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CHAPTER 4

The condo was appointed luxuriously. It had two bedrooms and a breathtaking view of the

city from the living room. Between the kitchen and the living room was a well-stocked bar. He

paused there—throwing his suit jacket over one of the stools—and poured himself a generous

dollop of scotch. From the little refrigerator, he liberated a couple of ice cubes. Swirling his

drink, he turned and contemplated the view.

He took a mouthful and swallowed it, the cords standing out on his neck for an instant.

I’m having a nervous breakdown, he thought, maybe some kind of midlife crisis.

He knew of such. “Next thing I know,” he mumbled. “I’ll be buying a Jaguar with a

convertible top. I’ll toss Amanda over for some Japanese girl in her late teens and go to the

Woodstock revival.”

He took another long sip, not grimacing this time. The liquor warmed him from the inside

out, and he got the impression that he was thinking a little clearer.

He had things to do, arrangements to make.

First, he called his assistant, told her that he wouldn’t be coming into the office for a couple

of weeks. “Family tragedy,” he explained. “I’ve got to take care of a few details.” He told her to

get in touch with Mitch Allen. “Tell him he’s got to cover for me. Go through my calendar with

him. Push off everything you can. He can deal with the immediate issues.”

Then he called Amanda. He explained that he had to be out of town for a while. She

listened, half asleep. It was readily apparent: She didn’t much care.

Last, he called Eileen, his first wife.
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His phone work done, the immediate details taken care of, he sat quietly, looking out the

window, and got stinking drunk.

The next morning arrived slowly, like the toll of a distant bell. He opened his eyes and just

lay there in bed, his head aching, his stomach doing loop-the-loops. The medicine cabinet was

chock-full of everything that a busy executive might need; aspirin, Tylenol, Advil, Maalox,

Rolaids, and more than a few prescription treats. He went straight for the Alka-Seltzer. In the

kitchen, he poured three fingers of water into a juice glass, dropped in about six of the coinlike

tablets, and watched the bubbles.

“Ugh!” he groaned as he downed the concoction and spread his hands out on the counter.

“Ugh!” he exclaimed again.

Like his locker at the gym, the closet held a contingent of suits, shirts, ties, belts, and

suspenders, with shoes to match. In the drawers were underclothes and socks. There were also

several pairs of the ever-fashionable khaki pants and polo shirts, casual shoes, and toiletries. He

packed a bag with what he thought he would need, then called for his car. For this trip, he would

drive himself.

The last time he had been back to Fairfield was when his mother had died. His son, Charles,

had been a confused and confusing teenager, and Ursula at that time still had a troubled

adolescence in front of her. They’d attended the funeral of their grandmother, even though they

hadn’t known her very well. Gregory had had a falling out with his father, and he hadn’t made a

habit of bringing his kids up for visits of any kind.

After college, Gregory had married Eileen. Soon thereafter, he plunged into his career. He

had never been close with either of his parents anyway, so his relationship with them reverted to

one of formality: stiff, awkward hugs at the few-and-far-between holiday visits, terse telephone
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conversations on birthdays. When Gregory divorced Eileen, his father didn’t say two words, but

Gregory knew that the old man didn’t approve, didn’t believe in such things. Gregory’s father

was a long-term man: long-term commitments, long-term loyalty, and long-term memory.

Gregory’s father had been a blue-collar guy, a mechanic working at a local garage. Gregory

remembered the big, black-metal lunch pail, the kind that holds a thermos of coffee in the

rounded lid. He remembered the bib overalls that his father would wear to work every day—the

color of grease and oil, blue denim showing through in places—with a patch over the left breast

that read “Stosh” in friendly, red-stitched script. Gregory knew that his father’s name was

Casimir, the same as his grandfather’s. Often, he had wondered why his name wasn’t Casimir as

well.

As far as Gregory knew, his father had never worked anywhere aside from that garage. He

went bowling on Monday nights and often had his buddies over on Sundays during football

season. They’d sit in the living room. Out back, even if it was below zero outside, there’d be a

propane boiler going, steaming basket after basket of clams.

Gregory might have remembered those Sundays fondly, but he’d never acquired a taste for

the NFL. He felt like an intruder amongst his father and his friends. He’d walk through the living

room, where they’d be laughing and hollering at the screen, and he’d drift on up to his room,

where he would read or listen to his radio.

While he was driving to Fairfield, many memories returned, unbidden, unwelcome. When

his father had retired, Gregory had taken it upon himself to ensure his father’s financial security.

Stosh would have nothing to do with this attempt on Gregory’s part to do his duty. Gregory

offered, but Stosh refused. Gregory insisted. Stosh told him to mind his own business. He told

Gregory, “You might be able to live with yourself and your ill-gotten money, but I could not.”
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Gregory had no idea how well-off his father was, but his mother’s funeral had not been done on

the cheap, so much he could tell quite easily. So after that, he let the matter drop.

Now it would fall to him to arrange a funeral. He had no idea what the process was, but

riding along through Hartford, then toward Boston on I-84, he thought, They’ll walk me through

it. There’s no problem in the world that a little money won’t fix.

Gregory’s father had died of a massive heart attack, or so had said Doctor Remillard when

she’d called. What she hadn’t told Gregory was that his father had been dead for at least a week

before his corpse had been found. A worried neighbor grew concerned after she hadn’t seen

Stosh in a few days, but she hadn’t called anyone until the old house began to exude a most

distasteful odor. The police arrived, broke open the front door, and discovered a grisly sight.

Stosh had suffered a heart attack, but it hadn’t killed him right away. By the looks of things, his

last few hours had been brutal.

Gregory learned all of this only after he had arrived at the hospital. They had his father

down in the morgue, and Gregory had to go down there to identify the body. Barbaric practice,

he thought, turning his face away from the gruesome sight. The doctor stared at Gregory, who

nodded at last, but didn’t say anything. After that, he checked into the town’s only hotel. The

next day, he would go to the funeral parlor and have the body moved. There, everything would

begin. The wheels would be set in motion. Thank God for Western-style capitalism!

Businesspeople would take over, and the whole thing would be taken care of.

Gregory signed all the papers at the funeral home and swiped his credit card; the machine

took control. The funeral home would take care of all the arrangements: transportation to and

from the cemetery, invitations and announcements, embalming, casket, clergy, and eulogy,
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everything down to the last detail. Gregory initialed, signed, and approved one thing after

another, and then he was cut loose with suggestions for dealing with his grief.

In the days that followed, Gregory didn’t go to the park to feed the geese. He didn’t go to the

church to meet with the priest, and he didn’t meet with family or friends. He went to his father’s

house to see what shape it was in. He intended to put the old place on the market, to sell it as

quickly as possible. It wasn’t that he wanted the money, but he certainly didn’t want the house.

He was the next of kin, and his father had left no will, so it was his; just another “action item” to

be handled.

Driving through the old neighborhood, he was surprised to see how little things had

changed, yet he viewed those changes—new buildings, refurbished old ones, a new street light

here, an enlarged intersection there—oddly, almost as if the progress, what little there was of it,

was an offense to the few pleasant memories he had of his childhood.

There! Once it had been a house. The old man who had lived there had run a candy store out

of his basement. Gregory remembered going in with a nickel to buy five pieces of penny candy.

Now it was a convenience store with four gas pumps outside. Farther on, he noticed that the

woods across the street from his father’s house were gone. In their place stood a small apartment

complex, just a few buildings, each with two front doors.

He mourned the loss of those woods, but he didn’t wonder about the pasture beyond or

about the stand of hardwoods beyond that, and he didn’t wonder about The House. He was trying

to be all business. After the story he’d heard at the hospital, he didn’t expect a pleasant sight

inside his father’s house.

The outside was kept immaculately. All the bushes had been trimmed. The lawn was in good

shape. A big maple stood in the front yard. The circle of wood chips around its base looked
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fresh, and there were no weeds to speak of. Everything looked well cared for and neat. He parked

in the driveway and with grim determination made his way to the front door.

It didn’t stand hanging open on its hinges. Police must have patched it up, he thought.

He’d gotten the key from the doctor, along with his father’s wallet and other personal

effects. Inside, the living room was a mess. Magazines that must have sat upon the ottoman were

scattered around on the floor. The big recliner had been tipped over. The end table that had stood

to one side was knocked over as well. On the floor was a nasty stain, although it was apparent

that someone had attempted to clean it up. The doctor had told him that his father had lain upon

the floor for several hours and had even tried to crawl toward the kitchen where there was a

phone mounted on the wall. “He must have been in tremendous pain,” the doctor had said. “Your

father had to have been a very strong-willed and courageous man.”

The curtains were thick, and they’d been drawn tight. Gregory opened them a little, but not

too much. He only needed to see well enough to determine the state of the place. Besides, the

bright sunlight streaming in seemed somehow out of place.

So many memories. The last time he had been there, he hadn’t been flooded so, hadn’t seen

things the way they looked at that moment. The same old carpet was still on the floor, worn

down where his father would go to the kitchen, or to the bathroom, or upstairs to his bedroom.

The same old wallpaper was still on the walls of the living room, but the kitchen had been

painted over in a thick off-white. Despite the new paint, the kitchen had the same old counter and

the same old appliances. Gregory walked around the place almost in a daze. He opened the

refrigerator. There wasn’t much inside, just a couple of small cans covered over with plastic

wrap and rubber bands, a plastic pitcher half-full of milk, and jars of condiments. To one side of

the fridge stood a big built-in cabinet, a pantry of sorts. He opened that as well. Inside was an
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industrial-sized box of saltines, a few packages of cheap, generic brand boil-and-eat Chinese

noodles, a big box of powered milk, and several small cans like the ones he’d seen half-empty

inside the fridge. He reached in and picked one up: generic brand dog food. His father didn’t

have a dog, not that Gregory knew of. He turned and looked around, almost expecting to see

some half-starved mutt come wagging and trotting into the kitchen. There’s no dog here, he

thought. It’d smell. The doctor hadn’t mentioned anything about a dog.

Then it hit him. The big box of crackers, the powdered milk, the cheap noodles; his father

had been living in poverty. He’d been eating the dog food.

It hit him, the whole scene, the neat-as-a-pin landscaping, the musty old house where little

had changed since he was a kid, his mother’s expensive funeral, the mess in the living room, the

ugly stain on the threadbare carpet giving pathetic testament to his father’s last hours and

minutes.

It hit Gregory like a piano dropped from the ninety-ninth floor. He sat down there, in the

middle of the kitchen floor, still holding that small can of generic dog food. He stared at the

linoleum floor, torn here and there, the floorboards showing underneath. God! It’s so clean, he

thought. The tears ran out of his eyes, steady, wetting his cheeks and dripping onto the collar of

his expensive polo shirt. He cried silently, without sobbing, but his breath quickened, pulling a

stitch in his side.

He sat there for an hour, perhaps two. In his mind, he didn’t feel anything. He couldn’t open

that door, couldn’t let his heart in there. He knew that the guilt of that scene might consume him.

It lurked there, hulking, just outside the door of his mind, slobbering, with pictures of memories

that he would rather not conjure, images that he couldn’t bear to see just then—or ever.
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Yet his mind couldn’t avoid the realization that he’d been going about his life as if he had a

right to be doing the things he’d been doing, and the whole time, his father had been living there

in that house, making do on less than he needed, alone. The monster of Gregory’s guilt lurked,

but the specter of his father drifted through that door like steam. Gregory saw his father rattling

around in that house, hungry, perhaps hopeless, pining for his dead wife, maybe wondering

where his only son was. The scene hung there in his mind’s eye: that ghost, that image. Gregory

couldn’t ignore it. He tried to turn his thoughts to practical things, such as what he’d have to do

to spruce the place up, how much to invest to maximize his return, but the images kept coming

through. He’d see his father mixing up the powered milk, perhaps humming while he did so,

spreading that awful meat on those stale crackers. Gregory imagined his dad sitting in the living

room, reading the paper with only one light on to save on the electric bill. Maybe his father had

gone cold in the winter. Maybe he’d scrimped on his medicine.

More than once, Gregory called out to God to free him of those images, but if God was

answering him, Gregory wasn’t getting the message.

It was a terrible time for Gregory, but his cell phone got him out of it. Sitting on the floor in

the kitchen, still holding that pathetic little can, he took the phone out and flipped it open.

“Skapstow,” he said.

“Sorry to hear about your father.” It was Mitch Allen. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No, no,” Gregory replied. “What’s up, Mitch?”

“The auditors arrived the day you left. I’ve been working out of your office since. It’s not

going well. There was an off-the-books payment made against an out-of-sequence invoice; one-

point-five million dollars, in round numbers. It’s drawn on the Deutsche Bank.”
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“That’s the initial payment on the deal I made with Henrik Gier, a hundred and thirty million

over three years; seventy, twenty, ten is the payout schedule.”

“We can’t have a payment made with no costs associated. We need to show the costs,

anticipated or otherwise.”

“Work it out with Karen.”

“I asked Karen, of course. You made the deal, Gregory. I need the details so we can attain

the revenue; otherwise, it looks like free money just falling out of the sky. The auditors don’t like

that very much, and neither does the SEC.”

“When I get back to my hotel, I’ll forward you a copy of the proposal. Give it to Karen.

She’ll dope out the service delivery costs.”

“It gets worse.”

“What?”

“The off-shores: one in particular has caught the lead auditor’s eye. She’s subpoenaed all the

paperwork from a Swiss venture capital group. Even if she finds that everything is in order, she

smells blood. Gregory, she’s petitioned to have the scope of her authority broadened.”

“She can dig all she wants. She won’t find anything.”

“Hmm. How long do you think you’ll need to be away?”

“Another week, maybe two.” His eyes wandered about the place. Once again, he was

thinking about what he would need to do to put the place up for sale.

“She’s going after you personally, Gregory. She’s going for access to your tax returns, and

she’s getting the IRS involved, as well as New York State’s attorney general.”

“She can’t do that, not without cause.”
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“Along with the million and a half was a check made out to you for two hundred thousand.

It doesn’t look good, and we’re not even going to try to explain that. Do you understand?”

“It’s for the stock portion of the deal. I had to put up my options. It was the only way to

close the business.”

“That’s illegal, Gregory. It looks as though you’re accepting a bribe to deliver business to a

customer below cost. The board’s all over me to secure your resignation. The stock’s dipped in

the last two trading days. Someone’s leaked rumors of a scandal over here.”

“Fucking bitch,” Gregory cursed under his breath. “It’s that cunt Jessica Fadey and her

attack dyke, Lizzy Prentice.”

“What did you just say? Did I just hear a slur? Never mind. You’d better settle things

there—and quickly. And Gregory, you’d better get a lawyer. My job now is to protect the

corporation. You understand—”

“Yeah, right. I understand.”

Click.

Gregory stood up and looked around with a new eye. This place is a fucking dump, he

thought. It’s the old man’s fault if he wouldn’t ask for help. I sure as hell would have before I ate

this shit. He dropped the little can on the floor and watched it roll away. “Dog Food—Chunky

Beef—Dog Food” rolled toward the corner, near the rickety kitchen table. Fuck it, he thought.

I’ll get some realtor to clean the place out, give ’em a couple thousand to play with, and they’ll

put the place in order. With that, he turned on his heel and marched back outside.

He stood there at the bottom of the front porch steps. It’d been a tough day, and he felt as

though he’d just had his finger in a light socket. The truth was, he didn’t know exactly what he

was feeling.
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Charles! he thought. I never called Charles. The thought came out of nowhere.

He walked across the front yard, under that big old maple tree, and across the street.

Through the tiny apartment complex he walked and down across a gully, through a little cleared

space and into the hardwoods beyond.

He knew what he was doing and where he was going, but he didn’t think about it. In his

mind, a movie was playing. Him, handcuffed like a common criminal, getting into the back seat

of some nondescript government sedan while assholes from CNN shouted questions at him.

Amanda, bereft of his loving attention, taking what money she could get her hands on and

heading off to Spain or Portugal with the first gigolo with a tight ass she could find. He walked

and walked, and the movie continued to play. His “friends” at the country club talking about him

over brunch or out on the course, how they’d always known he was a bad apple. The most honest

of them saying that they’d always known he was just stupid enough to get caught.

A scene inserted like a subliminal clip: his father opening that goddamn can of dog food.

Kids from the neighborhood yelling, “Hey Crapstow! How come yer old man eats dog food? Is

he some kind-a Polack?” Him in a courtroom, leeching lawyers all around, fat with his blood.

Media everywhere, his face on the financial news, not as some magnificently shrewd “mover and

shaker,” but as one of the losers who had stepped in shit deep enough to get busted. His wife,

Amanda, on her back, legs in the air as she gets banged by some twenty-year-old surfer dude,

moaning and groaning like she never did when he made love to her. His wife, Eileen, standing

alone at a grave, the grave of his son, Charles. Mitch Allen, that smart-ass Oxford shit, asking for

the key to the company condo, the key to his company car, the key to his house outside

town—even that belonged to the company—smiling that crooked British smile, holding his hand

out for the fucking keys to everything.
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If Gregory’d stopped and listened, he might have heard his mind snapping like a leafy-green

stick.

The movie played on as Gregory marched through the woods. He was following no trail. He

wasn’t even looking where he was going, but somewhere inside his fevered visions, he knew

where he was headed.

Walking, walking, the movie getting ever worse, then there, up that rise, the shape he’d been

subconsciously looking for. Up the hill, through the trees, there it was.

It was a tumbled-down wreck that showed every day of every week of every month and

every year since it had been abandoned. The roof stood gaping in places. The attic joists stuck

out like Mitch Allen’s smiling, twisted teeth. The windows yawned, empty of glass, void of

tattered sheers. He paused for only an instant, then went on around back, to the door.

The porch was nothing more than a tangled mess of half-rotten boards and rusted nails.

There was no evidence of a wicker chair, and there was no back door to unlatch, although the

stonework steps were still there, broken and mostly wrecked, but still there. He mounted them

and went in through the empty doorway.

No stove stood against the interior wall. There wasn’t much of the wall left, just bricks

where the chimney once had been, and exposed lath work, chunks of plaster here and there, and

strands of horsehair. The floor had caved in where Gregory had thought the sink would be. There

was no huge table, no vase, and no flowers turned to dust, no oil lamps, and no solid-silver tea

service.

He walked in, mindful of the rotten floor, and went around the corner, to the parlor.

Animals now called it home. There was a thick pile of twigs and straw, droppings all over

the floor. Squirrels, he thought, and proceeded on through to the front sitting room.
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No chairs, no big table, no images of people dancing, only decay and rot, a lonely, empty

breeze blowing through the windows and through the holes in the walls. On, into the entryway.

The stairway still went up to the second floor, but the ceiling was caved in overhead, and little

remained of the stairs or the banister. There, the door still stood, open just a crack, darkness

beyond, within. Gregory stared at it for a moment, then started up.

A few pieces of wood remained, clinging broken and splintered to the riser. He went up

carefully, but with determination. He had to go up, had to get to the second floor and that round

room of windows. It was where everything had gone sour, where he’d made his big mistake.

The movie had stopped playing in his head. Now there only remained a single picture, an

image devoid of sound, but all too real and compelling.

He had to get to that room.

The floor had collapsed in places, and little remained of the walls or the roof. It was

dangerous, Gregory knew, but he went on, stepping around the fallen parts, testing his weight

before committing. He made his way thus around a tumbled-down piece of wall and into what

had once been that child’s bedroom.

No ghostly creaks came from the first floor or from the steps. He didn’t expect any, and he

knew where they’d come from all those years before. He knew who’d been watching from that

room below.

Gregory was alone in The House, but not for long, not for long at all.

Into that round room, what was left of it. No windows, not even the casements, remained.

No little rocking chair was there anymore, but there, there amidst the wreckage of dust and rotten

wood, there was the ancient, over-sized leather envelope.
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Could it be? It had to be. It was his only chance. He knew that now. The image, that silent

picture in his head: it was clear. He dared not touch the envelope, it had to be just as it was. It

was enough to know that it was there, to verify the hope in his mind, the impossible hope that

would stave off that desperate, silent picture.

Back downstairs, crawl and climb. Carefully down, careful! With sharp rusty nails and

broken, rotten wood, one wrong step would send him clear to the cellar and a nasty end, no

doubt. There, the door hadn’t moved, hadn’t opened a bit. He knew it! He knew it! It had to be.

Slowly, he pushed it open.

Dark within, no empty windows, no lonely, empty breeze. Holes in the floor, holes in the

ceiling, but dark all the same, dark and safe. He waited there, peering out through the crack. This

time, he’d stop that boy when he came, make him see, somehow bridge the gap across time. He

had to; it was his only chance. It was the parchment papers! The pictures! He had to make the

boy look at them, or else the vision in his head would come true.

In his mind, a distant vision, but all too real and tangible. The picture was of Gregory

hunkered in the woods. The sun was setting. There was no House, no wreckage, no vestige of

habitation whatsoever—nothing had ever been there at all—just a middle-aged, broken man

squatting behind a tree and peering down an empty path, watching as the illusions of his life

blew away on a harsh, frigid wind. Willpower alone held that vision at bay, willpower and dark

determination.

“He’ll be along.” Mumbling aloud, rocking forward and back, eyes unfocused. “I’ll talk to

him, explain things.

“He’ll be along.”


