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If you know your history
 Then you would know where you coming from.

BOB MARLEY, “Buffalo Soldier”
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PROLOGUE

The Flood

 


 

It rained throughout September and October, and people made jokes about Biblical floods before the Sheldon girls drowned. But their jokes weren’t serious, because there were intermittent days when the clouds would continue on their way to the east and leave behind nothing but blue skies and crisp autumn air. If people worried about anything, they fretted over the numbers of leaf peepers and flatlanders who hadn’t made their customary fall pilgrimages to Vermont that year—and what effect that lost revenue might have on their purses—or they complained about the mud.

After all, the fall rains had made the ground as boggy as March, and the earth showed no signs of freezing up soon. The dirt roads were so laden with runnels that drivers would wince as they lurched their cars forward, while the paved ones often were layered with diaphanous sheets of moisture that in the night reflected a vehicle’s headlights like mirrors.

Certainly the water was high in the lakes: Bomoseen and Champlain to the west of the Green Mountains, that range of hills that rose like a great animal’s spine across the vertical center of the state, and Willoughby and Memphremagog to the east. Likewise, the rivers of any size often had small crests of albescent foam. There must have been a half-dozen days when the counties north of Rutland had lived with flash-flood advisories and warnings, especially the two occasions when the remnants of late-season Caribbean hurricanes tracked deep into New England and dumped torrents of rain onto ground that was already soaked, and into lakes and rivers that already had about all the water they could handle. One Saturday in late October the Cornish Volunteer Fire Company went so far as to move its two attack pumpers and heavy rescue truck over the bridge that spanned the Gale River, so the vehicles would be on the more populated side of the water if the bridge was brought down by the rapids.

That had happened once before: The original bridge had washed away in the Great Flood of 1927, on the very day that S. Hollister Jackson, the state’s lieutenant governor, had drowned in another part of the state when his car stalled in a rivulet on the road near his house and he tried to walk home through the waters. Instead he had been swept away in the current, his body washing up a mile downriver in Potash Brook.

But the rivers never topped their banks the fall the Sheldon girls died, at least not while the phantasmagoric red and yellow leaves remained on the trees, and lake water only oozed into the basements of the people who lived on the shore. For most of northern Vermont the rains were a mere inconvenience.

THE HUNTERS TRAIPSED into the woods that November despite the storms and the showers. They trudged along paths in which they sunk ankle-deep in wet leaves, their boots sometimes swallowed in turbid mountain runoff, and even the thinner tree branches would whip water in their faces when they gently pushed them aside as they walked.

On the second day of deer season, a Sunday, the Sheldon girls were playing with their friend Alicia Montgomery. It had rained heavily all Friday night, Saturday, and much of Sunday morning—dropping close to eight inches in the thirty-six-hour period.

A little past two the rain stopped, and the three girls donned their raincoats and mud boots and wandered outside. They, like so many children that autumn, had been cooped up indoors for whole weekends at a time, and any opportunity to run outside to jump and shriek was taken. Alicia’s mother, a woman in her late forties who had three sons older than Alicia, assumed they were going to slosh in the mud around the family’s swing set in the backyard, or see how much water had trickled into the wooden clubhouse Alicia’s older brothers had built on the property some years before. She thought she might have told them to stay away from the river, but she admitted she honestly wasn’t sure. Certainly her daughter didn’t recall any such warning.

The Sheldon girls were nine, and they were twins—though not identical twins. They were small-boned, but not at all frail-looking. Rather, with their long legs and arms, they reminded some people of baby colts: They were known for running everywhere, though Megan had never shown any interest in organized sports. Hillary had, but not Megan. Their hair was just a shade closer to blond than brown, and very, very fine. It fell to their shoulders. Hillary was likely to wear her hair down, except on those days when she was playing youth soccer—then she would allow her mother to put it back in a ponytail. Megan usually had her mother braid her hair in the morning, or try one of the bolder statements—a poodle pony or a French twist—that she found described in a hairstylist’s handbook she had bought at a yard sale for a dime.

Alicia had been more Hillary’s friend than Megan’s, because she, too, loved sports. Some days it was just easier for everyone, however, if the twins played together. The two were in the same Girl Scout troop and the same classroom at school, and it couldn’t have been otherwise. The small town only had one Girl Scout troop and one classroom filled with fourth-graders. There were only so many eight-, nine-, and ten-year-old girls in the whole village, and so the pair tended to be together more often than they were apart.

Most years, the Gale River meandered lazily through the canyon it had carved over centuries through Cornish and Durham. The water ran down from the mountains, working its way west through rocks and boulders into the Otter Creek, and then, eventually, into Lake Champlain. In summer, the water fell to barely a foot or two in some sections, though there were always areas where it was considerably deeper and people would congregate in large groups to swim or in small groups to fish. The river had stretches that were rich with rainbow and brown trout.

At its thinnest point, the Gale narrowed to fifteen feet; at its widest, it swelled to fifty.

The water paralleled the road that linked Cornish with the more substantial village of Durham, the asphalt and aqua almost perfectly aligned for close to six miles. The riverbanks were steeply pitched, and thick with moss and oak and maple saplings. There were clusters of raspberry bushes that were resplendent with claret-red fruit in July. The side of the river opposite the road was forest until you reached the small collection of houses and public buildings that most people considered the Cornish village center: the elementary school, a church, and a general store on one side of the water, a fire department and Little League baseball field on the other. Depending upon the angle of the road, the river could be either obvious or completely invisible.

Occasionally people swam naked in those sections where the river could not be seen from the street.

THE MONTGOMERY FAMILY lived no more than a hundred yards from the section of the Gale River that was traversed by the bridge—the very bridge over which the fire company had moved its trucks a few weeks earlier. On summer nights when their windows were open, the family could hear the water as it burbled through the thin clove next to the road.

The Sheldons lived outside of the tiny village, on the street that led past the Cousinos’ dairy farm and on to the cemetery. That meant Hillary and Megan usually only visited the river in the summer, when they might venture to the swimming hole most frequented by the families with younger children—a section of the river that formed a cozy lagoon near a waterfall, and the depth rose to five or six feet. You could feel a slight current in the spot, but it wasn’t enough to pull one from the pool.

To get there, either one of their parents or the parents of one of their friends would have to drive them. You couldn’t walk to that swimming hole—not from the town or from their house—and on the hottest summer days there would be a conga line of cars and trucks parked as far to the side of the winding road as possible. Often an automobile would pull in so close to the brush that everyone would have to exit the vehicle on the driver’s side.

The waters were high the day the Sheldon girls drowned—according to Alicia, this alone had drawn the three of them to the Gale—and there was in fact a flood warning. But there had been flood warnings on any given day throughout the fall, and no one was unduly alarmed.

While tromping aimlessly through the mud in the Montgomery family’s yard, the three girls heard the low roar of the high water in the distance, and—despite the fact that the rain had resumed in earnest—went to see just how close to the bank the river really was. The general store was open until three on Sunday afternoons, and periodically that day people had ventured to either the bridge or the bank itself after getting their newspaper, cigarettes, or milk, and watched the water as it tumbled by. The waves weren’t yet lapping at the very tops of the riverbank, but they were close. Alicia recalled that almost all of the adults who wandered by had remarked in some way on the whitewater, raising their voices so they could be heard over the sound of the rapids.

Just before two-thirty, Jeremy Stern left the general store with a six-pack of beer and a frozen pizza, and glanced at the bridge where the three nine-year-old girls were standing. Far down the street that led from the village up into the mountains he heard someone honking madly on a car horn. The toots were distant, but there was a frenzied quality to them. He returned to his own pickup to drive toward them, wondering what the fuss was all about and whether there was anything he could do to help. He backed into the street, not realizing that the person who was pounding furiously on his car horn was actually driving into the village as fast as he could, hoping to warn people that the Gale was already over its banks up on the mountain, and a wall of water was sure to hit the town any minute.

Other than Alicia Montgomery, Jeremy was the last person to see the Sheldon girls when they were alive.

THE WATER WOULD carve chasms in the road that were forty feet deep and, in one case, forty-five feet wide. Wherever the road bent to the south, there was at the very least erosion of the dirt beneath the asphalt, and in four cases there was complete destruction of the pavement—massive holes hewed abruptly into the hillsides. It was a miracle that the half-dozen or so cars on the road that moment were in sections of pavement that survived the flash flood, and so none of the motorists were hurt. Granted, the Willards’ car was trapped for a week and a half between two canyons, and the elderly couple had to traverse one of the deep holes in the ground by foot to get home that afternoon. But they made it. Other cars had to turn back, returning to either Cornish or Durham.

And the property damage was immense. The Federal Emergency Management Agency would spend a month in the county—a week in Cornish alone. People who lived along the river lost the washing machines, dryers, and furnaces they kept in their basements. Small structures were upended and swept downriver, where they were smashed against the remains of a modest hydroelectric plant—largely boulders and cement pilings now—the power company had built along the river in 1922.

It had been the flood of 1927 that destroyed the generating station, so that the only traces left were a part of the foundation below the waterline and the concrete buttresses above it.

Once the wall of water had passed, there was an enormous heap of scrap wood at the site of the old plant, a mound easily as large as the woodpiles at the state’s landfills and dumps. There were parts of two small barns there, including the Nuners’ elegant carriage barn, and a gazebo. There were at least a half-dozen of the small outbuildings and lean-tos people used to store their sap buckets and plastic sugaring tubes, any tools they were likely to use outdoors, and their snowmobiles or their boats.

These items crashed into the power station stanchions as well, and usually broke apart.

The Murrays lost both of their horses, and the Dillons lost all three of their sheep. The animal carcasses somehow wound their way through the dam of debris by the old generator site, and washed ashore six miles away, where the river forked into a second branch that wound its way through the considerably larger towns of Durham, New Haven, and Middlebury.

The village Little League field was flooded, as was the library. The library sat in a room beside the town clerk’s office, and it lost its entire collection of children’s books—every book, that is, that wasn’t checked out at that moment—because those books were kept on the lowest shelves and the water inside the building climbed to three feet before it started to recede.

The center of the town and a great many of the homes with basements that filled with water smelled liked river mud for days: earthy and musty and—because of the havoc that had been wrought—a little putrid.

The only fatalities, however, were Hillary and Megan Sheldon.

Along with Alicia Montgomery, they were still standing on the bridge in the shower when Jeremy Stern roared east to the sound of the honking. Alicia said they heard the wave before they saw it: It was a rumble that was not necessarily louder than the waters that had been rushing below them for minutes, but it was deeper and steadier, and they could hear it despite the thrumming of the rain. She had never been in an earthquake, but the nine-year-old had certainly learned about them in school and from movies, and she thought she was about to experience one.

She started to run from the bridge, and she presumed the Sheldon girls were right behind her. From the corner of her eye she saw the water sluicing through the riverbed, much more than the channel could handle, and it was obvious to her that the water was higher than the spot on the bridge where they’d been standing. It was clearly going to wash over the bridge, perhaps even take the bridge with it, and she was terrified. Scared to death. She didn’t stop running until she was on the steps of the general store, where she saw grown-ups congregating: Even inside the store they had heard the sound of the wave and come outside.

When she finally turned around, she realized the water was indeed streaming over the bridge, and for a brief moment it reminded her of a fountain she knew of in Burlington: The fountain was a wide black wall, and water poured down it like a curtain. The bridge, of course, was perpendicular to the fountain, but she imagined the bridge at that moment would resemble the fountain if viewed from above.

For a short while her fear disappeared. She was with a small group of adults who were awed by what they were witnessing, but they clearly weren’t viewing it as the end of the world. The water, as powerful as it was, was no more than a foot or a foot and a half above the asphalt on the bridge. Moreover, twenty or twenty-five seconds after the wave passed, the water fell once again beneath the bottom of the cement and steel span—not far below it, but below it nevertheless.

Across the bridge they could see that the Little League field was underwater, and the river was oozing toward the middle of the road on their side of the torrent, too—it looked to Alicia like a giant glass of cola had spilled and was spreading across the ground—but the grown-ups seemed more impressed than panicked. Then, almost at once, everyone turned toward the building that housed the town clerk’s office and someone screamed, The library!

It was clear instantly that a great many books had been ruined. The papers in the town clerk’s office were probably safe because the clerk and the selectmen used the front of the building—away from the wave. But the library was going to be a mess to clean up. All those books? Pulpy sponges, no doubt.

Alicia turned to share her fear for the books with Hillary and Megan. She had assumed all along that the girls were somewhere in the midst of the people around her. When she realized they weren’t, she went into the store but found they weren’t there, either. No one, of course, was inside the store—not when there was a wall of water to watch just outside the front door.

So she went back outside, hoping that the girls had run to her house. But she wasn’t confident they had. Why would they? She looked in that direction anyway, but there was no sign of them.

She approached Alan Goodyear, one of the adults in the group who she knew, and asked him if he had seen Hillary or Megan Sheldon. Alan had children a few years behind her in the school. She had to ask him twice to be heard over the rain and the rumbling din of the water.

No, I haven’t seen them, he said. You looking for them? He was cradling a bag of groceries in one arm.

They were with me on the bridge, she answered, and as the reality of what had happened began to grow concrete in her mind, she started to cry, swallowing the last word in her short sentence in her sobs, so once again she had to repeat herself for the adult. She went to wipe her eyes with her sleeve, but she was wearing a raincoat slick with spray, and she only made her face wetter. When she pulled her arm away, she realized that everyone was staring at her. Then, all at once, everyone started to move. Adrianna Palmore disappeared inside the store to call the rescue squad, and Alan Goodyear and Tad Russo began running toward the bridge. A man whose face she recognized but whose name she didn’t know snuffed out his cigarette on the cement step and murmured something about going to find Terry and Laura—Hillary and Megan’s parents. As he climbed into his SUV, he said to no one in particular that he thought Terry was at deer camp, but he wasn’t positive, and then he shut the car door and backed out of the small parking lot.

For a moment she feared she’d been left alone, but that concern came and went fast: An older woman she knew named Sue Wallace was suddenly kneeling before her. Sue was wearing a heavy ski sweater, and when she wrapped her wet arms around her, Alicia could smell the damp wool as easily as she could feel it. But she didn’t care, she didn’t care at all, and she buried her face in the grown-up’s wet sweater and continued to cry.

THE TWO BODIES hit a partial dam anchored by Will Richmond’s fourteen-foot motorboat and the trailer on which he carted it to and from Lakes Dunmore and Champlain. The boat and the trailer had been under a tarp in the Richmonds’ backyard.

The dam was a mile and a half west of the bridge, but well east of the even bigger pileup that would occur further downriver at the site of the old generator. It was between the village and the first of the great chasms in the asphalt road. The dam cut the width of the channel in half, but it didn’t back up the water, and much—though far from all—of the debris either went up and over the boat and the bodies or around them.

 When the river was back between its banks by three-thirty, the bodies were buried deep in a partly submerged wedge that in addition to the small boat and trailer included bicycles, garden carts, and the remains of an ice-fishing shanty. There was shredded metal roofing that looked like crumpled tinfoil, piles of wooden shutters in desperate need of scraping and painting, and a pair of antique carousel horses that belonged to a retired IBM engineer who was planning to restore them someday for his grandchildren. They’d been stabled since the summer in an outbuilding that had washed away.

For a time that afternoon there had been some hope that the girls would be found alive. Not much, but until the bodies were recovered, no one was going to tell Laura Sheldon that her girls must have died, and the mere act of verbalizing the notion that they might turn up at any moment kept the idea on a respirator.

Terry Sheldon, their father, was indeed away at deer camp that weekend. It would be evening before he would know what had occurred.

Laura, however, learned of the girls’ fate around sunset—or what would have been sunset if the sky hadn’t been an endless sheet of gunmetal gray. The bodies were not visible from the side of the river, but the rescue squad, the volunteer fire companies from both Durham and Cornish, and the state police moved methodically west from the bridge in their search, and started pulling apart the dam with the two carousel horses about a quarter past four.

They might have been found sooner if the people who did not live in Cornish had been able to get there more quickly. But with the main road destroyed, they’d had to approach the town from Middlebury and Ripton, an eighteen-mile detour as it was, made all the more time-consuming by the fact that the roads were dirt and had become severely rutted quagmires from the rain.

The bodies were first spotted by a volunteer firefighter from Durham who had never met the girls or their mother but knew Terry: Their paths had crossed at the scenes of numerous car accidents and fires, and even at a pair of hazardous-materials spills on Route 116.

It was clear instantly that the children were dead. One of the girls—no one could tell if it was Hillary or Megan—was completely naked: Every piece of clothing she’d worn had been ripped off by the litany of obstructions against which the body had banged as it cascaded downriver. The other child still had on her jeans and her sweater, but she was barefoot and her raincoat had disappeared.

Both girls were a mass of deep red scratches and cuts, and there were lengthy gashes along the legs of the twin who was nude. Her skin had a crimson cast to it, because of the way the cold water had caused the blood to settle near the surface after death.

Their eyes were closed, their hair was tangled with thin twigs and leaves, and there were great clods of mud in the small hollows cast by their joints. Their bodies were bent into shapes that no living person—even a contortionist—could bear.

Nevertheless, an EMS technician took the pulse of each girl just to be sure.

Then, much to the despair of their mother, the bodies were left where they were until someone could reach the state’s attorney—and by the time someone was able to get to a telephone that worked (radios and cell phones were always useless in the spoonlike valley of the Gale), it was already five-thirty.

But the rescue squad and the volunteers and the state police hadn’t a choice. It was against the law to remove the bodies without the state’s attorney’s explicit authorization.

As a courtesy to Laura, whose friends were keeping her home so she was far from the spot in the river where her children’s damp bodies had grown cold, one rescue worker suggested they claim they had a pulse so they could cart the girls away in the ambulance. But there must have been twenty-five people at the scene by that point, and so no one took the idea seriously. Instead they gently covered each body with one of the blankets that were stored inside the rescue vehicle.

The person who told Laura that her children’s bodies had been found worked for her husband—or, to be precise, reported to him. Terry was a sergeant with the state police, and it was one of his very own troopers, Henry Labarge, who stood in the kitchen in his boss’s house with his winter campaign hat in his hands and told his boss’s disconsolate wife that her children had drowned.

Later that evening he would also be the one to inform Terry. There was some talk that the station commander up in Derby would track Terry down and tell him, but Henry would have none of that idea. Though he was so fatigued his lids would loll shut and he would have to clutch the steering wheel to wake himself up, Henry drove all the way to the Sheldon family’s deer camp in the northeast corner of the state to tell his sergeant in person, and then in that cruiser he drove him home.
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PART ONE

Deer Season

 


“I have no idea who my father is and I was very young when my mother was given or sold to Mr. Rowe’s brother. Sixteen dollars a month may sound like a meager wage to you, but it’s more, I believe, than your newspaper would pay me.”

SERGEANT GEORGE ROWE,

TENTH REGIMENT, UNITED STATES CAVALRY,

QUOTED IN THE ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH,

AUGUST 11, 1869

 

Alfred

The boy sat on the wooden porch steps, his back flat against the peeling white column. He was oblivious to the paint flecks that surrounded his sneakers like gravel. In his hands was a black-and-yellow ball cap with the insignia for the Tenth Cavalry, a buffalo, stitched above the bill on the front. Along with a book about the buffalo soldiers, the old couple across the street had brought it back to him from Kansas, where they had recently been on a trip.

Behind him he heard the woman in the front hallway, just inside the glass storm door. For a long time she stood there, watching him, but he was resolved to neither look up nor turn around. She was being needy again. Needy, he knew, was a hard place to be and he had always avoided it at all costs. Instead of turning around, he focused on the embroidered animal on the cap, and the hump on its back that looked like a mountain. He knew he was making her uncomfortable.

Are you hungry? she asked after a moment, opening the door and leaning outside. I know it’s early, but I can make us supper. Her voice was light—almost chipper—and a ripple of annoyance passed through him because it always seemed she was trying so hard.

Okay.

What would you like?

Whatever, he said. He told himself he was trying to be easy, but he knew after the word had escaped his lips that he’d sounded only difficult—which, on another level, had been his intention.

You like my macaroni and cheese, right?

Sure.

It’s going to rain, the woman said, clicking her tongue in her mouth after she’d spoken. The boy could hear concern in her voice—needless, in his mind—but he’d heard enough in his ten weeks in Cornish to know why it was there: Two years earlier it had rained throughout the fall, and in some nearby pond or river her children had drowned. Two girls. He slept in the room that had belonged to one of them, probably in the very same bed.

Could it snow? the boy asked. It was cold, and in the distance they could both see the front coming in with the wind, and the rain—or, perhaps, the snow—falling like lead pencil shading to the west.

It’s November, she answered, it always might snow. But I didn’t hear anything on the radio about a storm. No one was talking like that.

You must get a lot of snow this high up.

I guess. Probably a little more than you’re used to.

He heard the storm door glide shut. She hadn’t left the doorway while they’d decided upon dinner and discussed the weather, and he hadn’t looked up from the cap. He found himself wondering why they called them buffalo soldiers, and for a moment he worried that it might have had something to do with their hair.

DINNER WAS GOING to be an hour away since Laura had to boil the macaroni before baking it. And so he came inside and asked her if he could go to the cemetery up the hill.

Do you think you should? she asked. That sky looks awfully nasty.

I’ll put on those mittens, he offered, referring to the hunting mittens he’d come across in the hall closet that he had commandeered as his own. Each had a single long slit midway up the inside of the wide pocket, parallel to the joints, that allowed a hunter to expose his fingers when he needed to point and shoot his gun.

I know you will. Still...

The kitchen cabinets were painted white, but they were built of metal instead of wood, and they made a tinny ping whenever the woman closed them. The handles were metal, too. Already there was a pot of water on the stove, with a flame below it gas blue.

And I’ll wear a hat, he said.

She was standing on a ladder-back chair when he entered the kitchen, rummaging among the tins and cake mixes on the highest shelf for a can of Cheddar cheese soup, and he was embarrassed that he could see so much of the backs of her legs. She was wearing a corduroy dress that fell to just above her knees when she was standing but climbed higher now that she was stretching her arms high over head. Her cats—two girl cats she’d brought home from the shelter soon after she started working there, a pair of common-looking black-and-white kitties with markings that looked vaguely tuxedo-like—were watching her from the kitchen counter.

Okay, she said finally. Just come right back if it starts to drizzle—or snow! Don’t wait. Okay?

He nodded and took the parka they’d bought for him off the cherry coatrack across from the door, and replaced it with the blue-jeans jacket he’d been wearing. The coatrack had feet that looked like tree roots, and he knew it was one of Laura’s favorite things in the house. Certainly it was one of the most elegant. He figured she would prefer that he wear a wool hat—that was actually what he’d had in mind when he offered—but at the last moment he decided to wear the souvenir ball cap with the buffalo on it instead. It wouldn’t keep his ears as warm, but he liked the way it felt on his head. Then he reached into his school backpack for his portable CD player—it wasn’t much bigger than a CD case and had a clip on the back for his belt—and left the woman alone in the kitchen.

IN THE CEMETERY he scuffed his way through the fallen leaves, kicking them before him as he walked. The wind was picking up, but it still hadn’t started to rain.

When he reached a monument in the old section for some family named Granger, he pushed aside the tendrils and twigs from the massive hydrangea tree and crawled underneath. It was like being inside a cave, except that it was neither damp nor musty nor dark. At least not too dark. Though some of the conical flowers had turned brown and fallen off, many of the dead blossoms still clung to the talonlike branches of the tree. Enough foliage remained both to offer him the illusion that he was completely hidden and to keep him dry if the rain didn’t become more pronounced than a shower.

He placed the headphones for the CD player over his ears as gently as he could, because his right lobe and the cartilage that ran like a seashell up the side had never healed properly, and would still smart if he failed to slip the headset on carefully. He didn’t miss the studs he’d worn there that summer as much as he’d thought he would, but there had nevertheless been moments when he wished he still had them. They hadn’t simply looked cool, they’d looked scary on a kid his size, and he knew that made him look tougher. Bigger.

When the earpieces were comfortably in place, he rested the cap loosely on his head.

He wished Terry or Laura smoked. If they did, he could have swiped a cigarette and had one right now. The Pattersons—the older couple he’d lived with in Burlington until they’d grown tired of chasing him down—had smoked, and he’d found that on any given day he could take a cigarette or two from the opened packs that littered the house and no one was ever the wiser.

A cigarette, the music cranked up loud on the CD player, a little peace. Not a bad moment to imagine. Still, he was vaguely content even without the cigarette.

He leaned against the boxy monument, wondering if other boys in the fifth grade knew of this spot. None of them ever talked about hanging out at the cemetery. The few afternoons he’d wandered aimlessly around the town with Tim Acker, another boy in the fifth grade, they’d never even considered heading up the hill to the graveyard. Maybe it was just too far, but maybe it was something more. For an instant he grew alarmed that his presence here was a sacrilege he didn’t quite understand. After all, the other boys had family buried in this graveyard, grandmothers and grandfathers and great-aunts and -uncles. Schuyler Jackman’s granddad was buried no more than forty or fifty feet from where he was sitting right now: Alfred had studied the headstone a half-dozen times, he’d even touched the cold marble. Tim Acker’s cousin was here somewhere, too, a much older boy—a teenager—who’d died in a car accident further up the mountain near the gap. He figured that tombstone had to be in the new section, a part of the cemetery he rarely visited. It wasn’t as interesting there. The tombstones were more recent, and there were no Civil War soldiers with their rusty G.A.R. stars.

Maybe, Alfred worried, it wasn’t right for him to be here now. Or, perhaps, ever. He could be violating some country code or local tradition.

In Burlington no one would have cared if he and Tien—a Vietnamese girl who’d become his best friend in the year he was with the Pattersons—had felt like hanging out in the graveyard. It was a real city, and they went wherever they wanted. He figured the high-school kids there went to the cemetery all the time, especially when they needed a quiet place to get high. But never once had he met a soul in the cemetery in Cornish during the many times he’d roamed inside the wrought-iron fencing.

He decided he’d allow himself a few more minutes of solitude—that was something he had here that he’d never had anyplace else—and in one almost simultaneous motion he pulled his knees up to his chest and his cap down as far as his eyebrows. It was odd being the only kid in the house, and he wasn’t sure what he thought about it. Often he felt lonely. It was, as far as he knew, a first for him since he’d been a baby with Renee. At the very least, it was the first time that he’d been alone in Vermont. Maybe when he was very young and they still lived in Philadelphia there’d been a time when he was the only kid around. But who knew? Maybe Renee did, but he had no expectations he’d ever see her again, and it probably wouldn’t be the first thing he’d bother to ask her if he did.

One good thing about being the only child was that it meant he wasn’t at the absolute bottom of the pecking order. In almost every other house where he’d lived, he had been. First there were the biologic children, and then there were the foster kids who’d gotten there before him. At one place—two houses ago—there had only been foster kids, but he was the last in and so he was still the low man on the totem pole. Not that it mattered. There they were all just a money-making scheme, anyway. They all knew they were just income so the woman could stay home, watch her soaps, and drink long-necks.

Yet even though he had more space now than he’d ever had in his life, he didn’t feel as if he had much privacy. Here—at first he meant only the house, but as the word formed in his head, he realized he meant the town—he felt as if he was constantly being studied. Inside, outside. Everywhere, it seemed. It was the exact opposite of being ignored, which was something he was used to and understood. He knew how to get by on his own.

But between Terry and Laura and the neighbors and the teachers and the pastor and the kids at school, he felt like a zoo animal—and maybe not even a zoo animal you liked. More like a zoo animal you didn’t quite trust. It was like they always thought he was up to something.

Maybe that was how come he felt lonely.

He was, as far as he could tell, the only black child for miles, and that didn’t help, either. He wasn’t just the new foster kid, he was the black foster kid. He couldn’t begin to figure out what the deal was with that, or what the people who shuffled him around were trying to do now. At first he had figured this was just an emergency placement because he’d pissed off the Pattersons once and for all, but then he realized he was expected to stay here awhile.

He wasn’t completely sure how he felt about that, even now after ten weeks.

Occasionally he wondered if he might have been adopted by someone if he’d been white, and that uncertainty crossed his mind now. He was five when it first dawned on him that skin color was an issue, and he’d been living with the Howards for close to three years. Suddenly Mr. Howard became ill, seriously ill, and within weeks he was living in a group home in Burlington. Alfred thought there may have been a place between the man getting sick and his spending time in a group home—an apartment, maybe, somewhere in the city’s North End—but he couldn’t quite remember. It was in that brief period when he’d stopped talking completely, and in hindsight he’d come to suspect that the grown-ups around him must have feared he was truly fucked up.

At some point since then he’d grown to believe—either because it was something someone had said to him or because it was something he simply had to assume was true to get on with his life—that the Howards would have adopted him if Mr. Howard hadn’t gotten so sick. How much was real and how much he was making up was unclear to him. But he was quite sure that he had loved living with the Howards, and he had been happy.

He remembered the smell of the clean clothes that he wore, and the way Mrs. Howard always seemed to be dressing him straight from the dryer: The clothes were warm. He remembered a swing set made of wood, with a small fort beside the very top of a yellow slide. He remembered Mr. Howard driving him and a girl who was eight—a biologic child of theirs—to the elementary school in the morning on his way to an office nearby where he worked. He went to kindergarten in that school for a couple of months, leaving the class—and the Howards—either just before or just after Thanksgiving.

The Howards were white, and he was with them since he was a toddler. In those days, Renee still showed up once or twice a year. He remembered moments from those visits, too, but only because she always ended up shouting at the Howards.

Then she had another baby and moved to Jamaica, and gave up all her rights to him.

He only spent a couple of weeks in the group home, but it was there that he first began to fear—and fear, at least then, was indeed the right word—that he might never be adopted because he was black. Apparently that was one of the first things he had told a social worker when he started to speak again. After all, the kids in the home were all either Asian or black, while most of the people he saw on the streets were white. White grown-ups with white kids. That’s what he saw out the window, at the playground, and in the kindergarten.

For a time he had expected the Howards to come back for him, but they never did. He thought Mr. Howard had died, but he wasn’t completely sure. He knew he might have made that up to explain their disappearance from his life.

He squinted, and the tree branches looked like pencil lines against the gray sky. A spider’s web, maybe.

He was afraid of spiders, and so he quickly opened his eyes all the way. He liked the cemetery, and he didn’t want the place ruined for him. Here there was the undeniable relief that came with being completely invisible—of not being watched—and he wanted to retreat beneath the hydrangea until, at the very least, it was time to go back to the house for his supper.
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