and looking at me, and from the look of him he'd been doing it for a while.

    "You didn't sleep," I said.

    "No."

    "Why not?"

    He thought about it. He always thinks about it. That's the thing nobody tells you about a man who won't lie to you: everything takes a little longer.

    "I didn't want to miss any of it," he said.

    I put my face back down on his chest so he wouldn't see what that did to it. It didn't help. He could feel it. He moved his hand up my back, slowly, up into my hair, and left it there while the radiator ticked and the light came up gray at the edge of the blind.

    "I'm still angry," I said, into his chest. I was wearing his shirt. I don't remember putting it on. I'd like that understood.

    "I know."

    "Less."

    His hand stopped in my hair. Then it started again.

    "I'll take less," said Rory.

    I lifted my head and kissed him. I meant it to be short. I had a funeral at four, a casket at ten and a florist somewhere on Route 302 with three hundred orange stems in the back of a van. It wasn't short. He turned us, carefully, because of the bed, until I was on my back with the iron rail cold against the top of my head and him over me in the lamplight, looking down at me close and unhurried, a man with all the time in the world and a casket at ten.

    "I have a run of show," I said.

    "I know you do."

    "It starts at 6:30."

    "It's 6:14," said Rory, without looking at anything, and put his mouth on my throat.

    "Then you've got sixteen minutes," I said, "and I'd like them itemized."

    He lifted his head and looked down at me, perfectly serious, with his arrangement-table face on.

    "Item one," said Rory. "Six-fourteen to six-seventeen. Your mouth, until you stop talking about the run of show."

    "6:15," I said. "I'm still talking about the run of show."

    "Noted." He kissed me until I wasn't. "Item two. Six-seventeen to six-twenty. Everything under this shirt, which is mine, in no particular order. Slowly."

    "That's not an item. That's a—6:18—that's a category."

    "Item three," said Rory, against my collarbone, in the voice he uses to read a family back their hymns, "is at your discretion. It runs as long as it runs. If it runs long, let it."

    I said, "6:20." I said, "6:21," with less conviction. At 6:22 I said something into that thin pillow that wasn't a time at all, and after that I stopped keeping it altogether, and let him.

    It was 6:51 when I came out into the kitchen.

    

    Gene was standing at the counter in his boots and a flannel shirt with the percolator going behind him, and he looked at me coming in from the passage in his son's shirt and my own coat and yesterday's jeans, carrying my boots in my hand, and he didn't say anything at all. He took one of the teapot mugs off its hook and filled it and held it out.

    I took it. My hands were cold. It was good coffee.

    "We heard you," I said. "Last night."

    Gene looked at the percolator.

    "Good," he said.

    He turned back to the stove. I went out the back door with the mug, across the wet gravel toward the carriage house, and halfway across Patrice Dunleavy came out on her back step in her quilted housecoat with a bag for the recycling, and stopped.

    She looked at me. She looked at the shirt. She looked past me at the one small window at the back of Brennan's with a lamp burning in it at seven in the morning, and then at me again.

    "Happy Halloween, Georgina," said Patrice.

    "Happy Halloween, Patrice."

    "What are you going as?"

    I looked down at myself. Rory's shirt. Bare feet. Boots in one hand. Gene's coffee in the other.

    "Late," I said, and went up the stairs to the flat.

    

    At 8:40 Vera called to tell me she was on Main Street and couldn't move.

    "I can see the town hall," said Vera. "I can see the steps. I could hit the steps with a lily, if I opened the window. I've been sitting here eleven minutes behind a pumpkin the size of my sister's Volvo."

    The regatta was Sunday. What I hadn't known was that the Lundgrens bring the pumpkins down to the town landing on the Saturday morning, on flatbeds, in a convoy, at walking pace, down the length of Main Street, because it's the only road wide enough, and that the whole town comes out to watch, because the whole town has a pumpkin in the water, or a cousin with one.

    I came round the corner of the green at 8:47 with the binder under my arm and stopped.

    There were five flatbeds. On each, roped down under blue tarps that didn't reach, sat a pumpkin roughly the size of a small sleeping elephant, pale orange and warty and slumped on its own weight. The first had its name painted on the trailer: BIG SVEN III. Behind the fifth, wedged in at the curb by the hardware store, was a white van that said VERA'S FLOWERS — BARRE — SINCE 1987, with a small furious woman inside it with her forehead on the wheel.

    The town hall steps were across the green. A hundred yards. The flatbeds would be through in forty minutes. The casket was at ten.

    I looked at the binder. The binder said FLOWERS 8:45 — VERA — SIDE DOOR. The binder had not been consulted about BIG SVEN III.

    And then, from the bench by the war memorial, six women got up.

    They were dressed as witches. All six. Black dresses, black capes, pointed hats, and over the capes, every one of them, a crocheted shawl in the same orange. Dot was in front, with her hat pinned on at an angle that suggested she'd been wearing it since about six. She walked straight across the grass to Vera's van and knocked on the back window with one knuckle, and Vera lifted her head off the wheel and looked at her, and then got out and opened the back doors.

    It was all orange. I'd ordered it on the phone, from a list, and I'd never seen it, and I stood on the green and looked into the back of Vera's van and had to put my hand over my mouth. Orange lilies, hundreds of them, in tall buckets. Orange roses, the old-fashioned kind. Marigolds by the flat. Long branches of bittersweet with the berries split open. Dahlias, the last of somebody's garden, as big as dinner plates. And the smell came out at me across the cold air, sweet and peppery and green, like September put in a box.

    "She called me," said Vera, beside me, still furious. "In September. Your aunt. She called the shop and said one word, orange, and hung up. I've been doing funerals for thirty-nine years. Nobody's ever done that. I've been dreaming about it for six weeks."

    Dot took the first bucket out of the van and handed it to the witch behind her. That witch handed it to the next one. The next one turned and handed it to a man in a gorilla suit who'd been watching from the sidewalk, and the man in the gorilla suit, after a moment's thought, handed it to his daughter, who was dressed as a ladybug and could barely hold it. Then somebody's grandfather stepped off the curb and took it from her. By the time the second bucket came out of the van there were twenty people on the grass, and by the fourth there was a line of them, costumes and coats and a high-school boy in a hockey mask, stretching all the way across the green, under the maples, to the side door of the town hall, and Bev Tolliver's flowers went across it hand to hand like water in a fire line, bucket after bucket, orange after orange, while five pumpkins the size of elephants went by at walking pace on the other side of the street and nobody so much as looked at them.

    It took nineteen minutes. I timed it.

    "We're not animals, dear," said Dot, when I tried to thank her. She dusted off her shawl. "And it's not a bet. I want that noted."

    

    At 10:00 the Lundgrens carried the casket up the stairs.

    There are six of them. Six brothers, all of them very large and very fair and very quiet, and a sister, who'd driven the truck. I'd met them all by now and could tell four of them apart: Anders, who talks; Nils, who argues with him; Soren, who doesn't say anything at all, and who'd brought the instrument nobody can name in a case and set it down carefully on the sidewalk, because he'd be playing later and didn't trust it in the truck; and the heron from the feed store, the tallest, pale, with the fiddle callus, who took the front left handle without being asked. Rory stood at the foot of the steps in his good black suit and said, quietly, "On three," and they lifted.

    It's an empty casket. Pale oak, cream crepe, the reading light in the lid. Six men who lift fifty-pound feed sacks all day for a living could have carried it up those stairs with one hand each.

    They didn't. They carried it like one that isn't empty. Slowly. In step. Their faces set, looking straight ahead. They took it up through the side door under the sign that says SEE CLERK and onto the first flight, and the stairs creaked under all of them at once, and I stood on the sidewalk with the binder against my chest and the whole of Main Street around me, and the whole of Main Street, I discovered, was laughing.

    It wasn't unkind. It was the laughter of four hundred people who'd been told for two weeks that Bev Tolliver was going to have a funeral and come to it, and had not, any of them, quite believed it until they saw six Lundgrens carrying a box with nobody in it up the town hall stairs as if it weighed a ton. Somebody shouted, "Mind her head!" Somebody else shouted, "She's lighter than she looks!" A small boy dressed as a hot dog said, loudly, "Is she in there?" and his mother said, "No, honey, she's at the diner," and the whole sidewalk went off again.

    And then I looked to my left and saw Mildred Fisk.

    She was standing at the edge of the crowd, in her good coat, with one of her daughters holding her arm. She was eighty-eight. She'd buried her husband ten days ago, from a casket carried down a much smaller set of steps by men from the Ridge Road. She wasn't laughing. She was watching the Lundgrens go up into the dark of the stairwell, one step and then the next, and her face had gone very still, and her daughter had put her other hand over Mildred's on her arm.

    The laughter went on around her. She didn't seem to mind it. She just stood there and watched it go up until the last Lundgren's back had gone round the landing and out of sight, and then she said something to her daughter that I couldn't hear, and her daughter nodded, and they went across the street to the Maple Leaf.

    That's Fernwood Falls. It's both, all the time. You don't get to pick.

    On the landing, the Lundgrens stopped. I could see their shadows through the window on the turn of the stair. They stood there for about as long as it takes to count something, and then they went on up. Nobody had told them to. I don't know why they did it. I've never asked.

    

    Margo found me at 10:40 on the town hall steps, eating half a cider donut out of a paper bag, which I'd bought at 10:21 and was making last because I'd forgotten breakfast.

    "Is she okay?"

    She sat down on the step beside me in her coat with a notebook in her lap and a pencil behind her ear. She didn't say hello. She'd known me since I was twelve; she didn't need to.

    "Who?"

    "Don't." Margo looked at me. "Bev. She didn't come down at seven. Every morning at seven she comes down the stairs and says the coffee's terrible before I've made any. Today she came down at a quarter to nine with her sunglasses on, and said she had a headache, and went straight back up." Margo's voice was perfectly even. "Bev Tolliver has never had a headache in her life. She doesn't believe in them."

    I looked at my donut.

    You've got a terrible face for keeping things, Bev had said. Not with your face.

    "She's nervous," I said.

    "Bev doesn't get nervous."

    "It's her funeral, Margo. Everybody's nervous at their funeral."

    Margo laughed. She didn't want to, but she did. And then she looked at me for one second longer than she needed to, like a quote that's a little too good, and I held the donut and looked up at the sky over the green, which had gone a hard clean blue after the rain, and didn't let my face do anything at all.

    "Okay," said Margo, eventually. She got up. "I've got to go and finish her obituary. She won't let me read her a word of it. She says she'll hear it with everybody else, and if I've used beloved, she'll stand up and leave."

    "Use it," I said.

    She went down the steps and off along Main Street toward the Gazette.

    I'd kept it from Margo for ten minutes on a step, with a donut, eleven hours after telling Rory I wasn't keeping anything for anybody ever again, and I felt sick.

    I thought about Rory, then. Every Thursday since April, in the booth by the register at the Maple Leaf, reading Bev the Gazette in front of a town that thought it was a nice joke, the undertaker reading Bev the paper, with Margo at the next table and Rosa pouring coffee. One Monday a month since March, in a suit, at a quarter to seven. And nobody to tell.

    Seven months. And I'd been angry since yesterday about twelve days.

    I wasn't done being angry. I'd told him so. But I sat on the town hall steps and understood, for the first time, exactly what I was angry with him for, and exactly what it had cost him, and that they weren't the same size.

    

    At 12:30, in the flat, at the little table under the window, I wrote the eulogy.

    It took me twenty-six minutes. I wrote it on one page of the binder, in pen, under the tab that says SPEAKERS, and when I'd finished I didn't read it back. I folded the page in half, and then in half again, and put it in the inside pocket of the black dress, which was on its hanger on the back of the bathroom door. The red one was back from the cleaner's in Barre, still in its plastic. I'd thought about it. Bev would have liked it. But you don't wear red to tell the truth about yourself. You wear something you can disappear in, in case it goes badly.

    

    At 1:45 I let myself in with Bev's key.

    I could have knocked. I stood on the landing at the top of her stairs, past the third one that creaks and the seventh one without the rail, on the mat that says GO AWAY, with my makeup case in one hand and the key on its red ribbon in the other, and I thought about knocking. I gave you my key. You don't knock, after that. That's the point of a key.

    She was in the chair by the window.

    It's a big old wing chair in green velvet, worn shiny on the arms, and she'd turned it so the window was beside her and the light came in across her face from the left, the clear hard light after the rain. She was already dressed. Black, a good plain wool dress with long sleeves, and black stockings, and her good shoes, and over the dress, buttoned all the way, the orange vest.

    "I'm going as myself," said Bev, before I could say anything. "Somebody has to."

    "Diane offered to do this," I said, and put the case down on the footstool and opened it. "She's very good."

    "Diane would make me look like a pear," said Bev. "A lovely pear. Very well lit. I don't want to be a pear, dear. I want to be a Tolliver." She folded her hands. "And I want somebody close. You do weddings. You've put a face on a hundred women who'd been crying for an hour. You can put one on me."

    So I knelt on the rug in front of her chair, and I got out my brushes, and I started.

    I can do a face in a bridal suite in eleven minutes with the mother of the bride crying on the bed behind me. I did Bev's in fifty, because I didn't want to stop, and because every time I leaned in, she looked at me.

    She didn't care about the makeup. She wanted my face where she could see it. Six inches away, a little to one side. And for fifty minutes in the window light, with a sponge and a brush and my hand under her chin, that's where it was.

    "Describe me," said Bev.

    I stopped with the brush in the air.

    "You know what you look like."

    "I know what I looked like," said Bev. "In about 2019. I'd like an update. Go on. You're a Tolliver. Report."

    So I did. I did it like she'd taught me when I was twelve. Who, what, where, and no adjectives till you've earned them.

    I told her that her hair was white and cut short and had a wave on the left side that she'd tried to flatten with water and hadn't. I told her that she had a line between her eyebrows like somebody had drawn it with a ruler, and that it was deeper on the right, and that she had three more across her forehead, all of them straight. I told her there were two little brown spots on her left cheekbone, close together, like a colon. That the skin under her eyes was very soft and very thin and a bit blue, and that I was putting something on it, and that it would still be a bit blue. That her mouth turned down at the corners when she wasn't talking and up at one corner when she was about to say something terrible.

    "Fewer adjectives," said Bev.

    "That one was earned."

    "Go on."

    I told her she had my chin. Or I had hers. Everyone says so. I told her it was the same chin, exactly the same, the one that goes up when somebody tells you something you don't intend to put up with, and that hers was up now.

    I told her about her eyes last, because I'd been saving them. They're gray. I hadn't known that. I'd known Bev Tolliver my whole life and never got close enough to know it, and close up they're a clear light gray with darker flecks in them, and they're mine. Exactly mine. I've been looking at them in mirrors for thirty-two years without knowing where I got them. You couldn't tell from outside that the middles had gone. You could only tell she was looking at me from round the side, and looking hard.

    "Rory says yours are like the lake in November," said Bev. "I told him fewer adjectives. He wasn't wrong."

    "They look fine," I said. My voice wasn't very steady. "That's the stupid thing. They look completely fine."

    "They are fine," said Bev. "They're eighty years old and they've read four thousand obituaries and every word of the Fernwood Falls Gazette since 1971. They're just tired. They saw you, dear. That's what I needed them for. I'd say they've earned a rest."

    I had to stop for a minute after that. I put the brush down on the footstool, and I put my forehead down on her knee, on the black wool, and she put her hand on my hair and left it there, and I counted to forty, because that's what I do, and then I picked up the brush again and did her mouth.

    Red. She'd asked for it: a Revlon from the back of her bathroom drawer, older than me. She made me hold it up to the window so she could see the color, and then I used the one from my case that matched.

    "Now the sign," said Bev, when I'd finished.

    "What sign?"

    "The casket wants a sign. On the easel, by the photograph. So they know." She pointed at the desk by the door without looking at it. "There's card in the top drawer and a marker in the cup. Capitals. Big enough that a woman with a magnifier could read it from the front row."

    I got up. I found the card, white, stiff, and the marker, in a cup that said MARKERS in the same black marker. I sat down at her desk and took the cap off.

    "What does it say?"

    "You know what it says," said Bev.

    I looked at the card for eleven seconds. And then I wrote it, in capitals two inches high, in Bev's black marker, as straight as I could, which is very straight.

    NOT YET.

    I took it over to her. She held it in both hands, up close, almost to her nose, and tilted it to the window, and looked at it from round the side. Then she gave it back.

    "Good hand," said Bev. "You'd have made a sign painter."

    At 2:38 Dot knocked, and I let her in, and Bev stood up out of the green chair in her orange vest with her red mouth and her chin up, and looked at me, close.

    "You'll do," she said. "Go and give out the candy, dear. I'll see you at four. I'll be the one in the box."

    "You won't be in the box."

    "Not yet," said Bev, and went out on Dot's arm.

    

    At 3:00 Pearl was at the curb on Elm Street with her back open, lit up from inside like a jewelry case, and the line went to Main Street.

    I came round the corner and couldn't see the end of it. Children, hundreds of them, with their parents behind them, half the parents in costume too, and the noise of it came up Elm Street to meet me. Ghosts and witches and pirates and three separate Statues of Liberty. A dinosaur. A very small lobster in a stroller. And everywhere, all down the line, in every size from about three feet to about five, orange.

    Orange hunting vests. Dozens of them. Over sweaters, over coats, over a Spider-Man costume on one boy who'd clearly been unable to choose. With reading glasses on beaded chains round their necks, and handbags over their arms, and in a lot of hands, a red pen.

    They'd come as Bev. Not all of them. Enough.

    I stood on the corner of Elm Street with my makeup case and the binder and the NOT YET sign under my arm, and I couldn't move. A girl of about seven went by me with her mother, in an orange vest down to her knees, with her hair powdered white and her chin up, and she looked me over, a little to one side, and said, "I'm Mrs. Tolliver. I'm not dead yet."

    "No," I said. "She isn't."

    "I'm going to cut your adjectives," said the girl, and went on up the line.

    Rory was in the back of Pearl.

    He was in the good black suit, with the white shirt and the dark tie, sitting on a folding chair on the rollers where the casket goes, surrounded by cases of chocolate, handing out full-size candy bars one at a time to every child who came up to the bumper. And on his head, at an angle, there was a battered black witch's hat with a wide floppy brim, a crushed point and a moth hole in the band.

    He saw me. He didn't stop handing out candy. A Bev came up to the bumper, and he gave her a peanut butter cup, and said, "Good afternoon, Mrs. Tolliver," and she said, "We'll see," and he said, "Fair enough," and then he looked at me again over her head.

    I came down the line and stood beside the bumper.

    "That's your mother's hat," I said.

    "It is."

    "You're wearing your mother's witch's hat. In a hearse. In a suit."

    "My father put it on the kitchen table this morning," said Rory, "next to my coffee. It must have been in the hall closet with the accordion. He didn't say anything." He gave a chocolate bar to a pirate. "So I'm wearing it."

    Gene was in a folding chair at the curb, in his boots, with a box of chocolate on his knees, giving it out to the children too small to reach the bumper. He nodded at me. Next door, Patrice Dunleavy was standing on her front step in a black dress and pearls, with a plastic pumpkin full of raisins that nobody was taking, watching Gene.

    "How many?" I said.

    "Forty-four Bevs," said Rory, "so far. Last year it was nine hundred and forty children. We'll know at the end." He gave a caramel bar to a dinosaur. "You're looking at me."

    "You're wearing a witch's hat."

    "You're still looking."

    I was. I'd woken up on him nine hours before, and I could still feel where his hand had been in my hair, and he was sitting in the back of a hearse in his mother's hat with his shirt cuffs turned back once and a child's hand reaching up into his, over and over, and in two hundred and forty-one weddings I'd never wanted to be the one getting into the car at the end.

    He leaned down off the deck, under the brim of the hat, and said into my ear, below the noise of nine hundred children, "Item four."

    "There wasn't an item four."

    "There can be," said Rory. "Tonight. If you want one." And he straightened up and handed a peanut butter cup down to a very small lobster.

    "Hand me a case," I said.

    He handed me a case. I got up on Pearl's bumper and sat on the edge of the deck beside him, in my coat, with the binder and the sign behind me on the rollers, and I gave out candy bars to the children of Fernwood Falls, and every time a Bev came up, I said, "Good afternoon, Mrs. Tolliver," and every one of them said something back, and none of them said the same thing.

    At 3:38 my vendor phone rang.

    I nearly didn't answer it. I'd turned the other two off at three, which I've never done in my life at a working event, and I'd only kept that one on for Vera. It said HOLT HILL.

    "Georgie. It's Richard Holt." Ezra's father, up from Connecticut since Friday night, with a voice built for depositions. "I'm at the farm. I came up to collect the cider urns for four o'clock, as instructed. I've been asked to inform you of a development."

    I put my hand over my other ear. A Statue of Liberty was crying about a nougat.

    "What development?"

    "The pen behind the cold barn," said Richard, "is empty. The gate is closed. The gate is latched. The gate is, in fact, entirely intact, which my son, on my other line, has asked me to emphasize, because he built it. The hinge post is not." A pause. "It appears to have been eaten."

    I looked at Rory. Rory had stopped with a chocolate bar in his hand, and was looking at me, and from the look on his face he'd heard every word.

    "When?" I said.

    "Unknown. Ezra fed her at noon. She was wearing her bow tie. Diane put it on her this morning, for practice." Another pause, and then, in a voice I'm fairly sure he'd never used in a deposition: "Georgie. The road down this hill goes to exactly one place. And at the bottom of it there are four hundred people in costume, walking to a funeral."

    I looked down at the binder on the rollers beside me. The binder was open to the tab that says BEV'S RULES. Twelfth line, in my own handwriting, copied out on the first morning in the kitchen at Brennan's with the percolator going and Rory's voice reading it aloud.

    NO GOAT.

    It was 3:39 p.m. The funeral was at four. And somewhere between Holt Hill and the Opera House, in a blue bow tie she hated, Delores was on her way.

  
    Chapter 22 — Say It to My Face

    Margo

    I want to be precise about this, because everybody in Fernwood Falls has told it differently since, and most of them were standing behind a pillar.

    The funeral of Beverly Ann Tolliver began at four o'clock in the afternoon on Saturday, October 31, in the Fernwood Falls Opera House, which had been closed since the senior play in 1998. It was attended by four hundred people on the floor, by the fire inspector's clicker, and by an unknown number in the balcony, on the stairs and in the clerk's office underneath, where somebody had propped the door open so they could hear through Ezra's boards. It was attended by forty-four children dressed as the deceased.

    It was attended by the deceased, who wasn't.

    

    At 3:52 Ezra told me the goat was loose.

    He said it quietly, at the end of row F, with his phone held against his chest. The gate was fine. Ezra wanted me to know that the gate was fine.

    "The hinge post," he said.

    "Eaten?"

    "Eaten." He looked at the floor, which he'd rebuilt with his own hands and half the town's in two days, and then at the white card on the inside of the double doors, where Paulette Bissonnette had written MAXIMUM OCCUPANCY, and under that, in ballpoint, 400. STANDING. NO JUMPING. NO LIVESTOCK. I watched him do the arithmetic. "Jess has gone up the hill road with a bucket of grain. Theo's going after he speaks."

    "It's four o'clock in the afternoon."

    "Theo wants the flashlight."

    I filed it. I'd been filing things all month. I'm a journalist; it's what we do instead of thinking about them.

    I had a drawer. It was full. I didn't open it.

    

    The lights were up. All of them. It was in the rules, and Georgie had found every bulb the Opera House had ever owned and a few it hadn't, and the tin ceiling shone like the inside of a pie plate. There was orange everywhere. Vera had done the stage apron in lilies, and the balcony rail in marigolds, and wound bittersweet round every one of the green cast-iron columns, so that the room looked as if somebody had set fire to October and then thought better of it.

    The casket stood below the stage on its trestle, open. Pale oak and cream crepe, under the brightest light in the room, with the little reading light in the lid switched on and shining on nothing. Beside it, on an easel, was a photograph I'd never seen: Bev at twenty-five, on the porch of the Gazette, with a bundle of papers on her hip and a tall man's shadow across the boards. And under the photograph, on a white card, in black capitals two inches high, two words.

    NOT YET.

    It looked like Bev's handwriting. Nearly. The capitals were straighter than hers had been in years.

    Bev sat in the first seat of the first row on the left, the one with the brass plate. She was wearing a black wool dress with the vest buttoned over it, and red lipstick. I had known Bev Tolliver my whole life and I had never seen her in lipstick. Beside her was an empty chair. ONE CHAIR IN THE FRONT ROW FOR WALTER. NOBODY SITS IN IT. Nobody did, though at one point a very small Bev in a stroller was lifted toward it by a well-meaning grandmother, and the entire front row said "No" at once, like a choir.

    Georgie stood at the end of the row in a plain black dress, with her binder and a stopwatch. Rory stood by the double doors, in the suit, with his hands folded, where funeral directors stand. Gene sat at the side of the stage in his boots, on a folding chair. Patrice sat in row C in black and pearls with an envelope on her knee. Ezra sat beside me, holding my hand, and I could feel him listening to the floor.

    At 4:00 the Lundgrens played. Two fiddles, a guitar, Lorna from the library on the upright bass and Soren on the instrument nobody can name, which looks like a cello that has been in an accident and sounds like a cello that has forgiven it. They played something old and Scottish with nothing in it about sheep.

    Then Gene Brennan walked to the lectern.

    

    A year ago this month, I'd watched him open Walter's service. He'd stood at a lectern in front of the whole town in those same boots and said, "Walter Holt was a—" and then stopped, and looked for the word, and found it, and said, "Man." And sat down. It was the best eulogy I'd ever heard, and I've heard most of them.

    "Bev Tolliver is a—" said Gene.

    He stopped.

    I timed it, afterward, from the recording the high school made. Thirty-eight seconds. Thirty-eight seconds in which four hundred people didn't move, and the radiators knocked, and a child somewhere in the back asked what was happening and was hushed, and Gene Brennan stood looking for a word, looking for it honestly, the way he'd look for the right casket for someone, not the expensive one or the cheap one, the one that was true.

    "Woman," said Gene.

    He sat down.

    He'd changed the tense. Is, not was. I don't think anybody else noticed. Bev did.

    

    There were thirty-one speakers. I'm not going to give you all of them; I'll give you the ones that went in the paper.

    Hank Mercer cried before he got to the lectern and kept crying all the way through, holding his cap in both hands and turning it, and Georgie had put a box of tissues on the lectern shelf, and he used eleven. He told the punch-bowl story from the 1985 Harvest Dance, which everybody in the room knew by heart and listened to anyway. "She said no," said Hank. "Took her forty-one years to come back. I'm marrying her Saturday." He turned his cap. "You were right, Bev. I want it in the paper." My mother, in row B, with her cane against her knee, put her hand over her mouth.

    Dot Kowalski said she'd been taking bets in Fernwood Falls since 1971, the same year Bev bought the paper, and that in fifty-five years she had never bet against Beverly Tolliver. "Not once," said Dot. "Not out of sentiment. I can count." She paused. "This is the first funeral I've attended in this town without a book running. I'm finding it very difficult."

    Rosa Delgado walked up with a slice of pie on a plate, apple, and set it on the closed half of the casket lid without a word. Then she said that Bev had not paid for a cup of coffee at the Maple Leaf since 1996, and that nobody had ever asked her to. Then she read out a postcard from Niagara Falls, from the man from Barre, who was on his honeymoon with Gabriela and had written, in its entirety, Mrs. T. Sorry to miss it. You were always fair to me. Gabriela's.

    Merle Gagnon, seventy-three, apologized for the hubcap for the third time.

    "Sit down, Merle," said Bev, from the front row.

    He sat down.

    Mildred Fisk came up on her daughter's arm, eighty-eight and thirteen days a widow, and stood at the lectern for a moment holding on to it with both hands. "You came to Alden's," she said to Bev. "You sat at the back. And you stayed for the cake." She looked at Bev. "That's all. Most people don't." She went back to her seat. At the end of the front row, I saw Georgie go still, with the stopwatch in her hand, and I filed that too.

    The mayor, who had come as a bowling pin, began, "Bev, who we hope won't pass for many years—"

    "Kidney stone," said Bev.

    "Kidney stone," said the knitting circle, all six of them, from row D, in their witches' hats.

    The mayor started again.

    Vera came up from the back, laid one orange lily on the casket beside Rosa's pie, said "Doll," and sat down. The man who runs the feed-store counter at the Lundgrens' stood up and said, "She paid her account," and sat down again.

    Theo Park came up next, with his hair, and put both hands on the lectern.

    "I'm Theo," he said. "I live here now."

    "I can tell," said Bev.

    And the room laughed, and Theo, who has never in his life been short of something to say, stood at the lectern with nothing to say at all, and grinned, and went straight out through the double doors to find a goat, under his two minutes, for the first time anybody could remember.

    Through all of it Bev sat in her seat with the program on her lap, face down, and turned her head toward each of them as they came up. She didn't turn the program over. Georgie had printed it in eighteen-point type, which I'd thought was for the knitting circle. I filed it.

    

    Richard Holt came up at 4:52.

    I felt Ezra go still beside me. Richard stood at the lectern in his camel coat with a little hay on the hem, from the goat pen, and arranged a single index card in front of him, and didn't look at it.

    "In June of 1981," he said, in the voice he uses to take depositions, "I was eighteen, and I was leaving this town on a bus because I'd had a fight with my father about apples. One person came to see me off. She didn't tell me to stay. She told me to do it on purpose or not do it at all." He looked down at the front row. "I didn't listen. I got on the bus angry, which is not the same thing as on purpose, and it took me forty-four years and my son to find that out."

    Then he put the voice away. I've only heard him do it twice.

    "I've had lunch with her once a month for a year," he said, "and we've argued about 1981 every time, and I've lost every time. So I'll say it here, in front of witnesses." He looked at her. "Bev. You told me to leave on purpose. I'm telling you to stay on purpose."

    Bev didn't answer him.

    Bev always answers. She'd answered Merle and the mayor and Theo, and she'd have answered God if He'd come up and used passed. She sat with her hands folded on the program and said nothing at all, and Richard looked at her a moment longer, and said, almost to himself, "I've never wanted to lose an argument so much in my life," and went back to his seat.

    I filed it. I didn't know what it meant. I know now.

    

    At 4:56 Patrice Dunleavy came up the aisle with her envelope, and Georgie held up the stopwatch and pressed the button with a click everybody in the first five rows could hear.

    "Correction," said Patrice.

    She unfolded her sheet. Her hands were perfectly steady. The nuns in Rutland would have been proud of her, if she'd ever allowed them to be.

    "In the first week that the current editor of this newspaper worked at it," said Patrice, "the Gazette printed the obituary of Gary Dunleavy. It described him as an avid fisherman. On the Monday following, this reporter came to the office and requested a correction. She was refused. The following week the editor of the day laminated a policy, THE DEAD GET THE LAST WORD, so that the refusal would be permanent. This reporter has requested the correction in writing every year since, on the anniversary."

    I'd written that obituary. I was very new and very frightened, and I'd sat at the desk downstairs with Gary Dunleavy's facts in front of me and not known what to do with the Loon's Nest, and I'd typed avid fisherman and looked at it for an hour, and Bev had read it over my shoulder and said nothing, and run it.

    "Gary Dunleavy did not fish," said Patrice. "Everybody in this room knows where Gary did his fishing. The editor knew it. The girl who wrote it knew it. They printed avid fisherman anyway, so that his widow could cut it out and put it on her refrigerator, which she did, where it has been ever since." She looked up from the sheet. "This reporter withdraws the request. The obituary was correct. It said what was kind, which is a kind of true. This reporter would like it noted that she knew that on the Monday, and was too proud to say so, and that she is saying so now, to Mrs. Tolliver's face, within the time allotted."

    She folded the sheet.

    "Correction ends."

    Georgie looked at the stopwatch. "One fifty-eight."

    "I'm aware," said Patrice.

    "Stet," said Bev, from the front row.

    It's what you write in the margin of a proof when you've crossed something out and changed your mind. It means let it stand. Patrice looked at her for a second, and then she nodded, once, like a woman accepting a medal she'd pretend for years she hadn't wanted, and went back to row C and sat down very straight, and didn't look at me, and I didn't look at her, and both of us found something to look at on the ceiling.

    

    At 4:59 I went up and read the obituary.

    I'd written it nine times. Bev had cut it twice without reading it, by the simple method of telling me what not to put in it, and I'd put everything back. I stood at the lectern with the sheet in front of me and read it, as she'd taught me, out loud, at the speed of somebody who believes every word.

    Beverly Ann Tolliver, 80, of Main Street, Fernwood Falls, is alive, and has asked that this be printed first.


    She bought the Fernwood Falls Gazette in 1971, at twenty-five, with money she has declined to discuss, and published it every Thursday for fifty-four years. In that time she printed four thousand obituaries, every town meeting, every flood and the score of every game the high school ever lost, which is most of them. In January she sold the paper to the undersigned for one dollar and a radiator. The radiator works.


    She has opinions about commas, Celine Dion, sheep in hymns, the word passed and the undersigned's adjectives. She is right about all of them except the adjectives.


    She has never apologized for anything she meant, and she has never, to this reporter's knowledge, meant anything she didn't say.


    She was predeceased by her brother, Wendell; by most of her row in the first grade, all of whom she wrote up and spelled correctly; and by her friend Walter Holt, who telephoned her every Tuesday night for seven years for reasons he described as gloating.


    She is survived by her great-niece, Georgina Tolliver, of New York City and, for the time being, of the flat over the hearse; by everyone in this room and everyone on the stairs; by a goat, at large; and by the undersigned, who learned everything she knows at a desk downstairs from her, including when to stop.


    She is beloved.


    I stopped.

    The room was absolutely quiet. Then, from the front row, in the voice she's used on my copy since my first week:

    "Fewer adjectives."

    "It's one adjective," I said.

    "I know, sweetheart," said Bev. "It's the right one."

    I don't remember getting back to my seat. Ezra says I sat down very precisely and then put my face in his shoulder for about a minute. He reads everything twice; I'll take his word for it.

    

    At 5:03 Georgie walked to the lectern without her binder.

    I'd been watching her run that room for thirteen days like an air-traffic controller, with three phones and a pencil in her hair. She stood at the lectern now with nothing in her hands but a page folded into quarters, and she didn't unfold it. I don't think she needed to.

    "Bev told me to tell you the truth about me," said Georgie. "Not about her. She says she'll do her own. So this is about me."

    Nobody moved.

    "I'm thirty-two. I plan weddings. I've planned two hundred and forty-one of them, and I leave every one before the cake. I tell people it's professional. It isn't." She looked at the folded page in her hand. "Three years ago I was supposed to get married, in the Hudson Valley, in October. Bev came down on the train. And at seven o'clock on the morning of my wedding she was waiting for me on the terrace with two cups of coffee, and she told me he didn't want to. And she was right. I'd known it for a month. I called it off at nine, and I didn't speak to her for three years."

    The room took a breath.

    "That's the truth about me. When somebody tells me the truth, I leave. I left this town when I was twelve without saying goodbye to the best friend I ever had." She didn't look at me. She looked at a point just over everybody's heads, at the balcony rail and the marigolds. "She wrote me four letters. I kept every one. I read them on the floor of an apartment on West End Avenue. I never answered them, because I didn't know how to write to somebody I'd left without saying goodbye, and then it had been too long, and then it had been twenty years." She stopped. "I'm sorry, Margo. I should have written. That's the truth about me too."

    I didn't hear the next part. I'm told it was about Bev being right, and that it was funny, and that the room laughed. I was sitting in row F with Ezra's handkerchief and twenty years in my lap.

    I heard the end. She turned from the lectern and looked down at the front row, at Bev.

    "Aunt Bev," said Georgie. "You were right."

    "I know, dear," said Bev.

    

    It was 5:09. The program said THE LUNDGRENS (CLOSING), and Anders had his fiddle halfway to his chin.

    Gene Brennan stood up from the side of the stage.

    He'd had something under his chair the whole time, in a battered black case, and I hadn't looked at it, because you don't look at what's under Gene Brennan's chair. He opened the case on the edge of the stage and took out an accordion. Red, with mother-of-pearl buttons, old enough that the bellows had been mended in two places with tape. He sat down on the edge of the stage in his boots, with his legs hanging over, and put the straps on his shoulders, and the whole room went silent in a different way from before, because Patrice had been hearing that accordion through her kitchen window at one in the morning for eighteen years and had told the rest of us, and nobody, in all that time, had seen it.

    By the double doors, Rory Brennan took one step forward and stopped.

    Gene played "Moon River."

    He played it much slower than it's written, and the bellows wheezed, and two of the notes stuck. Patrice had told the whole diner he always stopped at my huckleberry friend. He didn't stop now. He went straight through it with his head bent over the keys and his eyes shut.

    In row C, Patrice Dunleavy began to cry.

    I'd never seen Patrice cry. I don't think anybody had. She did it as she does everything, upright, with a handkerchief she'd obviously brought for the purpose, and without making a sound. Down the row, somebody's hand went over to hold hers, and I couldn't see whose, and I didn't want to look in case it stopped.

    And under the music, at huckleberry friend, I heard the stairs.

    Not footsteps. Something lighter and harder and quicker, on the old treads, coming up, tock-tock, tock-tock, past the landing and on up. At the double doors, Paulette Bissonnette's clicker went, very loudly. The doors swung open.

    Delores walked in.

    She had hay in her coat and burrs in her beard and a strip of grain sack caught on one horn, and round her neck was her blue bow tie, crooked. Behind her, in the doorway, Theo and Jess arrived at a dead run with a flashlight and an empty bucket and stopped there, breathing, and didn't come any farther. Rory Brennan looked at her and stepped back to let her by.

    "No livestock," said Paulette Bissonnette, to nobody.

    Delores walked down the center aisle. She walked down it at the speed of the music, with her flat golden eyes going left and right over all of them, and nobody moved and nobody laughed, and Gene didn't stop playing. At the front she walked round the casket, sniffed Rosa's pie, decided against it, and went up the four steps to the stage on her neat small feet, and stood there beside Gene at the top, at elevation, and looked out at the room.

    Gene played the last bar. He held the last note until the bellows were empty. Then he let the accordion close, and sat there with his hands on it.

    And Bev Tolliver turned her head toward the stage, a little to one side, toward the bright place where the goat was standing fifteen feet in front of her under every light in the building, pale against the painted lake on the curtain, and said, in a perfectly ordinary voice:

    "Is that the goat?"

    

    I want to be precise about what happened next, because it happened in about three seconds, and I'd been missing it for years.

    The drawer opened.

    Her handwriting, getting bigger since the spring.


    "My heart's fine." Only her heart.


    She leaned in to read my screen. Closer than she needed to.


    The Buick, parked behind the building since April. "Walking's good for my heart."


    Rory Brennan, reading her the paper in the booth by the register every Thursday since April, in front of the whole town.


    "Read it, dear. Patrice's handwriting has always been a crime." Patrice's handwriting is beautiful.


    2019. "Read me the proofs out loud, Margo. It's for the rhythm."

    Walter. Every Tuesday night at nine for seven years, on the phone, reading her my obituaries. "To gloat about your adjectives, kid."


    Sunglasses, at a quarter to nine this morning.


    Red lipstick, on Bev.


    A program in eighteen-point type, face down.


    NOT YET, in a hand that was nearly hers.


    Georgie on the town hall steps, not letting her face do anything at all.


    "Is that the goat?"


    Walter hadn't been gloating. Walter had been reading to her. Every Tuesday, for seven years, because she couldn't read them herself, and he'd known, and he'd called it gloating so she could let him. And when he died, she'd lost the one person who knew, and Rory Brennan had started reading the paper aloud at the Maple Leaf in April, and the whole town had thought it was sweet.

    I looked at the double doors. Rory was standing by them with his hands folded, looking at Bev, and his face wasn't surprised. It wasn't anything. It was the face of a man watching something he'd known was coming for seven months arrive. And at the end of the front row Georgie had her hand flat on her binder, holding it shut, and she wasn't surprised either.

    Walter knew. Rory knew. Georgie, who'd been back in Fernwood Falls for thirteen days, knew.

    I'd been one flight of stairs away from her every morning since my first week.

    

    At 5:15 by my watch, Bev stood up.

    Georgie and Rory both moved. Bev put up one hand without looking at either of them, and they both stopped. She walked out of the front row and along to the casket, four steps, counting, and put her hand flat on the pale oak beside Rosa's pie, and turned, and faced us.

    "Patrice," she said. "You'll want your pencil. I'm going to give you a correction."

    Patrice, in row C, with her wet handkerchief, took a pencil out of her handbag.

    "I'm not dying," said Bev. "I said so on page six, and you all read it as a figure of speech, because that's what you'd have meant. I don't use figures of speech. I'm going blind."

    Nobody made a sound. Four hundred people and forty-four small Bevs and a goat.

    "It's been coming since 2015. Slowly, and then this spring not slowly. The middle's gone. I can see the light, and the windows, and the doors, and the edges of you. I can see there are a lot of you and some of you are orange. I can't see your faces. Not from here. I haven't been able to see most of your faces since March." She paused. "I'm told there's a goat on the stage. I'll take your word for it."

    On the stage, Delores bleated, once, which is a verdict.

    "I didn't hold this funeral to hear what you'd say about me," said Bev. "Though it's been very nice, and Merle, that's the last time. I held it because I couldn't think of any other way to get every one of you to come and stand still in front of me long enough to look at. I've printed four thousand obituaries. I wanted to see the faces that go with the ones I haven't printed yet." Her chin went up. "So. If you'd be so kind. One at a time. Come close."

    Nobody moved for a moment. Nobody knew how.

    Then Mildred Fisk stood up.

    She came out of row B on her daughter's arm and walked to the front, and let go of her daughter, and stood in front of Bev Tolliver with nothing in her hands. And Bev put up both her hands and found Mildred's face and held it, one hand on each side, and leaned in close, and tilted her head, and looked.

    "There you are," said Bev.

    After that, they came.

    

    It took two hours and eleven minutes. IF IT RUNS LONG, LET IT, said the rules, and Georgie, at the end of the front row with the stopwatch in her lap, let it. They came down the center aisle one at a time and the line went back up it and out through the double doors and down the stairs and out onto the green, in the first gray dusk, in costume and in their good coats: Hank, who cried again, and my mother, who handed Hank her cane and stood on her own for it, and Dot, and Rosa, and the Lundgrens one by one with their instruments, and the forty-four small Bevs, whom she held one at a time by their small faces, and told each of them something none of them would repeat. The mayor took off his bowling pin. Paulette Bissonnette put her clicker in her pocket. Delores stood on the stage the whole time, at elevation, and ate Vera's lilies one by one off the apron, and Vera watched her do it and didn't say a word.

    Ezra went at a quarter to seven. He came back and sat down beside me and didn't tell me what she'd said, and I didn't ask, and he held my hand, and after a while he said, quietly, "It held."

    I went last.

    I don't know why. Yes, I do. I was very angry and I didn't want to be angry at her in front of four hundred people, and I wanted, if I'm honest, for her to have to wait for me, for once, the way I'd have waited downstairs every morning if I'd known there was anything to wait for.

    When I got to the front, it was 7:26, and the room was nearly empty, and the casket lid was down over the reading light, and Rosa's pie was gone, and Bev had been standing for two hours and eleven minutes and wouldn't sit down.

    She put up her hands and found my face.

    Up close her eyes are gray, with darker flecks in them, and there's nothing in them you could point to. I'd have known, I thought. I'd have known. And I hadn't.

    "There you are, sweetheart," said Bev.

    "For the rhythm," I said.

    "Your rhythm's very good. That part was true."

    "I'm going to be angry with you."

    "Good," said Bev. "Do it up close. I'd like to see it."

    I didn't say anything else. I let her look at me for as long as she wanted, which was a long time, and I looked back, and I filed none of it.

    

    I wrote the lede on the back of the program, on the town hall steps, in the dark, with Ezra beside me and four hundred people gathering on the green below to walk her home, and the first snow of the year coming down through the streetlights, small and dry, not settling yet.

    Beverly Ann Tolliver, 80, of Main Street, attended her own funeral on Saturday.


    She saw everyone.


    I didn't write the rest. The rest was mine.

  
    Chapter 23 — Committal

    Rory

    In my business the committal is the last part. It's the few minutes at the grave, after the church and the eulogies and the hymns, when everybody has gone quiet and the family is standing on the green carpet we put down over the mud, and somebody says the words, we commit, and you give the person back to wherever they're going. It's the shortest part of a funeral and the hardest. I've stood at about a thousand of them. I've never got used to it, and I've stopped expecting to.

    On Halloween night, at twenty to eight, Fernwood Falls committed Bev Tolliver to Main Street.

    Nobody planned it. Georgina had it in the binder as BEV HOME — TOWN CAR — R.B., and I had the car at the curb with the engine running and the back door open, and Bev came down the town hall stairs on Georgina's arm, step and pause, and out through the side door under SEE CLERK, and stopped on the top step and looked at the car.

    "I'll walk," said Bev.

    There were four hundred people on the green. They'd come out of the Opera House after the line and none of them had gone home. They were standing on the grass in the dark in their costumes and their good coats, with the snow coming down through the streetlights, the first of the year. Nobody was saying anything. They were just there, like people outside a church after a service, who know that going home would mean it was over.

    Bev went down the steps. And the green stepped back off the path to let her through, and then fell in behind her.

    It's two blocks from the town hall to the Gazette. It took forty minutes.

    I'll tell you what I saw, because I walked it, and because it's the kind of thing that ought to be written down by somebody who was there and isn't from the paper.

    Nearly every step on Main Street had a jack-o'-lantern on it, lit. It was Halloween; I'd handed out candy all afternoon in my mother's hat and still hadn't thought about the pumpkins. The snow was coming down past them, and the whole length of Main Street was a double row of small orange lights in the dark, all the way down to the Gazette.

    Bev stopped at the first one. She turned her head toward it, a little to one side.

    "I can see those," she said.

    Georgina didn't answer. She couldn't. I could see that from three paces behind. She just held Bev's arm, and they went on, and Bev looked at the pumpkins, step by step, one side and then the other, and the town walked behind her in the snow and didn't hurry her. The Lundgrens came along at the back playing something slow on two fiddles. Jess walked Delores on a length of baling twine, in the bow tie, eating the twine. Somewhere in the middle, my father walked with Patrice Dunleavy's hand through his arm. I saw it. I didn't look again, because a man is entitled to walk a woman home without his son watching.

    At the door of the Gazette, under the window, Bev turned round and faced them.

    "Go home," she said. "It's Halloween. Some of you are still owed candy."

    Then she went up the stairs with Georgina, and the door closed, and the town stood in the snow on Main Street looking at the window on the second floor until the light came on in it. And then, a few at a time, they went home.

    

    Margo didn't go home.

    She was standing on the sidewalk in front of the Gazette with the program rolled up in her hand, looking at the door, and Ezra was standing a little way off by the truck, waiting. Ezra waits as if it's a load-bearing activity. I went and stood beside her. I owed her that.

    She didn't look at me.

    "I work downstairs from her," said Margo.

    "I know."

    "Every morning. Since my first week. She comes down at seven and tells me the coffee's terrible before I've made it." Her voice was perfectly even, which with Margo means the opposite. "You read her the paper in front of me. Every Thursday since April. I sat at the next table and thought it was the sweetest thing I'd ever seen. I put it in a column."

    "I know. I read it."

    "Seven months."

    "Seven months."

    "Did you ever think of telling me?"

    I've been asked a lot of questions on a lot of sidewalks. You learn not to answer the one under the one. You answer the one they asked.

    "Every Thursday," I said.

    She turned and looked at me then. The snow was in her hair. She'd been crying, earlier, in row F; I'd seen her from the doors. She wasn't crying now. She looked like a woman who'd been handed a story at the worst possible time and was already, somewhere behind her eyes, working out the lede.

    "Why didn't she tell me? Not you. Not Georgie. Me."

    I could have said I didn't know. It would have been easier, and it would have been a lie, so I didn't.

    "She told me why," I said. "In March, in the car, the first time. She said if you knew, you'd be kind to her. Every morning, on the stairs, for the rest of her life, you'd be kind to her, and she'd have to watch you do it." I looked at the window. "She said she'd rather you were angry."

    Margo made a sound I can't describe. It wasn't a laugh and it wasn't the other thing.

    "I am angry," she said.

    "Then she got what she asked for," I said.

    "She said that. At the front. Do it up close." Margo wiped her face with the back of the hand holding the program. "God, I hate this town. I hate all of you. You're all so good at it."

    She went to Ezra. He opened the truck door for her, and she stopped before she got in, and turned round and looked at the window again, and then at me.

    "You're going to tell Georgie I said that."

    "Only if she asks."

    "She'll ask," said Margo. "She asks everything. Bev taught her." And she got in the truck, and Ezra lifted one hand to me across the roof of the cab, the way men do up here when there's nothing else that would cover it, and they drove off up Main Street between the pumpkins.

    

    My father was in the kitchen when I came in, at the table, with the accordion in its black case on the chair beside him like a guest.

    He'd made two cups of tea. One of them was in front of the empty chair across from him, full, gone cold. I didn't ask who it had been for. I sat down in the empty chair and drank it.

    "You played," I said.

    "I did."

    "In front of everybody."

    "I know." He looked at the case. "I left the door open last night. Did you hear it?"

    "I heard it."

    He nodded. He turned his own mug a quarter turn on the table, which is what he does instead of saying things.

    "Patrice," he said.

    That was all. I waited, as he taught me to in the arrangement room, and I understood after a minute that he didn't need to; that Patrice was the whole sentence, and it had taken him eighteen years to get to the end of it, and he'd got there.

    "Good," I said.

    He looked at me across the kitchen and the teapot wallpaper. Then he got up, with one hand on the table, and picked up the accordion case, and went up to bed. At the foot of the stairs he stopped.

    "Door's open," he said. "In case."

    

    She came at ten past ten.

    I heard her on the gravel before she knocked, because I'd been listening for it since half past eight. She was still in the black dress, with her coat over it and snow in her hair, and when I opened the door she held out a piece of paper, folded in quarters, like a summons.

    "I'm not angry," she said.

    "I know."

    "You don't. I decided on Bev's stairs, about an hour ago."

    "Then I didn't," I said.

    "Read it." She came in past me and shut the door and stood with her back against it. "Out loud. Your voice is better than mine."

    It was the page from her binder. The eulogy. One side was in her handwriting, small and fast and crossed out in places, and I didn't read that side; she'd said it already, in front of four hundred people, and it wasn't mine. She'd turned it over. On the back, in capitals, in pencil, it said:

    ITEM FOUR.


    (NOT ITEMIZED BY R.B. ITEMIZED BY G.T.)


    4a. THE ZIP. YOU HAVE BEEN LOOKING AT IT SINCE 4:00 P.M. I SAW. SLOWLY.


    4b. LAMP ON.


    4c. NO FUNERALS. NOBODY ELSE'S, NOT MINE, NOT YOURS. TALKING ABOUT ME IS PERMITTED. ENCOURAGED.


    4d. SLOWLY UNTIL I SAY. THEN NOT SLOWLY.


    4e. IF IT RUNS LONG, LET IT.


    I read it out loud, standing in the middle of the night man's room in my shirtsleeves, in the voice I use to read a family back their arrangements, every word, and I watched her listen to me do it with her back against the door and her chin up and her face going pink from the collar of the black dress upward, and when I got to the end I folded it in quarters again and put it in my shirt pocket, over my heart, which I'll admit was for effect, and which she noticed.

    "Any questions," said Georgina.

    "One. Since 4:00 p.m."

    "You were standing by the doors for three hours and twenty-six minutes. You looked at the funeral, and you looked at Bev, and you looked at the back of my dress. I was facing the other way. I have very good peripheral vision. It's a professional requirement."

    "I didn't know it showed."

    "It didn't," she said. "Not to anybody else." She came off the door. "That's what made it so hard to stand there."

    So I did 4a.

    It's a long zip. I'll tell you that much. It runs from the back of the collar to the small of her back, and I did it as she'd asked, slowly, standing behind her in the lamplight with my mouth on the back of her neck, and because 4c said I could, I talked.

    "Thirty-one speakers," I said, at the top of the zip. "Hank. Dot. The mayor, as a bowling pin. Patrice, timed. A goat." She laughed at the goat. I took the zip down an inch. "And the whole time I was standing by those doors in front of the entire town, working out exactly how long this would take. I had it to within a minute. I'm a professional."

    She stopped laughing at about the middle of her back.

    "I wanted to do this at four o'clock," I said, lower, at the end of it. "I wanted to do it at 5:03, in front of everybody, while you were standing up there telling them the truth. I stood by those doors with my hands folded for three hours and twenty-six minutes, Georgina, and the only thing that kept them folded was the chance that you'd knock."

    By then she had both hands flat on the door in front of her and her forehead against the wood between them, and she said "Rory" in a voice that wasn't a warning, and the dress went down round her feet, and she stepped out of it and turned round.

    "4b," she said, not very steadily.

    "It's on."

    "I know it's on. I'm checking it off."

    I've told you she likes to know where she is in a thing. I'll tell you now that I learned that night that she likes it more when somebody else is keeping track for her. So I kept track.

    "4c," I said, against her collarbone. "Talking about you. Encouraged. I'll start with your face, which is doing what it did on the stage, and which I haven't stopped thinking about since."

    "Noted," said Georgina, faintly.

    "Then your voice. It goes down about half a tone when you stop arguing with me. It's gone down."

    "I'm not arguing."

    "I know. That's how I can tell."

    Once, she told me, very precisely, in the voice she uses on caterers, that I'd got the order wrong. "That's 4d," she said. "You're doing 4d. We're still in 4c." So I went back and did 4c again, properly, out loud, every word of it true, and some of it things I'd been holding a good deal longer than three hours and twenty-six minutes, until she'd stopped correcting anybody and said into my mouth, "Fine. Yes. Approved. Don't you dare stop."

    At 4d she was very clear.

    She said slowly, and I was slow; and then, a good while later, with her hands in my hair and her eyes open and the lamp on her, she said standby, very low, in the voice she'd use into a headset to a man on a lighting board, and I went still and waited, which I'm good at, and she said now, the cue word, perfectly timed, and I did as I was told. My mother's lamp rocked on the nightstand and didn't go over. And somewhere upstairs, in a house where all the doors were open, my father, if he heard, had the grace not to come down.

    4e ran long. We let it.

    I'm going to tell you it was the best night of my life. I've checked it against the stage, and the flat, and last night under my mother's lamp, and it holds. I'll tell you why, plainly, and then I'll leave it. It was the first one where I had only one thing left to keep back, and I knew I was going to say it. Everything else was out on the table, my seven months and Bev and all of it, and she'd come anyway, with a list.

    

    Afterward the snow was coming down past the window in the lamplight, thicker now, starting to settle on the carriage-house roof and on the gravel and on the step outside the door, and she was lying on me in the only way that bed allows, with her ear on my chest and her hair everywhere, ticking something off on my ribs with one finger, one rib at a time, under her breath. A list, I think. I didn't ask whose.

    "There's a pumpkin regatta tomorrow," she said.

    "There is."

    "Bev's entered. With Dot. She told me in the stairwell. She says she's defending her title."

    "She's won four of the last six."

    "She can't see the buoy, Rory."

    "No," I said. "But she can hear you."

    She went still. Then her finger started moving again, slower.

    I'd been carrying it since last night. Since the lamp, and the two words I'd said all night and finished every time but once. I'd carried it through the candy and the casket and the town hall stairs and a funeral and two blocks of pumpkins in the snow, and I lay there under it now, with her weight on me and the phone dark on the nightstand, and I thought: you've stopped leaving the important things out. You told her so. You told the lamp.

    "Georgina."

    "Mm."

    "I want you to stay."

    Her finger stopped.

    "Not till the eighth," I said. "Not till Diane's. Not till the next thing. Stay. Here. I want you to stay." I'd said it to the lamp twice, and to Phyllis Sargent once, and it had never yet sounded entirely like me. It did now. "That's the one I couldn't finish last night. I'm finishing it."

    She didn't answer.

    She lay there on my chest without moving for what I'd guess was a minute, with the snow coming down past the window and the radiator ticking and the whole house quiet around us. I know how to wait. I'm better at it than anyone I know except Ezra Holt, and that night, for the first time, I wished I were worse at it.

    Then she lifted her head, and looked at me in the lamplight, from very close, with an expression I'd never seen on her face and couldn't read, and I've read faces at a lot of bad moments.

    And she kissed me.

    She kissed me with both her hands on my face, until I'd stopped waiting for anything else, and it was an answer, of a kind. It wasn't yes. It wasn't no, either. It was the kind of answer you give when you don't have one yet and you can't bear to say so, and I've seen families give it to each other across a casket, and I know what it means.

    I let it be the answer.

    I knew what it was, and I let it be one anyway. I'm a man who has spent his whole life letting people go wherever they were going, and holding the door for them, and calling it respect. I didn't know yet how to do anything else.

    She put her head back down on my chest. After a while her breathing changed, and she was asleep.

    I lay awake and watched the snow fill up the window, one small flake at a time, in no hurry at all.

  
    Chapter 24 — Hard Left

    Georgie

    6:12 a.m. Sunday, November 1. Or 7:12. At two o'clock in the morning the clocks went back, and I'd slept through it in the night man's room, and I woke up having been given an hour for nothing, which has never happened to me in my life. I lay there and didn't know what to do with it.

    There was an inch of snow on the windowsill. The lamp was still on. Rory was asleep, for once, on his back, with one arm over his eyes and the other round me, and I lay on his chest and listened to his heart and thought about what he'd said to me at one in the morning, the first of the two we had that night, and what I hadn't said back.

    I want you to stay.

    I'm going to be honest, because everybody else in this town is. I'd kissed him instead of answering, and I'd felt him let me. He never once asked any of them to stay, Jess had told me, at the clinic, with Delores walking up and down the roof of her truck. He just said okay.

    He hadn't said okay. He'd asked, out loud, the sentence he'd practiced on a lamp and a woman of ninety-one, and he'd finished it. I was the one who hadn't.

    I gave the extra hour back. I got up at 6:20 by the new time, and dressed, and went out to the flat in the snow, and stood under the shower until the hot water ran out, which in that flat takes four minutes. I timed it.

    

    At nine Bev rang the flat from the Gazette's black rotary phone, which she believes is for emergencies and floods.

    "Is this an emergency?" I said.

    "It's a regatta," said Bev. "I want the megaphone. It's in the eaves room, behind the bound volumes for 1988. Bring it to the landing by half past ten, and wear something you can get wet in."

    "Aunt Bev, you're not—"

    "I've won four of the last six," said Bev. "Five, if you count 2021, which Hank doesn't. I'm not retiring because of my eyes. I'll retire when I lose." A pause. "Dot's already at the landing. She's been there since seven, sitting in it. Knitting. She says it improves the buoyancy."

    "You can't see the buoy."

    "No," said Bev. "That's what the megaphone's for, dear. Don't be slow."

    She hung up. I stood in the flat holding the phone, and Rory, who'd come up the stairs with two mugs of coffee in time to hear the end of it, put one in my hand and said nothing whatsoever, very loudly.

    

    The megaphone was where she'd said, behind 1988. It was red and dented and older than me, with BEV TOLLIVER — GAZETTE — RESULTS stenciled on the side in white, and a trigger you had to squeeze with your whole hand. She used to stand on the town hall steps with it on election night, Margo told me later, and call out the town meeting results to the crowd on the green as they came in from the clerk's office, one office at a time, with commentary. She called the 1992 race for road commissioner as "a disgrace, but a narrow one."

    I carried it down Lake Street at 10:25 with the snow already melting off the maples and the whole town going the same way.

    The town landing is a gravel slope and a wooden dock and a boat launch at the bottom of Lake Street, in a cove of Fernwood Lake, with the ice-cream stand closed up for the winter behind it. The course goes out across the cove to an orange buoy about three hundred yards off and back again. There were five hundred people on the shore. I'd stopped being surprised by numbers in this town around day four. They were on the gravel and the grass and the dock and the boat launch, on blankets and lawn chairs and the roofs of trucks, in yesterday's costumes, a lot of them, because it was the day after Halloween and nobody had the heart to take them off. The lake was smoking. It was cold enough that the warm water steamed in the sun, so that the whole cove looked like a kettle somebody had forgotten about.

    And the pumpkins were in the water.

    Eight of them, along the dock, hollowed out and bobbing, each one the size of a hot tub: the five off Saturday's flatbeds and three more that had come down the boat launch on trailers at dawn. You sit in them. Two to a pumpkin, one paddle each, Hank's rules, written in 1997 on the back of a feed bill and laminated by Bev. ANY MEANS OF PROPULSION THAT IS NOT A MOTOR, said the rules, which, Rory told me, had been tested every year since, with sails, a bedsheet, a team of Lundgren nephews in wetsuits and, in 2019, a leaf blower, which the committee had ruled was a motor, after a long and bitter hearing at the Maple Leaf.

    BIG SVEN III, the Lundgrens', with Anders and Nils already sitting in it, arguing. Hank's, with SEE YOU AT THE BARN painted on the side, and Hank in the stern in his cap and Richard Holt in the bow in a borrowed life jacket over the camel coat, looking like a man who'd been told at the last minute that his deposition would be taken on a vegetable. Jess and Theo, with Steve the basset hound sitting between them in a life jacket of his own, perfectly still, like a figurehead with one working ear. A pumpkin from the high school with the principal in it. A pumpkin from the knitting circle with two witches in it.

    THE LATE WALTER II, with Margo in the bow and Ezra in the stern, and Ezra frowning at the waterline.

    And at the end of the dock, lower in the water than the others and paler, a huge, lumpy, unlovely gray-orange pumpkin with one word painted on its side in black capitals, two feet high:

    STET.

    Dot was sitting in the bow in her orange shawl and her witch's hat from yesterday, knitting. Bev stood on the dock beside it in the vest over a life jacket, with her hand on a piling, facing the lake about ten degrees off true.

    "Georgina," she said, before I'd said anything. "You're late."

    "It's 10:31."

    "I said half past."

    "It's one minute."

    "It's an hour and one minute," said Bev, "by yesterday's clock. Did you bring it?"

    I put the megaphone into her hands. She held it for a second, turning it, finding the dent and the trigger with her fingers, and her face did something I'd seen it do only once before, in the Opera House, when she held my face.

    "Good," she said, and gave it back. "Now get in the boat."

    "What boat?"

    There was a rowboat tied to the end of the dock, an old green one, flat-bottomed, with oars. Rory was sitting in it, in a wool sweater and a life jacket and his phone in a sandwich bag on a string round his neck, holding the oars. He looked up at me.

    "Bev booked me," he said. "In September."

    

    Here's how it works. I'd been told twice and still hadn't understood, because in Fernwood Falls everybody assumes you know the rest.

    Dot Kowalski is four feet eleven inches tall. In a pumpkin that size, she can't see over the rim. She's never been able to. For six years she has sat in the bow and paddled, hard, steadily, like a small machine, and knitted between strokes, and never seen where she was going, because Bev sat in the stern and steered. Bev saw for both of them.

    "I don't look," said Dot, when I asked her, in the tone of a woman explaining an actuarial table. "Bev looks. I paddle. We're not animals, dear. We specialize."

    "And this year?"

    Dot looked up at me from inside the pumpkin, over her knitting.

    "This year," said Dot, "you look."

    

    At eleven o'clock Patrice Dunleavy fired the starting pistol.

    She's fired it since 1999. She did it this year from a plaid wool blanket on the gravel at the top of the landing, sitting down, with a thermos at her elbow, and on the same blanket, a careful twelve inches from her, holding the thermos lid for her while she aimed, sat Gene Brennan in his boots.

    I'd been told about this by three different people before I'd got to the end of the dock. By the time Patrice raised the pistol, every single person on that shore knew that Gene Brennan and Patrice Dunleavy were sitting on one blanket, and every single person was carefully not looking at it, so that the effect from the water was of five hundred people all looking very hard at a point about twelve inches to the left of a plaid blanket.

    Patrice fired. Eight pumpkins left the dock.

    I've seen the start of the Boston Marathon. I've watched a bride and four bridesmaids try to get into one Rolls-Royce in a hurry in a high wind. Neither prepared me for eight giant pumpkins leaving a dock at once, with sixteen people in them paddling in sixteen directions. BIG SVEN III went straight out and then began, very slowly and majestically, to rotate. The knitting circle's went sideways into the high school's. Steve the basset hound barked once, which Jess said afterward he hadn't done since 2019. Hank and Richard went straight up the middle, Hank paddling like a man with a wedding to get to and Richard paddling, I swear, like a lawyer, in short precise strokes, as if he were billing for them.

    And STET went right.

    It went right because Dot paddles harder on her left than her right; she always has, Bev told me later, and Bev had been correcting for it for six years without thinking about it. Now Bev was paddling in the stern with her face turned toward the lake, and she couldn't see the buoy, or the other pumpkins, or the shore, or anything except the bright smoking water and the edges of things, and STET was going serenely right toward the reeds and the land-trust meadow where the loons nest.

    "Row," I said to Rory.

    He rowed. He's very good at it. I don't know why I was surprised; he does everything with his hands slowly and well, and the rowboat came out from the dock behind STET in four long strokes and drew up level with it, ten yards off, and I stood up in the stern, which you're not supposed to do in a rowboat, and put the megaphone to my mouth and squeezed the trigger with my whole hand.

    "LEFT," I said.

    It came out of the megaphone like the voice of God, if God had been to a wedding planner's seminar in Scarsdale. It went across the cove and hit the hills on the other side and came back.

    In the stern of STET, Bev turned her head toward me. Then she put her paddle in on the right, hard, and STET came round, slowly, a degree at a time.

    "More," I said. "Little more. Stop. That's it. Straight. You're straight. Dot, ease up on the left. Bev, you're straight. Paddle."

    They paddled.

    And from the shore, very faintly at first, and then not faintly at all, I heard it.

    "Left, Bev!"

    It was one voice, at first. A child's. I found out later it was the seven-year-old Bev from the candy line, standing on a cooler at the end of the dock in her orange vest. Then somebody else took it up. Then the knitting circle, from inside their pumpkin, which was still wedged against the high school's. Then the whole shore.

    "LEFT, BEV!"

    Five hundred people. It went across the water like weather. I hadn't said left again yet; STET was going straight. The town didn't care. It had found something it could shout, and it was going to shout it.

    "She's straight," I said through the megaphone, to the shore, which was a mistake, because five hundred people immediately began shouting "STRAIGHT, BEV!" instead, and then, when that didn't scan, went back to "LEFT, BEV!" on principle.

    I looked down at Rory in the rowboat. He was rowing steadily with his eyes on me, and he was laughing, without making any sound, the way he does at funerals when something is funny and it would be wrong to let anyone see.

    

    Hank and Richard reached the buoy first.

    They'd have won. I'd like that known, because Hank deserves it. They were thirty yards clear of everybody, and Richard Holt had pushed the sleeves of the camel coat up past his elbows under the life jacket and was paddling with an expression of total concentration I'd last seen on a father of the bride at a cash bar, and they went round the buoy clean and turned for home, and that was when THE LATE WALTER II began, very gently, to sink.

    It was about forty yards off the end of the dock, in the shallows by the reeds, well wide of the line home. It didn't capsize. It simply settled, with great dignity, like an old dog lying down, while Ezra Holt sat in the stern looking at the waterline with an expression of professional betrayal.

    "There's a structural deficiency," he called across the water.

    "Delores," said Margo. "She went through the cold barn on her way out yesterday. She ate it from underneath, Ezra."

    "I calculated the displacement."

    "You didn't calculate the goat."

    It settled. They sat in it as it went down, side by side, with the cold lake coming up over the rim and round their knees and their waists, and at about the point where the water reached Margo's ribs she started to laugh, and couldn't stop, and Ezra looked at her laughing, and his face changed completely, and he started laughing too, and they sat there waist-deep in Fernwood Lake in the remains of a pumpkin named after his grandfather, holding their paddles, laughing like idiots, in front of everybody.

    Hank turned round.

    He was thirty yards ahead and coming home clear, and he looked across and saw Margo in the water, and he didn't think about it. I saw him not think about it. He swung the bow off the line, and Richard Holt said "Hank—" in a voice that had won settlements, and Hank said, "That's my daughter, as of Saturday," which isn't how it works, and which nobody on that lake was going to tell him, and paddled straight for her.

    "It's three feet deep," Ezra called. "She can stand up."

    "I know it," said Hank. "I'm coming anyway."

    And Margo stopped laughing, and looked at him coming, Hank Mercer, sixty-seven, in his cap, paddling across the cove to her in a pumpkin with SEE YOU AT THE BARN on the side, and I saw her face from forty yards, and I had to look at the buoy.

    "Sinking counts, dear!" called Dot, from STET, without looking up. Nobody knows what that means. It's been in the bylaws since 2003.

    

    That left STET and BIG SVEN III, which had stopped rotating.

    The Lundgrens were coming up on the right, both brothers paddling now, in unison, for the first time all morning, with the terrible silent efficiency of men who carry caskets for fun. They were faster than us. They were bigger, and there were more of them per square foot, and they could see.

    We had me.

    I've called cues for a ceremony on a ridge in a hailstorm. I've cued a first dance on a ferry in New York Harbor with the band on one deck and the couple on another and the captain refusing to hold the boat steady. I stood up in the stern of that green rowboat with Rory rowing under me and the megaphone in both hands, and I called the buoy for Bev Tolliver as I'd call the last cue of the biggest show of my life, which it might have been.

    "Standby," I said. Under me, Rory missed a stroke. "Buoy in ten strokes. Dot, keep going. Bev, keep going. Standby." The buoy came up on our left, orange, bobbing, with a gull on it. "Bev. Hard left. Now. HARD LEFT."

    Bev put her paddle in on the right and leaned on it with her whole weight, and STET came round the buoy so close that the gull went up shrieking, and the shore went up with it.

    "HARD LEFT, BEV!"

    "Straight. Paddle. You're straight. Lundgrens on your right, two lengths. One length. Dot, I need everything you've got. Bev, straight. Straight. Paddle. PADDLE."

    Dot put down her knitting.

    I didn't know she could do that. Rory told me afterward that he'd seen Dot stop knitting once in his life, on Thursday night, when the floor was tested. He'd never seen her put it down to pick up something else. She put it in her lap, needles and all, and took her paddle in both hands, and something happened to that small woman in the bow of that pumpkin that I can only describe as fifty-five years of not betting against Bev Tolliver coming due all at once. STET went forward so fast that somebody on the shore shouted Motor! Bev in the stern, steering on my voice, with her chin up and the lake steaming round her and the whole town on the shore screaming LEFT at her though she was going perfectly straight, and BIG SVEN III coming up level on the right, and the dock coming, and the dock coming, and—

    They hit the dock first. By a foot. Maybe less. STET's rim struck the end post with a hollow bonk that I'll hear for the rest of my life, and half a second later BIG SVEN III hit the post beside it, and Anders Lundgren put his head back and said something in what I'm told was Swedish, and the shore came apart.

    

    They gave her the gourd on the dock.

    It's a real gourd. A big warty yellow one, spray-painted gold, on a block of wood with a brass plate that has every winner's name on it since 1997, and it was nearly full; there was room for perhaps three more. Hank presented it, soaking wet to the waist, having fished Margo out of three feet of water and carried her up the boat launch in his arms while she told him, the whole way, that she could stand. Margo stood beside him with a blanket round her and lake water in her hair and said nothing to Bev. They weren't there yet. But she'd shouted LEFT, BEV with the rest of them. I'd heard her from the rowboat. She'd been the loudest.

    Bev took the gourd in both hands. She held it up close, almost to her nose, and turned it to the light, and studied it.

    I'd climbed out of the rowboat onto the dock. I was soaked to the knee, with the megaphone still in my hand and my voice gone to gravel and my face doing something I couldn't control and didn't try to, and I came down the dock to her, and I said the first thing that came into my head, which was, "That was the most beautiful, incredible, ridiculous, magnificent thing I have ever seen in my entire life."

    "Fewer adjectives," said Bev.

    The whole dock laughed. Dot, climbing out of STET with her knitting under her arm and her witch's hat over one ear, said, "Six," to nobody, and wrote it on the back of her hand.

    

    I stood on the end of the dock afterward while the town packed up its blankets and fished Ezra's paddle out of the reeds, and I looked at the shore.

    At Hank wringing out his cap. At Margo in a blanket being lectured by Ezra on displacement, and not listening, and leaning on him. At the seven-year-old Bev being carried home on her father's shoulders, still shouting LEFT at intervals. At Gene and Patrice getting up off one blanket, slowly, Gene with a hand on Patrice's elbow and Patrice allowing it, and the whole shore carefully not looking at that either. At Rory, at the bottom of the boat launch, hauling the rowboat up the gravel with his sleeves pushed up and his phone round his neck in a sandwich bag. It hadn't rung all morning. I'd looked at it more often than he had.

    At Bev, on a folding chair at the top of the landing, with a gold gourd in her lap and a line of people already forming in front of her, one at a time. Every one of them said their name as they came close. Morning, Bev, it's Rosa. Bev, it's Anders. Nobody had told them to. Overnight, without a meeting, without a sign-up sheet on the pie case, the whole town had started saying its name.

    And I understood, standing there, soaked, with a red megaphone in my hand, that I belonged here.

    I'd always imagined that would feel like relief. It didn't. It felt like standing at the top of a staircase in the dark and putting your foot out for a step that isn't there. I had a business in New York and a partner I loved and a contract for the Plaza on the twenty-first of November with four hundred and twenty guests and a cake the bride's mother called architectural. I had a binder in the van with the Vance wedding in it, every page. I had a flat in Fernwood Falls with a two-burner stove and a radiator set to Florida that Bev had paid for, in cash, through the end of October, and it was the first of November.

    And I had a man at the bottom of the boat launch who'd asked me to stay.

    I've planned two hundred and forty-one weddings. I know how it goes. You stay through the vows and the toasts and the first dance, and then the cake comes out, and that's the moment you find out whether it was real, in front of everybody, with the lights up. That's why I leave before it. Not because I don't believe in it. Because I do, and I've never been able to stand the part where you find out.

    My phone buzzed in my pocket.

    Vances confirmed for a call tomorrow 10am. Bride's mother has a new cake. It has a fountain in it. Back on the 8th still?? xx S

    I read it twice. I looked at the boat launch, where Rory had got the rowboat up onto the grass and was standing beside it with his hands on his hips, getting his breath, looking for me along the dock. He found me. He didn't wave. He just looked.

    I put the phone back in my pocket.

    I didn't answer that either.

  
    Chapter 25 — Something Blue

    Rory

    Hank Mercer's barn is one of the biggest buildings in Fernwood Falls, and Hank says it's had more weddings than the Congregational church, and it's certainly had more dances, and one funeral, in 1994, when old Mr. Mercer asked to be laid out in the middle of the floor under the disco ball so that he could, as he put it, see the band one more time. My father did that one. I was two. I'm told I slept through it on a hay bale in the corner, in a bow tie.

    At seven o'clock on Monday morning, the second of November, it smelled of cold hay and old wood and the coffee Hank had made in a percolator on a camp stove by the big doors, and the light was coming in gray and level through the cracks between the boards, and Hank was standing in the middle of the floor holding his napkin.

    Georgina was standing six feet in front of him holding her binder.

    I want you to picture it, because I've thought about it since. A man of sixty-seven in a red plaid jacket and a feed-store cap, with a paper napkin from the Maple Leaf held out in front of him in both hands like a treaty. And a woman of thirty-two in a black wool coat and green rubber boots, with a three-inch binder against her chest and a pencil in her hair, and white tabs down the side of it in her own capitals: CEREMONY (3:00). AISLE (40 FT). HAY BALES (CUSHIONS). DOORS OPEN. HEATERS OUTSIDE. DRESS (SLEEVES?). GOAT (RINGS???). DISCO BALL. FIRST DANCE (3:10). HOME BY TEN. And one black tab that had wandered over from the funeral and never gone back: BEV'S RULES.

    "Read me yours," said Georgina.

    Hank cleared his throat. "'November seventh. The barn. Mine.'"

    "Check."

    "'Diane. Me.'"

    "Check. Obviously." She turned a tab. "Officiant."

    She'd asked him on the twenty-first. He'd told her it was handled. Hank looked at the napkin. He turned it over. There was nothing on the back but a coffee ring.

    "Hank," said Georgina, gently, "who's marrying you?"

    "I'm a justice of the peace," said Hank.

    "You can't marry yourself."

    "I looked into it," said Hank. "They said no." He turned his cap in his hands, which he does instead of taking a breath, and then he looked past her, at me, standing by the door with a cup of his coffee, and I knew what was coming about a second before it came, like knowing which pallbearer is going to stumble on the church steps. "Rory," said Hank. "You've got the suit."

    So that's how I came to be marrying Hank Mercer and Diane Pike. Georgina wrote it in the binder under OFFICIANT, in pencil, and then looked at it, and went over it in pen.

    

    It took them two hours. I'll give you some of it.

    "'Rings,'" read Hank. "'Goat, question mark.'"

    "Diane's fitting her at half past ten," said Georgina. "Next."

    "'Pie, Rosa. Cider, Ezra.'"

    "Pie, check. Cider, check. Cake?"

    Hank looked at the napkin, in case it had changed.

    "There's no cake on the napkin," said Georgina.

    "There's pie," said Hank.

    "There is always a cake, Hank. People expect a cake. There's a moment. There's a knife. The couple cut it together, and everybody claps, and it's—" She stopped. "It's a moment."

    "Diane likes pie," said Hank.

    "Then there'll be pie," said Georgina, "and a cake. A small one. For the moment." She wrote CAKE in the binder and underlined it twice, and didn't look at me, and I didn't look at her, and Hank looked at both of us and turned his cap one full revolution and said nothing at all, which is the most tactful thing I've ever seen a man do with a hat.

    "'Lundgrens. Dance. Disco ball stays up.'"

    They both looked up.

    The disco ball hangs from the middle of the center beam, thirty feet up, on a rope. Hank's uncle bought it in Burlington in 1983, at an auction from a roller rink that was closing, and hung it himself on a length of hemp rope from the hardware store, and it has hung there ever since, through forty-three Harvest Dances, one funeral, a microburst in 2011 and the summer the barn was used for storing hay bales to the rafters, which Hank says it took personally. Nobody is allowed to take it down. It's not written anywhere. It's just known. It's the size of a beach ball and about a third of the mirrors are missing, and when the light hits it, it throws a sort of slow, broken snow over everything in the barn, and I don't know anyone in this town over the age of six who doesn't go quiet when it starts turning.

    The rope is frayed. You can see it from the floor. There's a place about four feet above the ball where the hemp has gone gray and furry and thin.

    "It stays up," said Georgina.

    "It stays up," said Hank.

    "Two hundred people are going to be dancing under that."

    "They always have."

    "I'll have it looked at," said Georgina, and wrote ROPE?? and underlined it, and Hank said, "Nobody takes it down," and Georgina said, "Nobody's taking it down, Hank, I said looked at," and at that moment the small door at the side of the barn opened and Ezra Holt came in with a coil of something over his shoulder and a ladder, and walked straight past both of them to the middle of the floor without a word, and set up the ladder, and started to climb.

    "Ez," said Hank.

    "I'm not taking it down," said Ezra, from about the eighth rung. "I'm inspecting it."

    

    Diane came at half past ten, in her good hour, with her cane in one hand and a paper bag in the other, and sat on a hay bale in a patch of sun, well back from the heaters, with a blanket over her knees, and Ezra's goat was brought to her on a length of baling twine by Theo Park, who said, holding the twine at arm's length, "She ate my glove. In the truck. The whole glove. I watched it go."

    "Sit, sweetheart," said Diane, to the goat.

    Delores didn't sit. Delores has never sat in her life, as far as anyone knows. She climbed onto the hay bale next to Diane's, so that she was a foot higher than everybody, which is where she likes to be, and looked down at us all with her flat golden eyes like a committee chair who hadn't wanted the job.

    Diane opened the paper bag and took out a bow tie.

    It was blue. Not the blue of the old one, which was a sort of navy that Delores had been trying to remove by backing into porch rails since September. This was a clear pale blue, the color of the sky over the lake in the first week of October, made of velvet, and on the back of the knot, where it would sit against the goat's chest, Diane had sewn a tiny pocket with a button flap, exactly big enough for two rings.

    "Something blue," said Diane.

    "You made that," said Georgina.

    "I did it last night. I couldn't sleep. My hands are good at night, sometimes, when the rest of me isn't." Diane held it up to the light. "Hank's idea. The pocket. He drew it on a napkin."

    "Of course he did," said Georgina.

    Diane put the bow tie on the goat. It took four attempts and the help of Theo, Hank and Georgina, and at one point Delores got the end of Georgina's scarf in her mouth and wouldn't give it back, and Georgina said, "I'm not negotiating with you," and Delores said nothing, which is her position on most things, and in the end Diane simply reached up and fastened the clasp at the back of the goat's neck while Delores was busy with the scarf, with the quick neat fingers of a woman who taught twelve-year-olds art for twenty-six years and has dressed more unwilling subjects than any of us.

    Delores stood on the hay bale in her pale blue bow tie and looked at us.

    She looked, I'm sorry to say, magnificent.

    Diane looked at her a long minute with her head on one side, as she'd look at a pear she was about to paint. Then she looked at Hank, by the big doors, and her face did something I've seen faces do in my front office, and almost never at a wedding fitting.

    "Five days," she said.

    "Five days," said Hank.

    High up on the center beam, Ezra Holt said, without looking down, "It's holding."

    Nobody asked him what.

    

    I'll tell you about Monday night, because it matters, and because I've stopped leaving the important things out.

    We had supper in the kitchen at Brennan's. My father made it, which he hadn't done since March: a pot roast he used to make on Sundays when my mother was alive, which takes four hours and which he started at two in the afternoon without telling anybody, so that by six the whole house smelled of it and I came up from downstairs and stood in the kitchen doorway and couldn't, for a minute, go in.

    At a quarter to seven Patrice Dunleavy knocked on the back door with a dish of scalloped potatoes and said, "I made too many," which nobody believed, including Patrice. At seven Georgina brought Bev across from Main Street on her arm, and Bev sat at the head of the table, where she always sits, and said, "Gene, is that the pot roast?" and my father said, "It is," and Bev said, "Well," and said nothing else for nearly a minute, which is the longest I've known her quiet at a table.

    Five of us. Under the teapot wallpaper, with the percolator going and the radio on low.

    Georgina knew where the mugs were. I want to tell you that. She'd been in Fernwood Falls fifteen days, and she got up to get the cream and went straight to the right cupboard without looking, and on the way back she straightened my father's reading glasses on the windowsill so they'd be where he'd find them. Some time on Sunday afternoon, while I was at the Fisks', she'd relabeled the spice rack. My mother's labels had worn off years ago and we'd been going by smell. Georgina had made new ones on the back of a pre-need brochure, cut into strips, in her capitals. Bev noticed. Bev held the paprika up to her nose, close, and read it, and said, "You've got her hand, dear," and Georgina said, "Whose?" and Bev said, "Mine," and put it down.

    My father carved. Patrice corrected him twice. Bev told a story about the 1978 town meeting, when the vote on the new sewer was tied and decided by a man who had to be woken up, and Georgina laughed so hard she had to put her fork down, and I watched her laugh at my mother's table, and I thought: this is what it looks like. This is the thing. I've buried a lot of people who had this, and their families always tell me about it at the arrangement table, the suppers, the Sundays, the kitchen. They almost never tell you about the big things. They tell you who sat where.

    I'm telling you who sat where.

    

    She told me at half past eleven, in the flat, in the brass bed, with the radiator on Florida and her head on my shoulder.

    "I need to tell you something."

    I thought I knew what it was. I'd been waiting for it since Saturday night, under my mother's lamp, when I'd asked her to stay and she'd kissed me instead. You don't do my job for fourteen years without learning to hear a next sentence coming, when somebody says I need to tell you something in that voice.

    "The Plaza," she said. "In New York. The twenty-first of November. Four hundred and twenty guests. The Grand Ballroom. A bride whose mother has a cake with a fountain in it." She was talking to my collarbone. "Sloane said yes for us in October. Before the stage. Before any of it. It's the biggest job we've ever had. I had a call with them this morning. I've got the whole wedding in a binder in the van." She stopped. "I'm still going on the eighth. The morning after Diane's. I said I would. I never said I wouldn't."

    That was true. She never had. I want that on the table, because it's mine to put there and not hers: she never told me she'd stay. I asked. She kissed me. I'm the one who let that be an answer.

    She lifted her head and looked at me in the light from the street, and waited.

    I knew what I should say. I'd said it to the lamp. I'd said it to her, two nights before. I could have said it again. Stay. I could have said: I know about the Plaza, and I'm asking anyway. I could have said any of it, and every word would have been true.

    "Okay," I said.

    I watched it land. I watched something go across her face that I'd swear was relief, and then, right behind it, something that wasn't, and then she put her head back down on my shoulder, and said "Okay" back, quietly, like somebody signing for a parcel, and neither of us spoke again.

    I lay awake after she was asleep.

    Okay isn't a lie. I'll be careful about that, because I don't tell them. It's the only word I know that's perfectly true and isn't anything at all. It doesn't say yes and it doesn't say no and it doesn't say don't go. It says: I heard you. It says: I'll hold the door. I've said it to three women, Jess Okafor could tell you, and to every family who's ever told me they've decided against an open casket when I was fairly sure they'd regret it, and to my father, in March, when he told me from a hospital bed that he was fine. A week ago, in the town car, Bev told me not to dare say it to her.

    I lay there under it in the dark, in a brass bed that wasn't mine, with her breathing on my shoulder, and I hated myself in a quiet, thorough, professional way, all the way through, until about four.

    

    At 5:58 she woke me by putting her cold feet on my shins.

    "Hank," she said. "Seven o'clock. Barn. Chairs." She was already sitting up, with her hair everywhere and the quilt round her shoulders and her face, in the gray light, scrubbed clean of whatever had been on it at half past eleven. If she'd been awake in the night, it didn't show. Nothing showed. That was the thing I'd learn about the next five days: she seemed happy, and I was happy, and we were both good at it, and neither of us said the word, and it was the best week of my life and I'd do every minute of it again, and I'd do one minute of it differently. "Shower," she said. "I'm first. You've got four minutes of hot water after me, and I'm going to use three of them."

    "That's a terrible plan."

    "It's a run of show."

    "It's still a terrible plan," I said, and got up, and went into the bathroom after her.

    I'll tell you about the bathroom in the flat over the hearse, because it bears on what happened. It's the size of a confessional. My grandfather built it in 1952 for a night man who was expected to wash quickly and think about nothing. It has a clawfoot tub under a slope of the roof, and a little square window over it that looks out at the back of Patrice's garage, and a shower ring on a pipe that a plumber from Barre put in some time in the seventies for nobody in particular, because my grandmother said a room without a shower was a cupboard, with a curtain that has ducks on it. The tub tap gives you hot water at the speed of a slow leak for as long as you can wait. The shower gives you four minutes, hot enough to take paint off a barn. Then it doesn't.

    She was already in the tub with the curtain drawn, and the steam was coming up over the ducks. I pulled the curtain back.

    "Rory," she said. "Three minutes."

    "I can count."

    "You're doing it wrong. I'm on a schedule."

    "So are we," I said, and got in.

    The tub is not built for two people. Neither is the bed in the night man's room. I've begun to think nothing my family has ever built was built for two people, which may be the whole trouble. She laughed. I'll give you that much. She laughed with her back against the cold tiles and the hot water coming down on both of us, and her hair going dark and flat under it, and then she stopped laughing, because I'd put my mouth on her shoulder where the water was running off it, and she said, "Two and a half minutes," in a voice that was trying hard to be a stopwatch.

    "Then I'll be quick."

    "Don't you dare be quick."

    So I wasn't. I told her what I wanted, close to her ear, under the noise of the water, plainly, in order, because she likes to know where she is. I told her she'd been taking my breath away for sixteen days in that coat and those boots and she could take it away again now, in a tub with ducks on the curtain, and I'd consider it a fair trade. She told me, in return, with her hands on the back of my neck and the water running into her eyes, exactly what she'd been thinking about at the barn on Monday while Hank read his napkin aloud. It was a long list. It had items. It had at least one item I'd never have guessed, and I'm not a man who's often surprised. She said, "One minute," and then she didn't say any more times, and the window steamed over, and somewhere outside Patrice's back door opened and closed, and neither of us cared.

    The hot water ran out at 6:04.

    It doesn't fade. It stops. It goes from hot enough to strip a barn to the temperature of Fernwood Lake in November in about a second, and it came down on both of us at once, and she shrieked, actually shrieked, a sound I'd have paid money to hear again, and grabbed hold of me, and I said, "That's four minutes," and she said, "I know it's four minutes," and started to laugh so hard she had to hold on to the shower pipe, and I turned the water off and we stood there in the tub in the steam that was left, soaking, freezing, holding on to each other, laughing like children, with the ducks.

    "We're going to be late," she said, into my neck.

    "We're going to be late."

    "I've never been late for a client in my life. Except Friday. And now." She lifted her head. Her lips were going blue. She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen, standing in my grandfather's bathtub with her teeth chattering. "This town is terrible for me."

    "I know," I said.

    She kissed me. It wasn't an answer to anything. It was just a kiss, the cold kind, the laughing kind, and I let it be exactly what it was.

    We were nineteen minutes late for Hank. He was standing in the big doors with two hundred folding chairs on a flatbed behind him and his cap in his hands, and he looked at Georgina's wet hair and my wet hair and the time on the barn clock, and said, "Morning," and nothing else, and handed us both a coffee, and Georgina went pink from the collar of her coat to the pencil.

    

    At nine I went up the ladder to help Ezra with the rope.

    He'd been up there since half past seven, sitting astride the center beam thirty feet above the barn floor as comfortably as most men sit in a kitchen chair, with a headlamp on and a coil of steel cable over his shoulder, the thin kind, painted brown. He'd spent the whole of Monday afternoon looking at the rope. He'd measured it, and photographed it, and run a length of it through his fingers like a man reading braille, and at five o'clock he'd gone down the ladder without a word and driven to the hardware store in Barre.

    "I'm not replacing it," he said, when I'd got myself onto the beam beside him and stopped looking down. "Nobody takes it down. That's the rule."

    "That's the rule."

    "So I'm backing it up." He showed me. A steel cable, the color of old hemp, running from an eyebolt he'd set in the beam beside the old knot, down alongside the rope, all the way to the ball, where it was clipped to the frame inside, where it couldn't be seen from the floor. "If the rope goes, this holds. If the rope holds, nobody ever knows this was here." He looked at it with the expression he uses for a good beam. "You can't fix the thing people love. You can put something beside it that'll take the load if it fails."

    We sat there through two more clips, with the disco ball hanging under us in the gray light, turning slightly on its rope, and below us Georgina walking the aisle with a tape measure and Hank following her with a hay bale, putting one down every ten feet where she pointed, so that a woman with MS could sit down on her way to the altar if she needed to and nobody would know it wasn't decoration.

    "She's going on the eighth," I said. "Sunday morning. She's got the Plaza on the twenty-first."

    Ezra clipped the cable before he answered.

    "What did you say?"

    "I said okay."

    He looked at me then. Ezra Holt looks at a man much as he looks at a joist. He doesn't hurry it. He wants to know where the load's going.

    "I know that okay," said Ezra. "I used to say it for a living." He tightened the clip a quarter turn. "I said it to every client in Boston who asked me to sign off on something I shouldn't. I said it to my grandfather every Sunday for six years, when he told me the farm was fine. I said it to Margo on the fifteenth, at dinner, when she said after Mom's. And again last week." He looked down at the barn floor, at the hay bales going down the aisle one at a time. "It means you've decided not to find out. That's all it means. It's very restful. I don't recommend it."

    I didn't answer. Below us, Georgina had stopped in the middle of the aisle and was looking up at us, shading her eyes against the light from the big doors. She lifted her hand. I lifted mine.

    "Load has to go all the way to the ground," said Ezra. "That's the only rule in structures I believe in. You can't hold it in the beam. You can for a while. Then one day somebody jumps on it." He coiled the rest of the cable over his shoulder. "Whatever you didn't say to her last night, it's in the beam, Rory. It's going to come down somewhere. You might want to pick where."

    He swung his leg over and started down the ladder. Halfway down he stopped.

    "And it's not okay," he said. "It's never been okay. That's why we say it."

    He went on down. I sat on the beam above the disco ball until the bales reached the arch, looking down at the woman in the aisle with the tape measure, and at the steel cable painted the color of rope, that nobody would ever see unless the rope failed.

  
    Chapter 26 — Notice to Vacate

    Georgie

    7:10 a.m. Wednesday, November 4. Margo Pike at the bottom of my stairs.

    I saw her from the window over the sink, where I was standing in Rory's shirt waiting for the two-burner stove to agree to boil an egg. She was standing on the gravel at the foot of the outside stairs in her barn jacket, with two of Rosa's coffees in a cardboard tray and an envelope under her arm, looking up at the door, not knocking. She looked like a woman who'd been standing there some time, deciding whether to.

    She hadn't spoken to me since Saturday. Not at the regatta, where she'd stood beside Hank in a blanket with lake water in her hair and looked at me once, across the dock, and looked away. Not on Monday, at the barn, where she hadn't come. I'd stood up in front of four hundred people and said her name, and she'd sat in row F with Ezra's handkerchief, and since then nothing.

    I opened the door.

    "Don't say anything yet," said Margo. "Come down. I'm not coming up. It's too small and it smells of him."

    I went down in his shirt and my coat and the green boots, and we sat on the bottom step of the outside stairs, side by side, in the cold, with the carriage-house doors shut behind us and Pearl inside them, and she handed me a coffee and the envelope, and didn't let go of the envelope right away.

    "I promised her," said Margo. "I want you to know that first. I promised her on Monday afternoon at my desk, with my hand on the bound volume for 1971, which is her idea of a Bible. I promised I wouldn't tell you before Sunday." She let go. "She taught me. You tell people the truth on the worst morning, so they don't have thirty years of the wrong thing. She taught me that. She doesn't get to unteach it because it's inconvenient."

    I opened the envelope.

    There were two things in it. The first was a sheet of the Gazette's letterhead with five lines on it in black marker, in capitals two inches high, a little crooked, as they'd been getting lately:

    NOTICE.


    TO: M. PIKE. OWNER.


    I WILL VACATE THE APARTMENT ABOVE THE GAZETTE ON SUNDAY, NOVEMBER 15.


    THE RADIATOR STAYS.


    B. TOLLIVER.


    The second was a receipt. Pale green, from a carbon book, the kind nobody's used since 1990, filled out in a careful round hand that wasn't Bev's: THE PINES — INDEPENDENT AND ASSISTED LIVING — SHELBURNE ROAD. RECEIVED OF MRS. B. TOLLIVER, DEPOSIT, UNIT 114. And a sum. And a date: September 22.

    "A woman from The Pines drove up with a folder on the twenty-second of September," said Margo. "A Tuesday. I was in Montpelier at a hearing. Bev gave her coffee at my desk. Hank saw them through the window and thought she was selling hearing aids."

    September. Before the notice in the paper. Before the casket. Before me.

    I read it twice. Then I read the notice again. THE RADIATOR STAYS. I sat on the step with the coffee going cold in my other hand and couldn't make the words do anything else.

    "It's a beige building off Shelburne Road," said Margo. "I drove down yesterday and looked at it. I didn't go in. It has a fountain in the parking lot that's turned off for the winter and a sign that says WELCOME HOME in a font I wouldn't use for a yard sale. It's ten minutes from the retina center." She looked at the gravel. "She did the arithmetic. Of course she did."

    "Why didn't she want me to know?"

    "She said you'd stay."

    I looked at her.

    "She said, She'll stay for me, and she's not to stay for me. Then she made me put my hand on 1971." Margo drank her coffee. "So I'm telling you on a Wednesday, so you've got till Sunday to be furious with both of us. That's the most I could do."

    

    I could have gone straight to Main Street. I nearly did. I got as far as standing up.

    "Sit down," said Margo. "You're not going over there with that face. And you owe me something first."

    I sat down.

    She didn't look at me. She looked straight ahead at the back of Patrice's garage, where somebody had leaned a snow shovel against the wall for the first time that year.

    "You said it to four hundred people," said Margo. "Say it to my face."

    It had been coming since Saturday, since the moment I'd said her name from the lectern, to the balcony rail, because I couldn't look at row F. I'd known I'd have to do it again, properly, in Bev's sense of the word, and I'd been not doing it for four days, busily, with a tape measure.

    "In December 2006," I said, "my father came up from New York to get me. On the morning of the Christmas concert. I'd organized the whole thing. You know that. The risers and the recorders and the run of show on Bev's typewriter. He came at seven, in a car with New York plates, and he'd told Bev the night before, and Bev told me at six, at the kitchen table, with coffee." I heard myself say it. With coffee. I hadn't thought about that in twenty years. "And I packed my two suitcases and got in the car and went. I didn't say goodbye to you or to Jess. I didn't say goodbye to anyone. I watched the two of you on the Gazette porch in the side mirror, not knowing yet, and I thought, Next time, you leave before it ends." I looked at my coffee.

    Margo said nothing.

    "Your letters came in January, February, March and May," I said. "Care of Bev. She forwarded them in a big envelope with a note that said READ THESE. My parents were dividing the apartment on West End Avenue. They'd put blue tape down the middle of the living-room floor, so that each of them could tell which half they were standing on, and I read your letters sitting on the tape, so I wasn't on either side. Four times. You wrote that the concert ran to time. You wrote that Jess punched Kevin Darrow for saying I was stuck up. You wrote that you were going to be a reporter." I stopped. "I kept them. You know where. Under the sign. I never answered because I didn't know how to write to somebody I'd left without saying goodbye. And then it had been a year. And then it was too late to start, so I didn't."

    "It wasn't too late," said Margo. "It's never too late to write a letter. I'm a newspaper editor. I'd know."

    "I know."

    "Don't say I know." She turned, finally, and looked at me. "You got that from him. I can hear it. You've been here seventeen days and you talk like a funeral director."

    I laughed. I didn't mean to. It came out of me in a sort of bark, in the cold, and she looked at me laughing, and her mouth did something complicated, and she looked away.

    "My father left a note under the sugar bowl in August," said Margo. "You came in September. I thought you were the best thing that had ever happened to the seventh grade. You corrected the textbook. You made headlines up at Bev's desk. I've still got one. FERNWOOD FALLS GIRL, 12, CORRECTS TEACHER. I kept it in my wallet till it fell apart." She was holding her coffee in both hands. "And then you went, and nobody told me, and I found out at the concert, from the empty chair with your clipboard on it. Second person in four months. I took it personally." She drank. "I've taken it personally for twenty years. I'm very consistent. It's a professional quality."

    "I'm sorry, Margo."

    "You said that on Saturday."

    "I'm saying it on a step."

    She was quiet. A truck went by on Elm Street. Up at the main house the kitchen door opened and closed, and I heard Gene say something, and Patrice answer him from over the hedge, and then nothing.

    "Write to me," said Margo.

    "I—"

    "When you go. If you go. I don't care which. Write. One line. Like Bev. You don't have to be good at it." She stood up and brushed off the back of her jacket. "I'm still angry. With you and with her. I'm going to be angry with both of you at the wedding on Saturday, in a very nice dress, and walk my mother down the aisle, and cry, and then I'm probably going to stop. I wanted you to know the schedule."

    "Thank you for the schedule."

    "You're welcome." She looked down at me on the step, in Rory's shirt and her coffee. "Go and see her. She's been up since five. She's labeling boxes."

    

    9:30 a.m. I let myself in with the key on the red ribbon.

    She was at the kitchen table with her back to the window, so that the light came over her shoulder, and in front of her on the table were six cardboard boxes, flat, not yet folded, and a black marker, and she was writing on them by touch. KITCHEN. KITCHEN. BOOKS (KEEP). BOOKS (MARGO). She did it with her face close to the cardboard and her head tilted, and her hand moving slow and certain, and the letters came out two inches high and only slightly crooked.

    She didn't look up.

    "Margo told you," said Bev.

    "Margo told me."

    "I made her put her hand on 1971."

    "She said you taught her."

    "I did." Bev capped the marker. "I regret it this morning. It's very rare that I regret anything, and I'd like it noted that it's your fault." She put the marker down. "Sit down, Georgina. Dot telephoned. You've walked over here in his shirt."

    I sat down. I hadn't realized. Under my coat I was still wearing Rory's shirt, with the sleeves rolled four times. I'd walked down Elm Street and up Main Street in it, past the Maple Leaf, at a quarter past nine on a Wednesday, and Dot had seen me from the corner booth before I'd reached the bank.

    "You can't," I said.

    "I can. I have. Unit 114. It faces east. I'm told there's a birdfeeder. I won't see it, but I'll know it's there, which is more than I can say for most things."

    "Aunt Bev—"

    "It's ten minutes from the retina center. I won't need anybody to drive me an hour each way once a month, in a suit, and sit in that waiting room reading about boats. They read the Free Press aloud in the sunroom every morning at ten. A woman called Marion. I'm told she does voices." Bev's mouth went thin. "I'll hate her. It'll be good for me."

    "You have a whole town that would read you the paper."

    "I know I do," said Bev. "That's the trouble."

    She turned her face toward me, slightly off true, so that the edge of her eye could find me. The part that still works.

    "They've started saying their names," she said. "Did you notice? At the landing. Morning, Bev, it's Rosa. Every one of them. Nobody told them to. It took one night." She folded her hands on the cardboard. "In a year they'll be saying it a little slower. In two they'll be saying it a little louder, as if it's my ears. And Rosa will bring a casserole on Tuesdays, and Dot will organize a rota, and the knitting circle will take turns reading me the Gazette, and they'll put my name on a sign-up sheet on the pie case under the shares for Holt Hill, and every one of them will do it gladly. For a while." She paused. "I've written up half this town being looked after by the other half, dear. I know how it goes. The town gets kind, and then it gets tired, and then it feels guilty about being tired, and then you're a sheet of paper with a pen on a string. I won't be a casserole sign-up sheet for the rest of my life. I'd rather be a stranger in Unit 114 with a woman who does voices. At least she's paid."

    "Rory reads you the paper."

    "On Thursdays. Rory Brennan has a funeral home and a father with a mended heart and a telephone that rings at three in the morning, and he has, if he has any sense, a life, which I'd like him to get on with." She said it perfectly evenly. "I've had seven months of Rory Brennan in a suit at a quarter to seven. That's enough of anybody's Mondays."

    "Margo—"

    "Margo is getting married. Margo has a paper to run and a man on a hill and a mother who's marrying Hank Mercer on Saturday in a barn. Margo has read me enough proofs to last a lifetime and been told they were for the rhythm." Her chin came up. "And you."

    I waited.

    "You're going on the eighth," said Bev.

    I said nothing.

    "Aren't you, dear."

    It was the same question Rory had asked on Saturday night, in a different form, under his mother's lamp. It was the same question Sloane had asked by text. It was the question the whole town had been asking me for seventeen days, on chalkboards and in pie cases and across hedges, and I'd been answering it with a binder and a tape measure and, once, with a kiss.

    I sat at Bev's kitchen table with her notice in my coat pocket and didn't answer it.

    Bev nodded slowly, which was how I learned I'd answered.

    "Then don't you dare ask me to stay, Georgina," she said. Not unkindly. "You don't get to ask me what you won't answer yourself."

    I'd come up the stairs with a list. I'd made it on the step after Margo left, in my head, in order: the retina center, the cost, the beige, the fountain, the woman who does voices, the town, the town. I had every item. I'd been going to read it to her as she'd taught me to read a page, top to bottom, and not let her tell me why until I'd got the rest.

    I didn't read it. She'd have cut it for adjectives anyway.

    "You meant to go before I knew," I said instead. "You booked it in September. Before the funeral. Before you had Margo send me page six. You were always going to go."

    "I was always going to go," said Bev. "I wanted to see your face first." She reached out across the cardboard and found my hand, and held it. "You don't stay somewhere for an old woman, dear. You'd hate me for it in a year, and I'd deserve it. You stay somewhere for yourself, or you don't stay at all." She squeezed, once, and let go. "Now. Read me the labels. I've written KITCHEN on three boxes and I'm fairly sure one of them's the bathroom."

    I read her the labels. One of them was the bathroom.

    

    I didn't go to the barn that afternoon. I sent Hank a text that said FAMILY THING. BACK TOMORROW 7. CHAIRS IN FOUR RINGS, NOT FIVE. DO NOT LET THEO NEAR THE CAKE TABLE, and Hank sent back ok, and I sat in the van in the lot behind the Gazette, next to the Buick on its four soft tires, with the engine off and the binder on my knees, and gave myself the four minutes I give myself at weddings.

    I didn't use them. I want that understood. I sat there for all four with my hands flat on the binder and didn't cry, and when they were up I didn't feel any better, which is the only thing they're for.

    At 1:15 I opened the binder to a clean page and wrote BEV — NOV. 15 at the top, and under it, because it's what I do, a list.

    MOVERS (NOT LUNDGRENS — THEY'LL CRY).


    LABELS. EVERYTHING. LARGE PRINT.


    RADIO. HER RADIO, NOT THEIRS.


    WALTER'S RECORDINGS. THE SHOEBOX. SHE'S ON FEBRUARY.


    THE PHOTOGRAPH. 1971.


    THE KEY. WHO GETS THE KEY?


    I looked at the last line until the windshield fogged. Then I put the pen down.

    

    I told him at a quarter to eleven that night, in the night man's room, because I'd given up keeping things for anybody, and because he was the only person I wanted to tell.

    He listened to all of it. The notice and the radiator and the receipt from September and Unit 114, east-facing, with a birdfeeder she won't see. Marion, who does voices. Don't you dare ask me to stay. He lay on his back in that terrible narrow bed with the lamp on and his hand moving slowly in my hair, and he didn't interrupt once, and when I'd finished he was quiet.

    "I didn't know," he said at last. "She never told me. Seven months in the car, and she never said."

    "She didn't want anybody to stop her."

    "No," said Rory. "She wanted to see your face first."

    I lifted my head. "She said that. Those words. This morning."

    "She said them to me in March," he said. "In the car, coming home from the first appointment. About you. I thought she meant before her eyes went."

    "She meant that too."

    "Yes," said Rory. I felt him stop himself.

    "You were going to say I know."

    "I was."

    "Margo says I've caught it off you. She says I talk like a funeral director."

    "There are worse things to talk like," he said, and I put my head back down on his chest.

    He didn't ask me to stay. I want to put that down. He'd asked once, on Saturday night, out loud, and I'd kissed him, and on Monday I'd told him about the Plaza, and he'd said okay, and I'd said okay back, and we'd both been perfectly happy ever since, at the barn and in the shower and in the brass bed, and neither of us had said the word again. He didn't say it now. I lay there and waited for him to, with my ear on his chest, and I don't know what I'd have said if he had. And he didn't.

    If Bev went, I thought, what was left here to stay for?

    I lay in the lamplight in the night man's room, with my ear flat against the obvious answer, listening to it beat, slow and even and loud, and I didn't let myself hear it.

  
    Chapter 27 — Never at Someone Else's Wedding

    Rory

    I woke at twenty to six on Thursday, November 5, in the night man's room, with Georgina's knee in my kidney and her hand flat on my chest where she'd left it, and I lay in the dark and did the sum I'd been avoiding since Monday.

    Three days. Today, Friday, Saturday. Three nights, not counting the one we were at the end of, and I counted them twice, in case I'd got it wrong, which you can't do with three.

    "You're counting," said Georgina, into my shoulder.

    I've told you I don't lie to her. I didn't start at twenty to six in the morning.

    "I am."

    "Counting what?"

    "Nights."

    She lifted her head. It was too dark to see her face, but I knew it anyway: the ruler-straight line between the brows, which she gets from Bev, and the mouth deciding.

    "Stop it," she said. "Come here. You're not allowed to count. I've got a list."

    "It's Thursday. I read Bev the paper at half past six."

    "I know it's Thursday." She put her chin on my chest. "Item one. You, in the black suit, in the cider room at the barn, at about four o'clock this afternoon, with the door shut and Hank on the other side of it arguing with Anders Lundgren about extension cords. And you're not allowed to make a sound. Not one. You're only allowed to make me want to, and then put your hand over my mouth when I do."

    I lay still under her. I want that on the table: I'm a grown man with a professional reputation for composure, and I lay there in the dark like somebody had dropped a casket on me.

    "That's two items," I said, when I could.

    "It's one item with a sub-clause."

    "Who decides that?"

    "I do. I'm the planner." She bit my collarbone, not gently, and laughed at what it did to me. "Item two is the same thing in the hayloft tomorrow night, with the disco ball, and you can make all the sound you like, because the Lundgrens will be tuning up. I've timed it. They take thirty-five minutes to tune. Soren takes twenty-five of them."

    "Georgina."

    "Item three is classified."

    "Georgina, I have to go and read an eighty-year-old woman the newspaper."

    "Then go," she said, and put her hand somewhere that made it extremely clear she didn't want me to, and kept it there, and looked at me in the dark with her chin on my chest while I got slowly and completely incapable of going anywhere. "Go on, Rory. Bev's waiting."

    I was eleven minutes late to the Maple Leaf. Bev didn't ask why. She didn't have to. She's been a newspaperwoman since 1971.

    I'll tell you the other thing. At twenty to six, with her chin on my chest and the window going gray, I nearly asked her again. Stay. It was right there.

    I didn't. I'd asked her once already in that bed, on Saturday, and she'd kissed me instead of answering, and I'd let her.

    

    Every table in the Maple Leaf had a copy of the Gazette on it by half past six, folded open to the front page.

    Margo had run the photograph. Walter's photograph, the one from the easel by the casket, the one Georgina carried home and put back on Bev's bureau: Bev at twenty-five on the porch of the Gazette in 1971, in a plaid shirt and dungarees and the orange vest, with a bundle of papers on her hip and her other hand up to shade her eyes, and Walter's long shadow and the shape of his camera falling across the boards. It ran four columns wide, above the fold. Under it, in the typeface Margo uses for the column and nothing else:

    BEFORE THEY'RE GONE: BEVERLY TOLLIVER

    Bev was in her booth by the register, in her sunglasses, with her coffee and her hands flat on the table either side of it. I slid in across from her and picked up her copy, and before I'd got it open Rosa came round the end of the counter with the coffeepot and didn't pour anything. She stood at the register in her apron with the pot in one hand and a copy of the paper in the other, and she read the first paragraph out loud, to the whole diner, without asking anybody.

    "Beverly Ann Tolliver, 80, of Main Street, attended her own funeral on Saturday," read Rosa. "She saw everyone."

    Then she put the paper down on the counter and poured me a coffee and went back into the kitchen, and nobody spoke, and then in the corner booth Dot Kowalski put her knitting down and her reading glasses on and picked up the second paragraph.

    Dot has a voice like a church bell with a crack in it, and it carried.

    "She has run the obituary of every person she sat beside in the first grade at the Fernwood Falls school," read Dot. "She is the last of her row. She has told me that she would like to hear what people say about her before she's the one on page six, and she'd like to be able to answer back. On Saturday four hundred of us told her. She answered back eleven times. I counted."

    Dot took her glasses off and held the paper out over the back of her booth, without looking round, and Anders Lundgren took it from her, because he was in the booth behind with Nils and the heron and a stack of pancakes. He reads like he talks, which is loudly.

    "For fifty-four years she has decided what this town knows about itself. She reviewed four hundred and eleven productions of the Fernwood Falls Players from the front row of the Opera House and gave three of them a good notice—"

    "Four," said Nils.

    "It says three."

    "It was four. The Music Man, 1993. She liked the barbershop."

    "It says three, Nils, it's in the paper—"

    "Four," said Bev, from her booth, without turning her head. "Nils is right. Go on, Anders."

    Anders went on, with dignity. "—and she has refused to put an advertisement on the front page of this newspaper since 1971, which is why this column runs under a photograph instead of a coupon for Lundgren Feed and Supply, Since 1911, Free Calendar with Every Purchase." He stopped. "She put us in."

    "She put you in," said Bev, "as a warning."

    The paper went to the counter. Hank Mercer was on his stool at the end with a coffee he hadn't touched, and he held the paper out at arm's length, because he won't wear his glasses in public, and read slowly, and didn't get far.

    "In 1985, at the Harvest Dance, she told a young man at the punch bowl to ask a girl to marry him, though the girl was going to say no. So she'd know, Bev told him. So she'd have somewhere to come back to." Hank cleared his throat. "She was right about the no. She was right about the rest. The girl was my mother. The—" He stopped. He put the paper face down on the counter and put his big hand flat on top of it. "Somebody else," said Hank.

    Patrice Dunleavy was on the next stool. She picked it up out from under his hand and read the end of his paragraph for him in her clear, correcting voice, the one she uses for page two.

    "The wedding is Saturday, at three o'clock, in the Mercer barn. Everyone is welcome. It took forty-one years. Bev has asked me to say that this is not her fault."

    Somebody laughed, at the back. Then everybody did. Hank put his face in his hands and his shoulders went, and Patrice put her hand on his back without looking at him and passed the paper along the counter to the woman beside her, who was Mildred Fisk.

    Mildred is eighty-eight, and eighteen days a widow. She was in her good wool coat with her middle daughter beside her, the one from Burlington, and she took the paper in both hands and held it close to her face and read slower than anyone.

    "She sits at the back of every funeral in this town," read Mildred. "In the last pew, on the aisle, with a notebook she almost never opens. She has done it since 1971, for people she liked and people she didn't, and people she'd printed things about that they never forgave her for. And she stays for the cake. At every one. I've checked." Mildred lowered the paper. "Most people don't."

    She didn't pass it on. She folded it, and got down off her stool with her daughter's hand under her elbow, and walked the length of the counter to Bev's booth, and put the paper down on the table in front of me.

    "It's Thursday," said Mildred. "You read her the rest."

    So I got one paragraph. The last.

    I picked it up. Bev was looking at the window, at the light, with her hands either side of her cup, and you'd have said she wasn't listening, if you didn't know her. I read it to her as I read her everything, all the way through, not too fast.

    "She has lived above this newspaper for fifty-four years. The radiator in her kitchen has knocked every winter of them, and I have worked underneath it since my first week and come to think of it as the sound of somebody being home. I want to be precise: this is not an obituary. Beverly Tolliver is not gone. But she is right that we wait too long, all of us, and say the good things to a casket. In lieu of flowers, she asked that we say it to her face. I'd like it on the record that we started on Saturday. I'd like it on the record that we are not finished."

    I put the paper down.

    Bev hadn't moved, except that both her hands were around the cup now.

    "She's put the radiator in," said Bev, quietly, so only I could hear.

    "She has."

    "Read me that bit again."

    I read her that bit again. Around us the Maple Leaf came back on, a coffee cup at a time, Rosa's spatula and the Lundgrens and Dot's needles, and Bev listened to the radiator twice, and then she turned her head toward me.

    "It was a Tuesday," said Bev.

    "What was?"

    "The morning I bought the paper. She's got it as a Monday, in the caption. It was a Tuesday. Somebody tell Patrice."

    

    Mildred's daughter went to bring the car round, and Mildred waited by the door with her hand on the back of the last booth, and I got up and stood beside her, because I've known her since I was six. She looked out at Main Street, at the scarecrows on the lampposts and the banner for the Harvest Dance.

    "I told Alden I'd give it three weeks," said Mildred.

    I'll tell you what I've learned about that kind of sentence. There's nothing you can say back to it that's true and helps, both at once, and if you have to pick one you pick true.

    "You told him," I said.

    "In September. When he couldn't do the barn anymore and we moved his chair to the front window, so he could see the cows. I said, Alden, if you go first, I'll give it three weeks to see the farm's settled, and then I'm coming. And he said, Millie, don't you dare, and I said, I'll do as I like, I always have." She was perfectly calm. "Sixty-seven years, I never once kept that man waiting for his supper. I don't see why I'd start now."

    "The girls know you said it?"

    "The girls think I'm being dramatic." She looked at me then. Her eyes are pale blue and clear as well water. "You'll come yourself. Not your father. You."

    "Yes."

    "The brown one, like his. Beside him. The girls will want 'How Great Thou Art' again, and they can't sing it either, so let them have it. It'll give everybody something to talk about after." She patted my arm. "I'm not asking you to do anything, Rory. I'm telling you so it's written down somewhere. Pre-need. You like pre-need."

    "I do."

    "There's the car," said Mildred, and went out to it, and I held the door, and her daughter helped her in, and she lifted one hand to me through the window as they pulled away.

    I stood in the door with the cold coming in and counted. I couldn't help it.

    Alden died at 11:14 on Sunday, October 18. Three weeks from a Sunday is a Sunday.

    Sunday the eighth, give or take a supper. The day Georgina was going home.

    I don't believe in signs. People in my line of work see too many coincidences to put weight on them. I'm telling you the sum, not what it meant. It was just the same Sunday twice.

    I shut the door.

    

    Georgina came in at twenty past eight, in the Lundgren sweatshirt and the green boots, with the binder under one arm and a tape measure clipped to her belt, to settle the pie count with Rosa. She stopped at Bev's booth first and put one finger on the photograph on the front page, on the girl shading her eyes.

    "You're beautiful," she said.

    "Fewer adjectives, dear."

    "Tell Margo," said Georgina, and she got as far as the register before Theo Park came out of the window booth and stood in front of her like a man stepping in front of a train.

    "Five minutes," said Theo. "I need five minutes. It's a planning question. Professional consultation. I'll pay."

    "I'm settling pie."

    "It's adjacent to pie." He had one hand in his jacket pocket. I knew what was in the pocket, and so did half the diner, because Theo isn't built for keeping things, and the navy velvet box has been in his sock drawer since August, and Dot opened a book on it in September. "Can I just—sit?"

    They sat at the counter, two stools down from Hank. I was in Bev's booth, eight feet away, and neither of us pretended not to listen. In Fernwood Falls that would be a kind of lie.

    "Saturday," said Theo, low. He thinks he's being low. "The cake. Everybody's gathered round, the Lundgrens are playing, Diane cuts it, everybody cheers, and in the middle of the cheering I get down on one knee in front of Jess, under the disco ball, and I've got it timed so that—"

    "No," said Georgina.

    "You haven't heard the timing."

    "I don't need the timing. No. Never propose at someone else's wedding."

    Theo opened his mouth.

    "It's Diane's," said Georgina. She hadn't raised her voice. She'd put it down on the counter between them like a run of show. "Diane Pike has waited forty-one years for one day that's hers. She's got exactly one dance in her legs, and three minutes and ten seconds of song to do it in, and she's going to do it in front of two hundred people with a chair at the edge of the floor she's praying she won't need. And the cake is the last thing that's hers before it turns into a party. You don't get to borrow that. Nobody does. Jess would say yes, and then she'd never forgive you, and neither would Diane, and neither would I, and I'd be in New York, so I'd have to do it by mail."

    "Then where?" said Theo. He sounded genuinely lost. He's a good engineer, and I don't think he's planned anything in his life that didn't have a load calculation.

    "Somewhere that's only hers," said Georgina. "Where she's most herself. The clinic. A barn at three in the morning with a heifer in trouble. Inside a cow, if you have to."

    "I told Rory. I'm not proposing inside a cow."

    He had told me. On my porch, the week Georgina came, when he'd asked me how and I'd said somewhere she's happy. I'd been right, as it turned out. It had just taken Georgina to make him hear it.

    "Then beside one. She'd rather have the cow than the disco ball, Theo. You know she would. You've lived with her since April."

    Theo looked at her for a long moment. Then he took his hand out of his pocket, empty, and put it on the counter.

    "She would," he said. "She'd absolutely rather have the cow."

    "I know."

    "Will you help me? With the cow?"

    "I'm leaving on Sunday," said Georgina, and the diner went quiet in a new way, and she heard it, and she didn't look round. "I'll write you a plan. Somebody's always calving. You'll have it in the binder."

    She went to settle the pie. Theo sat on his stool and looked at nothing.

    Never propose at someone else's wedding.

    I sat in the booth and turned it over. She was right; she knows weddings better than anyone I've met. The cake is the last part that belongs to the people getting married, and you don't stand up in the middle of somebody else's ending and ask for your own.

    But after the cake, it isn't anybody's wedding.

    After the cake, it's just a barn with people in it. The knife's down, the Lundgrens have started on the reels, Hank's taken his tie off, and it's a Saturday night in November with nothing left to plan. It's the only part of a wedding she's never seen. Two hundred and forty-one of them, she told four hundred people on Saturday, and not one cake. She's never been in the room for what comes after.

    She leaves just before it. While they're cutting it, with her back to it, out the side door to the van.

    So that's where I'd be. At the side door, while the knife goes in, where she'd have to walk past me to leave. Not in the middle of the floor; not asking anybody to look at us. Standing up, in the black suit, with the light on, asking her to stay for the part after, before she got close enough to kiss me instead of answering.

    Stay.

    Out loud. On purpose. At the one moment in her life she's never stayed for.

    

    "She told you," said Bev, when Georgina had gone and the diner had got its noise back.

    "Last night."

    "Good. She's given up keeping things. I'm glad one of you has." She turned her cup a quarter turn on its saucer. "Well? You're going to tell me I can't."

    "No."

    "You're going to tell me there's a town full of people who'd read me the paper."

    "There is. You know that, and you've decided anyway, and I don't think you'd thank me for saying it." I looked at her hands on the table. "Is it what you want?"

    "It's what I've chosen," said Bev. "At my age that's better."

    I didn't argue. I've sat across a lot of tables from people who've chosen something, and I know the difference between somebody who wants talking out of it and somebody who wants it witnessed.

    "I'd like to drive you," I said. "On the fifteenth."

    "I've booked a van."

    "I'd like to drive behind the van, then."

    "In the hearse? Down Shelburne Road? Like a procession?" Her mouth twitched. "Rory Brennan, if you follow me into The Pines in that hearse I will never speak to you again. I'll have Marion read me your obituary in voices."

    "The town car, then."

    "We'll see." She turned the cup back. "And you."

    I knew what was coming. She doesn't bury the lede; she just makes you wait for it.

    "You said okay," said Bev.

    I didn't ask her how she knew. I'd stopped asking Bev Tolliver how she knew things in about 1999.

    "On Monday," I said. "When she told me about the Plaza."

    "You said okay. Twice now. After I told you in the car not to." She paused. "And you said okay to me, in March, in the car, when I made you promise. So that's three."

    "It's more than three," I said. "You only know about three."

    "God help us. Have you asked her?"

    "Once."

    "Where?"

    I was quiet for a second, which was the answer, and she knew it was, and she sat back in the booth with an expression of the most complete professional satisfaction.

    "People say all sorts of things lying down, dear," said Bev. "I've been in the business since 1971 and I've never printed one of them. Ask her standing up. With your clothes on. Somewhere she can't kiss you instead."

    "I'm going to."

    "When?"

    "Saturday," I said. "When they cut the cake. I'll be at the side door. I'm going to ask her to stay for what comes after."

    Bev went still.

    She turned her face toward me and held it there, and I let her look. I don't know how much of me she could see. More than she lets on, I think. Less than she'd like.

    "After," said Bev.

    "After."

    "She's never stayed for one."

    "I know," I said. "That's why."

    Bev let that sit. She reached across the table and found my hand on the paper, by touch, and patted it twice, which from Bev is a standing ovation, and then she took her hand back and picked up her coffee.

    "Now read me the lost-and-found," she said. "Somebody's found a hearing aid outside the bank, and I want to know whose before Dot does."

    

    At five past nine Dot Kowalski got up out of the corner booth with her knitting bag over her arm and walked to the chalkboard behind the register, and the Maple Leaf, which had had a long morning of going quiet, went quiet one more time.

    Dot's books had been suspended for six days, since the Friday before the funeral, the second time since 1971. Nobody had asked when they'd come back; you don't ask Dot. The board had said NO BETS ON BEV. BY ORDER OF THE CIRCLE, in her tidy printing, and under it the specials.

    She wiped the specials off with the side of her hand. She left NO BETS ON BEV. Under it, in the same printing, she wrote:

    TOLLIVER GIRL STAYS PAST THE CAKE? 3–1 AGAINST. SEE DOT.

    Then she went back to her booth and picked up her knitting, and at the counter Theo said "Oh, no," and three people got up at once and went over to the corner booth with their wallets out, and none of them looked at me. Anders. A man from the bank. One of the knitting circle, in her orange shawl. Dot wrote each one on the back of her hand.

    Then my phone buzzed on the table by Bev's cup, and it was her.

    CIDER ROOM. 4:00. ITEM ONE. DON'T BE LATE. I'VE HEARD ABOUT YOU AND THURSDAYS.

    I put the phone in my pocket, and got up, and took out my wallet, and walked over to the corner booth.

    Dot looked up at me over her reading glasses, at the twenty in my hand, and at my face, and back at the twenty.

    "You understand the odds," said Dot.

    "I do."

    "Three to one against, dear. That's people who've known her since she was twelve."

    "I know."

    "Rule six," said Dot. "Nobody bets on an outcome they can fix."

    "Can I fix it?"

    "No. You can only ask." She held out her hand. "That one's allowed. We're not animals, dear."

    I gave her the twenty. She took the chalk out of her knitting bag, got up, walked back to the board, and wrote underneath, in her small, tidy capitals, so that everybody in the Maple Leaf could read it:

    R.B. — $20 — STAYS.

    I'd made one bet in my life before that: five dollars with Bev, on what time Georgina would come through my door, and I'd won it. That was a bet on somebody else. I'd like you to know that I stood in the Maple Leaf at nine o'clock on a Thursday morning in front of half the town and watched Dot Kowalski write my initials on that board, and that it was the first bet I've ever placed on myself, and that I placed it on purpose.

    Behind me, in her booth by the register, with her face to the window and her coffee going cold, Bev Tolliver said, to nobody, "Good."
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