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  For John

  and in memory of

  Arthur Milne McCully,

  G. Gernon Brown Jr., and

  Carrie Frances Brown


  Why do you make me leave the house

  And think for a breath it is you I see

  At the end of the alley of bending boughs

  Where so often at dusk you used to be

  THOMAS HARDY, “The Going”


  One


  THE ANGEL APPEARED on Paradise Hill the night of the fall equinox, light and dark dividing evenly over the world. As the sun set that September evening behind the horizon of Conrad Morrisey’s garden, the moon rose over the far side of the hill, and a musical wind took up among the trees. The lindens’ heart-shaped leaves spun, reversing to silver; the alders shivered. Next door, May Brown’s washing stiffened and snapped on the line, a wild arcade of sheets and white gloves. The soft-feathered homing pigeons in Conrad’s loft stepped side to side, testing their wings in the gathering wind.


  It was the sound of the rain that woke Conrad, who had been asleep in his easy chair by the French doors.


  The room was dark, warm, close, the seasonal air of slow twilights draining quietly over fields of tall grass heavy with seed. Conrad felt the weight of the water, the weight of the mountains, the weight of the clouds themselves, pressing close. He looked out the window into the dark rain and then, turning slowly, crossed the soft carpet, a meadow of wildflowers sewn within a border of flaming euonymus, each leaf stitched by his wife, Rose, in the days when her hands had been young and strong and clever.


  Switching on the brass-bracketed light above the case for his phonograph records, Conrad fumbled through them, selected one, and slipped it from its cardboard sheath, soft as cotton with use. He leaned over the phonograph, the needle poised above Schumann’s “Vanitas Vanitatum,” the wind breathing deeply around his house. But before the stylus could fall, releasing the cello’s first note, Conrad was arrested by an owl’s deadly, fluting cry.


  He thought, of course, of his pigeons, their soft, black eyes, the gentle throbbing of their breasts in his hand, the silken feathers laid over the milky blue skin. Setting the needle down on its rest, he hesitated, and in the pause he heard the owl again.


  It happened so quicklythis decision to step outside, into the rain, into the storm, to defend his flock. It happened quickly, but in that moment, everything about Conrad’s life changed.


  For he knew the angel standing there in his garden, its features running with rain, its sleeves outspread, its flexed wings rippling the air. And because he knew the angel, Conrad thought that now he would be escorted up to heaven, would be handed step-by-step through the storm clouds that twisted overhead like a hornet’s nest. And he was glad.


  BUT WHEN MORNING came, with its baffling silence and smooth tide of gray mist falling over the grass gone wild and the late summer flowers, the garden was empty. Conrad had seen a miracle, and now it was gone. Or was it? The night before, a door had been flung open, and all the windows. Now papers lifted from the desk, sailed to the floor. The curtains filled with air. A set of wind chimesblue-and-white china windmills that Rose had hung by the French doorstinkled and shook. Conrad was surrounded by strange urgings, voiceless expectation, rivers of wind.


  New grass grew over his wife’s grave, and her silence in the house was immeasurable. But Conrad knew that something had changed. He had thought he was alone on Paradise Hill, alone as a man could be. But now, he could feel ita change in the air. The wind was bringing something toward him, a gift or a burden. He wasn’t sure which.


  Rising from his chair by the window, Conrad was suddenly terrified; what he knew and what he thought he knew were all mixed up, everything strange and familiar at once. If Rose had been there, if Rose had been alive still, he would have rushed to her, would have buried his face in the shifting folds of her nightgown, would have whispered what he’d seen.


  But he was by himself, seventy-five years old, a new widower in an untidy house on Paradise Hill, a low-lying, bowl-shaped ridge at the base of New England’s greatest mountain range.


  Standing outside in the diamond of grass on the highest terrace of his garden, Conrad considered himself, head to toe. He’d been tall once but was shrinking now from six feet. Awkwardly thin until he married Rose, he was burgeoning around the waist after a lifetime of helpless indulgence at her table. His hands dangled from his cuffs, two rough spades. His blue eyes were clouded. His hair, silky and white, lay childishly over his forehead and grew long over his collar.


  He gazed out over the descending terraces before him, their lush folds and exuberant meadows freshened by the previous night’s rain. Beyond and below the neglected acres of his garden lay the land through which the river ran. On the far side of the river, the mountains began their coiling ascent.


  Though he’d let it go since Rose’s death, the garden was lovely this morning; the flower heads glowed and sparkled, rain caught in their petals. And yet, since last night, since the angel, all the eartheven this familiar viewwas unknown to him. He had wandered into foreign territory, a place where he could be taken by surprise.


  He wantedno, needed, he realizedto talk to someone. It had been too long, four months since Rose’s death. And he wanted now to show someone where the angel had stood the night before, the place in the sky where it had vanished.


  Standing there in his garden, the sun just rising, he saw May Brown next door, worrying over her late summer lilies, slapped down by the night’s rain. She was holding her hat to her head against the wind, which toyed with it, tugging it and tipping the brim.


  Conrad burst through the hedge that separated their gardens, took May around the waist, and ushered her along, his fingers pinching her elbow. He led her to the very spot and stopped, breathing hard. A fine sweat had broken out on his forehead. He pointed. “I saw an angel last night, May,” he told her. “Right here. In the storm.”


  He saw May look him over, wary as a rabbit.


  “Right there?” she asked, patting her ear as if she might have misunderstood, looking skyward and squinting, glancing back in the direction from which she had come, toward the bowed passage through the hedge. “In the rain?” she asked doubtfully.


  “Yes!” he said, dropping her arm.


  But it was all over her face. Disbelief. Fear. Even sympathy. He cast around on the ground for something the angel might have left behind, some evidencea curved feather big as a ship’s hull, a burning footprint, still smoldering. But there was nothing. Just the splintered stalks and clotted beds of the vegetable garden, an overturned bushel basket, fallen fruit. It didn’t look like much, especially after the storm, he acknowledged, though in general the garden had astonished him that summer: pumpkins the size of boulders, the tomatoes garnet red and surprisingly heavy, crooked squash and striped gourds dense as stones.


  May brushed delicately at her sleeve as though something had landed there. Conrad stared at her, saw her face fall softly. She lifted her hand as if she might press his arm, but then withdrew it and looked away, knotting her hands together beneath her apron.


  “Well. That’s something,” she said. “Always something, I suppose. Must be going.” And she left him.


  Conrad stared after her a moment and then turned away, running his hands through his hair. He looked out over the terraces of his garden, down Paradise Hill to the silver arch of the river and, beyond, the rising mountains.


  He and Rose had taken advantage of the intrinsic sense of expectation that clung to their house, with its high dormers like surprised eyes, by planting rows of Japanese maples across the lowest terrace, the grassy paths between them ending in a hazy vanishing point. Low-lying fingers of mist rose now from the ground on these ghost roads, snaking between banks of shrubs and conifers. Spiderwebs descended like sets on a stage, hung in the tree branches, threaded with drops of water. The bright, wavering air gave the impression of something drawing near, proceeding down the avenues of maples, emerging from between the fine curtain of the willows’ leaves.


  Rose had designed each of the four terraces below the house: one for the herbs and roses, another for the perennials, another for the vegetables, and a fourth, closest to the house, with a grape arbor, a ring of fruit trees, and a quiet diamond of grass, a circular pool like a blind eye at its center. Conrad remembered Rose as she had been her final falla frail, gray-haired old woman in a chair in the middle of the garden, a scarf around her head, a notebook on her lap, paper bags of bulbs arrayed at her feet. He had buried each bulb according to her plan.


  In the field beneath the lowest terrace was Conrad’s pigeon loft, a miniaturized two-story affair designed for him by his father-in-law, Lemuel Sparks, and modeled after a Belgian senator’s loft that Lemuel had admired. Painted white, with louvered sliding doors opening to the roost compartments and a wide landing board running between the stories, it had an orderly, European appearance. Lemuel had roofed it in curved terra-cotta tiles, though they had cost him a fortune, and Rose had surrounded the loft with dwarf fig trees and plantings of shrubs that in the summer attracted migrating swarms of monarch butterflies.


  Conrad glanced toward May’s house now, saw she had abandoned the bundle of stakes for her sodden lilies. He imagined her standing behind her window curtain, watching him. Sighing, he headed over the grass toward the stone steps that led down to the pigeon loft.


  Pearl, his rare frillback, was standing by the door to the first compartment. He reached in and took her in his hands, put his cheek to the whorl of white feathers at her crest, ran his finger over the curling dorsal coverts, which lay over her back in an elaborate cape. She dipped her head, rubbed it against his chin.


  The other pigeons, alert at his presence, had gathered at the screens that separated them from the landing board. They fixed their round eyes on him. Conrad regarded his birds, their speechless expectation. If he opened their cages now, he knew, they would step to the lip of the landing board and spread their wings. In less than a minute they would be tuning their bodies to all the mysterious emanations of home, the signals that distinguished this place from any other. They might go near or far, down Paradise Hill to follow the serpentine curls of the river and through the orchard rows that flowed down to its banks. They might climb through the laurel and dogwood into fragrant pine woods, might fly in a banner over the lowest of the mountains’ foothills. But they would, Conrad knew, no matter how far they went, find their way back by memory, remembrance itself distilled into a hundred different essencessight, sound, smella penumbra of the familiar, all the resonances of the heart.


  Conrad put Pearl back into her roost compartment, stood before her, and watched her neat motions. He did not consider himself a hysterical man, a man inclined to delusions or hallucinations. He understood that at seventy-five, and without Rose to take care of him, he wasn’t likely to live so very much longer, a truth that, in his grief, he found comforting. And he believed it best to walk into whatever future he had left with his eyes wide open, gathering to him what he knew of himself and his life. But now an angel had chosen to make itself part of that life, had chosen to touch down like a spark at the end of a wire. What did it mean? And what would Rose have done?


  She would have told anyone who’d listen. She would have celebrated. She would have told her friends.


  But Conrad didn’t really have any friends, he realized, not more than a couple anyway. He’d always just had Rose. That had seemed enough.


  He returned to the house now, climbing the steps from one terrace to the next. Inside, he sat down at the dining room table, its lacquered surface holding the indistinct shape of his own reflection. He considered his story. Something unlikely, something unbelievable, something wonderful or terrible or even some mixed-up combination of the twosomething he hadn’t ever thought of, couldn’t have imaginedhad happened to him. He had become a stranger visiting his own life, and the sensation made him want to put himself at the heart of this mystery, claim it before it claimed him.


  If you don’t have many friends, he reasoned, you have to start with strangers. You never know who a stranger really is anyway, Rose always said. Anyone might be Jesus Christ, or an angel in disguise, testing the content of souls.


  And so after some considerationMay Brown’s skepticism firmly in his mindConrad got up, found paper and a pen in the clutter of Rose’s kitchen desk, and then sat down again at the dining room table to write a careful letter to the editor of the local newspaper, the Laurel Aegis.


  He shook out his sleeve and bent low to the page, tongue exploring his lower lip. It would be a testimony and an invitation, he thought: Here is what I saw.


  THE PREVIOUS AFTERNOON had been one of the worst he could remember, his most intense spell of unrelieved grief since the night Rose’s body had been carried away to the funeral home. The needle of the barometer had twitched uncertainly. All day he had paced inside the house, sometimes bursting into fits of weeping that would overtake him from his knees up, doubling him over. Afterward he drew a shaky breath, stared around him as though he had been away on a long voyage. He thought he sensed a vibration in the air outside, a subtle intercession. Something was eddying down the garden’s paths, winding through the leaves, unfurling. Coming closer.


  That night, he’d pulled his easy chair in front of the French doors facing the garden, held them ajar against the hot wind with a sack of sugar. He’d fallen asleep by degrees, sinking into it. In the night sky, advancing clouds pared away the moon above him. The garden filled with pools of ink. Shadows tall as trees stepped forward.


  He’d woken to the sound of rain and a sensation of terrible haste. His heart was racing. He sat for a moment, listening to the rain, and then turned to the cabinet at the other end of the room. He put the Schumann record on the phonograph, his beloved folk songs, and leaned over to blow dust from the needle.


  And then he’d heard that owl. He’d returned to the French doors and looked out through the streaked glass. The garden had become a sea of dark crests and lime-colored breakers, the wind lashing at the white flags of the leaves.


  Rose would have called this his Summer of Neglect. He’d left the vegetables to rot on the vine; he’d allowed the flowers to fall, unstaked; he’d watched, hardly even noticing, as the leaves of the roses were eaten away by black spot. He thought he knew that if he had been the one to die, Rose would have looked after the garden anyway. It might have been her most beautiful garden, in fact, just as now, despite her absence, the flowers themselves seemed to be responding to some distant urging from her, some expectation. And now, he thought, an owl would take one of his pigeons, a storm would ruin the garden. Don’t let it go to waste, Conniethat’s what Rose would have said.


  So he had moved then like an obedient child, relieved to be of use, happy to be busy, pleased at what they had wrought by day’s end in their gardena border weeded, the lilies staked, rocks piled for a wall and studded with sea pinks and sempervivums, beardtongue and sunrose. She would have taken her finger and touched it to his brow, polishing the shining leaves of the bay tree with his sweat, filling her apron with branches of rosemary and lavender, with figs and persimmons.


  Get your hat, he told himself now, and he did, pulling it down over his eyes against the sheets of rain.


  The pigeons were safe, no owl in sight. Conrad adjusted the louvers that Lemuel had built for him along the north side of the loft, which protected the birds from slanting rains while still allowing fresh air into the roost. “Oh, you’ll ride it out,” he told Pearl, touching her crest with a finger. “Think of your ancestors on the ark.”


  In the vegetable garden, though he could hardly see, he’d knelt among the furrows running with water, tried to heel the soft, resisting pumpkin toward the basket, failed, and left it to see to the beans instead, huge and wormy now and pocked with ash rot but yielding easily to his grasp. A tomato caved apart in his hand. The tent for the yellow squash swayed and collapsed in the darkness of the night storm. Conrad had been frightened. Heads of cabbage dissolved at their root; the leaves turned swampy and slick. Above him, branches had broken with sharp cracks and sailed toward the earth, denting the soft, black ground. Leaves like bats’ wings had flown toward him and plastered themselves to his back.


  Crawling down the rows, inching his way through the darkness and the rain, Conrad had tried to find something he could take inside, something he could keep. All summer, wandering the house, he had suffered spells of inchoate rage, his house full of fragile surfaces, things poised at the lip of ruinRose’s porcelains and her Swiss figurines, plates lined up on the mantel, tiny glass animals threading a path to a spun glass ark on the sideboard, chips of soft sea glass on the kitchen windowsillall of it acquiring a thin garment of dust. He had looked around for something to throw but had seen nothing that wouldn’t do some damage, wouldn’t cause Rose, even in her death, some pain to see shattered.


  Now, the wind bearing down around him, he came forward on his hands and knees through the mud, toward the oak tree that sheltered the northern end of the garden, bathing the spinach and tender late lettuces in afternoon shade.


  And at last he got his hands around something, a stone or a root. He’d pulled, bent his shoulders, thrown his weight into it. But whatever it was did not yield to his hand. He cursed, rain cascading over his hat brim. And he sworeat it, at him, not a lopped root nor the thick knee of the oak tree but the long shin of what looked like an angel, the thing that said it was an angel, the thing with the voice that said, “Rise up.”


  For there it had stood among the trunks of the trees, soaring up from the earth into the flooding night sky like a magnificent statue, its mouth gaped to the rain, its feet turned briefly to clay, its wings shuddering.


  Yet this was not a heavenly angel, with a pure expression and an innocent brow, a harp borne at its hip. It did not look like an angel whose likeness might hang on a wall in the Vatican Museums. This was someone Conrad knewan angel with a rutted, Abraham Lincoln face.


  It had not been what he might have expected, what he thought anyone, even a grieving widower, had a right to expect. If he’d ever imagined such a thing, it would have been along lines somewhat holier, more picturesquethe eyelid of heaven itself, lifted to issue forth a swirling cloud of steam. And in that widening eye of light, a heavenly cavalcade of angels might have streamed down from on high, ferocious expectation on their faces, their gowns billowing behind them like a white afterlife, holy and endless, smoke blown down from heaven’s fires.


  Conrad had raised his eyes and taken in the angel’s towering form. It held its head nobly, a carved figurehead against the rushing black clouds. Its wings had rippled, an expanse of sail cloth behind its back. The pinfeathers crackled; the flesh had seized.


  Oh, Jesus. Death becomes me now, Conrad thought, kneeling in the mud, his hands wrapped around the angel’s foot. Dust to dust, mud to mud. I’m fit. It’s over. And he’d lain there, had begun in relief to weep, thinking he would see his Rose again, thinking he had not been left alone to suffer so long after all, that he would take the wild Rose into his arms now, hold her gray head, her soft cheek, against his own. Here it was, in the devastated empire of her gardenthe deep voice of his heavenly escort. So he had raised his face.


  And there had stood Lemuel, his father-in-law, dead fifteen years now, his bony hands dangling from the vaporous sleeves of his robe, his gentle manner and wandering eye regarding him.


  “Rise up,” Lemuel said, but Conrad could not. He cast his eyes down, looked into the dirt. “You’ve come for me,” he whispered. And it was not a question.


  But Lemuel didn’t answer, and Conrad was frightened then at the sensation in the air above him, streamers of wind and night wrapping themselves around the angel, around Lemuel.


  “You’ve come for me!” Conrad had cried, insisting, lifting up his arms. “I can’t stay here forever!”


  “You don’t have forever,” Lemuel had answered, and Conrad understood then that he was not leaving. Lemuel’s appearance that night was not a deliverance but a sentence. Not a route of escape but a path that would return him to where he began, back through old age, middle age, adolescence, childhood, birth, each stage a notch on a diving plumb line.


  “Please! Lemuel! Where is Rose?” he had cried, struggling to his feet. “Can’t you do something? Show her to me!”


  But Lemuel had turned aside and averted his eyes, casting them upward to the roiling sky, to the black-and-purple geysers of cloud. His voice was distant when he replied; his answer was not an answer. “Go home, Conrad,” Lemuel told him.


  Lemuel’s form had shivered, then contracted itself like a cloud.


  “Wait!” Conrad cried. “Go home? What do you mean? What else?”


  “Isn’t this enough?” Lemuel said, and he had extended his wings then. They were surprisingly large, and Conrad saw an impatience to the gesture, Lemuel’s strength boiling up inside of him, a flood ready to be unleashed. “Watch!” Lemuel cried.


  Conrad had ducked as an enormous, invisible mass hovered over him. The trees themselves bent down in the wind that lifted Lemuel. Conrad saw the lights of his house flicker, the hexagonal enclosure of Rose’s herb knots, the reflecting pool, the filigreed grape arbor encircling the house, the gilded trim of the eaves, the elaborate green framework of his garden falling into itself with a breath like a collapsing tentall of it illuminated in a sudden burst of phosphorescent light. His world had grown small in that instant, a faraway place.


  “She loved you,” Lemuel called, his voice snatched and carried away. “Rose loves you, Conrad.”


  And then he was gone.


  Conrad had come to his knees, covered his face with his hands. The rain pelted against his back, hard, like gravel thrown at him, like some painor some awakening joymeant to spur him on. All around him the garden’s vines were hauled in; the heads of the flowers were knocked from their stems and flung into the dark distance. The roosting crows left in a long train, one after another, flying through the rain. Seed cases held a moment, then exploded and were drowned. Leaves were stripped from branches, torn apart.


  And as Conrad lay there alone, a disheveling hand hesitated over Paradise Hill, taking down bowers and scaffolds, bearing away the anemone and achillea, the lamb’s ears and the leopard’s bane, the speedwell and Jacob’s ladder, ending the summer and beginning the fall.


  HE COULDN’T PUT all that in a letter to the editor, he knew, but he tried to be exact anyway; it seemed important to be accurate. He brushed at the page before him, scattering erasings. He tried to be humble, admitting that he did not know, did not understand why he had been given this vision, but that he wasgrateful was the word he settled on, a word Rose would have liked. And because it seemed important to share not just the story but also the place itself, he finished his letter by saying he would welcome visitors. Anyone who wanted to see where it had happened. Between the hours offour and six sounded convenient, he thought. Any day of the week.


  His letter completed, Conrad set down his pen, stared off into space, and allowed himself a few minutes of speculation: You gather what believers you can, he decided. You gather them for whatever they might make of what happened to you. You tell the story. You see what happens. You watch how everything stays the same, apparently the same.


  Except, exceptnow there was this; now it was not just the future that looked different, but the past, too.


  The memory of the angel in his garden, the vision that had overtaken him, worked away inside him. He had wanted one more moment, one more moment with Rose, one chance to say not what he had said“How could you leave me here?”but this: How will I ever find you now? He would have given anything for an answer. Sold his soul.


  And she’d said something, there at the end. What had it been? He rubbed his head, triedunsuccessfully againto bring her before him, to reel back the months. She’d said something, turning her eyes toward him.


  But now this, he thoughtthis apparition. This was not exactly what he’d asked for, was it? He’d wanted her, not Lemuel. And yet he had the feeling that she had been there, standing some distance away perhaps, invisible but present in the way the wind brings distant places near for a moment, a scent borne from far away.


  He sat quietly at his table, his letter under his hand. His whole life was reeling back to him, both known and unknown at once. Now the whole world quivered with suggestion, with a thousand rippling meanings and surprises, announcing itself not just for what it was but for what he, you, anybody, might make of it.


  AFTERWARD, THINKING IT over, Conrad thought he should have been prepared for it. For an angel, or something like it. For his father-in-law finally capable of real flight, not just its imagined ecstasy. Standing on his rooftop, his pigeons gripping his outstretched arms, their wings raised in expectation, Lemuel had believed in the rewards of concentration, of desire, even of faith. And the spectacular behavior of the garden this summer, despite Conrad’s neglectthis heroic display, flowers larger than ever and more brilliant and numerousall this, surely, had been the garden’s way of making itself ready to host a miracle.


  So he should have been prepared, Conrad thought, should have been ready. Another man might have been ready. But he had not.


  Since Rose’s death four months before, he had spent most mornings with his pigeons, many of them offspring from Lemuel’s original flock. He swept and scrubbed the loft, coddled his birds, brewed up herbal teas on the little camp stove, and dosed the pigeons, drop by drop, their warmth spreading over his lap as he held them. He felt among their feathers for boils and lumps, watching for the swollen beaks of birds suffering from mycoplasmosis, the inflamed eyes of those with ornithosis. He knew he had neglected his birds during Rose’s last weeks, and so he worked carefully now, afraid of overlooking something.


  He had walked to and fro, a pigeon on his shoulder, its throaty warbling in his ear. He remembered Lemuel pacing on the graveled rooftop of his own house in Brooklyn, conversing with his birds, nodding assent or disagreement.


  The summer afternoons he had spent dozing in his easy chair, the one Rose called Sleepy Hollow for its comforting, deep curves. From time to time he came upon articles of her clothinga shoe, the pink blazer she’d worn when she’d been a volunteer at the hospital, a skirt with its elastic waistbandand took them on his lap. He sat, the minor weight of her cardigan resting over his shoulders, and attended to his own heartbeat. He took her purse down from the hook on the kitchen door and held it, his fingers resting over the clasp.


  He spent his evenings sitting in the arbor with a pigeon on his lap, or laid out on the grass on the middle terrace, feeling the earth tug at the center of his body.


  He could not cook at allhe had never learned and never imagined that he might have toand so he’d been, in those early weeks after Rose’s death, still and watchful around food, as if he were a pool of water inhabited by a hungry, muscled carp. He would lunge, with a ferocity that surprised him, at the pears that dripped from the trees. But though he could feel the sweet nectar drain down his chin, he had lost all sense of taste. Late at night, unable to sleep for the hunger in his belly, he would pull the ribbed chain to the light in the pantry, stand before the jars of roseate pickled beets and spiced apples, pale cucumbers and marmalade with its shavings of ginger, all put up by Rose her last autumn. He would select one jar, unscrew the lid, and plunge his fingers in, withdrawing them and skimming them across his lips. Nothing. The fruits were as scentless and tasteless as river stones. It had made him weep.


  But one afternoon, two or three weeks after Rose’s death and months before the angel came, he was standing listlessly behind the lace curtains in the dining room, staring out the window. His eyes traveled up and down the empty street, up and down and back across his small lawn, and then stopped at the sight of a small basket resting on the top step of his front porch.


  The meditative sawing of grasshoppers’ wings ceased when he opened the door and stepped outside. Conrad saw an unfamiliar little terrier, white, with black, pointed ears like two cocked dunce caps, veer sharply across the deserted road before his house and disappear around the corner. He’d scanned the street again and then picked up the basket and brought it inside.


  He’d laid it on the kitchen table, where a long bar of sunlight fell across it. A residual heat rose from the woven lid, shimmering in the air; Conrad had been momentarily dizzy. Some scent, sweetly familiar yet belonging to a place so far back in his memory that he could not place it, rose to his nostrils. If a swarm of butterflies had risen when he opened the lid, if honeybees had built their wax paper combs inside, he would not have been surprised. The inside of his cheeks clenched; his eyes watered.


  It had been his first real meal since Rose’s death: a veal stew with tiny pearl onions and pink peppercorns; a half-dozen corn muffins, studded with a confetti of hot peppers in pink and green. There were sausages, brown and glistening, in an earthenware jar. A faceted glass bottle held wine. He ate two pieces of the chocolate cake, dense and rich and flavored with coffee, and then he pushed back from the table, his hands over his middle, tears running down his face.


  This was Rose’s cooking, yet with something slightly altered about itsome herb he did not recognize in the sausages, rum in the cake. But he had known, even as he raised the lid of the basket, that its contents would restore to him the flavor and essence of sustenance, the pleasure of Rose’s table, which had made him, throughout his marriage, nearly faint with gratitude. He had known that the meal to follow would be goodhe could smell it, and if he could smell it, he knew, he could taste it. And it had been so delicious, so satisfying; it had reached in and placed a kind palm over the wound in his heart. Who, what kindly neighbor, could have done this?


  That night, the night of the veal stew, for the first time in weeks and weeks, he had slept for almost six hours straight, sunk down into the chair by the window where he had made his bed since Rose had died. From far away he heard the sound of a dog baying. The yellow moon had sailed past the window over the bowl of Paradise Hill like a child’s toy pulled on a string. Next door, May Brown, who was afraid of the dark, knelt under her orange porch light to clean her deep freeze, scraping bitter ice crystals into the ash bucket. Her radio, set on the windowsill and turned to face the evening so she could hear it out on the porch, had been tuned to a comedy show. Conrad fell asleep under the comforting tide of audience laughter rising and falling under his window.


  Two


  THOUGH LEMUEL CAME to be the man Conrad loved most in the world, their friendship did not begin auspiciously. It began, Conrad considered, as so many men’s friendships dothough he had been just a child at the timewith what those who raise pigeons call la guerra, with war, the battle waged for fun and profit among pigeon fanciers. Mumblers, they call themselves, to describe their vague and limited attention as boys in school, more interested in the wheeling flight of birds outside the window than in the crabbed and distant writing on the blackboard. The teacher would ask them a question and they’d mumble a reply, for they hadn’t, in truth, been paying any attention at all. They’d been looking out the window at the spokes of light thrown from a bird’s wing.


  Conrad was just a child, eleven years old. He first came to know Lemuel Sparks without ever meeting him, without ever laying eyes on the man, for Lemuel had been poaching Conrad’s pigeonsand quite successfully, toofor some months before Conrad finally met him face-to-face or even knew his name.


  All he knew was that someone was stealing his birds, though the thefts were executed fairly, according to the rules of the sport. Week after week his pigeons were hooked down one after the other into someone else’s flock, birds so expertly trained and organized that they rose together like a puff of smoke and then fell in unison, movie footage reversing itself in fast motion. It was an old trick: a perfectly synchronized flock would surround a lone bird, usually young and probably poorly fed, and draw it down in a captivating embrace to a foreign roost. Conrad had seen it happen, watching from his fire escape, his heart sinking. Whoever this poacher was, Conrad understood the man knew what he was doing.


  And as the rules required, Conrad paid up at the pigeon exchange on Marion Street, one quarter a bird. By the time he arrived at the exchange after school, his loss having festered in his heart all day, his opponent would already have brought in the band from his latest captive. It always seemed particularly cruel to Conrad that he could lose not only a pigeon but his dignity and a quarter, too. Soberly, Conrad would hand the money over to Frank Pittilio, Marion Street’s proprietor, who enjoyed the joke of keeping Lemuel’s identity a secret.


  “Lost another one, I see,” Mr. Pittilio would say when Conrad placed his coin in the man’s hand. “Your personal nemico has just been here. He’s knocking down your birds just as easy as taking candy from a baby. Aww, Conrad! Don’t look so sad! You should be happy he takes only one at a time.” And then Mr. Pittilio would laugh, put Conrad’s change in an envelope, slide the envelope back into a drawer, pat it shut.


  “I want my birds back,” Conrad would demand, red faced. That was the rule; he paid the price of losing, and his pigeons would be returned to him.


  “All in good time, little man. All in good time,” Mr. Pittilio would reply, laughing, leaning closer. “He’s waiting for the good fight. A worthy opponent.”


  Conrad would leave then, defeated. He’d stand at the window of the pigeon exchange a moment, looking in at the birds, the homers in yellow, white, and isabella, that color of spun honey, the low light of the setting sun illuminating their feathers. And then he’d go home, back to his fire escape, back to his flock diminished by yet one more bird.


  Conrad knew that his experience with pigeons was limited by his youth and his wallet. He bought cheap birds, small racing homers Mr. Pittilio was willing to let go for a song, and kept them on the fire escape in orange crates.


  “Street filth,” his father would mutter. “Going to catch a disease from those.”


  But he had an ally in his mother. He’d find her sometimes, still in her housedress, leaning on the radiator with the broom in her hand, watching the pigeons in their crates, making little kissing noises at the glass. “It’s something, what he can do with them,” she’d say to her husband. “Let him be. It’s harmless.”


  At night, when she smoothed the child’s blankets, tucked them in, she’d stroke his head. “They won’t be too cold out there? We shouldn’t bring them in?” she’d ask.


  “No,” the boy would say, smiling. “They’re meant to be outside, Mama. They’re used to it.”


  “So cold,” she’d say softly, shivering a little, shaking her head. And then she’d kiss him good night. “Sleep well, little bird boy.”


  Though he loved his mother’s touch, Conrad fancied himself a daring flight guy. That’s what they called themselves, Conrad knew, those pigeon fanciers willing to take risks with their birds, willing to let them duel in the air. But Conrad was, in truth, cautious, even as a child. The only risk he took was stealing graina handful at a time, sifted into his pocket from the sagging bags on the floor of the Marion Street Pigeon Exchange. The stolen grain on his palm, he taught his pigeons to loft up into the late afternoon sky and then butterfly down for their meal. He would sit cross-legged on his fire escape, looking out over the low roofs and chimney pots of Brooklyn, the fading sun and black funeral wreaths of smoke hanging low over the city. And he imagined himself a magician, drawing doves from his hat, the ladies in the audience exclaiming at the beautiful sight, at his most marvelous gifts. Sending his pigeons wheeling up into the sky, he imagined he could make a lightning bolt spear from his fingertips, make the thunder crash with a clap of his hands. He thought he could darken the sun itself.


  And how he hated that man, that man stealing his birds.


  “Ad ultimo sangue, ad ultimo sangue,” Mr. Pittilio would say, backing off, laughing and waving his hands at Conrad’s furious assault as he rushed into the exchange after school, ignoring the men at the stoop smirking at him and drinking their coffee. “It’s a caution, Conrad! Remember! He could be stringing them up by the neck. I happen to know he’s taking good care of them. He pities you, poor boy.”


  At last, though, it was too much for Conrad. It was autumn. The high and gusty winds were playing roulette with his pigeons. Sitting on the fire escape after school one afternoon, he looked up and confused his few remaining pigeons with the falling leaves blown topsy-turvy over the rooftops and through the streets. The strange, indirect light of approaching weather gave everything a sad and sinister veneer. The world was lost to him that day, and he felt sentimental about his defeat. He knew he was a child, just eleven years old, and he knew he was being bested by a wiser and more experienced flight guy, a man who was enjoying the terrible game of bleeding him dry, one bird at a time. His nameless enemy had won his birds, fair and square. Conrad had paid him the money, a quarter for every one he’d lostchild’s wages. His enemy had Conrad’s pigeons and his money. Sooner or later, if he was a gentleman, he’d give the birds back. But meanwhile, Conrad had nothing.


  He had not a cent to his name that particular day. He kicked through the gutters for a penny or a glinting nickel, to no avail. He lifted his mother’s pocketbook from the hook in the hall, took it to the bathroom, and locked the door. He unfolded the faded bills from her little change purse but couldn’t bring himself to steal from her. He importuned Mrs. Findley, his neighbor, for an odd job, with no luck. And il nemico, his nameless enemy, had added another pigeon to his roost.


  “I want to meet him,” Conrad told Mr. Pittilio, banging his fist at last upon the counter at the Marion Street Pigeon Exchange, tears in his eyes. “I want to meet this man who is ruining me.”


  “Ah,” said Mr. Pittilio, softening. “Such dramatic words for such a small boy.” And he came out from behind the counter to kneel in front of Conrad, cuff his shoulder, take his chin in his hand. “It’s only di buona guerra. It’s just a game,” he said gently.


  But Conrad burst into tears then, for all his birds now lost, for all the feed he’d held out hopefully in the palm of his hand for a pigeon who would never return, for all the ways in which he felt he would never grow up, never become a man, never take something for himself and fight to the death to keep it. Mr. Pittilio knelt, put his arms around the boy. Conrad smelled the cigar smoke in his hair, in his collar with its frayed edge. Conrad felt him tremble.


  “Come on,” Mr. Pittilio said, rising painfully, his knees cracking. “Can you be a little late for supper? It’s time we went to shake down Mr. Lemuel Sparks. It’s time he gave you your birds back.”


  Mr. Lemuel Sparks. That’s his name, Conrad thought as he wiped his hands across his face, across his pants. He combed his fingers through his hair, tucked in his shirt, sucked air into his cheeks. He trotted along beside Mr. Pittilio, who, after locking the door to the pigeon exchange, cocking his head at the birds, lit himself a cigar and clapped his hat on his head. He nodded good evening to the proprietors of stores they passed, men in aprons leaning in door frames with their arms crossed over their chest. Conrad imagined them whispering, laughing; he imagined they knew where he and Mr. Pittilio were headed, were relishing the scene they could see pictured in their mind: little one tilting at Goliath, little one come to beg his birds back. Mr. Lemuel Sparks. Conrad thought he could see him, looming from his rooftop among the chimney pots belching devil’s fire. He was afraid.


  Mr. Pittilio walked fast, like a tree blown over in the wind. Conrad hurried to keep up as they raced down one street after another, leaves blowing at their feet, thronging the gutters and toppling over one another in haste.


  “Ever seen a really big loft?” Mr. Pittilio asked, the cigar clenched between his teeth, smoke and his own words trailing behind him in an acid wind.


  “Just Mr. Polanski’s,” Conrad said, panting with his effort to keep up. “He took me up there once.”


  Mr. Pittilio laughed. “Well, get ready,” he said. “This one will take your breath away. It’s a whole Holy Roman city up there. Another world altogether.”


  At Modena Street Mr. Pittilio turned, and they walked to the last house. A huge barbed wire fence threaded with vines stood at the dead end before a scrub line of ailanthus and maple trees and the deep gully in which the train tracks ran. The house was a wide, four-story brownstone, with a short flight of concrete stairs leading to the second story. At the bottom of the pitted steps Mr. Pittilio paused, neatly clipped off the lit end of his cigar with the toe of his shoe, and folded the sodden remainder into a piece of stained newspaper, returning the whole mess to his pocket. He squinted up toward the roof.


  “Look up there,” he said, stepping backward and putting a hand to Conrad’s shoulder to draw him back. Conrad craned his neck and looked. On the roof behind a brick balustrade he could see the jagged roofline of a pigeon loft, its peaks and dormers jutting up into the purpling evening sky.


  “Listen,” Mr. Pittilio said.


  As they stood there, the sound of Lemuel’s pigeons became audible, a distant cooing. The sun was sinking directly behind the brownstone. Conrad squinted into the sun, wondering over the proportions of what he judged must have been an enormous loft, a veritable empire. And then the tall, dark silhouette of a man in a hat and jacket passed slowly into the sun’s glowing circle. Conrad looked up at Mr. Pittilio, who glanced down at Conrad and nodded. And then they heard the sound of the train, its warning whistle. The ground shook under their feet. And as its siren split the air, Conrad saw his enemy’s pigeons rise from the roof in a cloud of white, a twister rotating furiously into the mouth of the sky, a hurricane that unraveled at its spire and opened like a white flower, sparks shooting into the dark. And then they were gone.


  Mr. Pittilio craned back, nearly fell trying to follow the ascent of the birds. He gave a low whistle. “‘Their faces were all living flame;’” he intoned soberly; “‘their wings were gold; and for the rest’” Mr. Pittilio shut his eyes, “‘and for the rest, their white was so intense, no snow can match the white they showed.’” He looked down at Conrad and smiled. “Dante,” he said reverently. “The Paradiso. My father knew the whole thing. You know it?”


  “No,” Conrad said humbly, though he saw what Mr. Pittilio meant, the poetry of it all.


  “Here’s the rest,” Mr. Pittilio said. “‘When they climbed down into that flowering Rose, from rank to rank, they shared that peace and ardor which they had gained, with wings that fanned their sides.’” He paused, sighing.


  Conrad looked up at the sky. The pigeons were gone.


  “Come on,” Mr. Pittilio said, and knocked at the door.


  And that was Conrad’s first look at her. At Rose. She opened the door, and for a moment Conrad thought he was seeing things. She looked to be his own age, but somehow older. Hers was a face he thought he’d seen in his art book at schoolthe same long nose and high, sad forehead he’d seen in that portrait, the perfectly shaped eye and pursed mouth. She was wearing, incongruously, a makeshift toga, with a headband of scarlet leaves threaded with ivy wreathing her long, yellow hair.


  “Yes?” she said, drawing out the syllable. And then she swept into a low, formal bow. “Enter,” she said.


  They stepped into the hall, and Mr. Pittilio stifled a chuckle. Conrad stole a glance at him.


  “Miss Rose Sparks,” Mr. Pittilio said. “This is Conrad Morrisey. Conrad, meet Rose, leading lady.”


  And Conrad was smitten. There, at that very moment, the reed-like Rose in a toga of sheets, the leaves askew upon her head, he fell in love. Yet it was not just desire, its first vague and alarming stirrings, that he felt. It was something else, too, some feeling of stewardship, as though from that point forward things would be more complicated than he could ever have imagined. From that point forward, he understood, poised between disbelief and faith, he would have some role to play in determining whether Rose had a happy life.


  When she died, so many years later, Conrad saw that her eyes remained open, staring just past his shoulder. As had been the case their whole lives, she saw something there that he could not see, saw the miraculous and the ordinary all mixed up together, some space populated by strangers in conversation, their heads close together, their words intimate and knowing. A moment before her death, as he’d held her hands, she’d said something, and he’d put his ear to her mouth, tryingand failingto catch the whispered voice.


  But that evening so long ago, when they were both just children: Rose, the young Rose. She smiled at Conrad, and he thought he might faint, for the overpowering recognition was so strong he could practically reach out his hand and touch it, touch the shape of what stood between them.


  “I’m a priestess,” she said, as if that explained her ridiculous costume. “Hello, Mr. Pittilio.”


  “And where’s the high priest himself?” Mr. Pittilio asked, laughing.


  Rose stopped, struck a pose of infinite patience. “Up there,” she said, wagging a shoulder toward the ceiling. “Performing his errands of mercy. And now” She began to drift archly down the hall, her arms floating, toward a lighted room at the end, from which came the aroma of supper being cooked. Suddenly she turned.


  “You’re the bird boy?” she asked.


  Conrad nodded.


  She smiled again, and a blush rose through her whole face. She drew nearer and peered at Conrad as if there were something under his skin that would explain his presence there. “He’s got a surprise for you,” she said, poking a finger at Conrad’s chest where his heart thudded. “Wait a minute.”


  She ran down the hall and disappeared, returning a moment later, followed by a tall woman wearing a pale pink duster and wiping her hands on a dish towel. Her face was Rose’s face, Conrad saw, matured into adulthood, but with the same classical shape. Her body carried the same long, tapered waist, the same swaying hips.


  “Frank,” she said warmly, extending her hand. “Lemuel’s up on the roof.” She turned to Conrad. “You’ll forgive him, won’t you? We’ve been waiting for you.”


  Conrad did not understand what she meant, nor their mutual tone of conspiracy, but he sensed there in that household an agreement that life was meant to be lived in search of miraculousness, in service to a human effort to contrive wonder and delight among the unforgiving surfaces of daily living. While his own household lived within the modest confines of a certain unavoidable drudgery, with a resolution to stand fast against occasional hunger, against certain disappointment, the parties of Mr. Lemuel Sparks’s household were trained on a different sort of existence, one in which the whole matter of being was an exercise in determined joyousness. It took only one evening, that first evening, for Conrad to know that he wanted, though it felt disloyal, to stay there forever, exploring the darkened rooms that opened off the hallway, tasting the supper laid upon the table. He wanted to be initiated into Mr. Lemuel Sparks’s fantastic world of wings and light up on the roof. As much as he was afraid of this man, he wanted to belong there.


  “I’m just finishing supper,” the woman said, and Conrad judged her at that moment to be Mrs. Sparks. “We’ll join you up there in a minute.” She smiled, glancing from one to the other. “Go on, go on up. He’ll be delighted.”


  Rose hopped on one foot, her toga slipping off her shoulder.


  “Get your coat, Rose,” her mother said, shooing Mr. Pittilio and Conrad with her hands toward the staircase, its heavy newel carved with a globe of the earth balanced in the arching tails of three fish.


  They climbed the stairs. Above them Conrad could see the doors of four rooms opening to a center hall, and within those rooms, an occasional fire burning against the chill of early fall, the tassled sleeve of a canopy over a bed, a slipper chair with articles of clothing strewn across it. At the first landing, two small boys a few years younger than Conrad lay on the floor, shooting marbles across a richly colored rug. A tattered toy lion mounted on wheels, its lead dangling, carried a rider in the form of a small monkey with a wizened face and clasped hands. The threeboys and monkeylooked up as Conrad and Mr. Pittilio passed. The boys smiled. “Gotcha,” said one.


  “Good evening, John, James,” Mr. Pittilio said. “Melchior,” he added, nodding to the monkey. And to Conrad, to his astonished gaze, he remarked, “Strange little creature, that one.” The boys waved, flicking their hair out of their eyes. Conrad stared at the monkey, who stared back with black, iridescent eyes.


  Conrad followed Mr. Pittilio up to the next landing, each step more and more crowded with teetering stacks of books, and then at last through a door on the top floor, which led to a narrow staircase.


  A cold wind filtered down through that stairwell. The stairs rose into a small glass house with a steeply pitched roof, more ornate than an ordinary street vestibule and opening to the sky instead of the sidewalk, its faceted glass obscuring the pearly light. Conrad breathed in the cool air, with its aftertaste of cinder and wood smoke, its underlying flavor of the East River, rushing darkly between its banks a few blocks away.


  When they stood in the glass house at last, Conrad looked out onto the roof, trying to see through the bevels. Everything was muted, softened. He seemed to be looking through a thick mist, the blue and purple shades of evening chalky behind the thick glass.


  “Ready?” Mr. Pittilio asked, standing aside, looking down at Conrad.


  Conrad nodded.


  “Close your eyes, then,” Mr. Pittilio said. And he placed his hands upon Conrad’s shoulders and turned him toward the door. Conrad felt the fresh air from the opened door, heard the sounds of the rooftop come into sudden, sharp focus. Mr. Pittilio steered him a few paces onto the roof. Conrad could feel the gravel beneath his shoes. He could feel someone looking at him.


  “Lemuel Sparks,” Mr. Pittilio said then. “Mr. Conrad Morrisey.” And he gave Conrad a push.


  CONRAD HAD MADE it his business in life to transform the ordinary object into something treasured, something beautiful. He was, though he came to it accidentally, a gilder, a person who layers the blemished surfaces of the world with gold, a veneer fragile and vulnerable as a decomposing leaf.


  Educated as an engineer, Conrad had made his home in northern New Hampshire, where his first jobblasting a tunnel through a mountain called the Sleeping Gianthad brought him. But early in his career, early enough to make an abrupt about-face, he had been fortunate to discover a method and formula for gilding that had placed him far and away above other craftsmen of the same pursuit.


  The magic of alchemy. It had started with their house, his and Rose’s house, which, with its gingerbread trim, called for embellishment, Rose had said, flinging her arms wide the first day they saw it. It called for gold, like Hansel and Gretel’s sugar house in the wood. And so, experimenting during those first few years in their house, Conrad had stumbled across the technique that would eventually allow him to earn a living for the rest of his life.


  He could, through his craft, make time stop, or at least delay its passage. For though gold is a soft alloy in general, it is, he knew, a mighty metal in all other ways, the path of entire civilizations diverting to its source. And he had in his time gilded some strange things, things that made him wonder about their ownersthe unembarrassed man with the collection of plaster phalluses, or the woman with her dead dog’s collar and tags. But there had been plenty of common objects, toobaby booties and golf balls. He had gilded capitol domes and church spires, weather vanes and the masts of boats. Sealing the plain old world in shimmering layers of gold, he had paused, from time to time, in satisfaction and amazement.


  And sometimes he thought that it was at that moment, that first moment on Lemuel Sparks’s roof, that he was given his calling.


  For when he first opened his eyes on that rooftop, Mr. Pittilio’s fingers trailing from his shoulder, it was to an assault of light: broad trapezoids and bars of it, the planes of space become mirrored surfaces, hard, reflective plates that caught and refracted light in a mighty sport. And so when he first saw Lemuel Sparks and raised his arm to shield his eyes from the light, it was because he meant to protect himself. He could not be equal to the gift Lemuel was about to make.


  He had known then, though he knew it more now, that this was an extraordinary moment in his life. Now, considering the angel in his garden, he thought that perhaps he had been too aware of the plain and humble matter of the world, the imperfect form that lay beneath the gold veneer. After all, he thought, if you flood something with gold, with light, perhaps it really is different. It isn’t anymore the dull, humble thing it once was. It is transformed, something sacred, something beautiful.


  And that was why, now, he had chosen to believe that his angel was in fact what it said it was: not a hallucination, not a grieving man’s worshipful vision, but a miracle. Conrad had never been a man who expected more in the face of life’s abundance. He had expected less, expected that what was good and satisfying would last a lucky moment and then drain away like water vanishing down a whirlpool. It wasn’t that he was unappreciative or morose. But low expectations were reasonable, he thought. Rose might have saved herself some pain, he’d always felt, if she’d just expected less. It’s wanting too much, he used to think, that leads a man to disappointment.


  But now Conrad felt he had no expectations left, small or large. His life had become, in the breathtaking instant between Rose’s life and death, in the terrible privilege of staying on behind her, a scale in which all things weighed equally, or weighed nothing at all, a solemn time in which he was simply waiting. So though he suspected that he might have failed in the past to appreciate the nature of what Rose would have called grace, or Lemuel, magic, he was willing, now, to believe. He had stepped, he decided, whether accidentally or not, into the path of a miracle.


  SO HE STOOD there that autumn evening on Mr. Lemuel Sparks’s roof, the setting sun firing up that miniature world in the sky. The tin chimney baffles, the many-angled copper roof of Lemuel’s pigeon loft, the carpet of glinting stone beneath his feetall of it was aflame in the sun’s final frenzy of illumination, that last moment of day’s light. Lemuel stood before Conrad, his hat in his hands, his hair blowing over his eyes. “Mr. Pittilio,” he said, “you have an extraordinary sense of timing.”


  “My young friend,” he said, turning to Conrad, “I have a surprise for you.”


  Mr. Pittilio sat down on a battered wooden folding chair, withdrew his cigar from his pocket, relit the crushed end of it, and inhaled deeply, squinting. Lemuel turned and strode toward his loft, the hundred or so birds there stepping lightly back and forth at their gates. He motioned for Conrad to follow him to the far end, to a larger enclosure where a dozen homers, Conrad’s homers, jostled together.


  “Here are your birds,” he said. “I’ve kept them together. They fly well together now. The problem, of course, is that now they unfortunately believe this is their home.” He frowned, as if a solution to this problem had so far escaped him. He moved to the door and regarded the pigeons. They did not feel to Conrad as though they belonged to him anymore.


  “It isn’t your fault I was able to capture them so easily,” Lemuel said then gently, turning to Conrad and taking in his crestfallen face. “The first one was an accident, after all. Frank identified your band for me, told me of your circumstances. I didn’t understand at first, but after some thought I realized what a gift I had here, we have here. So I continued taking them, just to see if I could. And now it all seems clear.” He smiled broadly, delighted. “We have been brought together in a most auspicious way. I hope you will accept my offer.”


  Conrad tried to think. All he could understand of Lemuel’s words, however, was that Lemuel intended to keep Conrad’s birds on his own roof. Conrad could not imagine how this was to his own benefit in any way. But at that moment, Rose stepped out onto the roof under a Chinese parasol. She wore a coat over the toga, its white hem trailing beneath the coat like a nightgown.


  “Did the bird boy say yes?” she asked her father, coming to stand beside him and looking at Conrad’s birds, now Lemuel’s birds.


  “Well, the bird boy, as you call him”Lemuel turned to smile at Rose“has not said anything yet.” He replaced his hat on his head. “Perhaps I need to be plain, my friend, Mr. Conrad Bird Boy Morrisey. What I am proposing here is a quid pro quo. A fire escape and an uneven diet is no way to train a flock. I, on the other hand, have plenty of space and can provide an excellent diet. What I lack is sufficient time. My work now requires me to leave the country for some time, and there is no one to look after my birds. A boy like yourself has time in immoderate quantities.” He smiled indulgently. “If you’ll agree to help maintain my loft in my absencethis absence and others to comeI will lease to you, in exchange, sufficient roost space for as many birds as you can buy or breed yourself.” He waited a moment, then continued. “I’ll throw grain into the bargain, just to tempt you.”


  Conrad looked around and took in, for the first time, the extent of Lemuel’s creation. This loft was not the patched and cobbled affair of so many Brooklyn pigeon lofts, constructed from odds and ends, bits and pieces, salvaged lengths of chicken wire and boards hammered together. Lemuel’s loft was the work of a master architect, which Lemuel indeed wasa restorer of religious properties, in fact. The loft was a series of turrets perhaps ten feet high and capped in copper, each turret linked by a short hyphen. At a height of perhaps seven feet ran the landing board, to which each separate box had an entrance. The whole effect was a bit medieval, Conrad thoughtlike a walled city. And yet it was familiar in character, painted the same clean white of New England’s farm buildings, with their unornamented lines and breezy aspect. He had seen such things from the car window, when he and his parents would take a drive out beyond the city, the three of them sitting silently in the car, looking out over the calm and sunny landscape. And at the base of each turret of the loft, in hexagonal boxes, Lemuel had planted shrubs, their shapely spires fluting upward.


  Conrad imagined that seeing Lemuel’s loft from above, from a passing airplane, perhaps, or a dirigible, it would seem a chimera, something that bloomed in the mind’s eye as a fleeting vision, a trick of light, a small white town rising from the black and gaping spaces of the city, with its looming walls and shadowy crevices.


  “Oh, say yes, Conrad Morrisey,” Rose breathed in his ear, twirling her parasol.


  “Say yes!” Mr. Pittilio agreed, laughing, drawing on his cigar, wreathed in smoke.


  Conrad looked at Lemuel. At his brave confidence. And though something in him whispered then that it was not so easy as they imagined, could not be so effortlessly contrived, that something other than the simple contract they suggested awaited him up there on that rooftop, he understood that his choice had already been made.


  “Yes,” he said simply. “All right.” And then he laughed.
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